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Introduction

The career of artist Robert Irwin could be broadly categorized as a series of
renunciations. In 1970, following a number of highly-publicized exhibitions of his work
in Los Angeles and New York, Irwin made the decision to abandon both the practice of
painting and his longtime studio in Venice Beach, California. “There was no reason for
me to go on being a painter,” he opined in a subsequent interview—instead, he turned his
attention towards all-encompassing environments, creating a series of installation works
for specific locations that moved beyond the traditional parameters of painting and
sculpture.?

Ten years later, Irwin found himself at yet another existential crossroads. Being
largely satisfied with the course his installation works had taken over the preceding
decade, he questioned whether he would ever make art again. “I might have just
disappeared” he later said of this pivotal moment in his career, “but as it turns out, I
couldn’t.”? Compelled to explore new avenues and outlets for his practice, Irwin’s work
moved out of the art gallery and museum and into the realm of public spaces and outdoor
environments. For these new projects, Irwin was often more of an architect or landscape
designer than a visual artist in the traditional sense. His work from this point onwards
took a staggering variety of different forms, including lush, colorful gardens and an
austere renovation of a factory building made into a contemporary art museum (figs. 1

and 2). By now Irwin had abandoned not only the act of painting, but the very notion of

! Robert Irwin, guoted in Lawrence Weschler, Seeing is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One Sees: Over
Thirty Years of Conversations with Robert Irwin, 2" ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008),
111

2 1bid., 193.
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the artwork as a discrete and self-contained object. “The subject of art is aesthetic
perception” he declared, and his task as an artist going forward would be to create new
opportunities for this perception to emerge.®

Although he is one of the central figures of the movement known as California
Light and Space, Irwin’s practice is far too wide-ranging in form and concept to be
grouped within a single category.* In fact, Irwin’s work has dovetailed with or anticipated
new directions in avant-garde art to a degree that is remarkable for any postwar American
artist. His transition from painting in oil on canvas to creating sculptural, wall-mounted
discs in the late 1960s paralleled the emergence of minimalist sculpture in New York at
the same moment (figs. 3 and 4). In the subsequent decade, he turned his attention to
immersive installation work just as a number of artists were making similar moves on
both coasts of the United States. Finally, his interest in creating works for public sites and
outdoor environments was mirrored by a number of his contemporaries whose careers
had developed in the wake of minimalism, expanding on that earlier movement’s
fascination with three-dimensional space and the boundaries between private and public
bodies.

Irwin’s record of aesthetic innovation has been duly acknowledged and celebrated
by the art community. Since 1970, he has been commissioned to design major projects

for a wide variety of museums and arts organizations, including the Museum of Modern

3 Robert Irwin, “Notes toward a Model,” in Robert Irwin (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art,
2013), 31.

# The term Light and Space was first used in the title of the 1971 exhibition “Transparency, Reflection,
Light, Space: Four Artists” at the UCLA Art Galleries, which featured the work of Irwin, Peter Alexander,
Larry Bell, and Craig Kauffman. Although none of the artists in the exhibition readily identified themselves
as members of a coherent movement, they unwittingly became figureheads of what several critics had
identified as a new aesthetic fascination with “light and space” that was emergent in Southern California in
the early 1970s. Although they did not show work at the UCLA exhibition, James Turrell and Doug
Wheeler are often considered members of this movement, as well.
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Art, the Whitney Museum, the Getty Institute, the Dia Foundation, and the Chinati
Foundation. Public reaction to these works has on the whole been extremely favorable,
and there is no doubt that Irwin continues to enjoy broad institutional support from
museums and galleries across the United States and Europe. At the same time, however,
Irwin has rarely been the subject of in-depth research by historians of postwar art. One of
the reasons for this scholarly lacuna is the tight level of control that Irwin has maintained
over the interpretation of his work. He has written an explanatory essay or critical
commentary for every major exhibition catalogue on his work since the late 1970s, and
his collected writings have been published in a volume that is over 400 pages long.®
Those scholars and curators who have worked in collaboration with Irwin on his museum
and monograph projects have generally been subject to a strong degree of editorial
control, with the result that much of the art historical writing on Irwin’s art tends to hew
closely to the interpretive parameters that he has already established himself.

Another limitation on the serious study of Irwin’s work has come from his
generally negative critical reception by a number of prominent art historians, who have
for the most part interpreted his oeuvre as rearguard and conservative in comparison to
those of his contemporaries who were working in New York in the late 1960s. This
response has been reiterated most consistently and forcefully by the scholars associated
with the journal October, who have described the California Light and Space movement
as a corruption or misreading of minimalist sculpture and its postmodernist rejection of
transcendence, interiority, and the Enlightenment ideal of the self-contained human

subject. While Irwin’s work is closely related to minimalism in form, they have argued,

5> Robert Irwin, Notes Toward a Conditional Art, ed. Matthew Simms (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty
Museum, 2011).
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its conception retains distinct traces of a late modernist sublimity, particularly in its
fascination with light and negative space. In this historiographic formulation, artists in
New York produced solid, material works that evinced a post-structuralist understanding
of subjectivity and rejected late modernist sensibilities, while Irwin and his
contemporaries turned towards an immateriality that merely preserved those outdated
conceptions of the work of art.®

Part of my project in this dissertation is to take seriously the claims that have
been made against Irwin’s work by the October school in particular, considering the
extent to which his art engages with or ignores theoretical concepts such as post-
structuralism and its disavowal of modernism’s utopian and idealist dimensions. My
analysis looks at Irwin’s work as both a discrete oeuvre with its own internal logic and
development as well as a lens through which to consider a broader swath of postwar art,
particularly minimalist sculpture and the movements that developed from it in the 1970s
and afterwards.

In Irwin’s own estimation, his career has been an extended process of
“phenomenological reduction”: a stripping away of art’s traditional materials and
techniques while simultaneously expanding its physical and conceptual boundaries.” This
self-reflexive process of attenuation and removal is evident in the chronological
progression of his works, which gradually abandoned the dense textures and surfaces of

Abstract Expressionism, the wall-mounted painting, and finally the art object itself. At

® These claims against [rwin’s work are articulated most strongly in Rosalind Krauss, “Overcoming the
Limits of Matter: On Revising Minimalism,” in American Art of the 1960s, ed. John Elderfield (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 1991), and in Hal Foster, “The Crux of Minimalism,” reprinted in The Return of
the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1996).

" Robert Irwin, quoted in Carol Kino, “The Artist’s Artist: Robert Irwin Continues to Create and Inspire,”
WSJ Magazine, Dec. 31, 2015 https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-artists-artist-robert-irwin-continues-to-
create-and-inspire-1451572502
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the same time, his ideas were closely related not only to his Light and Space associates in
California, but to the broader rejection of painting as a medium and to the “disappearance
of objects” that emerged as one of the defining features of avant-garde art around 1970.8
In this way, his work exemplifies larger trends in art history at this moment and engages
significant theoretical debates about the changing nature of art-making at the end of
modernism.

Although the overall dissertation argues for a critical reappraisal and
rehabilitation of Irwin’s oeuvre, this reversal also involves dismantling many of the
underlying assumptions that have structured the scholarly writing on minimalism,
particularly the distinction that has been drawn between solid, material work that was
influenced by post-structuralist theory and the immaterial, phenomenologically-oriented
objects and environments of artists like Irwin. After looking closely at individual works
by Irwin and considering his own statements about the intended function and meaning of
these pieces, I argue that Irwin’s immaterial work is in fact much closer to a
“progressive” version of minimalism than previous scholars have allowed, and that those
artists who have been singled out as vanguards share more of Irwin’s transcendental
inclinations than has heretofore been acknowledged.

To help ease or loosen the historiographic divide between East Coast minimalism
and Light and Space, this dissertation draws on recent work in critical theory pertaining

to the subject of “new materialism.” Dating back to the early 1980s with the Actor-

8 The term “disappearance of objects™ is taken from Joshua Shannon’s book The Disappearance of Objects:
New York Art and the Rise of the Postmodern City (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009). Shannon
employs the term to describe the de-industrialization of New York City in the 1960s and artists’ responses
to it, but the term is equally applicable to the emergence of conceptualism at the end of that decade, when
many artists turned away from making physical works and embraced the notion that art was primarily about
ideas and concepts.
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Network Theory of French scholars such as Bruno Latour, new materialism emerged
primarily as a response to post-structuralism and its overriding emphasis on the influence
and effects of societal and discursive formations. In recent years, the volume of literature
on new materialist theory has grown exponentially, and although this branch of
investigation contains a number of divergent voices and perspectives, most new
materialist scholars are united in their belief that critical theory must return its attention to
the material properties and objects of the physical world that have been downplayed or
ignored by other contemporary movements in philosophy.®

The most relevant aspect of new materialism for this dissertation is its rejection of
the distinction between material and immaterial as two separate spheres of activity and
inquiry. Just as new materialism sees no difference between human and inanimate
“actors” and the societies they form together, it also erases the boundary between solid,
fixed objects and immaterial properties of light, air, and space. Each of these actors is
seen as equivalent in its significance, with the result that the subject of critical
investigation expands to include previously-unexplored realms of sensory experience.©

In many ways, Irwin’s process of “phenomenological reduction” prefigures and
anticipates new materialism by deliberately blurring or erasing the boundaries between
solid objects and the light and space that surround them. Irwin’s has described his work
as an exercise in “pure perception,” a psychic state in which preconceived attitudes and

habits of seeing fall away to create a newly-attentive and sensitive mode of looking and

9 See Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 2007).

10 These ideas are elaborated in Diana Coole and Samantha Frost, “Introducing the New Materialisms,” in
New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics, ed. Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (Durham, North
Carolina: Duke University Press, 2010).
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understanding the world.!! This notion of pure perception is echoed in the writings of
new materialist critics, who describe networks of actors interacting with one another
directly without the additional influence of a discourse or outside sociological pressure.
Although I remain skeptical of some of these conclusions—particularly the belief in a
realm of “pure” interaction between human subjects and their environment that can exist
outside of discourse—my argument is receptive to new materialism’s equivalent
understanding of material and immaterial, which undercuts the distinctions between
different types of minimalist art that have been elaborated by earlier scholars.

The chapters of my dissertation divide Irwin’s work into groupings that are
chronological and thematic. In chapter one, I focus on the artist’s paintings and sculptures
from the late 1950s until 1970. It was during this time that Irwin began to show his work
at the celebrated Ferus Gallery in Los Angeles, exhibiting alongside a number of artists
who would later become well-known including Larry Bell and Ed Ruscha.? Irwin’s
earliest paintings from this period show the distinct influence of Abstract Expressionism
with their heavily-worked surfaces, bright colors, and gestural brushwork (fig. 5). But
Irwin’s aesthetic quickly became more spare and austere, and by the mid-1960s his
paintings were no more than groupings of colored dots hovering imperceptibly over a
white ground (fig. 6).

It was shortly after the creation of these “dot” paintings that Irwin turned his
attention to making wall-mounted, spray-painted aluminum and acrylic discs, which are
the primary focus of my analysis in this chapter. Although these works marginally

resemble paintings in the sense that they are still hung on the wall, their form is closer to

11 Robert Irwin, quoted in a press release for his work Double Blind at the Vienna Secession, 2013.
https://www.secession.at/en/exhibition/robert-irwin-2/
12 Kristine McKenna, The Ferus Gallery: A Place to Begin (G6ttingen, Germany: Steidl, 2009), 23.
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sculpture than a traditional painting in oil on canvas. My discussion of these works
highlights the historical circumstances of their creation, including Irwin’s extended
investigations into the nature of perception at the Garrett aerospace laboratory as part of
LACMA’s Art and Technology program.®® By looking at the discs as a product of
specific historical trends in science as well as the epistemic shift towards abstraction that
is characteristic of capitalist production in the late 1960s, | complicate earlier accounts of
these works that have described them only as outgrowths of late modernist painting, the
phenomenological writings of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, or the car culture of postwar Los
Angeles. Finally, I draw on new materialism’s notion of equivalence between the solid
and ephemeral to reconsider the role of light and space in avant-garde art at this moment,
arguing that Irwin’s interest in immateriality IS not a rearguard gesture to transcendence,
but is meant to encourage a process of critical looking that is in line with minimalist work
being made concurrently outside of Southern California.

The second chapter considers Irwin’s installation works made for art museums
and galleries from the early 1970s to the present day. After the conclusion of his
residency with Art and Technology and the creation of his acrylic columns, Irwin
completed a number of site-specific installations at museums around the United States
and Europe. Because the overwhelming majority of these projects are no longer extant,
my analysis focuses primarily on a series of works that are still on view at the estate of
the late Count Giuseppe Panza in Varese, Italy (figs. 7-9).

As one of the first serious collectors of minimalist sculpture whose vast holdings

have since been distributed to major museums across the United States, Panza was

13 The full history of Irwin’s residency at Garrett is recounted by Jane Livingston in A report on the Art and
Technology Program of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1967-1971 (Los Angeles: Los Angeles
County Museum of Art, 1971), 127-43.
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instrumental in shaping the interpretive narrative of minimalism in the wake of its initial
success. In the early 1970s, Panza transformed the horse stables of his mansion into a
showcase for a series of permanent installation works by Irwin, James Turrell, and Dan
Flavin, whose colored light installations fill the space with an otherworldly glow (figs. 10
and 11). In the years following the completion of the stable project, the overall
installation was criticized by art historians for its misguided emphasis on metaphysics
and transcendence. By shifting attention away from the hard materiality of Flavin’s work,
and by championing the immaterial aesthetic of California artists such as Irwin and
Turrell, Panza had supposedly erased the postmodern, post-structuralist character of
minimalism in favor of a decidedly more traditional understanding of the work of art as a
vessel of private meaning and rapturous, emotional experience.!*

My discussion of Irwin’s works in the Panza stables uses this negative critical
assessment of the site as a starting point to consider the post-structuralist character of
minimalist sculpture and installation work after 1970. Specifically, | am interested in the
question of subjectivity in these works, and the extent to which they encourage a viewing
experience that is centered on the interiority of a visionary artist and receptive onlooker.
One of the theoretical innovations of minimalism, it is argued, is that its interest in
industrial production and slick, mass-produced surfaces rejected a Cartesian,
Enlightenment subject in favor of a newly-ascendant post-structuralist model, in which a
relational subject is constantly re-enacted and shaped by external social forces.'®

Through a close analysis of the three connected installations that Irwin created for

the stables, | emphasize the manner in which these works reject an idealist illusionism

14 Krauss, “Overcoming the Limits of Matter,” 134-8.
15 Foster, “The Crux of Minimalism,” 40.
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and consistently emphasize the viewer’s relationship to the surrounding space inside and
outside the gallery. I also compare Irwin’s works in the stables to those by Flavin and
Turell in the same space, considering the extent to which all of these works model, or fail
to model, a new, post-structuralist understanding of subjectivity. The conclusions of this
investigation are twofold: first, that Irwin’s artistic interest in light and negative space
does not immediately suggest an Enlightenment or modernist understanding of the
subject. Second, that much of the minimalist work that has been championed as critically
progressive—especially the work of Dan Flavin—is still invested in a sensibility of
interiority, if not to the same degree as the art that preceded it. The sharply-delineated
theoretical boundaries that scholars have drawn between these two groups are not as
clear-cut as they seem, and engage with new, transitional models of subjectivity that
move beyond an Enlightenment paradigm.

The chapter concludes by considering Irwin’s later installation works for museum
spaces, including his 1977 mid-career retrospective at the Whitney Museum that
experimented with outdoor and conceptual works for the first time (fig. 12). Although
Irwin’s early installation pieces adhere closely to a site-oriented model that emphasizes
the viewer’s physical presence in the space, these later works reveal Irwin’s
experimentation with an idealist mode of art-making, in which the work is “completed”
or activated inside the viewer’s mind. Over the course of the next four decades, Irwin’s
museum pieces courted this sense of interiority to varying degrees: where some works
play with illusionism and the sublime, others uphold his original vision by rejecting those

same sensibilities.
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The third and final chapter looks at Irwin’s works for outdoor museum spaces and
public sites outside of art museums and galleries. Irwin first moved into the realm of
outdoor, public art shortly after his retrospective at the Whitney, and it became his
primary focus for most of the next two decades. The chapter begins by considering
Irwin’s public works from the early 1980s, comparing them to other public art pieces
made around the same time by figures such as Richard Serra and Krzysztof Wodiczko
(fig. 13). My interest in this chapter concerns the political and social function of public
art and its relationship to late capitalist spectacle. Many critics and historians of postwar
art have questioned the value of site-specific art for public places, arguing that its
aesthetic beautification of common spaces and lack of overt political messaging obscure
the conflicts of class and race that occur in the urban environment.®

Furthermore, these works have been said to contribute to the broader spread of
“spectacle culture” into the public sphere, a phenomenon in which the work of art
becomes little more than a beautiful and inoffensive image to be easily digested by a
docile public.!” Although Irwin’s public works lack any kind of straightforward political
content, their designs call attention to the spatial relationships between viewer and object,
and urge visitors to pay close attention to details of the site that they may have otherwise
ignored. In this way, they resist the passive mode of looking that is characteristic of
spectacle culture, in which works of art can be quickly photographed and consumed as
commodities in the larger culture industry.

The second portion of this chapter concentrates on Irwin’s well-known design for

the central garden of the Getty Center in Los Angeles, which expands on the conceptual

16 Rosalyn Deutsche, “Tilted Arc and the Uses of Democracy,” in Evictions: Art and Spatial Politics
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), 262-3.
17 Rosalind Krauss, “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum,” October 54 (Autumn, 1990): 17.
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parameters of his early public works (fig. 1). Comprised of multiple adjoining sections
decorated with a wide variety of plant species and water features, Irwin’s garden guides
the viewer through a number of different aesthetic environments while showcasing the
buildings of the Getty complex itself. Unable to be fully reproduced in photographs and
lacking a signature, iconic view, the garden demands an in-person encounter that unfolds
over several minutes. With this work, Irwin transformed his earlier site-conditioned
practice into a large-scale environment without clearly defined boundaries or form.
Structured as a series of intimate spaces that juxtapose viewers with the surrounding
architecture of the Getty, Irwin’s garden resists spectacular impulses by eschewing
dramatic vistas and calling attention to the physical details of its own layout and design.
The final section of the third chapter focuses on Irwin’s design for the Dia:
Beacon museum in the Hudson River Valley of upstate New York (fig. 2).
Commissioned to assist with the renovation of a Nabisco box factory for its
transformation into the Dia Foundation’s permanent exhibition space, Irwin not only
designed the new museum’s gardens and landscaping but also the building’s layout and
architectural details such as windowpanes and ceiling height.*® As one of the premier
showecases for minimalist sculpture in the world, Dia: Beacon enters into in a larger
debate about display practices for 1960s art that began with the Panza collection in Italy.
A number of art historians have argued that contemporary installations of minimalism
transform the works of art into slick commodities, and use expensive, monumental
museum spaces to create an environment akin to a shopping mall or amusement park.
Where minimalist sculpture used to be presented in a manner that oriented the viewer in

space and time, it now forms part of a larger scheme of dazzling spectacle and illusion,

18 Matthew Simms, Robert Irwin: A Conditional Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 239.
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overwhelmed by its surroundings in a manner that is anathema to its original function and
intent.®

My analysis of the Dia: Beacon complex argues that the space largely avoids the
more spectacular tendencies of many recent museums, primarily through its spare
sensibility and rudimentary approach to exhibiting works of art. At the same time,
however, the building’s sleekly-renovated industrial aesthetic cannot fully escape a
“fetishistic” presentation of minimalism, in which the work of art becomes a component
in a milieu of chic interior design. This recoding of minimalist art has as much to do with
a nostalgia for the industrial aesthetic of 1960s Manhattan as it does with Irwin’s
contemporary redesign of the factory space. Furthermore, minimalist artists’ fascination
with highly-finished industrial surfaces also played a role in the transformation of their
works into commaodities of consumption and display. While critics have been quick to
ascribe minimalism’s historiographic transformation to misguided collectors, curators,
and architects, I argue that this change in the work’s reception is a much more complex
cultural process that is partially rooted in the form of the works themselves.

A number of my arguments in this dissertation have been formulated in response
to an earlier body of criticism that debates the nature of progressive or critical art-making
after 1960. This scholarship is primarily Marxist in its orientation, and postulates (usually
implicitly) that the primarily value of avant-garde art lies in its resistance to or critique of
the market’s intrusion into the realm of artistic production, and the resulting formation of

a “culture industry” that blurs the distinction between art and commodities.?’ Although

19 Krauss, “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum,” 17.
20 The term “culture industry” was coined by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer in their 1944 book
Dialectic of Enlightenment, and has been used most frequently in the work of art historian Benjamin

Introduction 13



my own methodological perspective is largely in sympathy with this position, I also find
much of this scholarship to be overly narrow in its conception of what constitutes critique
and which artists are held up as advanced or innovative. My analysis of Irwin’s public
works concludes with a rumination on the nature of “critical” art in the contemporary
moment. Although Irwin’s projects avoid political themes and decline to take an
explicitly oppositional stance to institutions of power, they also reject and discourage the
passive, disengaged approach to viewing art that is central to the effective creation and
operation of a spectacle culture. For this reason, I maintain that the current standards for
critical art are unreasonably limited, and exclude works like Irwin’s that are resistant to
the cultural forces of late capitalism.

While | do not deny or reject the value of art practices that situate themselves in
opposition to the market and its attendant transformations of culture, I also advocate for a
reconfigured and broader understanding of what those resistant practices might be. By
focusing on the oeuvre of an artist whose work has sometimes been described as
theoretically and conceptually conservative, | aim to reconsider what it means for art to
be critical from the 1960s onwards. What are the biases that have structured how scholars
interpret and understand art after minimalism, and in what ways have these assumptions
determined who is valued as sufficiently progressive and who is written off as merely
complicit? Though the dissertation is focused primarily on Irwin and his critical
reputation, my observations also encourage a reconsideration of Irwin’s Light and Space
contemporaries as well as those artists whose work has been celebrated as more

“advanced.” If Irwin’s work courts elements of an emergent postmodern sensibility while

Buchloh, especially in his book Neo-avantgarde and Culture Industry: Essays on European and American
Art from 1955 to 1975(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2000).
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retaining an earlier fascination with transcendence and formal beauty, this liminal
condition is characteristic of much of the art from this period, which did not break as

cleanly with the past as art historians have previously suggested.
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Chapter 1: The Turn from Materiality

In January of 1968, the first exhibition of Robert Irwin’s seminal aluminum disc
paintings opened at the Pasadena Art Museum in California. Two months later, the discs
would form the core of Irwin’s first two solo shows in New York City, which ran
simultaneously at the Pace Gallery and the Jewish Museum.* The works constituted a
radical formal and conceptual leap for an artist who had been known up to that point for
working almost exclusively in oil on canvas (fig. 1). Manufactured in a metal shop that
made custom parts for race cars and painted using an automotive spray gun, each convex
aluminum disc is mounted on a cylindrical metal armature that holds it about two feet
away from the wall (fig. 2). Cross-lit from the front by four incandescent lights—two on
the floor and two on the ceiling—each disc forms the center of a large four-leaf-clover
shape that results from its own shadows being cast on the wall behind it. Irwin applied
the paint in a carefully-planned series of layers so that the discs would seem to disappear
at their edges, and specified that the wall be painted a matching shade of gray to enhance
this ephemeral effect.? Though they bear superficial similarities to traditional painting in
the sense that they are still mounted on the wall, the discs also mark a clear departure
from Irwin’s earlier work with their emphatic three-dimensionality and conspicuous
engagement of the gallery space.

Critical reaction to these new works was largely muted and equivocal: in a typical

review written for ARTnews, Elizabeth Baker called the discs “a bit overproduced,” while

! Michael Vetter, “Exhibition History Through 1970,” in Robert Irwin: All the Rules will Change, ed.
Evelyn C. Hankins (New York: Prestel, 2016), 163.

2 Rachel Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles: Materials, Processes, and the Birth of West Coast Minimalism (Los
Angeles: Getty Publications, 2016), 142-6.
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simultaneously acknowledging that Irwin was “on to some promising potentialities.” In
the New York Times, Hilton Kramer questioned “to what degree this work remains
painting in any meaningful sense and to what degree it has passed into the realm of pure
abstract theater.”® A handful of others were more enthusiastic: Alfred Frankenstein of the
San Francisco Examiner and Chronicle called Irwin “one of the most original and
important artists in the United States today.”” What was obvious to all of these reviewers
was that the discs signaled a major turning point in Irwin’s work up to that moment; the
more difficult question was whether this new direction had been fruitful or productive.

A result of almost ten years of experimentation with the fundamental character
and purpose of painting, Irwin’s discs seem to belong to a number of different narratives
about the nature of American art in the 1960s. With their play between solid surface,
light, and shadow, they clearly embody the turn away from hard materiality—what critic
Lucy Lippard has termed “the dematerialization of the art object”—that emerged as a
trope in avant-garde artistic production towards the end of the decade.® At the same time,
however, their evident fascination with advanced industrial materials and surfaces, as
well as their spatial presence within the gallery setting, recall the tenets of the most
emphatically “material” minimalist artists working in New York. If Irwin’s own writings
suggest that his aims were closer to the minimalists than to those who sought to move

beyond the production of objects, the works themselves do not fit neatly into either

3 Elizabeth C. Baker, “Reviews and Previews: Robert Irwin,” ARTnews 67, no. 3 (May 1968): 15-16.

* Hilton Kramer, “Art: The Jewish Museum Assembles a Triptych of 60’s Talent—In Stripes, Disks and
Shaped Canvas,” New York Times, March 22, 1968.

> Alfred Frankenstein, “Discs, Bursts, Stripes and Spring,” San Francisco Examiner and Chronicle, March
31, 1968.

6 Lippard’s terminology comes from her book Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from
1966 to 1972 (London: Studio Vista, 1973), which describes the origins and development of conceptual art.
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category. They are at once material and immaterial, physically present and visually
evanescent.

The slippage between the material and immaterial is not the only animating
tension in these works, however. On the one hand, the discs hearken back to an older and
more resolutely modernist perspective about the function and value of painting, and of art
in general. Awash in a carefully-orchestrated play of light and shadow, they create a
sense of otherworldliness and transcendence that derives from their reliance on
illusionism. But at the same time, the works also seek to create an active and engaged
mode of critical looking, to dismantle those same optical effects on which much earlier
painting had relied. In this way, the discs reveal the often-fraught and unresolved
conceptual nature of art-making towards the end of the 1960s. At a moment when the
illusionistic quality of late modernist painting found itself on the decline in favor of a
newly-ascendant emphasis on the prosaic and mundane realities of empirical observation,
Irwin’s discs appear as a tensely-balanced mediation between these two poles, revealing
the theoretical intermingling that defines much of the work from this period as artists
negotiated the divide between modernism and its discontented opposition.’

In this chapter, I will begin by summarizing the aesthetic trajectory of Irwin’s
work before the disc paintings, describing how he gradually abandoned the dense
surfaces and impasto of Abstract Expressionism to focus on the evanescent qualities of

light and space. | then move into an examination of the discs themselves, describing their

7 Although the tension between illusionism and empiricism is closely related to the changing nature of
materiality in avant-garde art of the late 1960s, these two divisions do not always neatly overlap. Many
early works of conceptual art retained and developed minimalism’s anti-modernist interest in banal
observation, if not its fascination with solid, industrially-produced objects. Mel Bochner’s Measurement
Room of 1969, which uses tape to measure the dimensions of an empty room, is a characteristic example of
this kind of work (fig. 3). Although Irwin’s discs move towards the immaterial practices of a nascent
conceptual art, they also sustain and preserve a longstanding fascination with optical trickery that is
characteristic of a late modernist paradigm.
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relationship to a wider interest in perception in the art and science of the 1960s. I also
describe how the discs have been interpreted by art historians as a corruption of
minimalist sculpture’s critical poststructuralist materiality. As a counter to this negative
reading of Irwin’s work, I offer an interpretation that is based in the tenets of new
materialist theory, which stresses the equivalence of the material and immaterial and
situates the viewing subject in a wider field of human and inanimate “actors.” Although I
am receptive to new materialism for the way in which it complicates art historians’
longstanding interpretive bias against works that employ light and space, | remain critical
of its ideal of pure, unmediated experience that has little basis in history or culture. My
analysis continues with a discussion of Irwin’s acrylic columns, the last objects that he
created before his move to installation art in the early 1970s. Here I describe Irwin’s
historical relationship to late capitalist aesthetics via his residency at the Garrett
Corporation, which developed technology for the U.S. armed forces during the Vietnam
War. The chapter concludes by returning to the question of transcendence in Irwin’s
work, and in minimalist sculpture more generally. While Irwin’s art does not fully reject
an interest in profundity or metaphysics, I argue that this tension between sublimity and
the banal is latent within much of minimalist artistic production. In this way, my re-
evaluation of Irwin invites a larger reconceptualization of minimalism’s critical promise,
underscoring the ways in which it held onto residual notions of interiority and revelation

that earlier art historians have been reluctant to acknowledge.

Irwin’s Early Works

There is no doubt that Irwin, like his critics, saw the discs as a watershed moment

in his career. He wrote later that they were the result of a question he had posed to
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himself two years before they were shown publicly, in 1966: “how do I paint a painting
that does not begin and end at an edge but rather starts to take in and become involved
with the space or environment around it?””® This line of inquiry, which raises potent
questions about the nature of materiality and the division between tactile objects and
optical space, has its roots in Irwin’s paintings of the late 1950s, which hewed closely to
a late Abstract-Expressionist mode. In the “handhelds” series of 1958-60—qgenerally
considered the first mature works of his career—Irwin was still painting in a style that
would have been familiar to audiences that knew the gestural look of the New York
School. In Lucky U, a characteristic example of the handheld works, oil paints in
saturated shades of yellow, green, white, and black are smeared and spread over the small
canvas in thick layers that suggest processes of accumulation, accretion, and excavation
(fig. 4).

But unlike more well-known Abstract Expressionist painters from New York such
as Willem de Kooning and Mark Rothko, Irwin was not interested in making paintings on
an exceptionally large or physically imposing scale. The most interesting feature of these
works is that they were, in fact, intended to be held in the viewer’s hands. Only slightly
larger than one foot on each side and surrounded by a thick, secure wooden frame, the
paintings have a distinctly “portable” look to them. Though contemporary museum
viewers usually encounter them lying horizontally in a vitrine, Irwin anticipated that the
works would be touched and held, and encouraged this method of viewing when they

were first made.® In this way, the handhelds mark a new approach to the relationship

8 Robert Irwin, quoted in Lawrence Weschler, Seeing is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One Sees: Over
Thirty Years of Conversations with Robert Irwin (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 101.

° Evelyn C. Hankins, “Experiencing the Ineffable: Robert Irwin in the 1960s,” in Robert Irwin: All the
Rules will Change, 17.
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between viewer and object. Removed from their customary place on the gallery wall, the
works take on a distinctly tactile and material quality, encouraging the viewer to
understand them not only as painted images but as physical and interactive objects with
mass, density, and texture.

Subsequent to the handheld series were the “pick-up stick” paintings of 1960-61,
which translated the formal stylings of Irwin’s earlier works to the more traditional scale
and display setup of Abstract-Expressionist painting. On a series of large canvases
approximately five and a half feet square, Irwin painted groups of overlapping lines in
contrasting colors, set against monochromatic but heavily textured backgrounds. The
series gets its name from the resemblance between the masses of lines and the piles of
colorful pick-up sticks that were a popular children’s game at the time, but as Irwin
progressed these “piles” became increasingly sparse, the surface of the canvas less
encrusted with color and paint.!° Where the early Ocean Park (1960) is a dense
accumulation of impasto in bright, vivid colors, scraped over and heavily worked with a
palette knife and brush, the later Pier 11 is significantly pared back in comparison (figs. 5
and 6). The intense mustard yellow background of the earlier painting has been swapped
out for a more muted green, and Irwin leaves many areas of the canvas almost completely
bare. There are also fewer lines, the dense entanglement of colors giving way to a sparser
and looser arrangement of forms over the surface of the canvas. What this series signals
is the beginning of a long retreat away from the explicitly haptic dimension of the
handheld works. Not only do these paintings re-establish the traditional physical distance
between viewer and painting on the wall, they also initiate a process of visual reduction

that would culminate in the extremely spare aesthetic of the later disc paintings.

10 Ibid., 19
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In 1961, Irwin embarked on his series of “line” paintings that would occupy him
for the next two years. This series is usually further divided into the early and late line
paintings, which differ in size and the number of lines that Irwin painted on the canvas.
The works reveal a further paring back in Irwin’s artistic process, abandoning the
improvisatory style and dense surfaces of his earlier production. The early line paintings
demonstrate the extent of this attenuation: in Jake Leg (1962), Irwin produces an
extremely smooth, uniform surface in a dull shade of pink (fig. 7). Over this
monochromatic background appear six lines in dark green and light blue. Visitors to
Irwin’s Venice Beach studio at this time recall him spending hours considering where to
arrange these lines on the surface of the canvas so as not to suggest the traditional
pictorial relationship of figure versus ground. Marking their placement tentatively with
white medical tape, Irwin would rearrange them constantly, often shifting them by only a
few millimeters. The works do not completely abandon a suggestion of the artist’s
presence, however. The pink background of Jake Leg shows very subtle variations in the
thickness and application of paint, while the lines themselves were painted by hand with
a palette knife and show small imperfections (Irwin used the tape only as a compositional
tool).!!

As curator Evelyn Hankins has observed, this process of testing formal
arrangements using tape has its precedents in the work of the Dutch modernist painter
Piet Mondrian, who used a similar method to order the more complex configurations of
lines in primary colors on his late canvases from the 1940s.%2 Irwin has been a noted

devotee of Mondrian’s work for most of his career: he is particularly fond of citing the

11 Hankins, 22.
12 |bid., 23.
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older artist’s dictum that “the culture of determined relations has begun"’13 For Irwin, this
statement underscores the conceptual shift in his work that began with the early line
paintings, one that gives increasingly greater primacy to visual juxtapositions and the
spatial relationships between forms and objects—what Mondrian identified as “the
culture of determined relations” in his rigorously austere abstractions.

No longer concerned with the existentialist markings and layered canvases of the
Abstract Expressionists, Irwin shifted his attention towards optical features of color,
composition, and scale in a manner that recalls the work of archetypically modernist
painters such as Mondrian and Irwin’s slightly older contemporary, Ad Reinhardt.* In
the line paintings, the emphasis is on an arrangement of shapes that is primarily visual,
rather than haptic. Although the artist’s hand has not completely disappeared from the
paintings, they address themselves to the eye as a solution to a formal problem about the
relationship between surface, depth, and the tendency of human vision to extrapolate
abstract forms into concrete subject matter such as horizons, figures, and landscapes.

In 1962, Irwin transitioned to the late line paintings, which are approximately
thirty percent larger than the early works and usually contain no more than two lines per
canvas, as opposed to the four to six lines of the earlier series. Also important is the shift
in colors that Irwin uses here. Unlike the early line paintings where the lines were
executed in easily-visible, contrasting colors, the lines in these later works are so close in
shade to the background that they become difficult to discern. The first late line painting,

Untitled (1962-63) is closest to the previous series in the sense that the two green lines

13 Undated notebook in the Robert Irwin Papers (ca. 1976-77), Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles,
California

14 Irwin would have been familiar with Reinhardt’s late “black paintings” series from an exhibition at the
Dwan Gallery in Los Angeles in 1962. See Hankins, 24.
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still stand out against the vivid orange behind them (fig. 8). But Irwin quickly abandoned
this precedent—in another Untitled work from later that same year, the lines are so close
in tone to the deep orange ground that they are practically invisible (fig. 9). Set against a
very uniform surface painted with almost imperceptible brushstrokes, the lines emerge
only by virtue of their textural difference: they are slightly thicker and smoother than the
rest of the painting, rising up from the background by no more than a few millimeters.

As Hankins notes in her essay on Irwin’s work from the 1960s, the late line
paintings occupy an ambiguous territory between a purely visual field and a physical,
three-dimensional object. On the one hand, Irwin declined to paint the edges of these
canvases as he had done in earlier series—suggesting that he was less interested in
highlighting the three-dimensional aspect of the stretched canvas—and the paintings are
mounted on a thin mahogany board that makes them appear to hover off of the wall,
slightly distanced from the physical context of their support. Due to their size, they tend
to envelop viewers in an all-encompassing visual field, especially because their
compositional subtleties demand that they be seen up close in order to be fully
understood. At the same time, however, there is a corporeal dimension to these paintings
in the sense that they change in appearance depending on the angle and distance from
which they are viewed. Furthermore, the distinction between line and background is now
primarily material, registered in the textural qualities of the paint itself.*

The late lines occupy strange territory, then. While a viewer with a knowledge of
recent art history could mark the influence of resolutely “visual” high modernists such as
Barnett Newman and Ad Reinhardt, and while the works lack the emphatically material

qualities of earlier series such as the handhelds, they also do not function as entirely

15 Hankins, “Experiencing the Ineffable,” 26-7.
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optical pieces, geared solely towards the sense of vision. Irwin later described them as a
“correction” of sorts to the early line paintings, which he critiqued for having “all the
accoutrements, all the aspirations of a painting.”® If the contrasting colors of the early
line paintings still allude to visual tropes such as horizons and the figure-ground divide,
the late line paintings work emphatically to erase these suggestions. With these works,
Irwin had created something that hovered between modernist visuality and the embodied,
physical mode of viewing that was slowly emerging in the form of minimalist

sculpture—a painting that was both a visual field and a physical object at the same time.

Shifting Emphasis: The “Dot” Paintings

Irwin’s final series of works before the discs, and the last to make use of the
medium of oil paint on canvas, are the “dot” paintings of 1963-65 (fig. 10). Though the
discs constitute a more emphatic formal breakage with the traditions of painting, Irwin’s
conceptual interest in space and time has its origins in the dot paintings. For these works,
Irwin worked with Jack Brogan, an industrial fabricator in Los Angeles, to create special
stretcher bars that would cause the unframed canvases to bulge forward at their centers.
Using a small stamping tool—most likely a rubber floor mat from an automobile—Irwin
applied a “cloud” of tiny, dark-colored dots that is densest at the center of the canvas and
gradually fades away towards the edges.!” After the first, darker color was applied, Irwin
would go back and paint a second set of dots by hand in a lighter, contrasting color, in

between the ones that were already on the canvas (typical color combinations include red

18 Robert Irwin, quoted in Lawrence Weschler, “Lines of Inquiry,” Art in America 70, no. 3 (March 1982):
103.

" Irwin has declined to reveal his working method for the dot paintings, but the degree of precision and
uniformity in the application of the dots clearly indicates the use of some kind of stamp tool, and Jack
Brogan has suggested that it was probably an automobile floor mat (Evelyn Hankins, interview with Jack
Brogan for the exhibition Robert Irwin: All the Rules Will Change, 2016).
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and green or dark purple and light blue). Once both colors were applied, they would
cancel each other out visually.*® The haze of dots seems to disappear when viewed from a
distance, only beginning to register as the viewer gets closer the painting’s surface. In this
way, what appears to be a blank, white canvas slowly materializes as a soft “aura” of
color, and finally an expansive grid of miniscule, painstakingly-applied markings.

If the late lines had tentatively explored the idea of a painting that changes in
appearance depending on the viewer’s relationship to it, the dots bring this concept to full
fruition. There is now no single vantage point at which these works can be seen in all of
their forms simultaneously—they can read either as white, impenetrable canvases; as
amorphous, visual clouds of color; or as material, textured surfaces covered in rows of
dots. Furthermore, Irwin’s decision to use bulging stretchers for these paintings results in
a subtle three-dimensional effect. They create not only a visual field of hovering,
tremulous color, but also move forward slightly into the viewer’s space and recede
towards their edges. With the dot paintings, Irwin upends the traditional focus of late
modernism on creating works that will suggest an instantaneous or timeless effect, one in
which the viewer can immediately apprehend the entire work at once. Rather, they move
decisively towards the kind of spatial experience that Michael Fried—who wrote
approvingly of Irwin’s line paintings at a group show in New York City—would later

derisively term “theatricality.”'® There is now an element of movement that is demanded

18 Susan F. Lake, Rachel Rivenc, and Julia Langenbacher, “The Artist’s Methods and Materials,” in Robert
Irwin: All the Rules will Change, 129.

19 Michael Fried, “New York Letter,” Art International 8, nos. 5-6 (Summer 1964): 82. In a review of the
Seven New Artists exhibition at the Sidney Janis Gallery in New York City, Fried wrote that Irwin’s line
paintings were among the only interesting works in the show, and that he would like to see a solo show of
Irwin’s work in New York. Fried coined the term “theatricality” in his seminal essay “Art and Objecthood”
first published in the Summer 1967 issue of Artforum (reprinted in Michael Fried, Art and Objecthood:
Essays and Reviews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 148-172.)
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by the structure of these works, a temporal unfolding in which the canvases reveal new
facets of themselves through the relative position of the viewer’s body.

It would be overstating the case, however, to suggest that these paintings fit neatly
into the kind of material, sculptural work being created in New York City at this same
moment by artists such as Donald Judd and Robert Morris. For not only do the dot
paintings still function mainly as paintings on a wall, rather than as physical objects or
sculptures on a floor, they also remain invested in a mode of experience that relies on the
creation of visual illusions. In the “middle” stage of the works, between the blank canvas
and the close-up apprehension of the dots, the haze of color seems to flicker and hover
before the viewer’s eyes like a mirage. It is difficult to tell if the cloud is marked on the
surface of the canvas itself, or if it is projected in front of it.

In addition, Irwin was careful to discourage and undercut the three-dimensional
presence of the dot paintings in the gallery space. When they were first installed in the
United States’ Pavilion at the 1965 Sao Paulo Biennial, Irwin spent two days painting the
walls behind the works to minimize the textural effects of the wainscoting and hide the
shadows that appeared below the paintings, which he felt disrupted the fundamental
illusion that they were trying to create.?° It is no surprise, then, that early viewers focused
primarily on the optical nature of these paintings: Walter Hopps, the curator of the
American exhibition at the Biennial, wrote in his catalogue essay that “the virtually
indescribable all over-effect” of the works “seems to be of light itself,” and referred to the

dots as “light-energy” paintings.?* Evidently, Irwin had not fully divested himself from a

20 Hankins, 31.
2L Walter Hopps, Introduction to Exhibition of the United States of America: VIII Biennial of the Museum of
Modern Art, Sdo Paulo, Brazil, 1965 (Pasadena, CA: Pasadena Art Museum, 1965).
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visual experience of painting like some of his avant-garde American contemporaries, but

wanted to continue exploring the tension between the optical and the tactile.

Beyond Painting: The Aluminum and Acrylic Discs

As with each of the preceding series, the dots occupied Irwin’s attention for only
a few years before he moved on to his next body of work. Inspired by the “problem” of
the shadows in the S&o Paulo installation of the dot paintings, Irwin endeavored to create
a painting that would fully incorporate light and shadow as elements of its design,
blurring the boundary between the object itself and the environment that surrounds it. The
initial results of this thought experiment were the aluminum discs (fig. 1). Also designed
in consultation with Jack Brogan, who conceived the armature that attaches them to the
wall, the aluminum discs were Irwin’s first works to be produced by commercial
industrial fabricators; in this case, the manufacturer was California Metal Shaping, an
auto body shop in downtown Los Angeles that specialized in handmade parts for race
cars.?

The development process for the discs began in 1966 and took almost two years
to complete. Irwin initially attempted to make the works from plastic to exploit the
transparency of the material, using a process called drape forming in which heated plastic
is placed over a mold and shaped entirely by the force of gravity. The plastic could not
retain the shallow, convex shape that Irwin required, however, and would flop and
deform soon after Irwin had molded it.?® As an alternative, Irwin turned to metal.

Because of their extreme thinness, the discs had to be formed by hand rather than

2 L ake et al., 132
23 Robert Irwin, interview with Rachel Rivenc and Tom Learner, La Jolla, California, May 18, 2012.
Recording and transcript available at the Getty Conservation Institute, Los Angeles.

Chapter 1 28



stamped by a machine. Irwin constructed a pattern for the discs out of plywood and
brought it to California Metal Shaping to be reproduced by Carl Red, one of the principal
metalworkers in the shop.?* Irwin later described the process by which the discs were
constructed:

They used a machine that consisted of just a soft-shaped steel plate and a

drop hammer, which also had a soft form to it. It was a pounder, and they

varied its speed with a pedal at their feet. The particular guy | dealt with

would take a piece of metal—by trial and error we ended up using a

lightweight aluminum—oput it in there, and he’d be amazing. He’d shape

those discs such that when he was finished they were absolutely uniform

and without a pound mark. All the while he was doing it, he was having to

relieve the stresses, otherwise the whole thing would warp.?®
When the shape of the disc appeared satisfactory, it was placed on top of Irwin’s plywood
model and further adjusted until it matched perfectly.?® 12 aluminum discs were
ultimately fabricated at California Metal Shaping, and upon their completion Irwin
brought them to his studio to be painted.?’

After experimenting with several different kinds of paint, Irwin settled on a brand
of automotive and industrial acrylic lacquer made by DuPont that produced subtly
iridescent effects and gradations in color.?® He first painted the discs with a gray primer

that would allow the acrylic to adhere to the aluminum. Next, he spun the discs slowly on

24 Jack Brogan, oral history interview with Rachel Rivenc, Los Angeles, California, June 17, 2011.
Recording available at the Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

%5 Robert Irwin, quoted in Weschler, “Seeing is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One Sees,” 2" ed., 105.
% Jack Brogan, oral history interview with Rachel Rivenc, GRI.

27 Rachel Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles, 143.

2 Hankins, 53.
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a lazy Susan and painted them with a spray gun, layering the paint more heavily towards
the center and letting it thin out at the edges. He also tested a number of different
techniques for applying the paint to the aluminum surface, eventually settling on a
method where the paint was sprayed from a greater distance so that it would be almost
dry when it reached the disc, leaving a matte finish. Applied in dozens of extremely thin
coats on top of a silver-white metallic background, the paint is pure white at the center of
the disc but gradually shifts in color and tone as it becomes more diffuse.?® The result is a
sense of dematerialization or evaporation, a visual quality that is heightened by Irwin’s
close attention to the lighting and display conditions of the objects within the gallery
space. Although the color scheme for all of the discs is extremely similar, Irwin has noted
that some of them have a slightly warmer tonality than others.*® He has also observed that
his painting technique became more refined over the course of the series: those discs that
were fabricated later have a smoother finish and a more subtle color transition from
center to edge.!

The experience of seeing one of the aluminum discs in person underscores the
transitional nature of their design, which departs from the conventions of the oil on
canvas painting but cannot fully capture the transparent effects of the later acrylic series.
The aluminum disc in the collection of the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden in
Washington, D.C. is painted in tones on the cooler end of the spectrum. Although it
appears to be a pure white color when seen from far away, closer inspection reveals
subtle undertones of gray, green, and blue beneath its smooth painted surface. Towards

the edges of the disc, the iridescent qualities of the acrylic paint become more

29 This process is recounted in Lake et al., 135.
%0 Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles, 142.
31 Robert Irwin, interview with Rachel Rivenc.
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pronounced and noticeable. The subtle effects of reflection in the iridescent coating allow
the object to blend more easily into the wall behind it, especially since Irwin requires that
the wall be painted in a closely coordinating shade of light gray. When seem from a
distance, this effect of dissolution is even more pronounced. Because the disc is
illuminated by four spotlights, it becomes part of complex interplay of cool gray
shadows, making it difficult to determine where the object ends and its shadows begin. At
the same time, however, the opacity of the aluminum means that the edges of this work
never completely disappear, and it reads as a solid object more readily than the
subsequent works in plastic. The work’s austere color scheme and circular form recall a
distant planet or futuristic orb, creating subtle intimations of late 1960s space-age design.
Though Irwin was forced to settle for aluminum as the material for the first disc
paintings, advancements in plastic technology occurred fast enough that by 1968 he was
able to realize his original vision of creating discs from clear acrylic (fig. 11). The acrylic
disc series was manufactured by Planet Plastics, a firm outside of Los Angeles that had
worked with other local artists such as Craig Kauffman who were exploring the
possibilities of industrial materials such as plastic and fiberglass. The solution to the
deformation problem was to create a slight bulge, or “double crown,” at the center of the
disc, which allowed to it to hold its shape.3? Unlike the aluminum discs which have a
completely uniform surface, the acrylic discs are identifiable by three-inch horizontal
bands that Irwin masked off with automotive tape and painted later in contrasting shades
of brown, silver, green, and purple, the layering process repeated over fifty times so that

the colors would fade away to transparent acrylic at the sides. These discs are mounted

32 Jack Brogan, oral history interview with Rachel Rivenc.
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using tubes of clear acrylic, rather than the metal supports found in the aluminum series.*
And while the aluminum discs varied only slightly in color from one to the other, each
acrylic disc uses a totally different color scheme for the central band.®*

The combination of translucent paint and transparent support material results in a
more convincing suggestion of fading and disappearance than was possible with the
original works in aluminum. For the 2016 exhibition Robert Irwin: All the Rules Will
Change at the Hirshhorn Museum, the acrylic disc in the museum’s collection was
displayed near the example in aluminum, underscoring the differences in their design and
concurrent visual effects. The Hirshhorn’s acrylic disc creates a number of illusions
simultaneously: the center band reads to the viewer’s eyes as a flat plane despite its
curvature, while the surrounding area can appear either convex or concave depending on
how the light strikes its surface and where the viewer is standing in relation to the disc.
Moving closer to the object undoes the appearance of dissolution as the acrylic edges
become visible against the background of the gray wall. At the same time, however, this
closer position allows for an appreciation of the subtle gradations in color that Irwin
produced. Like the Hirshhorn’s aluminum disc, the acrylic example contains mostly
green and gray undertones beneath its white coating. The surface of this work is not
uniform, however, but is interrupted by the stripe at the center that quickly transitions
from a deep green-black to full transparency at the edges. Where the aluminum disc
resembles a futuristic vision or an extraterrestrial world, the effect of the acrylic disc is
more graphic and abstract, engaged in a play between flatness and three-dimensionality

that more readily recalls the tenets of late modernist painting. As the only series to be

33 Hankins, 35.
34 Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles, 146.
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conceived as a remaking of an earlier body of work, the acrylic discs move more fully
towards Irwin’s ideal of a painting that would “disappear at the edges,” erasing the
distinction between the physical work and the negative space that it occupies. At the
same time, however, they continue to engage with a materialist history of object-making
that is interested in both haptic, three-dimensional space and in the technical possibilities

of advanced industrial materials and manufacturing processes.

Interpreting the Discs: Materiality and Light

Critics found the acrylic discs no easier to explain or make sense of than their
aluminum counterparts. Remarking on one of the discs following its exhibition at the San
Francisco Museum of Art (now SFMOMA) in late 1968, Knute Stiles of Artforum called
it “hypnotic theater,” while John Gruen of New York magazine described their exhibition
at the Pace Gallery as “an optical game of considerable geometric subtlety and
gracefulness.”® In an essay for the Kompas 4 exhibition at the Stedelijk Museum in the
Netherlands in 1968, the unnamed author remarks that the discs place greater emphasis
on “the visual experiences of the spectator” than the physical object of the painting.>®

The fact that viewers were more likely to highlight the visual qualities of the discs
rather than the novelty of their spatial and temporal effects is perhaps a testament to the
mode of formalist criticism that became ascendant in the 1950s with the writings of
Clement Greenberg and his intellectual heir, Michael Fried. Emphasizing a conception of
painting as a transcendent medium that exists primarily in the visual realm and “outside”

of time and space, Greenberg and Fried were extremely influential in defining the

3% Knute Stiles, “Untitled , ‘68’: The San Francisco Annual Becomes an Invitational,”Artforum 7, no. 5
(January 1969): 52 ; John Gruen, “Art in New York: Logic and Magic.” New York, October 27, 1969, 70.
36 Kompas 4: Westkust USA / West Coast USA (Eindhoven, Netherlands: Stedelijk van Abbemueum, 1969).
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language and concepts that the American art community used to understand late
modernist work and its eventual successor, minimalist sculpture, which Greenberg and
Fried saw as a disastrous turn towards the banal, unremarkable qualities of spatial
presence and a time-based experience of art. In a critical climate where the uplifting
visual immediacy of painting was seen as one of its greatest assets as a medium, it is
unsurprising to discover that most critics at this moment read Irwin’s discs as a
continuation or development of the late modernist tradition.

Although she would later break with the methodologies of her early mentor
Greenberg, critic and scholar Rosalind Krauss also read Irwin’s work as primarily visual
in nature. In her dismissive review of the 1969 acrylic discs exhibition at the Pace Gallery
she wrote “I find these pictorial displays both thoughtless and effete,” opining that they
gave off “a particularly inert kind of sentimentality.”®” But it was not until several
decades later that Krauss would mount her most considered attack on Irwin’s art, in a
1991 essay titled “Overcoming the Limits of Matter: On Revising Minimalism.”% In it,
Krauss sees Irwin and his Los Angeles contemporary James Turrell as forerunners of
what she terms the “California Sublime,” a West Coast antipode to New York
minimalism that rejected an emphasis on surface and “bounded” materials in favor of
illusionistic light effects and overwhelming perceptual experience. The discs, with their
shimmering, flickering colors and complex shadows, embody the “sublimity” that Krauss
intuits in Irwin’s art. Irwin, then, becomes the figurehead of a regressive and lingering

brand of late modernism, one that remains invested in notions of interiority and

37 Rosalind Krauss, “New York: [Robert Irwin],” Artforum 8, no. 4 (December 1969): 70.
3 Rosalind Krauss, “Overcoming the Limits of Matter: On Revising Minimalism,” in American Art of the
1960s, ed. John Elderfield (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1991), 123-40.
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transcendence that were rejected by the inherently post-structuralist, anti-subjective
artists working in New York at the same time.

For Krauss, the conceptual difference between these two minimalisms lies in their
formal logic. New York artists produced works that were obdurate, inert, and resolutely
physical, dissuading any attempt to read them as having an “inner meaning” and making
them fully dependent on their relationship to the viewer—a tactic that mirrored emergent
structuralist and post-structuralist theory which emphasized the contingency of the
human subject within a larger discursive field of language and power.3® While the
California artists were also interested in space and movement, their works suggested an
experience in which the viewer is figuratively absorbed into an expansive and unbounded
field of light and color, a moment of “grace” (to borrow Michael Fried’s terminology for
late modernist painting) that called forth antiquated notions of sublimity and a private,
transformative encounter with the work of art.%® It was the California version of
minimalism, Krauss laments, that would eventually rewrite the narrative of the movement
as a whole. She cites in particular the works of Dan Flavin, whose material qualities as
fluorescent tubes were later ignored in favor of creating aesthetic effects with their
colored light, bringing metaphysics and emotive power into a body of work that had

originally tried to resist it. In this way, Irwin and his compatriots had corrupted the

39 Michael Fried intuits this loss of “inner meaning” in his essay “Art and Objecthood” when he writes that
minimalist sculpture “is inexhaustible... because there is nothing there to exhaust” (166). Art historian Hal
Foster would describe minimalism’s post-structuralist conception of the subject more fully in his 1986
essay “The Crux of Minimalism”: “the stake of minimalism is the nature of meaning and the status of the
subject, both of which are held to be public, not private, produced in a physical interface with the actual
world.” (Reprinted in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century. Cambridge,
Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1996, 40). James Meyer has developed this idea in his own writing on
minimalist sculpture—in his account of Robert Morris’s works of the mid-1960s, he writes that “meaning
is the production of a syntactical encounter of the viewer with the work and the gallery space.” (James
Meyer, Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the Sixties. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004, 162.

“0 Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” 168.
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critical value of minimalism to offer a corrective to the modernist project, returning it to
an immaterial realm of transformative and revelatory experience that she felt belonged
firmly in the past.!

Krauss’s interpretive paradigm, which privileges the materiality of minimalist
sculpture because of its supposed resistance to ideals of sublimity and transcendence, has
its origins in the aesthetic theory of Frankfurt School philosophers Theodor Adorno and
Max Horkheimer. In their book Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer
describe transcendence and self-contained subjectivity as increasingly tenuous delusions:
because affect is mediated by the proscriptive models of advertising and mass media,
revelatory forms of private experience now read as illusions propagated by the late
capitalist culture industry. “Inwardness, the subjectively restricted form of truth, was
always more beholden to the outward rulers than it imagined,” they write. “The culture
industry is perverting it into a barefaced lie... The culture industry reveals the truth not
only about style but also about catharsis.”*? Because avant-garde art stands as the
“opposite” of amusement, its critical potential to resist the culture industry lies in its
ability to thwart the expectation of transcendence and profundity that had been central to
much of modernist artistic production.*®

Adorno and Horkheimer established a methodological model that saw critique and
resistance to the culture industry as the primary value of artmaking in the contemporary
world. This ideal of critique was further elaborated by German literary critic Peter

Birger, whose book Theory of the Avant-Garde offers an influential account of art’s

4 Krauss, “Overcoming the Limits of Matter,” 137-8.

42 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr,
trans. Edmund Jephcott (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 115.

43 1bid., 113.
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relationship to late capitalist aesthetics. Biirger’s text is notoriously dismissive of
postwar, “neo-avant-garde” art, which he rejects wholesale as an ineffective imitation of
the prewar avant-garde’s resistance to the bourgeois notion of artistic autonomy. “Since
now the protest of the historical avant-garde against art as institution is accepted as art,”
he argues, “the gesture of protest of the neo-avant-garde be-comes inauthentic. Having
been shown to be irredeemable, the claim to be protest can no longer be maintained.”**

Biirger’s cynicism about the potential for a critical art practice was challenged by
art historians such as Krauss and her compatriots at the journal October, who argued that
postwar movements such as minimalism had in fact elaborated on the precedents
established by historical avant-gardes such as Dada and Constructivism. In his response
to Biirger’s text, art historian Hal Foster identifies materiality and the use of banal,
everyday objects as fundamental tactics of this renewed form of artistic critique, tactics
that stood in opposition to the “medium-specific formalism” of Greenberg and his
progeny that preserved outdated notions of artistic autonomy and expression:

Since this model [of formalism] was staked on the intrinsic autonomy of

modernist painting in particular, pledged to the ideals of "significant form"

(Bell) and "pure opticality" (Greenberg), discontented artists were drawn

to movements that sought to exceed this apparent autonomy... to

transform it according to the materialist practices of a revolutionary

society, as did Constructivism--in any case to reposition art in relation not

only to mundane space-time but to social practice as well.*

44 peter Burger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1984), 53.
45 Hal Foster, “What's Neo about the Neo-Avant-Garde?,” October 70 (Autumn, 1994), 9-10.
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To the extent that neo-avant-garde art challenged Greenberg’s emphasis on opticality
through an emphasis on materiality, it undermined his specious understanding of art as a
purely aesthetic production removed from politics and social meaning.

Art historian Benjamin Buchloh shares Krauss and Foster’s skepticism about the
continued potential for an art practice that is predicated on ideas of expressiveness and
transcendence. In his book Neoavantgarde and Culture Industry, he writes that
“Inevitably, the argument that artistic production should be recognized as an exemplary
form of resistance within which the subject maintains its irreversible claims, signals a
reactionary quest for the sustenance of privileged forms of experience.” For Buchloh, the
critical value of contemporary lies in its acknowledgement of its own relationship to the
culture industry—to continue seeking out “privileged forms of experience” is to uphold a
regressive belief in self-contained subjectivity and expression that can no longer be
maintained in the face of capitalism’s encroaching influence on avant-garde culture.*

Krauss’s reading of Irwin’s work as a corruption of minimalism is therefore
representative of a larger historiographic approach in the study of postwar art, one that
points to materiality and banality as the only appropriate paths for a critical art practice.
Following the history of Irwin’s oeuvre from the handhelds to the acrylic discs, there is a
certainly a way in which the works conform to Krauss’s characterization as inherently
anti-material and reliant on the creation of visual illusion. Where the handhelds could not
deny their own physical presence, asking the viewer to take hold of them and sense the
weight of their thick, painterly surfaces, the subsequent series initiate a process of paring

back that ends with the ambiguous play of light and shadow seen in the disc paintings.

46 Benjamin Buchloh, Neoavantgarde and Culture Industry (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2000),
XXXVI.
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But closer looking reveals this history to be more complicated, showing how Irwin
retained an interest in embodied, physical experience despite his growing fascination with
light and dematerialization. Whether in the raised, textured surfaces of the late line
paintings or the three-dimensional shapes of the dots and discs, there remains a tension
between the physicality of surfaces and the optical “screen,” hovering before the viewer’s

eyes, that Krauss identifies as the hallmark of late modernism.

Perceptual Experiments: Art and Technology

Krauss’s essay briefly mentions a series of experiments conducted by Irwin and
Turrell as part of their residency in the Art and Technology Program, a brainchild of Los
Angeles County Museum of Art curator Maurice Tuchman that paired Los Angeles artists
with technology firms in the Southern California area. Irwin and Turrell chose to work
together at the Garret AiResearch Manufacturing Company, an aerospace firm that
conducted research on the impact of space travel on human perception. In their most
well-known experiment performed during the residency, the two artists sequestered
themselves inside an anechoic chamber, a space designed to absorb all reflected sounds
so that any sense of echoing or reverberation disappears. The pair would sometimes
remain in the chamber for up to eight hours at a time, observing how this absence of
sound increased the perceptual capabilities of their other senses. Later, the artists would
experience the visual phenomenon known as the ganzfeld effect, a space in which light
and color are so uniform that markers such as horizon lines and perspective disappear.*’

Writing in his notes after the experiment was completed, Irwin observed that “you really

47 Jane Livingston, “Participating Artists: Robert Irwin and James Turrell,” in A Report on the Art and
Technology Program, 1967-1971 (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1971), 127-43.
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did become more conscious—not just that leaves move but that everything has a kind of
aura, that nothing is wholly static, that color itself emanates a kind of energy.”*®

This account of heightened perceptual capabilities and the substantive quality of
color led Krauss to conclude that Irwin’s experiments in the Art and Technology program
had resulted in “a sensory plenum into which one would simply dissolve,” a transcendent,
interior experience that Irwin would later replicate in his own work.*® It was this sense of
“dissolving,” of being absorbed into a larger visual field, that was central to Krauss’s
conception of the “California Sublime” and its nefarious influence on the cold rationality
of New York minimalism. But these two experiments were only a facet of Irwin’s time at
the Garrett Corporation, and while their effects on his art were admittedly transformative,
it is an oversimplification to argue that their results were little more than a return to the
modernist sublime.

If anything, Irwin’s own recollections of his time in the program indicate a strong
theoretical affinity with artists working in New York. Where Krauss saw light, shadow,
and color as anathema to the minimalist project, Irwin rejected the notion that a critical or
conceptually innovative sculptural practice had to rely solely on the creation of solid,
three-dimensional objects. Furthermore, Irwin’s statements evince a new conception of
materiality itself, one that complicates the conceptual divide in art historical literature
between the solid and the intangible by rendering them equivalent and intricately
connected. In making work that occupies a middle ground between material and
immaterial, Irwin’s projects from the late 1960s complicate not only the critical legacy of

his own oeuvre, but also challenge the longstanding art historical demarcation between a

“8 Robert Irwin, quoted in Weschler, Seeing is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One Sees, 129.
49 Krauss, 132.
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“regressive” late modernist project in California and an “advanced,” postmodernist
community working primarily in New York.

Tuchman’s idea for the Art and Technology Program arose out of his sense that
contemporary painting no longer seemed “modern”: if the visual arts were to be truly
forward-thinking, they would have to interact with and respond to the conditions of
contemporary life, specifically the rapid advancements being made in technology and
manufacturing.>® Irwin was among the first group of artists that Tuchman approached to
participate in the project, along with other up-and-coming names in the California Light
and Space movement such as Doug Wheeler, Craig Kauffman, and Larry Bell.
Ultimately, only Irwin and Turrell decided to participate, and they visited a number of
potential sponsors including IBM and Lockheed Martin before agreeing to work with
Garrett’s life sciences director, the environmental psychologist Ed Wortz.*

At the start of the project, Irwin indicated that he was less interesting in
fabricating actual works of art than he was in “theoretical experiments in perceptual
psychology.” In this sense, Garrett was the perfect location to pursue his investigations.
The firm’s primary area of research focus was the impact of lunar expeditions on human
sense perception—the potentially disorienting and challenging sensory conditions in
which astronauts would find themselves as they left the Earth’s atmosphere and
gravitational field. It is within this context that Irwin, Turrell, and Wortz conducted their
experiments using the anechoic chamber and the ganzfeld, hoping to gain a better

scientific understanding of how the human senses understand and organize the world.

50 Maurice Tuchman, undated, handwritten notes in file on Robert Irwin, Art and Technology Program
archives, Los Angeles County Museum of Art.
51 Livingston, 127-8.
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Wortz observed during the ganzfeld experiment that “light itself appears to have
substance,” and that the fields “appeared to be solid.”>2

In addition to these two experiments, the trio also investigated the correlation
between sound and taste. Subjects were placed in a room and drank beer while sounds of
different frequencies were played. The results showed that the taste profile of beer could
be improved or worsened depending on the frequency of the tone, with similar and
predictable results for each test subject. Later, they would engage in a number of
experiments involving “alpha conditioning,” a process in which subjects enter into a deep
meditative state to produce “alpha” brain waves of a specific frequency. Wortz connected
an electroencephalograph—a device used to measure the electrical activity of the brain—
to a lighted pair of glasses that would illuminate when the device sensed the presence of
alpha waves in the test subject. As Wortz explained later, these experiments were
revelatory for their insights into how meditation and alpha conditioning affect the process
of visualization, or seeing images in the mind’s eye. During alpha conditioning,
“visualization tends to be enhanced in its sharpness, and in the aspect of brilliance,”
Wortz wrote, producing a higher state of visual awareness than what was previously

believed to be possible.>

Science and the Counterculture

The trio’s interest in meditation and brain activity was not unique, but eXists as
part of a much larger cultural fascination with meditation and brain science at the end of

the 1960s and early 1970s. Irwin’s file in the Art and Technology archives at LACMA

52 1bid., 136-7.
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contains a number of news materials related to alpha conditioning and brain wave studies
from this period, including a lengthy profile from a 1970 issue of Look magazine titled
“The Wave of the Future: Brain Waves.” The article describes contemporary efforts to
develop technology that will transform brain waves into sound and images, and how
meditative states can be induced through electrical charges in a process known as Bio-
Feedback Training.>*

This desire to uncover the empirical foundations of meditation and its heightened
mental states reflects the growing influence of the new age counterculture, which delved
deeply into non-Western spiritual practices and the altered states of consciousness
produced by both meditation and hallucinogenic drugs. The most visible manifestations
of this trend were found in the psychedelic movement, which was particularly popular in
the Bay Area but had followers around the country from the mid to late 1960s. Timothy
Leary, a psychologist known for his scientific experiments on the effects of LSD, began a
series of performance art pieces in 1963 that he termed “neurological art,” claiming that
they would activate untapped neurological pathways in the brain and create a
“Psychedelic Theatre of the Mind.” Like Irwin, Turrell, and Wortz, Leary sought to
ground metaphysical phenomena in a body of experimental research, moving psychedelia
from the counterculture fringe towards the mainstream of popular science.®

Leary’s “neurological” performances eventually developed into a series of
environmental works that made use of psychedelic light displays, which were first

popularized at rock concerts but quickly became a form of entertainment unto

5 David M. Rorvik, “The Wave of the Future: Brain Waves,” Look, October 6, 1970.
Copy in Robert Irwin’s file in the Art and Technology Archives, Balch Research Library,

Los Angeles County Museum of Art.
%5 Timothy Leary, Flashbacks: A Personal and Cultural History of an Era: An Autobiography (New York:
G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1983), 227.
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themselves. In these light shows, colored oils and inks were swirled in bowls of mineral
oil and illuminated by large projectors, creating shifting patterns of color that were
intended to create and enhance altered states of consciousness, often in concert with
drugs.®® Leary’s experiments with light shows in an all-encompassing, gesamtkunstwerk-
style setting were among many psychedelic experiments with environments in the 1960s
that made use of devices such as painted walls, sounds, vibrations, and visual patterning
drawn from Hindu and other Eastern religious sources.>’ Jean Houston, an author known
for her close ties to the psychedelic movement at this moment, wrote later that the
function of these environments, and of psychedelic experience in general, was to cultivate
“inward and outward awareness,” and finally to see and understand one’s own body as
being fully integrated with its environment.®

If Irwin did not have particularly close connections to the practitioners of
psychedelia, his work is nevertheless tied to this broader interest in non-Western
spirituality, brain science, light, and environmental art that emerged in the 1960s.
Furthermore, the desire to activate or engage a state of heightened awareness—to
understand one’s own body as connected to its surrounding space—is a feature of both
psychedelic environments as well as Irwin’s more restrained and calculated three-
dimensional works. Whether or not psychedelic experimentation could actually produce

such a state of heightened perception, rather than simply a hallucinogenic “trip,” is

%6 Christoph Grunenberg, Summer of Love: Art of the Psychedelic Era (Liverpool: Tate Liverpool, 2005),
36.

57 James Nisbet, Ecologies, Environments, and Energy Systems in Art of the 1960s and 1970s (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2014), 42-53.
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debatable. Art historian James Nisbet believes that, in this regard, the goals of the
psychedelic movement were ultimately a failure:

The psychedelic media Environment framed its subjects as “spacing out”

by diffusing physical and discursive boundaries altogether. These...

Environments created the false analogy that to feel vibration was to feel

the being of the world itself, as if life was merely a pulse and the earth a

unified subject—a Mother Earth, a Father Nature—that could take in all

other subjective multiplicities.>®
Though psychedelic artists hoped to achieve higher states of consciousness and a sharper
awareness of their surroundings, Nisbet observes that this process of “spacing out”
generally had the opposite effect: what psychedelic practitioners felt as the pulsations or
vibrations of the Earth were merely the hallucinogenic effects of psychotropic drugs.®
Rather than making subjects active observers of their environment, these trips were closer
to the modernist conception of the sublime—a distinctly passive and overwhelming
encounter in which the viewer is bombarded by sensory input. Furthermore, the
psychedelic experience took place primarily in the viewer’s own mind. While light shows
and environmental installations set the stage for hallucinogenic trips, most of what was
experienced and seen was a product of the practitioner’s altered brain activity.

While the psychedelic movement may have had similar aims to Irwin with regards
to consciousness and perception, the states of awareness that were created in these all-
encompassing environments were ultimately of a different character than the close

looking that Irwin hoped to achieve in his disc paintings. Where psychedelia encouraged

59 Nisbet, 62.
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practitioners to surrender themselves to an all-encompassing feeling of connectedness
and cohesion with the natural world, Irwin’s work during and after Art and Technology
sought to situate viewers in their environment through a more active and embodied
process of attuned perception. Though the disc paintings are informed by the pervasive
interest in brain science and mediation that emerged in the United States in the late
1960s, Irwin’s encounter with this line of inquiry led him not towards the delirious and
sublime experiences of psychedelic lights shows and immersive installations, but to spare
and meticulously-designed works that subtly “activate” their surrounding space with light

and shadow.

“Forms Unique to Perception”: Irwin and Turrell after Art and
Technology

Though Irwin and Turrell never produced a work of art as part of Art and
Technology, their notes indicate that they had considered a number of potential projects
that could be displayed during the program’s exhibition schedule. Their most developed
concept was for an environmental installation at Expo *70, a 1970 world’s fair held in
Osaka, Japan in which Art and Technology was scheduled to exhibit a selection of works
by its sponsored artists. The notes for this project describe an environment with two
rooms stacked on top of one another, the bottom one containing an anechoic chamber and
the top a ganzfeld environment. After moving through a sound-dampened queueing area,
visitors would enter the anechoic chamber first and subsequently be raised into a
Plexiglas ganzfeld room using a hydraulic lift that would transform from a platform into a

chair. Visitors would then be lowered back down in the chair and exit through a long
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tunnel that gradually reintroduced ambient sound and light.5! The project was never
realized for a host of reasons—in addition to the enormous cost of constructing such a
mechanically complex environment, there were concerns that it would not be able to
accommodate the number of viewers who were expected to visit the exhibition at Expo
470.62

What is most remarkable about these project ideas is how much they diverge from
the kind of work that Irwin was actually producing during his participation in Art and
Technology. His notes outline less-developed exhibition concepts involving strobe
lighting as well as giant balloons that museum-goers would enter to experience the
ganzfeld effect.%® It was at this same moment, however, that he was making the disc
paintings which, while certainly engaged with contemporary technology and industrial
materials, are far from the kinds of spectacular, overwhelming sensory experiences that
he was considering with Turrell.

It may have been because of these conceptual differences that Turrell abruptly
decided to leave the project in July of 1969, though the exact reasons for their separation
have never been revealed.®* Interestingly, Turrell would go on to create works that were
much more in line with the concepts he had developed during Art and Technology, such
as his ongoing Ganzfelds series or his 2011 Light Reignfall at LACMA, in which viewers
observe a field of saturated light inside a large spherical chamber while lying on a narrow
bed and wearing specially-designed headphones (figs. 12 and 13). If Irwin’s discs seem

strangely disconnected from the dazzling technological and mechanical effects that he
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discovered during his time at Garrett, Turrell was more willing to embrace these qualities
for his own work in the decades following his participation in the project.

Irwin’s Art and Technology notes give further clues about this growing divide
between his theoretical research and the works of art that he was making in 1969. In a
handwritten note from February 3 of that year, Irwin lists a series of potential
experiments to be conducted at Garrett including “strobing ganz fields” and “sensory
deprivation,” but also writes at the bottom of the list “limiting objective: making person
aware of perceiving.” In a later undated note he expresses a similar sentiment, writing
that he was “not interested in tricks or fooling perception but in building forms unique to
perception.”®®

These brief asides give important insight into the fundamental conceptual divide
between the kind of work that Irwin wanted to make after Art and Technology and the
environments produced by Turrell. Where Turell fully exploited the awe-inspiring and
disorienting effects of ganzfelds and other related visual phenomena, Irwin intended to
create objects and situations that would not deceive or fool the viewer’s senses but make
them aware of their own act of perceiving. Perhaps the best example of this quality in his
work from this period can be found in the exposed armature of the disc paintings, which
are easily visible when the works are seen from the side (fig. 2). Considering the extreme
attention to detail that Irwin invested in these pieces, the decision to leave their support
system exposed could not have been accidental. Though the discs blur the distinction
between light/object and flat/curved when seen frontally, these optical effects are quickly

dismantled as the viewer continues to move through the gallery space. By unraveling this

8 Robert Irwin, notes in file on Robert Irwin, Art and Technology Program archives, Los Angeles County
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illusion in real time, Irwin explains or “solves” the visual mystery that the discs create. In
this way, their transcendent and spectacular qualities exist alongside a view that is
thoroughly ordinary and unremarkable, a view that undermines the works’ association

with a revelatory sublime.

“Pure Presence”: Irwin and Minimalism

Although Irwin would not outline a formal theory for his work until later in his
career, his more recent statements offer insight into the kind of experience he hoped to
create with the disc paintings. In a lecture given at the Chinati Foundation in Marfa,
Texas in the early 1990s, Irwin described his work as an attempt to create a world of
“pure presence,” where objects lose their cultural and social value as signs “for”
something and simply register as materials within a physical space. If his works cannot
escape their own classification as “art” (for they are made by an artist and exhibited in a
gallery space), they can at least attempt to foster a new mode of seeing and experiencing
the world that does not seek to assign a priori categorizations and labels to the things that
the viewer sees.%®

In this sense, Irwin echoes the interests and concerns of prominent minimalist
artists such as Donald Judd and Robert Morris. In Judd’s seminal 1965 essay “Specific
Objects,” he argues that contemporary sculpture moves beyond the limitations of
modernist painting because it exists in the “real space” of the three-dimensional world,

and “actual space is intrinsically more powerful and specific than paint on a flat

% Robert Irwin, undated transcript of a lecture at the Chinati Foundation, Marfa, Texas (ca. 1990), Robert
Irwin Papers, Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles, California.
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surface.”®” Similarly, Morris celebrates the physical and temporal specificity of
minimalist work in his 1966 essay “Notes on Sculpture,” where he writes that “the major
aesthetic terms [of minimalist sculpture]... exist as unfixed variables that find their
specific definition in the particular space and light and physical viewpoint of the
spectator.”® For these artists, as for Irwin, the value of their work derived from its
physical presence and its immediacy before the viewer in the gallery, which transformed
the art object from a focused site of aesthetic contemplation to “a term in the expanded
situation” of space and time.®°

Although one cannot ignore the elegant aesthetics and metaphysical connotations
of the disc paintings as they are bathed in an ethereal, otherworldly light, Irwin’s notion
of “pure presence” is exemplified by the formal structure of these objects when they are
seen from alternate angles and viewpoints. Once again, there is a connection to the
minimalist work being made by artists on the East Coast at this same moment: one thinks
of Donald Judd’s “stack” pieces mounted on the wall, or Robert Morris’s plywood L-
beams and their subtly shifting spatial relationships.’”® “Presence” was also a central term
used by Greenberg and Fried to describe New York minimalism, and both critics

employed it in an emphatically negative sense to condemn works of art that had

abandoned the instantaneity and timelessness of late modernist painting.”® If the discs do
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Battcock (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 234.

8 Ibid.

0 Morris was particularly interested in the L-beam form for its relational possibilities: in “Notes on
Sculpture,” he observes that “a beam on its end is not the same as the same beam on its side.” Morris,
“Notes on Sculpture,” 235.

" Greenberg first uses the term “presence” in his 1967 essay “Recentness of Sculpture,” where he identifies
it in the sculptural work of Anne Truitt and describes it as an effect of her work’s “non-art” appearance:
“Truitt’s art did flirt with the look of non-art, and her 1963 show was the first in which | noticed how this
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not fully abandon the model of formal beauty that those New York artists were eager to
reject, they nevertheless retain a conceptual link to this other brand of minimalism with
their emphasis on the idea of presence, untainted by the suggestions of language and
culture and their imperative to know and order the world in advance. For Irwin, then, an
art practice that explored vision and optics was not necessarily antithetical to the model
of heightened awareness and physical, bodily experience demanded by more

straightforwardly material sculpture.

Irwin’s Last Objects: The Acrylic Columns

The disc series serves as an important counterpoint to Irwin’s participation in Art
and Technology, underscoring the ways in which his art both drew on and departed from
the strictly theoretical work that he had undertaken with Turrell and Wortz. But the discs
were not, strictly speaking, a product of Art and Technology, since Irwin had conceived
of the idea to make them several years before he began his residency at Garrett. If there is
any work in his oeuvre that can be considered the “result” of his time in the arena of
science, it is the series of acrylic columns that he produced in 1970, shortly after he ended
his affiliation with Garrett and LACMA (fig. 14).

The columns were manufactured in large part by Jack Brogan, who by 1970 had
become an important technical resource for Light and Space artists in Los Angeles. One
major reason for Brogan’s close relationships with artists was the location of his
fabrication studio, called Design Concepts, which was situated on Lincoln Boulevard in

the Venice neighborhood of the city, less than a mile from the studios of Irwin and Peter

look could confer an effect of presence.” Fried develops this idea in “Art and Objecthood,” where he writes
that presence has “from the start, been associated with literalist work” (151). Clement Greenberg,
“Recentness of Sculpture,” reprinted in Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, 185.

Chapter 1 51



Alexander. Irwin had been unable to find a manufacturing firm that could cast acrylic
pieces of the size that he envisioned or polish them to a level of sufficient clarity, so
Brogan developed special equipment using existing technologies that could achieve the
visual effects the artist wanted. To clamp the pieces of acrylic together, he used hydraulic
pistons that were designed to raise and lower truck gates. For polishing the acrylic,
Brogan took oxides originally found in paint and graded them into extremely fine
particles that could smooth the columns’ plastic surfaces. And to laminate the columns’
seams, Brogan developed a special cradle to secure the work and modified tools used for
wood- and metalworking. Ultimately, Brogan was able to refine the texture and clarity of
the columns to an extremely high level of polish and technical sophistication, a result of
his experience creating manufacturing prototypes for the aerospace and construction
industries in Los Angeles.”

Each column is 12 feet in height and cast in a shape akin to a chevron (see fig.
15), then mounted directly into the floor so that its base remains completely concealed.
At the time the columns were first created, the technical capability did not exist to cast
them in a single piece of acrylic, so they were joined together from two six-foot pieces
using a laminated seam at the midpoint. To maintain their internal clarity, the acrylic
pieces were sanded and polished numerous times and joined together using solvent
welding, a highly specialized process where the edges of a material are dissolved using a
solvent and joined together under extreme pressure.’”® From 2011-12, Irwin created a new

series of columns that were cast as a single piece (fig. 16). Acrylic technology had

2 Margaret Honda, “Jack Brogan: Fabricator,” in Pacific Standard Time (Los Angeles: Getty Publications,
2011), 197.
8 Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles, 151.
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advanced significantly in the intervening decades, and the material is now available in
larger sizes and can be more finely polished due to an increase in hardness.”

In addition to continuing his engagement with advanced industrial manufacturing
and cutting-edge materials, the columns further Irwin’s exploration of the relationship
between solid, material presence and the fleeting effects of light and shadow. The 2016
Irwin exhibition at the Hirshhorn juxtaposed one of the columns from 1970 with a later,
refabricated iteration from 2011. Although the joining seam remains invisible in the older
example, the clarity of the acrylic is not as sharp as it is in the later work. Nevertheless,
both columns are sufficiently transparent to “disappear’” when they are seen from certain
angles, or to register only a slight anomaly or “smudge” within the viewer’s field of
vision.” Objects that are positioned behind the columns will fracture, disappear, or
multiply depending on their location, and shift and transform as the viewer moves around
them in space. In order to understand the mechanisms of the columns’ illusions, one must
approach them closely, looking carefully from certain angles to discern how they have
been secured into the floor.

If the discs could still be called paintings because they were mounted on the wall,
the columns abandon this pretext to become fully three-dimensional objects that occupy
floor space along with the viewer. At the same time, however, these works often register
no spatial presence at all, appearing only as optical phenomena rather than as embodied,

material objects. It is difficult to determine just how much volume they actually fill since

4 Ibid., 153.

S In earlier exhibitions of the columns, Irwin specified that the works should be placed somewhere
inconspicuous and away from the center of the room, with the result that visitors would sometimes collide
with them and knock them over because they failed to see them in the space. In later exhibitions, such as
the one at the Hirshhorn, the works were indicated with markings on the floor and the presence of security
guards. Although Irwin did not want to call attention to the objects in this way, it became necessary for
purposes of safety and conservation. See Rachel Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles, 153.
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their appearance is constantly changing, an illusion that is heightened by the fractured,
prismatic light and shadows that they cast on the wall and floor around them. If the discs
had posited an equivalence between light, shadow, and object, seeing them as interrelated
components of the same environmental work, the columns take this idea even further,
joining the material presence of the artwork with a complex system of optical refraction
from which it cannot be untangled.

The play between object and light in the acrylic columns challenges the strict art
historical demarcation between a material and progressive minimalist practice and one
that is essentially optical and modernist in its conception. With these works, Irwin
subverts the fundamental premise on which Krauss’s account of 1960s sculpture is based,
creating objects that have solid and intangible properties at the same time. In her 1994
book The Optical Unconscious, Krauss writes about her somewhat fraught relationship
with Clement Greenberg, who almost single-handedly enshrined the idea of modernist
painting as a self-reflexive movement towards a purely optical or visual form of
spatiality.”® Krauss’s notion of an “optical unconscious”—a tactile, material presence
within modernism that lurks “beneath” Greenberg’s focus on vision to become fully

realized with minimalism—is presented in her text as a challenge or response to the

76 Greenberg outlines this idea most fully in his 1960 essay “Modernist Painting.” In his formulation,
modernist painting is defined by a dialectical tension between the flatness of the picture plane and the
illusionism created by placing painted marks on canvas. Although the medium of painting can never fully
erase a suggestion of an illusionistic, three-dimensional space, it can create a space that is uniquely visual
through the language of abstraction: “The flatness towards which Modernist painting orients itself can
never be an absolute flatness. The heightened sensitivity of the picture plane may no longer permit
sculptural illusion, or trompe-I'oeil, but it does and must permit optical illusion. The first mark made on a
canvas destroys its literal and utter flatness, and the

result of the marks made on it by an artist like Mondrian is still a kind of illusion that suggests a kind of
third dimension. Only now it is a strictly pictorial, strictly optical third dimension. The Old Masters created
an illusion of space in depth that one could imagine oneself walking into, but the analogous illusion created
by the Modernist painter can only be seen into; can be traveled through, literally or figuratively, only with
the eye.” Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” reprinted in Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays
and Criticism, Volume 4: Modernism with a Vengeance, 1957-1969, ed. John O’Brian (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1993), 90.
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dogmatic interpretive framework of her mentor, an attempt to complicate and undermine
his account of modernist painting as a drive towards increasing flatness and an
acknowledgement of the picture plane as a visual screen.”’

With this background in mind, Krauss’s bracketing of two distinct minimalisms in
New York and California—the former being primarily material and “facing forward into
the decade” with the latter promoting a regressive, optical experience—serves not only to
situate her own reading of postwar art in opposition to Greenberg, but also works to
highlight and champion the artists and works that align most closely with the narrative of
an emergent materialism in the art of the 1960s.”® If the progressive aims of minimalism
were ultimately subverted by a focus on optics and vision, Krauss can at least rescue the
critical legacy of certain New York artists by separating them conceptually from Irwin
and his contemporaries in Los Angeles. The discs and columns refuse to conform to this
neat binary, however, suggesting that there is more slippage between the two categories
than Krauss would like to acknowledge.

Furthermore, Irwin’s works of the late 1960s suggest a new approach to what can
be included within the domain of the “material.” Where Greenberg subtly privileged the
optical over the tangible and Krauss championed the tactile dimension of her “optical
unconscious,” Irwin suggests that the material and immaterial are equivalent or
coterminous with one another. One way to better understand this idea is to position Irwin
within an ongoing intellectual discourse regarding the nature and value of materialism, a
discourse that has its origins in the phenomenological writings of the late 1960s and

continues into the present day.

" Rosalind Krauss, The Optical Unconscious, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1994): 243-320.
In Greenberg’s
78 Krauss, “Overcoming the Limits of Matter,” 123.
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Rethinking Materiality

Although Irwin would not read the work of French theorist Maurice Merleau-
Ponty until later in the 1970s, the tenets of Marleau-Ponty’s phenomenology had reached
artistic communities in New York and California by the late 1960s.”® Perhaps the most
important text for artists was his short essay “Cézanne’s Doubt,” which describes the
oeuvre of the post-impressionist painter not as a stopover on the way to Cubism but as a
fundamentally new way of perceiving and seeing the natural world. Cézanne’s landscapes
were not stylized depictions of his surroundings, Merleau-Ponty argued, but accurate
transcriptions of the distortions inherent in human eyesight—the way a straight line can
appear crooked when it is separated by a large gap, for example, or how shapes can
become distorted when seen from different angles. Although Cézanne captures these
individual quirks of human vision, in the final composition nothing seems amiss because
the artist has captured a view that closely models “natural vision.” What the viewer sees
is an image of the world before it is organized through cultural systems such as geometry
and linear perspective. This idea closely aligns with Irwin’s own notion of “pure
perception,” of seeing the world in what Merleau-Ponty calls “the act of appearing,
organizing itself before our eyes.”®

Merleau-Ponty continues this line of reasoning by stating that Cézanne’s paintings
reflect a primordial, pre-cultural mode of perception in which the “distinctions between

touch and sight are unknown.” Rather than simply trying to mimic the surface

9 Hal Foster describes the dissemination of Merleau-Ponty’s writings to American artists in his essay “The
Crux of Minimalism,” reprinted in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1996), 43. Irwin’s reading of Merleau-Ponty and other major
figures in Western philosophy is recounted in Weschler, “Seeing is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One
Sees,”177.

80 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Cézanne’s Doubt,” in Sense and Non-Sense (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern
University Press, 1964), 14.
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appearances of the objects he depicts through visual illusionism, Cézanne actually
recreates their tactile qualities with his brushstrokes and the application of paint.
Merleau-Ponty quotes the painter Emile Bernard, who wrote that Cézanne’s brushstrokes
“contain the air, the light, the object, the composition, the character, the outline, and the
style.” For Bernard and Merleau-Ponty, there is a sense that Cézanne’s paintings do not
merely describe or capture an image of the world but somehow embody it and translate it
through paint on canvas. “The lived object is not rediscovered or constructed on the basis
of the contributions of the senses,” he argues, but appears as though seen for the first
time, devoid of the intellectually-imposed distinction between touch and sight.8

There is a parallel here with Irwin’s discs and columns, which elide the boundary
between the haptic and optic with their manipulation of light and shadow and transparent,
shimmering materials. Just as these works seek to return to a mode of viewing that is pre-
social or before language and the creation of meaning, they also strive to create an
experience in which the boundary between touch and sight has been erased, recreating
what Merleau-Ponty describes as the nascent or original condition of human sensory
perception.

Political theorist Diana Coole has described Merleu-Ponty’s phenomenological
writings as a precursor to the contemporary movement within critical theory that has been
broadly categorized as “new materialism” or “object-oriented ontology.” Although this
emergent field is hardly unified in its tenets or its areas of inquiry, its proponents
generally share a belief in the continuing value and importance of the material world as a
corrective or counter to the social or discursively-oriented frameworks of post-

structuralism, which privilege the human spheres of culture and language over an object-

8 Ibid., 15.
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oriented or material analysis. By ignoring or downplaying the role of the physical world,
these “new materialists” argue, post-structuralism and its related theoretical models
remain blind to the ways in which material objects and forces can both shape society and
acquire their own form of agency and power to interact with one another and further
direct the course of world events.?

Coole sees Merleau-Ponty’s work as fundamentally new materialist because it
rejects an empiricist approach to understanding the world, one that relies primarily on
human-made instruments and systems of measurement and categorization. Cézanne’s
“pure” encounter with objects and environments, for example, strips away the effects of
culture and science and acknowledges an “inhuman nature” that exists independently of
the manmade sphere, a “fabric of brute meaning” that reveals itself to the viewer if they
are willing and able to discard their preconceived attitudes and ideas. For Merleau-Ponty,
the physical environment is not merely a backdrop to human events but a force in its own
right, one that “presents itself” to us through the vessel of an artist like Cézanne.®

Much of the art historical writing on minimalism has adopted a structuralist or
post-structuralist methodology. Although Krauss stresses the importance of minimalism’s
physicality, for example, her reading remains grounded in a framework that is
fundamentally post-structuralist in nature. Minimalist sculpture is important for her

mainly because it serves to highlight the human subject’s “construction” and elaboration

through social discourses, its lack of an interior core or a “private language” of internal

8 Diana Coole, “The Inertia of Matter and the Generativity of Flesh,” in New Materialisms: Ontology,
Agency, and Politics, ed. Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University
Press, 2010), 92-93.

8 |bid., 104.
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meaning.3* Similarly, Hal Foster has described minimalist sculpture as “a structural
analysis of pictorial and sculptural signifiers”—an exploration of the ways in which
objects are seen or read as works of art and assigned to various categories of media such
as painting and sculpture. It was this fundamentally structural investigation within
minimalism, he argues, that led to developments in the 1970s such as conceptual art and
institutional critique, which were primarily focused on the cultural discourses that
surround the creation of artworks and the discursive positions of artists themselves.®

Coole notes that while Merleau-Ponty also borrows from structuralism with his
concept of a human subject that both sees and is seen by others, he departs from
structuralism’s focus on language and cultural signifiers to emphasize an interaction
between subject and environment that exists outside the sphere of human meaning and
interpretation.® There is a rapprochement here with Irwin’s own ideas about the “pure
presence” of his work, of a viewing experience in which objects and forms appear strange
and new when stripped of their cultural associations and labels. Where Cézanne’s
paintings captured a natural world that was constantly revealing or generating itself to the
viewer, the discs and columns strive to create a similar experience of unfolding and
revelation within the three-dimensional confines of the gallery space.

If Merleau-Ponty can be considered the progenitor of a new materialism or object-
oriented ontology, then the formal beginnings of the field are found in the writings of
French theorist Bruno Latour. A sociologist known for his research on the scientific
method, Latour’s most significant contribution to new materialist studies is his Actor-

Network Theory, a theoretical model that describes humans and objects as equivalent

8 Krauss, “Overcoming the Limits of Matter,” 139.
8 Foster, 43.
8 Coole, 106.
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“actors” that interact with one another to form complex networks or systems of influence
and exchange. Philosopher Graham Harman has framed Actor-Network Theory as a
statement on the nature of reality. If structuralism and its offshoots sought to locate the
“real” in the relativist world of language, culture, and society, Latour stresses the
continuing importance of the physical world—of the objects and forces, both manmade
and natural, that act on human beings just as human beings act on them.®” At the same
time, Latour’s use of networks and actors is still indebted to post-structuralist models that
see human beings enmeshed together in overarching frameworks of discourses and power
relations. But Latour does not completely write off the value of the social in his
accounting of networks. Rather, cultural forces and attitudes are described in his model as
actors unto themselves that shape and transform the various humans and objects with
which they intersect. In this way, Actor-Network Theory occupies a middle ground
between the social emphases of post-structuralism and a more positivist or materialist
methodology.®

Latour’s Actor-Network Theory offers a useful model for describing the
conceptual underpinnings of Irwin’s discs and columns and their relationship to new
materialism. For Latour, human beings do not occupy a privileged place within their
networks, but exist as equally important actors alongside inanimate objects and intangible
phenomena.?® One senses a similar idea at work in the “culture of determined relations”
that Irwin describes as essential to his art. In approaching and moving around the discs

and columns, the viewer and artwork are placed in a dialectical relationship with one

87 Graham Harman, Prince of Networks: Bruno Latour and Metaphysics (Melbourne: re.press, 2009), 163-
9.

8 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007), 63-86.

8 Ibid., 68.
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another in space, each one defining and being defined by their relationship to the other.
Light, matter, and the human body are rendered equivalent “actors,” linked together in a
physical setting in which the viewer’s movement affects the visual appearance of the
environment as a whole.

In this way, Irwin’s works of the late 1960s can be read as a proto-new materialist
statement, one that responds to structuralist and post-structuralist interpretations of
minimalist sculpture in two ways. Firstly, the relational qualities of the discs and columns
are recast not as a statement about the human subject’s dissolution into the discursive
spaces of language and society, but an entry into a more elemental realm of pure
perception and interaction between human and environment—what Merleau-Ponty
termed “mute Being which itself comes to show forth its own meaning.”® Secondly, the
works refuse to conform to the interpretive paradigms of art historians such as Krauss and
Foster, who saw sculpture made of tangible, solid matter as inherently superior and more
explicitly critical than work that relied on light effects, shadows, refractions, and other
visual phenomena. For Irwin, the experience of the discs and columns is about a leveling
of cultural distinctions and preconceived attitudes about materials and forms. In escaping
from the manmade constructs inherent in human vision and returning to a world “unique
to perception,” these objects strive to create a new mode of seeing that allows for
unmediated interaction between the viewer and the work of art.

An Actor-Network model of an Irwin disc or column would include not only the
art object and the viewer who sees it, but also the artist himself and the various

manufacturers—Jack Brogan, Planet Plastics, California Metal Shaping—who

% Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, ed. James M. Edie (Evanston, Illinois:
Northwestern University Press, 1964), 188.
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contributed expertise and labor to their construction. Turrell and Wortz would appear, as
well, along with other researchers at the Garrett Corporation involved in the Art and
Technology experiments with sensory perception. Actor-Network Theory would read
each of these participants as equally central to the eventual creation of the disc and
column series. There is a departure in this model from the standard genealogy of Irwin’s
work as something that arose out of the hermetic aesthetic debates surrounding late
modernist abstraction and the conceptual climate of minimalism. Instead, Actor-Network
theory calls attention to the ways in which these objects also grew out of a specific
historical context of manufacturing and plastics technology in Southern California, and
how their forms were determined in large part by the limitations and technical properties

of the materials with which Irwin worked.

Light, Space, and Capitalism

The difference in inflection between these two histories of Irwin’s career is fairly
subtle, and ultimately does not do much to alter the account of how his work developed
from painting into the environmental pieces of the late 1960s. In her book Chronophobia:
On Time in the Art of the 1960s, art historian Pamela Lee points to another significant
influence in the development of the Art and Technology program—namely, the late
capitalist military-industrial complex and its aesthetics of administration and domination.

Drawing on the writings of Marxist theorist Herbert Marcuse, Lee describes the
Art and Technology program as a “colonization” of the sphere of art by a newly-
ascendant late capitalist logic of technical rationality. Where once works of art and high
culture had the power to resist or critique the civilizations in which they were made, art

had now become subsumed or appropriated into the program of advanced industrial
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manufacturing and had lost whatever remained of its critical force and its ability to
imagine a better world.®* Tuchman and his artists embraced this paradigm
wholeheartedly—Lee notes that in the published report on the program the curator’s
name is rendered as a kind of corporate abbreviation, “MT,” much like many of the
participating companies whose generic acronyms downplayed their politically
controversial products and contributions to the Vietnam War.% Indeed, Garrett was not a
neutral party in the ongoing war effort: from 1968-70, in-house researcher Ray Holt
worked to create the world’s first microprocessor as part of a classified project for the
United States Navy. The result of this project, the MP944 chipset, was ultimately used in
the F-14 fighter jet that entered service towards the end of the Vietnam War.%

This troubling collusion between the art world and the sphere of advanced war
manufacturing did not escape viewers at the time. Reviewing the first exhibition of work
made for the Art and Technology program for Artforum, critic Max Kozloff wrote:

During the term of the project there occurred the My Lai massacre, the

Chicago Democratic Convention riots, the assassinations of Martin Luther

King and Robert Kennedy, the invasion of Cambodia, and the student

killings at Kent and Jackson State. While these convulsions were taking

place, inflaming the radicalism of our youth and polarizing the country,

the American artists did not hesitate to freeload at the trough of that

techno-fascism that had inspired them.%*

1 Pamela Lee, Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Pres,
2004), 28.

%2 1bid., 31

9 “Computing: Happy Father’s Day,” CIO, June 15, 2001, 44.

% Max Kozloff, “The Multimillion Dollar Art Boondoggle,” Artforum 10, no.2 (October 1971): 76.
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In another Art and Technology collaboration between the artist John Chamberlain and the
RAND Corporation, a Santa-Monica based think tank with close ties to the United States
military, employees of the corporation were asked to respond to a highly conceptual and
somewhat humorous questionnaire written by the artist and distributed via interoffice
memo. One anonymous participant gave this cryptic and prescient feedback: “An artist in
residence soothes the conscience of the management.”%

For corporations engaged in the sensitive business of producing armaments for
war, the opportunity to sponsor artists provided positive press and distracted from their
primary business in the creation of military technology. But on a deeper level, the project
also drew artists into what Marcuse termed the aesthetic of “total domination” or “total
administration.” In drawing on the technological resources of the war machine and
mining it for aesthetic inspiration, the Art and Technology artists had effectively forsaken
their ability to offer a critique of late-capitalist, militaristic culture. Art had been
“absorbed” into a world where there could no longer be any possibility of dissent, of
offering an alternative to the worldview proffered by advanced technology and
corporatism.

Lee’s discussion of an “aesthetics of administration” is germane to Irwin’s work
made during and after his time in Art and Technology.®® In addition to drawing on the

possibilities of industrial manufacturing and innovations in plastics technology, the works

evince a cool, “corporate” aesthetic of precious surfaces made smooth and shiny through

% Lee, 22.

% Lee borrows the phrase “aesthetics of administration” from art historian and critic Benjamin Buchloh,
who first used it to describe the preoccupation in early conceptual art with technologies and processes
related to business and administration, such as the Xerox machine and empirical data collection. Benjamin
Buchloh, “Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions,”
October 55 (Winter, 1990), 105-143.
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machine refinement. Furthermore, the works often hide or downplay the process of their
own creation. Irwin used a spray gun to apply paint to the discs in such fine layers that
the result looks entirely machine-made. Similarly, the seams that joined the two halves of
the original acrylic columns were carefully milled until they were essentially invisible.%’
No trace of the artist’s hand is discernable in these works—it is though they appeared
fully formed without any human involvement, like so many mass-produced goods of the
late 1960s.

Irwin leaves the armature of the discs visible, a choice that creates a certain
structuralist interplay with the signifiers of painting and sculpture. But there is also an
aesthetics of illusion here that cannot be ignored, a conscious attempt to hide the very
labor and means of production that allowed the work to exist. The columns take this act
of disguising one step further. Although it is possible to guess at the shape of these works
by standing close and looking at the spot where they are mounted into the floor, their
exact form remains visually elusive, and their extreme polish precludes allowing them to
be touched by museum visitors. Most viewers are not able to accurately determine their
dimensions without recourse to one of Irwin’s diagrammatic drawings made as a
preparatory study for the work, which reveals them to be a rather complicated five-sided
shape resembling a prism, but with an additional flat edge only half an inch thick at the
center (fig. 15). If the discs allowed viewers to unravel or make sense of their game with
light and optics, the columns withhold this possibility, resulting in a work that can never
be fully apprehended or resolved in the viewer’s mind. The quality of disguise in these
works, the sheen of their immaculate surfaces and the slickness of their manufacturing,

ties them to the visual culture of late capitalism at the end of the 1960s, an aesthetic in

97 Hankins, 38-9.
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which the process of creation is hidden in favor of uniformity and a seemingly
untouched, un-labored product.

Lee observes that the administrative aesthetic of Art and Technology served to
eliminate any suggestion of history or memory that might enter into the work of art, a
condition that she terms “chronophobia” or a fear of time that is endemic to much art of
the late 1960s. Marcuse observes that this erasure of history is fundamental to the late
capitalist project and its efforts to thwart resistance: “the functional language is a
radically anti-historical language: operational rationality has little use for historical
reason... Remembrance of the past may give rise to dangerous insights, and the
established society seems to be apprehensive of the subversive contents of memory.”%
The new streamlined corporate world created a visual environment that seemed to exist
“outside” of time or the patterns of history—always eternally “now” and without allusion
to the past or a world beyond its totalizing aesthetic.

Art historian Joshua Shannon has identified a similar late capitalist aesthetic of
rationality emerging in New York at this same moment:

Only in postwar New York, with the rising dematerialization of the city’s

economy, did the plain metallic box finally become the house style of

corporate capitalism. Using this form, economic power in the period came

to express its own inevitability, its adherence to the immutable law of the

invisible hand. The economy’s many rectangular, modular parts... were to

appear united in a single grid of maximum, reasonable productivity.*°

% Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society (New
York: Beacon Press, 1964), 98.

9 Joshua Shannon, The Disappearance of Objects: New York Art and the Rise of the Postmodern City
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 181.
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By aligning itself with models of “productivity”” and efficiency, the late capitalist
aesthetic made itself appear both neutral and inevitable, a style without politics and
without the baggage of history. Shannon sees this aesthetic language as an influence on
the mature work of Donald Judd, whose early experiments with a more typically
industrial aesthetic gradually gave way to polished cubes and mirrored surfaces that
engaged and put pressure on the growing influence of functionalist styles in the physical
environment of New York City.1% If the aesthetic of domination emerged in New York
with the glass boxes of International-Style skyscrapers and modular office design, Los
Angeles—with its networks of recently-constructed freeways and an urban culture and
environment centered around the automobile—offered an even more contemporary and
ahistorical model of capitalist efficiency and aesthetics, one which bore on Irwin as

surely as it did on Judd.

Irwin and History

It is this retreat from history that complicates Irwin’s notion of pure perception
and a viewing experience untainted by culture and society. Though the concept of an
elemental, primal encounter between the human subject and the work of art is a lofty
ideal, it ignores the various discursive conditions that shape both the viewing public and
the art itself. To grasp Irwin’s work fully requires at least some knowledge of the history
of avant-garde sculpture in the 1960s, and particularly the aesthetic debates surrounding
minimalism and its place within the trajectory of late modernism. Irwin’s model viewer is

the sort of person who came to his Venice studio throughout the 1960s: white, usually

100 |pid., 180-1.
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male, upper-middle class, and conversant with the aesthetic language of contemporary art
being made both in New York and in California.

Furthermore, Irwin’s work is implicated within an epistemic history of late
capitalism that shaped both the aerospace industry with which he was closely involved as
well as the overall aesthetic of Southern California in general. As many critics have
noted, Irwin’s plastic and aluminum works recall the round, burnished surfaces of
contemporary automobiles, a correspondence that seems particularly apt when one
considers that Irwin himself was deeply involved in the car culture of Los Angeles and
that the aluminum discs were first constructed in an auto body shop.'%! It is this history of
advanced capitalist materials, of labor and production hidden behind the sheen of
flawless surfaces, that weighs on Irwin’s oeuvre whether he acknowledges it explicitly or
not. Though he aspired to create art that would stand outside the human world and its
preconceptions, history creeps back into the work through its allegiance to an emergent
post-industrial aesthetic, one with close ties to the specific cultural and corporate milieu
of Los Angeles in the late 1960s.

Shannon reaches a similar conclusion regarding the capitalist aesthetics of Judd,
whose metal and Plexiglas wall pieces seem to critique functionalism by deliberately
rendering it inert and useless, while simultaneously drawing their aesthetic interest “from
the coursing power, just deferred, of the military-industrial complex.” If this tension in
Judd cannot be decisively resolved, his works are still valuable for their subtle revelations

of history, “their exaggerated but unstable embodiment of the directions of their

101 rwin discusses his involvement with Los Angeles car culture in the first chapter of Lawrence
Weschler’s Seeing is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One Sees.
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society.”%? In the same vein, Irwin’s art of the late 1960s both resists historical and
cultural influence and embodies it implicitly, offering a view into an art world and a
society that found itself increasingly intertwined with a totalizing functionalist aesthetic.

If Irwin’s works from the late 1960s seem to obscure their own relationship to a
visual language of domination, it may be because the artist’s model of pure perception
works to exclude cultural history as a determining factor in the creation of works of art.
Merleau-Ponty, for example, allows little room in his phenomenology for the kind of
discursive framework that emerged shortly afterwards in post-structuralist theory. To
argue that the artist can access “inhuman nature” is to suggest that humans are somehow
capable of escaping their location within discourses of language and power, a proposition
that most post-structuralists would flatly reject.

In a review of Coole’s essay on Merleau-Ponty and Cézanne, literature scholar
Kimberly DeFazio writes that Coole “treats Cézanne's impressionism not as an
articulation of an historical modality of conceptualizing the world, but as somehow
grasping reality itself without mediation.” This is a “fantasy of unmediated experience,”
one that subtly invokes strains of mysticism and romanticism in its desire to see the world
of “brute” perception. DeFazio also makes the important observation that Merleau-
Ponty’s phenomenology is itself the result of a historical continuum. “There is no...
Merleau-Ponty without Descartes and Euclid,” she writes, “all of whom became who they
were, and advanced their ideas, at particular stages of sociohistorical development.”

Phenomenology is ingrained in a human context from which it cannot be separated, and

102 Shannon, 184.
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is a theory that arose out of specific cultural conditions that are central to its means of

understanding the world.1%3

Conclusion: Irwin’s New Materialism

If Irwin’s notion of “pure presence” imagines his work as being somehow outside
of history, language, and culture, these lacunas are also ingrained in the new materialist
methodology with which he shares many ideas about the nature of perception. Although
this elision of history is a limitation of new materialism, it does not discredit the
important observations that its proponents have made about the relationship between
human beings and the world that surrounds them. What is significant about this body of
theory is its conception of a new ecology of human an inhuman actors, one that subverts
the division between material and immaterial as well as the dialectical relationship
between acting human subjects and a passive world of objects. To the extent that [rwin’s
work adopts and anticipates this line of thinking, it breaks free of the historiographic
strictures imposed by an earlier generation of art historians, who have described
materialist post-structuralism as the only suitable course for a critical art practice at the
conclusion of the modernist period. In this new materialist reading, light and space
emerge not as signs of an outdated model of transcendence, but as components of a new
mode of art practice that encourages an embodied and sensitive awareness of the physical
world. Ultimately, a full accounting of Irwin’s work from the 1960s should consider not

only this new materialist concept of human and inhuman interaction, but also the effects

103 Kimberly DeFazio, “The Spectral Ontology and Miraculous Materialism,” The Red Critique 15
(Winter/Spring 2014), online version accessed December 5, 2016,
http://www.redcritique.org/WinterSpring2014/spectralontologyandmiraculousmaterialism.htm.
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on his work of discursive and historical influences such as late capitalist, technocratic
production.

Irwin’s discs and columns strive to foster an engaged and perceptive mode of
critical looking that draws attention to the shifting conditions of the material world, a
goal that is often successful due to the careful nature of their design and the way in which
they allow for an unpacking or dismantling of the visual effects they create (though the
discs, with their exposed support mechanisms, enact this schema more readily than the
more elusive columns). But it would also be difficult to argue that these works are not at
least partially invested in a paradigm of formal beauty, or that they lack undertones of
sublimity and religiosity in their pure colors and evocative effects of transparency and
refraction. Though they encourage a model of viewing that is grounded in the physical
body and the three-dimensional space of the gallery, a trace of poetry remains present in
their design, suggesting the kind of timeless, revelatory experience that aligns with many
avant-garde movements of the first half of the twentieth century.

What | would like to suggest is that Irwin’s early works occupy a middle ground
between two extremes—the embodied perception and physical experience of
phenomenology and new materialism, and the focus on transcendence that is endemic to
much of the avant-garde artmaking of the modernist period. By situating Irwin’s work in
this way, we open the door to a larger reevaluation of the art of this historical moment.
One wonders about the work of Flavin, for example, who appears as the critical
poststructuralist artist par excellence in Krauss’s account of minimalism for his sustained
attention to “the material presence of [his] fluorescent tubes.” Krauss bemoans more

recent installations of Flavin’s works that de-emphasize their material presence to focus

Chapter 1 71



instead on their ethereal and quite beautiful veils of colored light, locating this misreading
of his art in the display practices of collectors and curators in the decades since it was
first made.1%

But placing blame solely on the work’s reception is too compensatory a gesture,
because the otherworldly beauty of these pieces is contained within their formal logic just
as surely as it exists in [rwin’s discs and columns. Similarly, Robert Morris wrote in his
seminal essay “Notes on Sculpture” that the primary function of minimalist sculpture was
to “take relationships out of the work and make them a function of space, light, and the
viewer’s field of vision.”'® While Morris was willing to concede the importance of light
to the experience of his work much like Irwin and his compatriots in California, this
dimension of his art has often been ignored in favor of a rigorously structuralist reading
that stresses only the bare materiality of the object and its inability be resolved into a
gestalt form.

If minimalism was poised historically between an emergent neo-avant-garde
aesthetic and the vestiges of late modernist abstraction, these tensions remain visible in
much of the work itself. This art is frequently untidier in its conception than many critics
have allowed, often because those historians were more invested in establishing their own
proscriptive frameworks for a critical artistic practice than they were in close
examinations of individual artists and their oeuvres. If post-structuralism and new
materialism cannot fully contain or elucidate the work of Irwin and the minimalists in
New York, it is because little of this art fits neatly within a single methodological

paradigm, shaped as it was by a number of discourses from within the art world and from

104 Krauss, “Overcoming the Limits of Matter,” 137-8.
105 Morris, 232.
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the society outside its boundaries. Thus it is not only the art of the late 1960s that
demands reconsideration, but the narratives that scholars have put in place around it to
assign it value in the spectacular, late capitalist moment. Much like the edges Irwin’s
discs, with their suggestive manipulation of light and shadow, the line between the

modern and its antithesis is blurrier than we would like to imagine.
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Chapter 2: The End of Objects

Not long after the completion of the acrylic columns series in 1970, Irwin made
the unexpected decision to close his studio in Venice Beach and begin another phase of
his career. Feeling that his potential for creating innovative work in the studio had come
to an end, he embarked on a new “project of general peripatetic availability,” responding
to commissions from art institutions around the world to create works in-situ that
responded to the physical constraints of a gallery or museum space.! What he first called
“art-in-response” he later renamed “conditional art,” emphasizing that the work was
based on the specific conditions of its surrounding environment. It is these installation
works, forerunners of what was later termed site-specific art (a term Irwin disavows in
favor of “site-conditioned”), that are perhaps the best-known products of his expansive
oeuvre, a major example of the turn away from material objects that characterized much
avant-garde art of the late 1960s and early 1970s.?

One of the major issues that confronts any close study of Irwin’s site-conditioned
works of the 1970s is the fact that many of these installations are no longer extant.
Irwin’s first site-conditioned piece, Untitled (Fractured Light — Partial Scrim Ceiling —
Eye Level Wire), a discreet alteration of a temporarily empty sculpture gallery at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York using scrim fabric and wire, has not been re-
installed since it was first exhibited in 1970-71 (figs. 1-2). Subsequent site-conditioned

works for other major art institutions, such as the 1975 Untitled (Black Line Volume) for

! Lawrence Weschler, Seeing is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One Sees: A Life of Contemporary Artist
Robert Irwin, 1% ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 163.
2 Matthew Simms, Robert Irwin: A Conditional Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 97.
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the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago and the multiple installations collectively
titled Continuing Responses that he completed for a 1975 exhibition at the Fort Worth Art
Museum, have also been unavailable for public viewing since they were originally shown
(figs. 3 and 4). Any attempt to reconstruct these works is further complicated by Irwin’s
strict stipulation that they be installed only in the spaces for which they were originally
conceived. As galleries and museums have remodeled and rearranged their interiors in
the intervening decades or moved to new buildings and locations, the opportunity to view
these works as Irwin originally intended is no longer possible, and only a handful have
ever been recreated or seen in more than one incarnation.®

The only major exception to this widespread disappearance of the site-conditioned
works is a group of three related pieces constructed for Count Giuseppe Panza’s home in
Varese, Italy, on permanent view in what is now a state-owned museum known as the
Villa Panza. One of the first major collectors of minimalist sculpture, Panza converted
the horse stables of his expansive estate into a showcase for his growing collection of
works by prominent American avant-garde artists. The most well-known of the stable
installations is a group of ten fluorescent light works by Dan Flavin, each one occupying
a single room within the stable complex. The stables also feature several site-specific
works by Irwin’s California Light and Space contemporary James Turrell, located in
various points throughout the building and designed to “frame” the sky through a series
of removals in ceilings and walls. The three works by Irwin are titled Varese Portal

Room, Varese Scrim, and Varese Window Room, all three of which were installed

3 Descriptions and photo documentation of these ephemeral works can be found in Simms, Robert Irwin: A
Conditional Art, Chapter 4. Two works from this period that have been re-installed on occasion are
Untitled (Slant Light Volume) (1971) at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis and the Scrim Veil-Black
Rectangle-Natural Light (1977) at the Whitney Museum of American Art’s former location on the Upper
East Side in New York City.
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simultaneously in 1973. Together they form an interconnected series of rooms and
passages at the far end of the stables from the main villa (figs. 5-7).

In this chapter, I will use Irwin’s three installations in the Panza stables as the
starting point for a discussion about his work’s conception of the viewing subject. Like
his disc paintings, Irwin’s early site-conditioned works have been described by art
historians as conservative for their perceived interest in interiority and a late modernist
conception of a private, revelatory experience before the work of art. Because they do not
reconceive the Cartesian subject in poststructuralist terms, it is argued, they lack the
critical political insight to interrogate the work of art along the lines of later movements
such as institutional critique. My reading of the stable installations argues that all of these
works—including those by Flavin and Turrell—miss the criteria of poststructuralist
materialism established by scholars such as Krauss and Foster. At the same time,
however, they create a different model of subjectivity after modernism that anticipates
new materialist ideas, imagining a level field of human subjects, light, space, and
physical materiality that interact with one another in a dialectical manner.

The second half of this chapter considers Irwin’s later site-conditioned pieces,
beginning with his 1977 retrospective exhibition at the Whitney Museum. It is at this
moment that Irwin’s work begins to depart from the precedent established in the Varese
installations, engaging with conceptualist notions about the work of art as an idea or
mental projection. Although some of his later site-conditioned installations revert to a
more self-contained and artist-centered model of artmaking, others continue to expand on
his earlier ideas about the interrelatedness of the material and immaterial world. And

while his works do not dismantle the subject to the same degree, they offer a means of
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critique that moves beyond earlier paradigms of rigorous materiality, undermining the
hierarchies of value that have structured earlier accounts of minimalist sculpture and

installation art.

Irwin’s Works in the Panza Stables

In moving through the stables of the Panza villa, the first work by Irwin that the
viewer encounters is the Varese Portal Room, which is located directly off of the central
corridor that links the individual rooms of the stable galleries. As part of this installation,
Irwin modified the original rectangular shape of the room by installing three new walls,
resulting in a new layout that is essentially an isosceles triangle circumscribed by a
rectangle (fig. 8). In working drawings and letters from the Giuseppe Panza Papers, Irwin
indicates that these new walls were meant to form half of a larger square shape that
would continue into the main hallway and be marked on the floor by white tape (fig. 9).*
It is unclear whether the tape portion of the work was ever realized, but it is no longer
part of the installation as of 2017. The portal of the work’s title is a large beveled square
opening on the building’s exterior wall, not sealed with glass, which is visible through a
space in the triangular walls constructed for the installation.

The Varese Scrim is located in an adjoining room further from the stable’s central
corridor. With this work, Irwin takes another rectangular space and bisects it with a piece
of white scrim fabric stretched tautly between the floor, ceiling, and walls. What is
actually a wide chamber is made to look like a narrow hallway, the space dramatically
reshaped by the scrim’s presence. Because the scrim is illuminated only by natural light

from adjacent rooms, it can appear partially translucent or almost completely opaque

4 Robert Irwin, letter and drawings to Giuseppe Panza, August 11, 1976, Giuseppe Panza Papers, Getty
Research Institute, Los Angeles.
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depending on the time of day. Many visitors to the space mistake it for a wall, only
slowly discovering that it is in fact a translucent and fragile membrane that hides a larger
space behind it.

The Varese Window Room is located at the end of the corridor formed by the
Scrim. Here, Irwin has created another large beveled opening in the building’s exterior
that is not enclosed with a glass pane. Unlike the Portal Room, there are no new walls
here, and the window is a tall and narrow rectangle, rather than a square. Far from the
stable’s dark central corridor illuminated by the reflections of Flavin’s fluorescent works,
the Window Room showcases the bright sunlight and warm breezes of the northern Italian
countryside, piercing the building’s cloistered interior space to frame views of the
outdoor environment and draw in its sensory qualities.

Even in light of Irwin’s rapidly-changing projects of the 1960s, the formal and
conceptual shift signaled by the Varese installation is immense. If those early works
strove towards a condition somewhere between material objecthood and formless
ethereality, the VVarese group dispenses with objects almost entirely. The work of art is
now conceived as a series of interventions in the architectural space, consisting of
removals from the building’s exterior facade, new walls, and a single piece of stapled
scrim.

In a statement on the Varese installation written a year after its opening, Irwin
wrote the following about his intentions: “This work is not about object but about
presence; not presence as in those distinctions drawn by cognizance (objective logic),

idea, image, reference, etc., but presence as a constant interrelation in the nature of
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things. This solution is unique and can/will never be repeated or even approximated.””
Here, Irwin makes it clear that the work is not intended as an exercise in “cognizance” or
ideas, but a “constant interrelation” of things that is physical and temporal—what he
terms “presence.” The value of the installation lies in its creation of physical and spatial
awareness by foregrounding the relationship between the viewer and their surrounding
environment.

In the Portal Room and Window Room, for example, the viewer becomes aware of
their position not only in relation to the openings in the walls but also to the larger
environment outside the stable building. Similarly, visitors in the Varese Scrim room
gradually realize not only that the wall is a scrim, but that they can only access half of the
room—there is another, larger space on the other side that mirrors the one they currently
occupy. The process of close looking that Irwin first explored in the dot paintings and
discs is here translated into an all-encompassing environment, the emphasis on spatial
relationships and temporal unfolding made even more central to the works’ function and

effect.

Reorienting the Subject

In her 1991 essay on Irwin and the legacy of minimalism, Rosalind Krauss singles
out Giuseppe Panza, and his stable installation in particular, as an exemplar of the way in
which minimalism has been reimagined and misread by later generations of collectors
and audiences. Comparing the stable space to “the set of a sci-fi movie” and a “Cartesian

hotel suite in the sky,” Krauss notes that the central corridor is illuminated primarily by

®> Robert Irwin, unpublished letter addressed “To Whom It May Concern” (subtitled “With regards to the
“wall” piece, a solution for Giuseppe Panzs™), March 5, 1974, Giuseppe Panza Papers, Getty Research
Institute, Los Angeles.
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the ethereal, multicolored glow of the Flavin works in each room. Because the actual
fluorescent tubes are not visible from this vantage point, their material qualities are
erased in favor of a view that plays up their otherworldly, sublime connotations. This
misguided focus on transcendence is compounded by the fact that Flavin’s work shares
space with California artists like Irwin and Turrell, whose fascination with sublimity she
outlines earlier in her essay.®

Panza’s misreading of Flavin and the other minimalists as arche-modernists
engaged with issues of metaphysics and expressiveness has been particularly influential,
Krauss notes, due to the fact that he gifted a large portion of his collection to prominent
American modern art museums, along with stipulations about how it would be exhibited
and described in museum publications. The first donations—to the Museum of
Contemporary Art, Los Angeles in 1984 and the Guggenheim Museum in New York in
1990—are referenced in Krauss’s essay, and were followed later by donations to the
Hirshhorn Museum in Washington, D.C. and the Albright-Knox Art Gallery in Buffalo in
2008, and the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art in 2010. Only about 10 percent of
Panza’s original collection still belongs to the Villa in Varese. Most of the Flavin works
on view in the stables, for example, and all three of Irwin’s site-conditioned works, were
acquired by the Guggenheim Museum for their collection as part of the 1990 gift, though

they remain on permanent view in Italy.’

® Rosalind Krauss, “Overcoming the Limits of Matter: On Revising Minimalism,” in American Art of the
1960s (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1991), 138.

" “The Panza Collection,” Albright-Knox Art Gallery, accessed May 2, 2017,
https://www.albrightknox.org/art/collection/major-gifts-collection/panza-collection; San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art, “SFMOMA Acquires Major Conceptual Art Collection with Key Works by Bruce
Nauman from Count Giuseppe Panza,” press release, April 13, 2010, accessed May 2, 2017,
https://www.sfmoma.org/press/release/sfmoma-acquires-major-conceptual-art-collection-w/.
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Krauss’s invocation of Descartes in her description of the stable installation
serves a pointed function. For her, the “contest” over the historical reception of
minimalism is not only a divide between transcendent metaphysics and obdurate
materiality, but over the theoretical and historical conception of the human subject. This
idea resurfaces obliquely throughout her essay. Elsewhere, she notes that artists such as
Jasper Johns and Frank Stella, whose work belongs firmly in her camp of critical
materialists, had read Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations and were
sympathetic to the author’s critique of “private language”—the Cartesian notion that
meaning is derived from a self-contained, private subject, rather than from an external or
discursive environment.®

For Krauss, then, minimalism represents a dismantling not only of modernist
sublimity in the visual arts, but also of the persistent Enlightenment notion of the robust
human subject. In its place is the always-contingent, eternally-reconstituted subject of
post-structuralism, one that is defined not from some interior source but from a larger
discursive field. Krauss’s association of minimalism with a critique of subjectivity is a
recurrent theme in her writing on the movement: in the influential final chapter of her
book Passages in Modern Sculpture, she describes the fascination with surfaces in the
work of artists such as Donald Judd and Robert Morris as indicative of their rejection of
interiority and Cartesian metaphysics. Emerging at roughly the same moment as post-
structuralism itself, minimalism reflects that intellectual movement’s commitment to

reconfiguring our understanding of human subjectivity, a gesture that complements its

8 Krauss, 125.
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critique of late modernism’s residual belief in solitary artistic genius and revelatory
experience.®

The extent to which minimalism represents a critique of Cartesian subjectivity has
been a central concern in much of the more theoretically-oriented writing on this period
in postwar art. In his seminal essay “The Crux of Minimalism,” art historian Hal Foster
describes it as the fundamental issue of the minimalist project, writing: “the stake of
minimalism is the nature of meaning and the status of the subject, both of which are held
to be public, not private, produced in a physical interface with the actual world, not in a
mental place of idealist conception.”® Minimalism’s challenge to robust subjectivity lies
in its resistance to the illusionism that had undergirded most Western art since the
Renaissance. If illusionistic painting and sculpture require an idealist space in the
viewer’s mind in order to “complete” or “finish” the work by imagining it in three
dimensions, minimalism needs no such mental augmentation because it is already three-
dimensional, its visual interest lying primarily in the viewer’s physical and temporal
relationship to the object within the real space of the gallery.

Writing several years after Krauss’s publication of Passages in Modern Sculpture,
Foster updates and revises her contention about minimalism’s inherently critical stance
towards the Enlightenment subject. Noting that minimalist artists of the 1960s were more
familiar with the phenomenology of writers like Merleau-Ponty than the structuralism
and post-structuralism still emerging in French intellectual circles, Foster questions the
extent to which minimalism itself might be read as a dismantling of subjectivity. “Just as

299

phenomenology undercuts the idealism of the Cartesian ‘I think,”” he writes, “so

% Rosalind Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1981), 266.
10 Hal Foster, “The Crux of Minimalism,” in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the
Century (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1996), 40.
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minimalism undercuts the existentialism of the abstract-expressionist ‘I express.”” “But
both,” he notes, “substitute an ‘I perceive’ that leaves meaning lodged in the subject.”!

Part of the urge to see minimalism as more forward-thinking than it actually was
arises, Foster argues, from the perspective of hindsight, since much of the art that
followed it in the 1970s would develop its attack on subjectivity more fully, particularly
in movements such as performance and site-specific art. Foster concludes his statements
on minimalism and the subject by identifying another division within its ranks, one
between those artists who pursued its perceiving, phenomenological dimension and those
who exploited its structuralist interest in “pictorial and sculptural signifiers”—a tendency
that became more obvious, for example, in the institutional-critique art of the early 1970s.
The paradigmatic artist that he cites for the latter tendency is Michael Asher, while the
forerunner of the former, presumably less critical path, is Irwin. Much like Krauss, Foster
segments minimalism into opposing factions that are more and less progressive in their
theoretical aims. Once again, Irwin is consigned to represent the more conservative
group, one that clings to a lingering subject in its fascination with perception and human
vision.?

If this debate over the nature of the subject seems overly theoretical and removed
from the discussion of actual works of art, its ramifications for the nature of art-making
and its political value are immense. As Foster indicates, the transition in minimalism
from "private"” to "public" meaning ushers in the breakdown of modernism itself,
replacing the auratic, transformative encounter with the work of art with one that is

decidedly more banal and given over to the everyday qualities of time and space.

11 Foster, 43.
12 |bid.
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Contained in this shift is a rejection of many of the qualities that were central not only to
modernism, but to the longer history of Western art—its focus on formal beauty and
technical skill, its embedded notions of transcendence and profundity, and its view of the
artist as a creative genius whose innovations constituted a forward-thinking cultural
vanguard. It was this dismantling of modernist ideals that made minimalist work
anathema to critics like Greenberg and Fried, who sensed (correctly) that the movement
threatened to re-orient the focus of art-making away from its traditional preoccupation
with form and the revelatory, sublime connotations of abstract art. It also led to an
increasing preoccupation among artists with issues of context and display, a turn that was
embodied in the emergence of installation art like Irwin's as well as work that was more
explicitly critical of art institutions and their role in shaping narratives of art history and
determining concepts such as greatness and transcendence.

Furthermore, the breakdown of the subject—the rejection of both an authorial
presence in the work of art and a self-contained viewer to experience it—prefigures the
increasingly political turn in art of the 1970s and its fascination with categories of
identity and social construction. It was the critique of stable, Cartesian subjectivity that
would ultimately lead to political movements such as third-wave feminism and its
attendant artistic production, which saw categories of womanhood and femaleness not as
biologically-determined givens but as sites of cultural contestation and exchanges of
power. As the timeless, personal encounter with the work of art gave to way a new,
"public" meaning, both artists and viewers sensed that this destabilizing of identity itself
could be mobilized for political ends. Thus, the critique of the subject that surfaced in

minimalism as a response to the art-world context of late modernist abstraction ultimately

Chapter 2 84



expanded to produce movements that were directed towards larger social issues,
particularly ones that centered around issues of identity politics and the constructedness
of the self through a mirroring or emulation of external cultural inputs.

For Foster, the attack on subjectivity contained in the phenomenological project
(and, by extension, minimalist sculpture) is perennially incomplete. Although the
perceiving subject must take in information and meaning from the outside world, it is still
responsible for interpreting this experiential evidence in the interior space of the mind.
And yet Irwin’s own explication of the Varese installation addresses this deficiency in the
phenomenological project. As he makes clear, the work is not focused on “cognizance”
or “objective logic” but on “a constant interrelation in the nature of things.” In this way,
Irwin makes a point to emphasize that the meaning of the work does not reside primarily
in the thought process of the viewer, but in their relationship to and placement within a
larger environment. His work therefore continues its engagement with the line of inquiry
that would be later be termed new materialism, which has re-oriented both the
historiographic interpretation of phenomenology and offered its own critique and
dismantling of the Enlightenment subject.

As | discussed in the previous chapter, the reading of phenomenology as
fundamentally subject-oriented has been complicated in recent years by new-materialist
scholars such as Diana Coole, who reads Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology as an
experience in which the material world itself acquires a certain kind of agency. Objects
are not merely seen in order to be interpreted and understood by a human subject, but

“reveal themselves” or unfold visually to the viewer in a dialectical process that blurs the
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duality between subject and object.'® In his writings on Cézanne, for example, Merleau-
Ponty describes objects that “strike our eyes and attack our senses,” emerging from
formlessness as they are taken in by the painter’s eye.'* Elsewhere, he writes that the
phenomenologist must “plunge into the world rather than surveying it,” describing a
process of enmeshment with the environment in which neither the human nor the material
is privileged. Merleau-Ponty thus anticipates many of the arguments that would be
enumerated by new-materialist scholars like Coole in subsequent decades, particularly
their ideas about the vitality or agency of non-sentient matter.®

In a more general sense, new materialism has challenged the Cartesian subject by
de-centering humankind’s existence within a larger world of material objects. This more
contemporary line of theoretical inquiry, exemplified by authors such as Bruno Latour
and his Actor-Network Theory, stresses the value of animals and inanimate objects, both
living and non-living, as essential to a fuller understanding of discursive formations and
the relationship between the human and material worlds.

Anthropologist Daniel Miller synthesizes a number of these related claims in the
introduction to his anthology Materiality. Drawing on a lineage that he traces back to
Hegel and Pierre Bourdieu, Miller argues that the divide between subject and object is, in
essence, a fallacy. It is through a dialectical engagement with the material world that one
finds meaning and placement within social systems: an artist creates works of art, for

example, but these objects allow for the existence of art as an institution, which in turn

13 Diana Coole, “The Inertia of Matter and the Generativity of Flesh,” in New Materialisms: Ontology,
Agency, and Politics, ed. Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University
Press, 2010), 105

14 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Cézanne’s Doubt,” in Sense and Non-Sense (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern
University Press, 1964), 11.

15 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible (Evanston, lllinois: Northwestern University Press,
1968), 38-39.
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facilitates the category of “artist” to emerge as an actor within a societal network. “Our
humanity is not prior to what it creates,” he argues. “What is prior is the process of
objectification that gives form and that produces in its wake what appear to us as both
autonomous subjects and autonomous objects, which leads us to think in terms of a
person using an object or an institution.”8

This reciprocal understanding of the relationship between subject and object
emerges in [rwin’s art as early as the line and dot paintings of the 1960s, which required
viewers to move through space to understand the works’ full formal complexity. As
Irwin’s practice left the confines of his studio and became increasingly attuned to the
physical particularities of a given site, the stylistic hallmarks of his oeuvre also began to
recede, further removing the sense of authorial presence from his work. By the time he
received the commission for the Panza stables, Irwin’s installations had become explicitly
focused on the dialectical relationship between viewer and environment in a manner that
prefigures new-materialist explanations of the subject/object divide.

Although Irwin’s site-conditioned installations predate the advent of new
materialist theory by several decades, | have previously outlined the ways in which his
work of the 1960s is sympathetic to new materialism’s understanding of the human and
material as equivalent actors in a reciprocal network. In their juxtaposition of materials
such as plastic and aluminum with the intangible qualities of light and shadow, the works
reject the dichotomy between tactility and opticality that structures Krauss’s
historiographic account of minimalism, which sees solid materiality as the only

appropriate vehicle for a critical art practice after 1960.

16 Daniel Miller, “An Introduction,” in Materiality, ed. Daniel Miller (Durham: Duke University Press,
2005), 10.
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Similarly, these works reflect Irwin’s understanding of phenomenology as an
experience of the “constant interrelation in the nature of things,” one in which the viewer
and art object are defined relative to one another during their encounter in the gallery
space. Much like Miller’s account of a humanity that is “not prior to what it creates,”
Irwin’s works do not privilege the viewer as the primary source of meaning, but describe
a relationship of contingency in which solid object, onlooker, light, and negative space
serve equally important roles in the art’s structure and conceptual import.

In the Panza stables, for example, viewers are consistently aware of their location
in space relative to something else, whether it is the exterior grounds seen through a
portal or the other half of a room made inaccessible by a wall of translucent scrim. The
work therefore includes much more than Irwin’s physical modifications to the site: in
addition to the viewer who must move through and make sense of the space, there is also
the existing environment of the stable building and surrounding landscape, which Irwin
frames as an essential component of his work’s design. This theoretical logic—which
aims to situate artist, viewer, and site as equivalent actors in an interrelated physical and
temporal network—stands in opposition to the long history of idealist philosophy,
resisting an interpretive framework that would separate the human and nonhuman and

privilege the mind as the fundamental source of knowledge.

Materiality and Immateriality in the Panza Stables

A comparison of Irwin’s works in the Panza stables to those by Flavin and Turrell
in the same space gives concrete dimension to the terms of this theoretical debate about
the nature of subjectivity in avant-garde art of the early 1970s. Krauss’s comparison of

the Flavin installation to “the set of a sci-fi movie” is not entirely unfounded: illuminated
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only by the ten fluorescent sculptures and by a small amount of sunlight coming from
Turrell’s window installation, the long, vaulted corridor of the Varese stables takes on a
darkened and decidedly otherworldly atmosphere (fig. 10). Through the doorways that
lead to the individual stables comes the ethereal glow of Flavin’s fluorescent lights,
bathing the walls and polished floors in vibrant shades of green, red, pink, purple, and
yellow. The view is not unlike that of a futuristic church, the nave and apse awash not in
candlelight but in the cool, space-age radiance of industrial lighting. Flavin would in fact
employ a very similar design strategy for his 1996 installation Untitled, which is
permanently housed in the church of Santa Maria Annunciata in Chiesa Rossa in nearby
Milan (fig.11).

The sense of interiority intensifies inside the Flavin rooms themselves. Most
rooms are filled with a single color of light emanating from Flavin’s sculptures, which
hang on the wall or in a corner (figs. 12-13). All windows and doorways leading outside
have been sealed shut, preventing any natural light from entering the space and ensuring
that the colors of the individual installations remain pure. Although Flavin does not deny
the materiality of his sculptures, leaving elements such as cords and transistors visible in
the finished product, it is clear that these works rely as much if not more on the beauty of
their intense, saturated light than they do on their physical shape and material
construction.

This quality of luminous splendor is certainly heightened and emphasized in the
Panza stables—the corridor and individual rooms are filled with lush colors that
transform the appearance of every object in their vicinity and produce an uncanny visual

effect. Other permanent installations of Flavin’s work, such as the one at Dia: Beacon in
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upstate New York, incorporate more natural light into the gallery space, which
diminishes slightly the intensity of the works’ colored bulbs (fig. 14).1” But several of the
sculptures in Varese are explicitly designed as total-room installations that occupy all
four walls, making it hard to imagine that their mode of exhibition is dramatically
different from what Flavin originally intended.8

The stables were undoubtedly designed with an eye towards the more ethereal and
poetic aspects of Flavin’s work, since it was these qualities that most appealed to Panza
as a collector of minimalist art. When asked to elaborate on his initial attraction to
Flavin’s sculptures, Panza replied: “There was behind [the works], a research about the
value, the essential value of life which was developed with a very deep engagement.
These shapes which are apparently so intellectual [were] really hiding something
extremely emotional.”*® But while this reading of Flavin’s work as a search for essential
and profound truths is far removed from the accounts offered by poststructuralist art
historians, there are formal aspects of these pieces that lend themselves to a more
metaphysically-oriented interpretation. The works are clearly engaged with the issue of
materiality that was central to the minimalist project, but to stress only the physicality of
the sculptural objects is to deny an essential component of their design and a critical
aspect of their function within the gallery space.

The three works by James Turrell in the Panza stables bear a strong similarity to

Irwin’s installations in their concept and execution. The most well-known of the group is

17 The Flavin works at Dia: Beacon are drawn primarily from the Monument to V. Tatlin series (1964-90),
which are generally small enough to fit on a single wall. The room in which they are now on permanent
view contains several windows that allow sunlight to enter the gallery space.

18 Examples of such works in Varese installation include the Ultraviolet Fluorescent Light Room (1968)
(fig. 12) and In Loving Memory of Toiny [sic] from Leo and Dan (1987) (fig. 13).

19 Oral History Interview with Giuseppe Panza, April 2-4, 1985, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian
Institution, Washington, D.C., https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-interview-
giuseppe-panza-12827.
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the 1974 installation Skyspace I, a small, square-shaped room at the very end of the stable
corridor which is cordoned off from the main hallway by a set of swinging double doors
(fig. 15). Upon entering the rather claustrophobic space, viewers become aware of the
room’s high ceiling punctured by a large square opening that “frames” the sky above.
Devoid of any markers such as trees that might provide visual depth or indicate the
room’s position relative to the exterior, the sky appears in this work as a kind of moving
abstract painting, taking on a distinctly “flattened” quality as clouds and other
meteorological features roll through the frame of Turrell’s incision.

Next door to Skyspace | is Virga, also from 1974, which is located in a larger
rectangular room behind a closed door (fig. 16). Inside the darkened space one notices
sunlight entering from two “cuts” in the room’s ceiling. The actual opening in the roof is
located behind a partial vault structure that Turrell has attached to the ceiling, hiding the
skylight from direct view. As a result, outside light does not stream in directly as in
Skyspace I, but filters in at an angle from the two open spaces between the vault and the
ceiling.

Turrell’s final work for the Varese space, Lunette (1974), consists of a
semicircular opening in the wall at the end of the stable corridor, one that frames the sky
in a manner similar to Skyspace I (fig. 17). This is the only place in the entire hallway
where natural light can enter. Located past the fluorescent glow of the Flavin works,
Lunette creates a transition from darkened, colorful rooms to a brighter, sunlit
environment, showcasing another flattened or abstracted view of the sky as the ultimate

“destination” in the viewer’s progression through the long passageway.
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Irwin’s three installations occupy the corridor space in between Flavin’s ten
rooms and Turrell’s grouping of site-specific works. While all three artists share an
obvious interest in the aesthetic properties of light and three-dimensional space, and
while Irwin’s works bear a number of formal similarities to Turrell’s—a closeness that is
unsurprising given their working relationship and similar theoretical interests in the
1960s—the effect of Irwin’s “interventions” in the stables is somewhat different from
either of the other two artists. Unlike the Flavin rooms, which create an atmosphere of
focused sequestration and are literally sealed off from the external environment, The
Varese Portal and Varese Window open the gallery space directly to the building’s
exterior. Through these openings, the viewer can take in the surrounding landscape and
physical details of the villa complex, including such mundane features as the museum
restaurant and parking lot. The light in these rooms is entirely natural and shifts in
intensity according to the time of day and year and the weather conditions outside, in
contrast to the consistent intensity and drama of Flavin’s fluorescent tubes.

Turrell’s three installations are at first glance not far removed from Irwin’s work.
Both employ a series of cuts or removals to the building’s architecture to highlight
elements of the natural landscape that surround the villa complex. But Turrell’s pieces
offer a greater sense of revelation or transcendence in their design. Both Skyspace | and
Virga are separated from the main corridor by closed doors, the only rooms with such a
design in the entire stable complex. Upon entering, the viewer finds either a tall column
of space punctuated by an opening to the sky, or a darkened room in which light enters at
dramatic raking angles. Similarly, the viewer arrives at the Lunette at the end of a long

walk from darkness into light, seeing the sky as a framed endpoint to their journey. There
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IS a suggestion in these works of profundity and mystery, of calling attention to the sky in
a manner that connotes the sublimity of the “heavens” or creating a mysterious,
otherworldly light that appears to emanate from an unknown source. Furthermore,
Skyspace | and Lunette create views that curtail spatial depth, suggesting a certain
stylistic affinity with the flatness of late modernist abstraction. Like Irwin, Turrell is keen
to highlight nature and the world outside of the gallery environment, but the overall effect
of his works is more obviously keyed towards a sense of sublimity than one of banality
and the everyday.

In their straightforward acknowledgement of the world outside the stable
galleries, the Varese Portal Room and Window Room offer a less poetic and visually
striking experience than the more cloistered environments of Flavin and Turrell. The
Portal Room and Window Room stand in contrast to the Varese Scrim, which links the
other two spaces but has no windows or openings to the exterior of the building. Because
it is darker and more enclosed than Irwin’s other two installations, the Scrim more readily
conjures a sense of sequestration and interiority, but its visual means remain relatively
simple, and as in his works from the 1960s such as the dot paintings and discs, Irwin
ensures that the viewer can “solve” or unravel the visual illusion at work in the space. It
takes no more than a few minutes to realize the scrim hides a larger area behind it—
furthermore, the room remains sufficiently illuminated in the daytime for viewers to see
the entirety of the space on the other side. By comparison, Turrell’s Virga never
completely gives up its mysteries. The viewer is ultimately unsure of how the room is
actually structured, and can only watch the ethereal glow of light as it radiates down from

the ceiling. The observer of Irwin’s scrim is consistently reminded of their location by
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virtue of the fact that they stand in opposition to a larger, inaccessible area only inches
away. Thus the room creates a viewing experience that is always relational and
unfolding, offering the viewer a visual mastery of the space but denying it in terms of
movement in three dimensions.

If art historians have tended to privilege hard materiality and a banal, everyday
quality as hallmarks of a critical art practice in minimalist sculpture and afterwards, then
Irwin’s installation in Varese is closer to this ideal than either Flavin or Turrell. The
environment in these works is emphatically temporal/spatial and comparatively ordinary,
avoiding some of the metaphysics and interiority that are residual in the rest of the
stables. At the same time, however, Irwin does not abandon his interest in immaterial
qualities of light and negative space, or in creating works of formal beauty and elegance.
In this way, his pieces share some of the animating tensions that structure the other
Varese installations, occupying a theoretical space that is between the poststructuralist
ideal of hardened, everyday materiality and an earlier fascination with sublimity and
expression.

What | would like to suggest through this examination of the Panza stables is that
none of its component installations conform neatly to the model of critical materiality
that has emerged as the dominant interpretive paradigm for minimalist sculpture and its
successors. Instead, these works are engaged to a greater or lesser degree with the
relationship between the material and immaterial, an aspect of their design that has often
been downplayed or actively rejected. The colored reflections of Flavin’s sculptures on
the polished stone floors are not an afterthought or misrepresentation of his work, but an

essential element of their design that is in dialogue with the materiality of the bulbs,
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transistors, and cords. Similarly, Turrell frames the the limitless expanse of the sky within
the constrained physical dimensions of the stable space.

If poststructuralist materialism cannot adequately explain these installations, it is
because their formal and theoretical logic is pointed not simply at obdurate physicality,
but at a process of interrelation that stresses the equivalence of light, space, and physical
form. This is not to suggest, however, that the works lack a critical capacity. As new
materialist scholars have suggested, this dialectical relationship between material and
immaterial is central to a new critique of subjectivity that reveals the human viewer’s
contingent position in a larger environment of animate and inanimate actors. For Irwin,
this equivalence is key to his work’s emphasis on embodied, engaged observation and
therefore its social function, an idea he elaborated in a series of lectures given around the

same time that the Varese installation was completed.

Irwin’s Criticality: The “Peripatetic Lectures”

Although Irwin has been loath to discuss his work's relationship to politics and
criticality for most of his career, he has not avoided the question entirely, and in a few
rare cases he has addressed the issue in some depth. The subject of his work's critical
value was particularly urgent during Irwin's "peripatetic lectures” tour to college
campuses in the early 1970s, when he spoke about his most recent aesthetic ideas to eager
art students around the country. Many of these lectures were recorded by art critic and
writer Jan Butterfield, who followed Irwin to several of his tour stops. That college
students were interested in the politics of Irwin's work at the height of the Vietnam War
IS unsurprising, since many American artists at this moment felt a growing urgency to

make art with explicit political and anti-war messaging.
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During a February, 1973 lecture at the California State University in Humboldt, a
member of the audience asked Irwin if his work was intended to "communicate” anything
to his viewers. Irwin responded that the role of the artist was not necessarily to
communicate using language or to convey an easily-understood message as a politician
would, but to follow "a line of inquiry" and to provide opportunities for reflection for
both artist and viewer. If Irwin were to use a visual language that more readily
transmitted a political message, he would cease to be an artist: "I'm not an artist [in that
case],”" he says, "I'm a politician," indicating that he sees these two roles as wholly
separate and distinct from one another. Irwin concedes, however, that his work and the
art of his contemporaries who explore a similar phenomenological mode may ultimately
have transformative implications for society because it destabilizes "hierarchies” of
vision and seeing. It is this leveling of vision—of eliminating an object's value as a sign
and making the seen environment appear new and strange—that will lead to the greatest
political change, because it will allow people to see the world anew and to address other
hierarchies that limit and order the social world.?°

Based on this explanation, which Irwin repeated in slightly different wording at
several subsequent lectures, the critical value of his work is taken to be extremely subtle
and effective only over a very long and slow unfolding of time. What is most important is
his work’s emphasis on close, careful looking, and in the way that it breaks down visual
hierarchies that would privilege the material world and the human subject. Because his
work speaks primarily to aesthetics and the processes of human vision, it may be a great

while before its impact is felt in a tangible social way. Ultimately, however, it will lead to

20 Robert Irwin, lecture at the California State University, Humboldt, 1973, video recording in the Jan
Butterfield Papers, Archives of American Art, Washington, D.C.
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a new understanding of society by revealing underlying assumptions and power
structures. In this same lecture at Humboldt, Irwin also indicated that his work would
begin to integrate with the world at large, a merger of "art and life" that occurs during the
viewer’s encounter with Irwin’s site-conditioned pieces. As the onlooker approaches
Irwin's work, they must re-enact the same processes of aesthetic judgment that were
originally performed by the artist himself, thus bridging the gap between artist and viewer
that has traditionally structured the visual arts.?

This language about eliminating hierarchies and combining art and life is
reminiscent of many modernist artists, particularly Piet Mondrian, whose De Stijl
movement strove to combine art and everyday living through a focus on
nonrepresentational and "universal™ abstract painting, functional design, and architecture.
According to Mondrian, modern art, and in particular the "new plasticism" of his De Stijl
contemporaries, would eventually move beyond traditional genres and modes of art-
making to create “an art more real and more objective in relation to life than painting.”
Nonfigurative art “brings us” Mondrian wrote in 1937, “towards the end of art as a thing
separated from our surrounding environment,” joining the work of art with the lived
reality that encompasses it.?2

There are echoes of this thinking in Irwin's explanation of his own work, which he
sees as a perpetual recreation of the artist's internal thought process on display for a
public audience. And as we have already seen, Irwin has used Mondrian's idea of a

"culture of determined relations” to inform much of his artistic practice from the late

2L |bid.

22 Piet Mondrian, “Plastic Art and Pure Plastic Art” (1937), reprinted in Herschel B. Chipp, Theories of
Modern Art: A Source Book by Artists and Critics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 360,
362.
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1960 onwards.?® In this sense, Irwin's vision of art and politics is strongly influenced by
the utopian aspirations of modernist art before World War 11, borrowing from its deeply-
held belief that art-making could transform society at a fundamental level. Irwin’s critics
are not incorrect, then, to suggest that his work retains a connection to the modernist
currents that preceded minimalism.

At the same time, to note this intellectual connection to modernism does not
condemn Irwin's work to being merely reactionary or backwards-looking, or to suggest
that it is allied with conservative cultural forces. Like much of his earlier oeuvre, Irwin's
site-conditioned works have been dismissed by critics due to an explicit bias against
works of art that make use of immaterial means such as light and negative space. Those
artists who pursue these directions are written off wholesale as incapable of offering a
new path out of late modernist aesthetics.?* But just as Irwin's discs allow for the
possibility of engaged, thoughtful looking because of their dual interest in materiality and
light, the site-conditioned works give similar opportunities for reflection and engagement

that resist a narrative of interiority and Cartesian subjectivity.

Conceptual Dimensions: The Fate of Irwin’s Site-Conditioned Projects

Irwin’s ongoing project of site-conditioned works culminated with his 1977 retrospective
at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York City. For this exhibition, Irwin

was given the entire fourth floor of the museum’s former building on Madison Avenue on

23 |bid., 355. Irwin reprints this quotation from Mondrian in Being and Circumstance, 14.

24 This dichotomy between a critically resistant materiality and a spectacular interest in light in space
emerges in essays such as Rosalind Krauss’s “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum” (October
54 (Autumn, 1990)) and “Overcoming the Limits of Matter: On Revising Minimalism,” (In American Art
of the 1960s, ed. John Elderfield (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1991)), as well as Hal Foster’s “The
Crux of Minimalism” (In The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1996)), which mentions Irwin as a representative example of artists whose work
turned away from the critical potential of poststructuralist theory in the late 1960s towards a less-radical
interest in perception.
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the Upper East Side of Manhattan. Part of the exhibition was given over to a retrospective
grouping of his earlier work, while the floor’s large main room was dedicated entirely to
a single site-conditioned piece, Scrim Veil—Black Rectangle—Natural Light, that was
created specifically for the show (fig. 18). The work involved removing the room’s
overhead lights and hanging a scrim from the ceiling, which stopped at “eye level” (for
Irwin), approximately six feet from the floor. The bottom of the scrim was painted with a
thick black line that continued around the walls of the entire room. Finally, Irwin painted
the wall farthest from the window a darker shade of gray, so that the scrim would appear
to gradually darken as the viewer moved farther from the window.

In addition to the Scrim Veil made inside the Whitney building, Irwin also
conceived a series of works that he termed the New York Projections—site-conditioned
pieces located around Manhattan that were meant to accompany the retrospective within
the museum itself. The first of these works was Black Plane, which involved re-painting
the street at the intersection of Fifth Avenue and Forty-Second Street a shade of deep
black, creating a distinct square in the road that stood out from the surrounding pavement
(fig. 19). The second work, Line Rectangle, used a black cable to outline a rectangular
shape between the two main towers of the World Trade Center complex (fig. 20).2° The
final project was unrealized due to cost issues, but would have involved a projection of
lasers reflected by mirrors running at the fourth-story level over Park Avenue from Fifty-
Seventh Street to the Pan Am Building (now the MetLife Building) on Forty-Fifth

Street.?” In place of this installation, Irwin substituted a series of aerial photographs of

%5 Simms, 131.

% Donna De Salvo, “Introduction,” in Robert Irwin (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 2013),
2-3.

27 Simms, 144.
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Manhattan in the exhibition catalogue—in an essay written for the Scrim Veil’s re-
installation in 2013, curator Donna De Salvo notes that Irwin was particularly interested
in the mercury vapor lamps that mark the perimeter of Central Park as well as the grid
layout of the streets in the Midtown area (fig. 21).28

The New York Projections were intended to emulate the formal characteristics of
the Scrim Veil and translate them to public spaces. Black Plane, for example, recalled the
polished black floor of the room where the scrim was installed, while the Line Rectangle
mimicked the black line at the bottom of the scrim that encircled the room. The laser
piece, if it had been completed, would have emulated the coffered honeycomb pattern of
the room’s ceiling.?® The photographs of Manhattan street grids that replace this work in
the exhibition catalogue—some encompassing large, wide-angle views of the city and
others focusing on individual intersections—make this formal comparison clear, as they
are juxtaposed with schematic drawings of the Whitney installation that show the gridded
patterns underlying the work’s structure.

One question that hovers over this component of the Whitney project is whether
the street grid photographs are intended as works of art unto themselves, conceived as
elements of the exhibition, or if they are merely a sort of preparatory study for a piece
that was never realized. Irwin’s own statements reveal that it is not the photographs that
are the works of art, but the street grid of Manhattan itself. In an undated lecture
transcript from his archive of documents related to the Whitney exhibition, Irwin explains
his thought process for the New York Projections after he realized that the laser grid

would no longer be feasible:

28 De Salvo, 3.
2 Simmes, 144.
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What | finally did was | just indicated—there’s—every day in the

morning, primarily in the afternoon, all the way up Park Avenue, the

entire length of New York, shadows that come from buildings. There’s

like a black plane, light, black plane, black plane, and from up in the air

it’s quite striking that there’s even places on Park Avenue where you’re

able to look down forty blocks and see a series of black planes. So

basically... I indicated these things from which no one had actually made

them, there was nothing made, but the same graphic element was there.*
Based on this evidence, the aerial photos do not read as mere placeholders for an
uncompleted work, but reflect Irwin’s desire to aestheticize the street grid of Manhattan
and turn it into an essential element of the exhibition’s far-flung network of sites and
installations. During the process of planning the outdoor projects for the Whitney show,
Irwin came to notice the “graphic element” of light and shadow caused by the buildings
along the Midtown stretch of Park Avenue. Recognizing the visual similarity to his own
scrim project, [rwin “indicated” their status as component pieces of his exhibition,
signaled by the inclusion in the catalogue of photographs that highlight this visual
phenomenon of repeating black planes along the city street.

Irwin’s gesture of “claiming” the light patterns of New York streets for his own
exhibition recalls the proto-conceptual activity of Marcel Duchamp, who in 1916
designated the Woolworth Building in Manhattan as one of his readymades, assigning it

to his own oeuvre through the act of calling it a work of art (fig. 22).3! There is also an

30 Robert Irwin, transcript of an undated lecture, Robert Irwin Papers, Getty Research Institute, Los
Angeles.

31 Ecke Bonk, “Marcel Duchamp: The Woolworth Building as Readymade, January 1916 (An
Approximation),” Grand Street No. 51 (Winter, 1995): 174.
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obvious parallel with more contemporary conceptual work, such as Joseph Kosuth’s
investigations into the nominal aspect of art-making in the late 1960s. Irwin would
undoubtedly reject this description of his project as having an affinity with
conceptualism, because the notion of art as an idea or concept was largely antithetical to
his insistence on in-person viewing and the physical immediacy of the perceptual
process. But conceptual art—that other major component of the “disappearance of
objects” around 1970—is nonetheless a lingering undercurrent of Irwin’s Whitney
retrospective, structuring the relationship between his work for the museum and the New
York Projections that accompanied it in public spaces.®?

The act of recreating the Scrim Veil work in pieces throughout the city is a central
example of the conceptual inclination in the Whitney project. With the New York
Projections, Irwin draws on the visual language of a physically distant, art-world
installation to create site-conditioned interventions in public spaces. Although these
public works are adapted for the specific locations in which they were created, their form
is determined to a large extent by a site that is elsewhere—the intersection must be
painted black in order to match the floor of the Whitney gallery, and the cord stretched
between the Twin Towers must recall the shape, color, and thickness of the line that
encircles the scrim in the Breuer building. In this way, the works join together to form a
complete aesthetic and conceptual statement that is only comprehensible and complete
within the mind of the viewer or the reader of the exhibition catalogue.

If the Varese installation of 1973 staked its entire meaning on the immediacy of

physical experience in the gallery space, the Whitney show expands the parameters of the

32 The phrase “disappearance of objects” comes from Joshua Shannon, The Disappearance of Objects: New
York Art and the Rise of the Postmodern City (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009).
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site-conditioned work to include a pronounced conceptual element. This is a distinct and
significant departure from Irwin’s earlier work, which was careful to avoid such idealist
gestures even when it veered towards a more theatrical and sublime aesthetic. This
change also suggests a re-orientation of the subject in Irwin’s work. Although works such
as the Scrim Veil still rely on the interplay between viewer, object, and negative space,
the visitor to the Whitney building must also recognize the installation’s conceptual ties
to a related group of pieces that exist outside the gallery, mirroring Scrim Veil’s aesthetic
in a fragmented and dispersed manner across the island of Manhattan. Not only does the
work’s source of meaning return to the mind of the viewer, but Irwin’s authorship re-
emerges, as well. The four works now constitute a single artistic statement and an
imposition of a particular aesthetic onto a site, rather than one that emerges organically
from the parameters of the given space.

The Whitney exhibition of 1977 is not the only example of [rwin’s move from an
emphatically site-conditioned experience of presence to one that is more subject- and
author-oriented. In 1975, Irwin began “selling” his site-conditioned works to Giuseppe
Panza for his collection. Panza eventually purchased thirteen of Irwin’s early installation
works, including the original Fractured Light — Partial Scrim Ceiling — Eye Level Wire
for MOMA and a series of 1975 installations at the Museum of Contemporary Art,
Chicago. In the deeds of sale for these works, Irwin is emphatic that they cannot be
remade or re-installed outside of the locations for which they were originally designed,
and that any reinstallations require his direct participation and supervision.** One

wonders, then, what exactly was being “sold” in these transactions, since Panza would be

33 The deeds of sale for these works are now kept in the Giuseppe Panza Papers, Getty Research Institute,
Los Angeles.
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unable to construct or exhibit any of the works at his villa. Besides the exchange of
money involved, the only significant result of this sale is that the museums and galleries
where the works were originally shown would now have to contact Panza for permission
to “borrow” installations when they were re-installed, despite the fact that they exist only
as drawings and have no material components or physical dimensions.

This process of selling works that do not actually exist in real space has parallels
with a number of conceptual artists who were active in the 1970s. Sol LeWitt’s wall
drawings are perhaps the paradigmatic example of this activity, but the practice was also
common with artists such as Lawrence Weiner and Robert Barry, both of whom sold
works that were either purely linguistic or conceptual through their gallerist Seth
Siegelaub.3* Evidently, Irwin was willing to concede that the works exist as ideas or plans
as much as physical, site-conditioned installations, creating a parallel with those artists
who were investigating the linguistic and conceptual aspects of art-making in the decade
after minimalism.

When Irwin arranged for the sale of his works from the early 1970s, his
stipulations regarding their location and construction were clear. The pieces could not be
remade elsewhere, nor could they be re-installed without the artist’s involvement,
supervision, and support. But in the years following the original exhibitions of these
works, museums rarely had interest in re-installing Irwin’s projects a second time—it
seems that most institutions considered them one-offs, technically part of their collections
but not works that would be repeated or seen again after their initial debut. In a letter to

Panza dated December 22, 1988, Irwin laments the fact that “few people place any

34 Alexander Alberro, Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press,
2003), 164.
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tangible value on my work of the nineteen seventies.” “Few people have actually
experienced them,” he writes, “and the only permanent record is the installation in
Varese.” At this point, Irwin makes Panza a surprising offer: “any of the following works
you make an installation of weather [sic] permanent or impermanent | will give to you.
With one provision that I make each of the initial installation [sic].” What follows is a list
of over twenty site-conditioned works from the 1970s that Irwin would like to see
remade, ranked in order of importance with some designated as “pivotal.”*®

It is not entirely clear how this arrangement would have proceeded if Panza had
chosen to accept it. Any opportunity there might have been to re-install these works was
lost when Panza began making preparations to gift part of his collection (including all of
Irwin’s Varese works) to the Guggenheim, a process that was finalized three years later
in 1991.% What is unexpected and notable, however, is that at some point in the 1980s
Irwin seems to have considered the possibility of re-installing his site-conditioned works
in spaces for which they were not originally intended. Faced with the prospect that the
works would never be seen again and disappear from public consciousness, Irwin was

willing to relent on the more stringent conditions of his ongoing site-conditioned project

and allow for their exhibition in a new venue, presumably Panza’s villa.

3 Robert Irwin, letter to Giuseppe Panza, December 22, 1988, Giuseppe Panza Papers, Getty Research
Institute, Los Angeles.

% The gift of Panza’s collection to the Guggenheim offers further insight into Irwin’s change in attitude
towards his site-conditioned works. Before he approached American museums with gift offers, Panza
wanted to create a museum in Italy specifically for his collection. In a letter in the Giuseppe Panza Papers
dated March 20, 1984, Irwin indicates to Panza that he cannot participate in this tentative museum project,
as it would require re-installing works in spaces for which they were not originally designed. The Italian
government ultimately declined to fund a museum for Panza’s collection, however, as most of the works in
it were not by Italian artists. It was at this point that Panza developed the idea to gift his collection in parts
to different American institutions. As part of Panza’s 1991 gift to the Guggenheim, Irwin’s directives
regarding the installation of his site-conditioned works were discarded. Although to date none of the works
in the Guggenheim’s collection have been re-installed in new locations, the museum is now free to do so
without Irwin’s participation if it so desires. See Giuseppe Panza, letter to Robert Irwin, June 6, 1991,
Giuseppe Panza Papers, Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.
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This concession raises questions about the extent to which Irwin considered his
installations to be purely perceptual, as opposed to portable (and therefore more
conceptual) works that could be transferred to different venues. Evidently, the exigency
of preserving them as a cohesive body of work or unified artistic statement eventually
trumped their need to be seen in an original, site-specific context. The inherently
impermanent quality of these works seems to have become a point of some concern for
Irwin, who clearly viewed them as a significant component of his greater artistic project
and an essential piece of his aesthetic trajectory and development.

There is also the question of how this shift in attitude might indicate a new
understanding of the subject in Irwin’s work. The decision to allow re-installation of the
site-conditioned works in new locations for the sake of exposure and visibility suggests
that Irwin had not fully divorced these pieces from his own sense of artistic authorship or
from the concept of an oeuvre or larger body of ongoing, self-referential work. This re-
emergence of authorship or interiority also begins to surface in the formal elements of
some of his later site-conditioned installations for museums and art galleries, where the
transparency and openness of the Varese installation is replaced by inward-looking
environments that suggest the privacy and self-containedness of a more stable and robust

viewing subject.

A Residual Subject: The Later Site-Conditioned Works

For most of the 1980s and 90s, Irwin shifted his attention towards a series of site-

conditioned works for spaces outside the museum, the majority of which were
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commissioned by public institutions and located outdoors (these works are the focus of
chapter 3). But in the late 90s, Irwin returned to making installations for art institutions,
beginning an ongoing series of works which gesture both formally and conceptually to
his early site-conditioned pieces. The largest and most well-known of these late works is
Excursus: Homage to the Square®, a commission for the Dia Art Foundation that was
installed in their exhibition space in the Chelsea neighborhood of Manhattan from 1998-
99 (fig. 23). The title of the work is a reference to Homage to the Square, a series of
abstract paintings of overlapping or nesting squares in different color combinations made
by the Bauhaus artist Josef Albers from 1950 until his death in 1976 (fig. 24).%

Like Irwin’s earlier works at the Whitney and in Varese, the Dia installation made
use of scrim fabric that had been stretched and stapled over a wooden frame. For the
original installation in 1998, the work comprised eighteen square chambers measuring
fourteen feet on each side. Each room in the installation was accessible by eight doors,
with two doors abutting one another in each corner. Inside each room were four
fluorescent light tubes that had been tinted with colored theatrical gels, a new addition to
Irwin’s repertoire of materials. These gels are sold as flat sheets, which are wrapped
around the bulbs to produce different color effects. Each tube featured several shades of
the same color, moving from lighter shades at the ends of the bulbs to darker ones near
the center. This gradation recalls the color schemes that Albers used for his Homage to
the Square paintings, in which the squares were usually painted using different tones
from the same color family. The colors of the tubes varied from room to room, but the
heavy tinting of the bulbs meant that the glow from these lights was rather subtle—the

space was not bathed in colored light as in a Dan Flavin installation, for example.

87 Simms, 251-2.
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Because the scrim was translucent, the lights from the adjoining rooms were faintly
visible through the walls.®® For this iteration of the work, the scrim walls extended from
floor to ceiling, and the only source of natural light in the room came from blue-and-gray
gel-covered windows on the building's north and south walls.®

In 2015, Irwin remade Excursus at the Dia Foundation’s museum space in
Beacon, New York (fig. 25). Here, the number of rooms was modified from eighteen to
sixteen, arranged in a four-by-four pattern. Although the number of rooms was now a
perfect square, each room was slightly longer than it was wide (16 feet by 17 % feet), so
that the overall form of the installation was still rectangular, rather than a square as the
title suggests.*® Furthermore, the scrim walls no longer extended to the ceiling, but
stopped several feet below a bank of skylights. These skylights, along with a row of
nearby windows, produced a much more even and consistent natural lighting that
minimized the effect of the fluorescent tubes compared to the Chelsea iteration.

In a lecture given at the Dia Foundation upon the opening of Excursus in 1998, art
historian Jonathan Crary spoke at length about the meaning of the work in relation to
issues of perception and subjectivity. His remarks began by asserting that Irwin’s oeuvre
is opposed to the “incomprehensibility and opacity” of postmodernism, of a subject that
is completely unmoored in “the dimensionless experience of electronic networks” and
other facets of spectacular life. Rather than a virtual space in which the human subject
cannot map its position relative to the external world, Irwin’s installations create

experiences that allow the viewer to situate themselves and establish a sense of autonomy

38 1pid., 251.

39 Lance Esplund, “Arts in Review -- Art: An Installation That's All About Location,” Wall Street Journal,
September 2, 2015: D5.

40 Ken Johnson, “A Maze to Soothe the Soul,” New York Times, June 4, 2015: C17
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through their act of perception. The darkness of the original Excursus installation, a result
of the smaller number of windows and their colored gel coatings, created a reverent,
“auratic” quality akin to religious art or the space of a cathedral, heightening the work’s
feeling of interiority and transcendent experience.*!

Although these observations would suggest that Irwin wants to return to the
sublimity and privacy of an earlier form of modernism, Crary says that this sensation of
stable subjectivity exists simultaneously with a feeling of non-presence or estrangement,
because the three-dimensional and temporal facets of the installation cause the viewer to
become aware of the “public nature of perception.” This is largely due to the fact that
viewers share the space of Irwin’s installation with one another, and observe how their
own process of discovery is mirrored in the movements of other people through that same
environment. “The fragile intimation of a shared collective space is inseparable from but
not easily consonant with the recognition of our own solitude and separateness,” he
writes, “the reconciliation[s] of collective and individual, of obscurity and clarity, of
structure and dematerialization, of rationalization and illegibility are left deferred and
unachieved.” If Excursus creates a process of viewing that seems to rely on the notion of
the self-contained subject, Crary says, this aspect of the work is always in tension with
another that is relational and contingent, a foregrounding of collective space that denies
the viewer a feeling of privileged and singular aesthetic experience.*?

Crary’s analysis of Excursus highlights a number of issues that have been central
to the scholarly debate surrounding Irwin’s work since the late 1960s. There is the

contrast between the sublimity and transcendence of late modernist experience and the

41 Jonathan Crary, notes for a lecture at the Dia Foundation, Robert Irwin Papers, Getty Research Institute,
Los Angeles.
42 |bid.
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more ordinary temporal unfolding initiated by minimalist sculpture. At the same time,
there is the question of the subject, who is either situated in a public space from which
their own meaning and status is derived, or lost in the privacy of the perceptual act,
transformed or elevated by the personal experience of modernist opticality. For Crary, the
subject in Irwin’s work remains in a perpetual state of both separateness and dissolution,
a dialectic that is the result of the work’s formal staging of the contrast between public
and private space.

In many ways, Excursus continues Irwin’s interest in creating states of heightened
perception that began with the works of the 1960s, drawing attention to the relationship
between light, space, and the physical materials of the installation such as the wood
framing and scrim. The change in light conditions from Chelsea to Beacon is significant
in this respect: the work was more evenly and brightly illuminated in its second
incarnation than the first, with the result that much of the mystery of the original version
was diminished. In his review of the Beacon installation for the Wall Street Journal, critic
Lance Eplund, who had seen the original version seventeen years earlier, wrote: “at
Dia:Beacon... | was aware more of the nuts and bolts of ‘Excursus’: the staples, support
columns, skylights and wall framing, the discordant yellow floor, the roar of the air
conditioner... the installation has less range than it did, not just in light and color but in
presence, personality -- aura.”*® It is true that the “nuts and bolts” of the work feature
prominently in the Beacon installation—the staples and wood beams are clearly visible,
along with the coarse texture of the scrim fabric and the cold materiality of the
fluorescent bulbs, which give off only the faintest glow in such a bright space. Although

much of the moodiness and “aura” of the piece is lost, a change that is clearly visible in

43 Esplund, D5.
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comparison photos of the two installations, this shift moves the work away from a quasi-
religious or mystical atmosphere towards the kind of close looking that was typical of
Irwin’s site-conditioned pieces of the 1970s.

But while Excursus draws on the conceptual precedent of Irwin’s earlier work and
its interest in the relationship between light, space, and objects, the design and layout of
the installation still represents a significant departure from his earlier site-conditioned
works such as the projects in Varese. Where that earlier installation was characterized by
a sense of openness and outwardness—the central corridor of the scrim leading to
windows and portals that frame a view beyond the museum building—the Dia installation
is emphatically inward-looking and self-contained. Although its exterior is punctuated by
doors leading into the individual rooms, the work is structured as a journey towards the
center of the grid, at which point the layers of scrims have made it difficult to see the
museum space that surrounds the work itself.

The Varese installation appears painstakingly attuned to the physical conditions of
the space in which it was created. Irwin created new walls to reshape the layout of the
stable rooms, for example, and created window openings in the walls that framed specific
views of the landscape outside. In contrast, Excursus is decidedly less reliant on or
circumscribed by the particulars of the room in which it is located. Although Irwin made
adjustments to its design when it was reinstalled in Beacon, the overall concept of the
work remained unchanged. The complex of rooms occupies a significant amount of
gallery space, but does not acknowledge or gesture to that space in any meaningful way.
In addition, the re-installation of the work in a new space contravenes Irwin’s earlier

dictates about the specificity of his site-conditioned projects. Where the Varese project
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deferred to the surrounding environment as an integral component of its design, the Dia
installation imposes itself in the gallery, less a response to the site than a discrete artistic
statement.

This shift in design from openness to a more enclosed space produces a
corresponding change in the overall effect of Irwin’s site-conditioned work. Whereas the
Varese installation emphasizes the relationship between the viewer, artwork, and the
outdoors, the Dia piece unfolds as a series of increasingly cloistered rooms, the effect
being not dissimilar to a maze or labyrinth. As the viewer approaches the center of the
work, the scrims become increasingly opaque, and the viewer’s placement relative to the
exterior becomes harder to discern. While the work remains invested in exploring the
relationship between the human body and its material and immaterial surroundings—a
focus that began with Irwin’s site-conditioned pieces of the early 1970s—this sense of
interrelatedness and dialectical engagement is diminished in Excursus by the work’s self-
contained and insular layout.

Considering Irwin’s affinity for the work of artists like Mondrian, his reference to
Albers in the title of the Dia installation is unsurprising. Albers’s aesthetic investigations
of the square stand as a landmark of late modernist abstraction, defined by their rigorous
conceptual purity and fascination with optical effects of color, shape, and form. Despite
his emphatic interest in aesthetics, Albers, like many of the other artists associated with
the Bauhaus school, also expressed utopian aspirations for his work as a merging of art
and everyday life. In 1935, shortly after leaving Germany for the United States, Albers
summarized his philosophy on art-making as follows: “art... [is] neither a beauty shop

nor imitation of nature... more than embellishment and entertainment; but... a spiritual
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documentation of life... real art is essential life and essential life is art.”** Irwin’s own
statements avoid this kind of overtly metaphysical explication—in an oral history
interview conducted in 2013, he describes the experience of viewing Excursus in
exceptionally banal terms: “after you wander for a while, you just ended it yourself
because there was no solution to it.”*> But the notion of merging art and life—of creating
a more egalitarian and critically sensitive form of vision by leveling the distinctions
between the immaterial and material world—remains a guiding concept in Irwin’s own
Homage to the Square, even if it does not achieve the more fully-integrated aesthetic
vision of his earlier works in Varese.

For Crary, the emphasis on interiority in Excursus is continually balanced by the
work’s public and collective quality. Like a work of minimalist sculpture, the installation
can only be grasped in its entirety by moving around to discern the layout of rooms and
doors, a process that must necessarily unfold over the course of several minutes. In
addition, the viewer is aware of other museum visitors passing through the space,
underscoring that the work creates a shared experience of perception and reveals itself
differently depending on the route that one takes through it. Crary’s analysis, which was
based on the original iteration of the work in 1998, argues that the installation creates the
sense of an anchored subject who, while engaged in a public and shared process of
looking, can still firmly orient themselves within the complex of rooms, an experience
that he contrasts with the “incomprehensibility” of a virtual, postmodernist space. But the

2015 version of the piece creates numerous moments of disorientation and dislocation, an

44 Josef Albers, “Art as Experience,” Progressive Education12 (October, 1935), 391-3.

4 QOral History Interview with Robert Irwin, February 9-May 11, 2013, Archives of American Art,
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-
interview-robert-irwin-16171#transcript
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effect that undermines Crary’s assertions about the “stability” of the subject in Irwin’s
work.

The effect of being lost or confused while inside the installation is particularly
pronounced as the viewer moves through a doorway into another room. Looking
diagonally through the installation, the corners of the rooms appear as long hallways of
symmetrical portals. The effect is akin to seeing a repeated reflection in two mirrors that
face one another, only it is unclear what is original and what is being reflected. This
“patterning” of doorways is destabilizing and visually misleading—it can often be
difficult to tell where exactly one is in the installation relative to the exterior, and how far
one must go to reach the exit.

It is at these liminal moments of moving from one space to another when the
work’s sense of embodied vision becomes tenuous and ruptures. The result is not like the
Varese installation, however, where the viewer can map their position in space relative to
other objects and the world outside the gallery. Rather, the viewer is set adrift in a
complex network of interconnected spaces, unable to locate themselves in relation to the
work or the environment that surrounds it. In this way, the installation has more in
common with the dissociative experience of postmodern space than Crary suggests. If the
robust subject is balanced in this work by a sense of its own dissolution, this feeling of
erasure does not always conform to the ordered experience of three-dimensional relations
represented by the minimalist project, but provokes a feeling of disorientation that recalls
a more recent variety of spectacular and totalizing space.

Excursus is both a formal and conceptual departure from Irwin’s works of the

1970s, replacing the austere simplicity and openness of those earlier projects with a more
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complex and inward-looking art installation. This shift from rigorous site-derivation to
self-contained and conspicuously “authored” work is made especially clear in Irwin’s
Varese Scrim 2013 (fig. 26). Commissioned by the Villa Panza for an exhibition of work
by Irwin and Turrell entitled “Aisthesis: The Origin of Sensations,” Irwin’s second scrim
project for the Panza collection is located on the villa’s ground floor, directly below the
original scrim from 1973.46

The 1973 scrim is extremely simple in its design, creating a single wall of fabric
that stretches from the ceiling to the floor and from one end of the room to the other. In
contrast, the 2013 iteration is structured as a series of scrim dividers that run the length of
the room in different shapes and configurations. Also extending from ceiling to floor,
most of these scrim pieces take the shape of the letter L or a square that is open on one
side. Evenly spaced along the length of the rectangular room, these dividers impede the
viewer’s ability to fully grasp the layout and floor plan of the space, as their placement in
a row makes each scrim appear more opaque and impenetrable. Like Excursus, the effect
is similar to a maze—the viewer is for the most part guided through the installation by
moving through and around the different scrim pieces, but can never get an accurate
sense of the overall arrangement of forms or discern if there is an underlying pattern of
shapes in the different scrim pieces.

This disorienting effect is compounded by a series of tall, narrow windows that
run the length of one side of the room. As sunlight enters through these openings in the
wall, those parts of the scrim that are illuminated appear more opaque, while those in

shadow are more translucent. This play with opacity and transparency further obscures

46 Frank Rose, “A Palace of Wonders: Panza Villa Exhibits Illusionary Works,” New York Times, July 20,
2014: AR18.
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the shape and layout of the scrim dividers, making it difficult to recognize where one part
of the installation ends and another begins. To make sense of the room’s layout requires
several minutes of close observation and repeated movement back and forth through the
space. Ultimately, the dividers do not follow a specific pattern or arrangement—each one
takes a slightly different shape and is subtly offset from the others in the room.

On the one hand, the visual complexity of this work ensures a sense of continual
awareness on the part of the viewer. Unable to recognize an underlying visual logic in the
scrims, they can only move from one divider to the next, observing the effects of light,
opacity, and texture in the different areas of the space. And unlike Excursus, there is no
symmetry here that would create effects of mirroring or reflection, or allow the viewer to
understand the work as a gestalt in their mind. But while there is an anti-idealist tendency
to this work, it is equally defined by a sense of enclosure and interiority, a tendency that
first emerged in the Dia installation fifteen years prior.

The Varese Scrim of 1973, while located in a narrow and darkened corridor, was
clearly intended as a passage or transition between the open, light-filled spaces of the
Window Room and Portal Room. The 2013 version, however, does not offer the same
sense of openness to the exterior or to the surrounding space of the gallery. The windows
in this room are narrow and often difficult to see through the scrim fabric. They serve
more as a lighting device for Irwin’s work than as a connection or bridge between the
museum and outside environment. Although designed in consideration of the room’s
shape and the position of the windows and sunlight outside, the inwardness of this
installation and its self-contained, enveloping structure could be more easily replicated in

a room of a similar size and layout than its counterpart upstairs, which relies on its
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placement between two other site-conditioned works and their views of the outdoors.
This sense of enclosure also fosters a more private and personal experience of the work
of art. In contrast to the works upstairs, where the viewer is made consistently aware of
their placement in relation to the installation components as well as to the exterior of the
building, Varese Scrim 2013 creates a sense of sequestration that invokes a more
composed and contained viewing subject.

Furthermore, the sense of confusion or being lost that one senses in Homage to
Square?® reappears here, as well. Looking down the length of the room, the scrims are
layered so densely that it is impossible to see the far wall from the entrance, and vice
versa. While this prevents the recognition of a gestalt form—the viewer cannot piece
together the work’s floor plan, for example, or identify it as some kind of repeated pattern
of shapes—it also means that the installation has a distinctly mazelike quality, where the
viewer meanders somewhat blindly from one end of the corridor to the other. While the
subject is denied visual mastery over the space, they are also unmoored in it, unable to
make complete sense of their relationship to their environment because of the complexity
of the work’s layout and its play with the opacity of scrim fabric.

Separated by forty years and a number of different site-conditioned projects, the
two Varese scrims offer divergent models of aesthetic experience. Whereas the earlier
work uses an extreme austerity of means to interrogate spatial relationships between
interior and exterior, subject and environment, the 2013 iteration is a visually complex
and cloistered installation that calls to mind a more traditional model of the relationship
between viewer and work of art. This turn towards an idealist re-imagining of the site-

conditioned installation has its origins in the Whitney retrospective, which saw Irwin
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elaborating a program of formally-related works that constitute both a conceptually
unified grouping as well as an authorial statement or intervention in the public and
institutional spaces of Manhattan. The tenets of his earlier approach—especially his strict
adherence to and acknowledgement of a site’s particular conditions—gives way to a more
aesthetically-oriented group of works that read clearly as “Irwins,” using of a repertoire
of forms and materials that belong more to the artist’s own oeuvre than anything else.
Although the critical rigor of Excursus and Varese Scrim 2013 seems diminished
when compared to the interventions in the Panza stables, these projects do not represent
the full range of Irwin's later site-conditioned work. Other installations from Irwin's later
career continue the engagement with architectural and environmental space that began in
the Varese commission and works of the early 1970s. Ultimately, the two scrim projects
in the Panza Collection are indicative of a bifurcation in Irwin's practice that continues
into the present day—one half of which continues towards a more traditional conception
of the work of art as a self-contained aesthetic statement, and the other towards a practice

that interrogates or questions that same model.

Critical Possibilities: 1° 2° 3° 4° and Square the Circle

At the same time that Irwin was designing and executing Excursus, he was also
involved in creating a new site-conditioned work for the La Jolla campus of the Museum
of Contemporary Art, San Diego. Titled 1° 2° 3° 4° and completed in 1997, the work
consists of three nearly-square cuts or removals in the glass windows of the museum's
Krichman Family Gallery, which features a panoramic, wraparound view of the Pacific
Ocean just outside the museum building (fig. 27). Writing about the installation for a

2008 retrospective of Irwin's work at the museum, MCA San Diego director Hugh Davies
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described the process behind its creation: "[Irwin] recalled how many times he had stood
in the Krichman Family Gallery... only to hear visitors explain, 'Now that's the real art in
this museum."#” Realizing that he could not overcome or compete with the natural beauty
of the room's sweeping vista, Irwin made an extremely minimal intervention in the space
that would highlight the room's existing features rather than usurping them.

Irwin has stated that the title of the work refers to the three dimensions of physical
space plus the fourth dimension of time.*® The installation's three cuts are made at
approximately eye level—the ones on either side occur in the corners where two panes of
glass join together, while the central removal is in the center of the middle window. As in
the Varese stables, the viewer approaches the work via a long corridor that opens up into
a brighter, light-filled space. Davies notes that many visitors mistake Irwin's work for an
overlay on the windows or a removal of their tinting. Gradually, they begin to notice the
breeze coming into the room from the ocean and the warmth of the Southern California
sun. Many of them eventually stick their hands through the holes in the glass, unraveling
the work'’s optical illusion and revealing its physical connection to the building's exterior.
Davies notes that the work consists not only of the cuts in the glass, but their reflections
in the polished floor and the changing light conditions in the room throughout the day. #°
By framing the museum's existing view with a visual intervention in the space, Irwin
transforms what would otherwise be a typical Southern California vista into a site for

enhanced perceptual awareness and attention to detail.

47 Hugh Davies, “Robert [rwin: One Perspective,” in Robert Irwin: Primaries and Secondaries (Museum of
Contemporary Art San Diego, 2008), 41.

48 Ann Jarmusch, “1° 2° 3° 4°: Four Dimensions, One Masterpiece,” The San Diego Union-Tribune, July
17, 2011.
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If Excursus and Varese Scrim 2013 veer away from Irwin's aesthetic concerns of
the early 1970s, 1° 2° 3° 4° is more obviously an extension and revival of those earlier
ideas. Like the works in the Panza stables, this site-conditioned installation relies entirely
on the physical form of the gallery space: it could not be transferred or moved to another
location without dramatically altering or destroying its relationship with its surroundings
and its intended perceptual effects. Like the Varese Window and Varese Portal, Irwin
does not add any new materials or objects into the museum environment, but only
removes certain elements of the building's existing structure. In the same way that those
earlier works constitute a bridge or gateway between interior and exterior, 1° 2° 3° 4°
operates in a similar manner, creating not only an aesthetic link between the museum and
its surroundings but a physical one, as well. Aligned with the wind from the ocean and
located in direct sunlight for most of the day, the work highlights the characteristic
features of the Southern California climate. While the installation can be read as a frame
or bracketing of the panoramic view, art and nature do not appear to be in competition
with one another: Irwin's intervention remains subtle enough to coexist with the scene
outside, neither overpowering it nor being overwhelmed by it.

By focusing his attention on the given parameters of the museum site, Irwin
establishes a dynamic between viewer, art object, and environment that is similar to the
works in the Panza stables. Observing the cuts in the windows, the visitor becomes more
aware of the difference in conditions between the museum space and the outdoors—the
relative brightness of the coastal landscape versus the darkness of the gallery, the tinting
effect of the window glass, and the warmer, saltier air coming in from outside. This is not

the closed space of works like Excursus and Varese Scrim 2013, which create a sense of
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sequestration and removal from their surroundings. Instead, the viewer of 1° 2° 3° 4° is
consistently positioned in relation to the view outside, which exists independently of both
the onlooker and Irwin’s artistic intervention. The modernist trope of the self-contained
subject engaged in a direct encounter with the singular work of art is replaced by a model
in which the physical environment constitutes an integral part of the work itself, activated
by the viewer in a process that is both spatial and temporal, as suggested by Irwin's title.

The installation also avoids media typically associated with Irwin's oeuvre, such
as scrim fabric and fluorescent lights. Even a viewer familiar with Irwin's practice might
have difficulty identifying 1° 2° 3° 4° as one of his works, and many visitors might
mistake it for part of the building's architectural design, rather than a distinct work of art
created by a well-known artist (the museum does provide Irwin’s name and the work’s
title on a label, albeit in a spot on the wall opposite the windows where it is easy for the
casual visitor to miss). In this way, the installation avoids reading as an aesthetic
imposition on the site or as part of a larger body of work. Irwin's authorial presence is
downplayed and minimized, allowing the conditional viewing process to unfold without
the conceptual overlay of an artist's statement or signature style.

In many respects, 1° 2° 3° 4° evinces a critical attitude towards the modernist
paradigms of subjectivity and transcendence, a tendency that began in his works of the
late 1960s and continued into the early site-conditioned works. The significant difference
between this work and later installations such as Excursus lies in the relationship between
artwork and architectural environment: with 1° 2° 3° 4°, Irwin creates a piece that is
deeply enmeshed with the physical properties of the site in which it is located, rather than

a more self-contained, discrete work of art with its own internal logic and aesthetic
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program. This close attention to the specificity of site and environment also emerges in
one of Irwin’s most recent projects, Square the Circle, installed at the Hirshhorn Museum
and Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C. in 2016 (fig. 28).

Commissioned as part of a larger survey of Irwin’s work from the beginning of
his career to the late 1960s, Square the Circle was deliberately intended to recall Irwin’s
projects of the 1970s, functioning as a stand-in for the later part of his career after he had
completed the works on view in the rest of the exhibition. Irwin’s proposal for this site
was extremely simple in its design. The Hirshhorn building, designed in the Brutalist
style by Gordon Bunshaft in the early 1970s, is completely circular with an open
courtyard in its center. The museum’s galleries are located in the circular corridor formed
by the building’s inner and outer walls. The galleries are further divided into inner and
outer rings—the outer ring is windowless and illuminated primarily by artificial light,
while the inner ring offers natural light and a view of the central courtyard through a
circular wall of windows.

As the title of the work implies, Irwin decided to hide the gallery’s curved walls
behind scrim fabric to create a new, flat wall, thus “squaring the circle” that is the
museum building. The scrim, occupying approximately one-fifth of the total space in the
outer ring of galleries, extended from ceiling to floor and attached at both ends to
temporary walls. The long, single piece of scrim was punctured in the middle by a small
door leading to the inner ring of galleries. This door was significantly smaller than the
opening between the two rings that normally exists in the space. As a result, the door was
usually framed by a larger rectangle of natural light coming from the windows in the

inner ring, dividing the scrim into two darker sections on either side. Behind the scrim,
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the building's circular walls were faintly visible, mostly hidden in the darkness of this
closed-off, unlit space.

Aside from the natural light that filled the central section of the scrim fabric,
Irwin did not call attention to the work in any conspicuous manner: it was not illuminated
by a special lighting system, and its color scheme closely matched the walls of the
building. As a result, many visitors to the exhibition were initially unaware of the work's
existence, discovering it only after several minutes of observation in the space (others,
moving more quickly through the exhibition, missed it entirely). Formally, the work is
extremely similar to the Varese Scrim of 1973. Like that earlier piece, Square the Circle
IS unobtrusive in its design, making use of materials that are largely indistinguishable
from the building's architecture. In both works, a scrim fabric is placed in a room with
low lighting to create a new wall, hiding a portion of the space behind a covering that is
almost totally opaque. Just as the Varese Scrim opens up into the lightness of the Window
Room, Square the Circle leads to the brighter space of the inner ring galleries, the door
frame being similar in shape to the window in the Panza stables.

The experience of viewing Square the Circle in person recalls Irwin's notion of
"relational aesthetics"--the idea that the visual interest of the piece lies in its structuring
of physical and temporal relationships between viewer and environment. The viewer is
not privileged in this interaction between subject and site, nor is their experience of the
work a private one. Like Irwin's works from the 1960s in the adjacent galleries, the piece
cultivates an atmosphere of close looking and attention to overlooked details—the
curvature of the museum walls, for example, or the coffered ceiling from which the scrim

material hangs. The door at the center of the scrim serves a similar function to the
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openings in the walls in the Varese stables, creating a literal and conceptual link between
the darker, enclosed space of the installation and the brighter world outside. If works like
Excursus and the 2013 Varese Scrim are more indebted to the legacy of Irwin's
retrospective at the Whitney Museum and its departure from a strictly conditional
practice, Square the Circle and 1° 2° 3° 4° have more in common with his work from the
early 1970s, evincing a determined adherence to site conditions and a disavowal of an
earlier idealist model. What emerges in this more ascetic strain of work is a perceptual
process that eschews suggestions of interiority, rejecting the archetypically modernist

ideal of timelessness or instantaneity in the viewer's encounter with the art object.

Conclusion: Irwin and the Object

If poststructuralism and new materialism offer models of the world in which the
divide between subject and object is loosened or erased—either through an appeal to
discursive formations or an understanding of the human subject as being engaged in a
dialectical relationship with a world of material and immaterial forms—this erasure
remains a largely theoretical conjecture that ignores how humans and societies
understand their relationship to the physical world. Daniel Miller warns of this oversight
in his summation of new materialist theory: “there is a level of philosophy at which it is
wrong to talk about subjects and objects. These are merely appearances that we see
emerging in the wake of the process of objectification itself... [but] we will have at some
point to descend from this place of ultimate revelation at the mountain's peak. We will

have to return to the mass populations who consider themselves to be, in fact, people

Chapter 2 124



using objects.">® Writing from the perspective of an anthropologist, Miller highlights the
tendency among societies to see themselves as robust subjects acting independently on an
environment of inert physical materials. But his admonition is equally relevant to the
smaller world of artists and objects, and to the working-through of poststructuralism and
phenomenology that occurred in avant-garde artistic communities in the 1960s and 70s. If
advanced art of this period hoped to challenge prevailing models of the subject and the
nature of artistic experience, this process was never instantaneous or total in practice.

This tension between theory and results helps to clarify what | have called the
bifurcation of Irwin's site-conditioned work around 1977. The Varese installations
represent one of Irwin's earliest forays into the process of creating site-conditioned work
for a gallery space. Made shortly after his rejection of object-making, they are a
metaphorical "clean slate" in his artistic trajectory, developed in concert with his
emergent theories about the nature and function of art in a spatial context. At this
moment, [rwin’s aesthetic project was new and relatively untested, and he hewed closely
to his own strict directives about the relationship between objects, bodies, and the
immaterial, ensuring that the works were closely aligned with the sites where they were
installed.

But as devoted as Irwin was to his dictum of responding to the specifics of space,
the specter of idealism and authorial style slowly began to re-emerge in his work later in
the decade. This is partly a result of his reliance on a narrow range of materials for his
projects, particularly scrim fabric, which became a kind of artistic signature even when
(or especially because) it was used in vastly disparate environments and contexts.

Furthermore, there was a clear tendency on Irwin's part to read the site-conditioned works

50 Miller, 10.
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as a cohesive oeuvre that responded to one another in a long process of development and
maturation. It is for these reasons that we see the emergence of series like the New York
Projections during the Whitney retrospective, which mark a distinct foray into a
conceptual and authorial realm that is absent from the earliest site-conditioned pieces.
With Excursus and Varese Scrim 2013, Irwin turns towards the creation of discrete, self-
contained works that seem less reliant or contingent upon the spaces in which they are
located, trading the somewhat banal but rigorously perceptual qualities of the Panza
stables for projects that employ markedly disorienting physical layouts. At the same time,
other site-conditioned pieces manage to avoid these pitfalls: with their more obvious
reliance on surrounding architecture, works like 1° 2° 3° 4° and Square the Circle
continue the kind of "relational aesthetics” that Irwin honed in his earliest installations.
Although Irwin's work occasionally strays from the tenets of site-conditioned art
that he elaborated in the early 1970s, closer examination of these installations reveals that
his practice can hardly be reduced to the kind of quasi-metaphysical,
phenomenologically-oriented experience that scholars such as Krauss and Foster have
seen as the essential character of his oeuvre. What Irwin’s work reveals instead is an
interest in the relationship between the solid and intangible that runs as an undercurrent in
much of the avant-garde art of the early 1970s, including the installations by Flavin and
Turrell in the Panza stables. If all of these works miss the criteria of rigorous
poststructuralist materiality imposed on them by historians such as Krauss and Foster,
they manage to subvert the Enlightenment subject in other ways. By focusing on the
physical and temporal relationships between light, space, and objects, Irwin and these

other artists reconceive the human viewer as a component within a larger environment of
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material and immaterial actors, undermining the private language and interior experience

of an earlier, modernist mode of aesthetic experience.
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Chapter 3: Aestheticizing Space: Irwin’s Public Commissions

If Irwin’s mid-career retrospective at the Whitney ushered forth a new conceptual
dimension in his artistic practice, it also marked the beginning of his work for public
spaces outside the context of the proverbial "white cube™ art museum or gallery. Over the
course of the next decade, Irwin would develop a number of projects for sites as disparate
as the Ohio State University campus and the Miami International Airport (figs. 1-2). In
his gallery exhibitions of the 1980s, he would often show little more than sketches,
statistical descriptions, and mockups of potential new works in far-flung locations. “None
of the models, drawings, or photographs in this exhibition pretends to be anything more
than ‘data’ intended to provoke an interest in seeing the site,” he clarified in a set of
handwritten notes from the period. “If any of the projects I have done has the potential to
be experienced as art it will occur in the actual encounter of the individual with the site.””
Evidently, his work had moved beyond the interior space of the art institution, and was
now engaged with the idea of transforming public sites to align with his specific aesthetic
vision.

While Irwin’s works of the 1970s remain elusive because most were disassembled
and no longer exist in their original form, his public projects from the subsequent decade
are similarly few in number because the majority were never realized in the first place.
More often than not, these commissions stalled in the planning stages due to bureaucratic

red tape and other logistical hurdles. At Ohio State, Irwin’s plan to subtly tilt and alter the

landscape of the campus’s Oval Mall was approved by the school’s Sculptural Advisory

1 Robert Irwin, handwritten notes on inside back cover of Irwin’s copy of Herschel B. Chipp's Theories of
Modern Art, Robert Irwin Papers, Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.
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Committee but promptly rejected by a dean who is said to have seen the proposal and

92 In Miami, Irwin’s extensive series of “aesthetic

asked, “where’s the sculpture
enrichments” to the airport’s concourses and surrounding landscaping were stymied by
dwindling public funds and an apathetic advisory board, who saw little value in funding a
large-scale public art project of the kind Irwin envisioned for the space.® For every public
work that Irwin was able to see to completion, several more remained unrealized, a
reality that reflects the general difficulty of creating artworks that are selected and funded
by committee, as well as the unorthodox and challenging nature of Irwin’s aesthetic
concepts, which often veered sharply from established precedents of outdoor and site-
specific sculpture.

This chapter uses Irwin’s public works as the entry point for a discussion about
the political value of public art in the late capitalist moment. Earlier art historical writing
on public art has tended to favor works that advance explicit political agendas, and has
described more aesthetically-oriented installation art as an encroachment of entertainment
and spectacle into the realm of artistic production. My analysis focuses in particular on
Irwin’s design for the central gardens at the Getty Center in Los Angeles, demonstrating
how his close attention to the particularities of the site and his rejection of iconic views
stand in contrast to the detached mode of spectatorship that is characteristic of spectacle
culture.

The last section of the chapter considers Irwin’s design for the renovation of the

Dia: Beacon museum in upstate New York, considering its relationship to the minimalist

sculpture on display inside the gallery building. Art historians have debated the value of

2 Robert Irwin, “Ohio State University,” in Being and Circumstance: Notes Toward a Conditional Art
(Larkspur Landing, CA: Lapis Press, 1985), 43.
3 Matthew Simms, Robert Irwin: A Conditional Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 199-200.
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contemporary installations of minimalist art, arguing that the increasing grandeur of
museum display contexts subverts the critical materiality of the work on display. While |
concede that Irwin’s renovation of Dia: Beacon is tied to a newly “fetishistic”
appreciation of minimalist work, | argue that this reconfiguration is partially related to the
form of minimalist sculpture itself, which courted late capitalist aesthetics even as it
pushed back against them. The chapter concludes with a final rumination on the idea of
criticality, arguing the Irwin’s interest in embodied vision proposes a mode of viewership
that retains a critical edge, despite the fact that it does not advance the kinds of overt

political messages favored by historians of postwar art.

Early Public Works

In October of 1981, Irwin received a commission to design a permanent site-
conditioned work for the University of California, San Diego. The university had recently
established the Stuart Foundation Collection to fund site-specific art on campus, and the
collection’s director Mary Beebe invited Irwin to be one of the program’s first
participating artists. Irwin was given free rein to design a work anywhere on the
university’s grounds, and eventually settled on a large and distinctive grove of eucalyptus
trees near the campus’s western edge. Irwin presented his project proposal in 1982—
titled Two Running Violet V Forms, the work would consist of two fence-like structures
in V shapes, one 48 feet long and the other 120 feet (fig. 3). Each “fence” would be

composed of 15-foot wide sections of chain-link fencing coated in violet-blue plastic,
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supported by a series of 30-foot poles, so that the fencing would be suspended well above
the ground and viewers would be free to move underneath it.*

An early concept drawing of the work reveals that Irwin had also considered
incorporating a “V” pattern into the fencing, which would mirror the overall form of the
work itself (fig. 4). This feature was eventually removed, however, and the work was
constructed by Jack Brogan at his Los Angeles fabrication studio and unveiled to the
public in 1983. When seen from ground level, the work’s fencing appears to mirror the
color of the Southern California sky, “pulling” it down into the space of the tree canopy.
Irwin also worked with San Diego-based landscape architect Paul Mahalik to plant
bunches of purple flowering ice plants around the two fences, drawing the blue-violet
color scheme down further to ground level (fig. 5).° The plants are watered by a hidden
system of blue plastic pipes, which continues the blue theme under the earth itself.

As one of Irwin’s earliest public works, Two Running Violet V Forms is not far
removed from Irwin’s formal language of the 1970s. The blue chain link fence subtly
recalls his favored material of scrim fabric, and the elevated structure of the piece draws
on the example of works such as Scrim Veil—Black Rectangle—Natural Light in the
1977 Whitney retrospective. When Irwin was conceiving the work, he noted that the
eucalyptus grove was usually busy with students, faculty, and staff rushing to and from
various destinations, and wanted to provide an opportunity for “natural confrontation” at
the site. In a later essay titled “Being and Circumstance,” he explains this idea of “natural

confrontation” more fully:

4 Robert Irwin, “San Diego: University of California,” in Being and Circumstance, 75.
® 1bid.
® Simms, Robert Irwin: A Conditional Art, 153.
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Most often, our ‘confrontations’ are only with the conceptually isolated art

event restricted to the structured format of the art place or bound up with

the precedents of park, plaza, and pedestal. The natural confrontation is

that rare occasion with the unsuspecting potential for letting us ‘see again.’

Not art per se, or ritual, but perceptual interaction with ‘phenomena’ un-

attended or overly habituated — an art that calls us to attend to the pure

potential in our circumstances as a whole piece.’

As his statement indicates, the goal of the piece was to encourage an encounter with a
work of art outside the “park, plaza, and pedestal” where site-specific objects are
traditionally found. He also wanted to compel those walking through the grove to stop
and look at the area closely rather than hurry through it from one place to another—to
create “interaction with ‘phenomena’ un-attended or overly habituated.” Irwin hoped that
this “confrontation” with a familiar site might provoke new perceptual awareness, a
recognition and understanding of the environment that is otherwise lost in the day-to-day
patterns of movement through space.

1983 also saw the completion of another permanent site-conditioned work for a
public space: the 48 Shadow Planes in the Old Post Office Building (now the Trump
International Hotel) in Washington, D.C. (fig. 6). The piece had been commissioned in
1979 by the General Services Administration to accompany a major renovation of the
Old Post Office Building. While the GSA has maintained a longstanding commitment to
site-specific art through its Art-in-Architecture program, this invitation was particularly
significant, since the Old Post Office Building was not only the agency’s headquarters

but also housed the primary offices of the National Endowment for the Humanities and

" Trwin, “San Diego: University of California,” 75, 77.

Chapter 3 132



the National Endowment for the Arts.® At the time the work was commissioned, the GSA
was embroiled in a wide-reaching scandal involving kickbacks from government
contractors. Irwin’s commission was approved by the newly-appointed GSA director
Rear Admiral Roland G. Freeman Il1, who hoped that this project, along with Richard
Serra’s Tilted Arc in the Foley Federal Plaza in Manhattan, would help restore the
agency’s tarnished image (fig. 7).°

Irwin decided to situate his piece in the building’s vast interior atrium, which
extends upwards for ten stories and is capped by a large glass skylight. The upper seven
floors of the building have interior walkways that surround the entire atrium in an
unbroken circle. Each of these walkways looks out into the atrium through a series of
window-like openings or bays framed by columns, approximately 800 in all. Irwin’s
work consists of a grid of 48 scrim panels suspended from the skylight using stainless
steel wire, hanging down to the third floor.1° The panel design was developed by the Los
Angeles-based engineering firm Martin Associates and once again fabricated by Brogan
at his Venice studio.'! Viewers can see the work from the ground level, but its logic is
only fully revealed from a higher vantage point, when the scrim panels line up visually
with the bays behind them, blocking them out to create a checkerboard pattern of visible
and covered spaces. This formal “echo” of the building’s design is not the work’s only
aesthetic novelty. The delicate scrim fabric changes in color and opacity depending on

the light and weather conditions outside: when the panels are illuminated in the late

8 Simms, 170.

% Harriet Senie, The Tilted Arc Controversy: Dangerous Precedent? (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota, 2002), 21.

10 Simms, 170. Irwin’s original proposal called for 56 scrim panels, but the plan was modified to avoid the
clutter and commercial traffic on the building’s lower two floors (Robert Irwin, “Washington, D.C.,” in
Being and Circumstance, 105).

1 Robert Irwin, “Washington, D.C.,” 105.
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afternoon sun, for example, they turn a bright golden color and are almost entirely
opaque, while on overcast days they are uniformly white and translucent. Furthermore,
the entire work “disappears” when it is seen from the building’s north and south
walkways, its profile becoming only a thin line that cuts across the atrium space.

The ever-shifting visual nature of the work is designed to provoke a response that
is largely similar to the Two Running Violet V Forms on the UCSD campus. When
visitors and employees encounter the scrim panels, they are ideally compelled to stop and
focus their attention on the enormous open space of the central atrium. Those who spend
extended periods of time in the space for work or travel would eventually see the piece
under a number of different light conditions and from several different vantage points,
observing how its appearance changes depending on their position and environmental
factors. The Shadow Planes therefore provoke a “natural confrontation” that
acknowledges the vast scale of the atrium space, an architectural feature that the average
visitor is likely to ignore after their first visit.

In many respects, public works such as Two Running Violet V Forms and 48
Shadow Planes are an obvious and natural progression from Irwin's earlier site-
conditioned practice. Given a blank space to fill, Irwin devised a series of aesthetic
enhancements to the sites to foreground elements of the environment that might
otherwise have gone unseen or unnoticed. In this formulation, viewers are encouraged to
focus on details like the tall gray trunks of the eucalyptus trees at UCSD, or the various
styles of columns that bracket the bays in the Old Post Office Building. This is in keeping

with earlier works like those in VVarese, where the architecture of the building was subtly
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altered with walls and openings to highlight the exterior view and emphasize the visitor's
position in relationship to it.

Irwin's later public works differ from those earlier commissions, however, in their
use of a signature "repertoire” of forms and materials. While the 48 Shadow Planes are
constructed from scrim fabric, the design of the work is a dramatic departure from
Irwin’s earlier pieces that used the same material. If the scrim works of the 1970s
generally resembled false walls or hanging curtains, the shadow planes abandon this
formula to more closely mimic the architecture of the building in which they are housed.
Furthermore, the planes are seen from such a distance that it is difficult to tell exactly
what material they are constructed from. For the Two Running Violet V Forms, built
outside in a space that is totally exposed to the elements, Irwin selected an entirely new
corpus of materials that was never to be repeated in a subsequent work, including large
metal poles and chain-link fencing that had been specially coated with colored plastic.
This aesthetic variety is the result of Irwin’s commitment to creating work that is fully
site-conditioned, making use of whatever tools and media are best suited to the space he
has been given. It is this total reliance on the site, and a complete willingness to use
radically different material means for each commission, that distinguish the public works
from the 1980s onwards, eliminating any distinctive features that might identify them as

“Irwins.”

Public Art and Criticality

In his essay on Irwin's public pieces for the artist's 1993 retrospective at the
Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, art critic Arthur Danto argued that this shift

in Irwin's practice was not merely a formal innovation, but a forward-thinking critical
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gesture. "lrwin's non-objective conception of art rules out selling what social critics
sometimes speak of as commodified art,” he writes, though he concedes that this was
likely not an explicit ideological move on Irwin's part. Nevertheless, these works not only
eschew a signature style but are also by definition not something that can be actively
collected (although some works have since been sold, if only as conceptual and schematic
records). In this way, they resist commodification and do not succumb to one of the
standard critical fates of much postwar art, which was to become a bauble or vanity piece
for a wealthy, art-collecting class.*?

Danto's analysis finds an anti-capitalist gesture in Irwin's public work through its
practical and straightforward resistance to the art market—unable to be moved, sold, or
displayed in any traditional sense, it exempts itself from a system that would seek to
transform it into a mere commodity of exchange. At the same time, however, other
scholars have questioned the extent to which this kind of installation work can be
considered critically resistant, given the fact that it is often commissioned by powerful
capitalist interests in order to mask or downplay conflicts that take place within the public
sphere.

The tendency of public art to erase social discord is a recurrent theme in the work
of art historians Rosalyn Deutsche and Miwon Kwon, who have written extensively on
site-specific art and its ties to state- and market-supported power systems. In an essay that
focuses on the controversy and removal of Tilted Arc, Deutsche describes the
development in the 1980s of an "affirmative site-specific art, endowed with an aura of

social responsibility, [which] naturalizes and thus validates the social relations of its sites,

12 Arthur C. Danto, “Art in Response,” in Robert Irwin (Los Angeles: The Museum of Contemporary Art,
1993), 146-7.
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legitimating spaces as accessible to all when they may be privately owned or when,
tolerating little resistance to corporate or state-approved uses, they exclude entire social
groups." This kind of public art, which works only to aestheticize common areas and hide
problems related to issues such as gentrification and economic inequality, is opposed to a
more political brand of site-specificity, which sees public sites as "a fiction masking the
conflict” that is intrinsic to all communal space.'® In her own account of the Tilted Arc
saga, Miwon Kwon argues that the sculpture’s dismantling was a backlash against site-
specific work that was not immediately useful or utilitarian—a denouncement, in other
words, of both avant-garde sculptural practice and of public art that did not promote “the
fantasies of public space as a unified totality without conflicts or difference.”**

Although Deutsche has never specifically discussed Irwin or his contemporaries
who work in a more formally- and aesthetically-oriented mode, the kind of work that she
champions in her writing tends to be more topical and politically-oriented in its themes.
Like many of the art historians associated with the journal October, she is keen to
identify works of art that offer critical resistance to institutions of power, especially the
governing bodies and corporations that sanction and design public spaces. She is
particularly laudatory of the Polish artist Krzysztof Wodiczko, whose works highlight the
problem of homelessness in urban centers that have been gentrified and sanitized of class
conflict (fig. 8).2° Irwin’s aesthetically harmonious, environmentally-integrated pieces are
also a stark departure from a work like Tilted Arc, whose imposing and disruptive

presence in the Foley Plaza was both the reason for its removal and the source, according

13 Rosalyn Deutsche, “Tilted Arc and the Uses of Democracy,” in Evictions: Art and Spatial Politics
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), 262-3.

14 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity (Cambridge, Mass.:
MIT Press, 2004), 80.

15 Deutsche, "Uneven Development: Public Art in New York City," in Evictions, 95-6.
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to Kwon, of its critical interrogation of public space. Irwin’s later commissions would
therefore be unlikely to satisfy the criteria for a politically-resistant site-specific art that
Deutsche and Kwon outline in their writings, since they focus instead on the visual
enhancement of public areas in a manner that could be read as collusion with repressive
systems of inequality.

Deutsche and Kwon’s concerns about site-specific art’s relationship to power and
capital are echoed in a number of writings by Rosalind Krauss, who has condemned most
installation work as an encroachment of spectacle culture into the sphere of avant-garde
artistic production. These concerns are latent in her writing on the Panza Stables, in
which the critical materiality of Flavin's sculptures is transformed into a funhouse
corridor of colored lights.*® And in her later book A Voyage on the North Sea: Art in the
Age of the Post-Medium Condition, Krauss derides "the international fashion of
installation... work, in which art essentially finds itself complicit with a globalization of
the image in the service of capital.” Not only is such work reactionary in its formal style,
which tends to overwhelm viewers with visual illusions and optical tricks, it is also
indicative of a more general shift into the conditions of postmodernity, characterized by
the "total saturation of cultural space” with images and aesthetics.’ In this formulation,
the problem with installation art is that it offers nothing to distinguish itself as a vehicle
for advanced thought or critical consciousness. Now only one among a series of
spectacles that fill the public sphere, its function is not far removed from advertising or

shopping, since it exists only as an image to be consumed like any other.

16 Rosalind Krauss, “Overcoming the Limits of Matter: On Revising Minimalism,” in American Art of the
1960s, ed. John Elderfield (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1991), 137-8.

"Rosalind Krauss, A Voyage on the North Sea: Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition (London:
Thames and Hudson, 2000), 56.
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Irwin and Politics

The development of Irwin's oeuvre from the early paintings and discs to the
public works has paralleled the rise of a number of different movements in postwar art,
particularly minimalist sculpture, installation art, and site-specific public art. At the same
time, Irwin has often found himself labeled as a reactionary or conservative counterpart
to artists in each of these groups, a modernist aesthete whose works do not advance a
radical poststructuralist or anti-capitalist agenda along the lines of someone like Judd,
Flavin, Serra, or Wodiczko. While Irwin has been an unusually prolific writer and
speaker with regards to his own work, the register of his statements generally remains at
the level of theory and philosophy. Outside of his peripatetic lectures of the 1970s—
where he described his interest in leveling hierarchies of vision as a means of creating
social change—he has rarely shown interest in discussing his art’s relationship to
contemporary politics, and he has also avoided any deeper structural analysis of his work
and its ties to systems such as late capitalist production and spectacle.

As an example, Irwin’s idea of “natural confrontation” in the public works was
drawn from Hungarian philosopher Michael Polyani’s concept of "personal knowledge,"
which describes how the mind prioritizes certain kinds of sensory input over others.'® For
Irwin, the ultimate goal of his work is to shift awareness to sensations and perceptions
that are felt but usually not fully processed or acknowledged—to recognize the quality of
light in a familiar space, say, or to contemplate objects that exist in plain sight but are

rarely looked at closely. This concept has taken many different names over the course of

29 ¢¢ 29 ¢c

his career—“pure presence,” “natural confrontation,” “phenomenal art”—but it has

18 Irwin, Being and Circumstance, 10.
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always been a largely abstract and conjectural approach, predicated on the notion that
viewers might somehow shed their mental habits of grasping the world to arrive at a
newly-inchoate and embryonic level of vision and perception. For Irwin, this act of
embodied vision has social value in the sense that it conditions viewers to see and
understand the world in new ways. In a 2013 press release for his exhibition Double
Blind at the Vienna Secession, Irwin summarized these views succinctly: “Art that takes,
say, politics as its subject is politics, not art. But politics can take many forms... The one
subject of art is the pure perception of humans to see and see again.”*°® Although Irwin
avoids making works that deal with politics directly since this would, in his opinion,
remove the work from the sphere of artmaking, he also acknowledges that “politics can
take many forms,” and that one of these forms could involve a new approach to human
vision and perception.

Although I have already critiqued Irwin's notion of "pure presence” as an overly-
idealized understanding of the experience of art, it has remained one of his guiding
aesthetic concepts since the late 60s, when his interest in vision and close looking led him
away from painting and eventually the production of objects altogether. This drive to
create a wholly phenomenological experience reinforces his detractors' assertions that
Irwin's work is divorced from politics, or that it retains residual traces of modernism and
its attendant belief in concepts of interiority, transcendence, and formal beauty. To what
extent, then, can Irwin's late public works be understood as having a critical function in
relationship to the cultural conditions that produced them? Are these works merely

spectacular public showpieces for powerful capitalist interests, or does their focus on

19 Robert Irwin, press release for Double Blind exhibition at the Vienna Secession, July, 2013
https://www.secession.at/en/exhibition/robert-irwin-2/.
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phenomenology and an experience of "pure presence" offer the potential for critical

looking and engagement?

Seeing and Vision in Irwin’s Public Works

Two Running Violet V Forms offers a fruitful starting point from which to
consider the potential criticality of Irwin’s later site-conditioned works. In many respects,
the piece is typical of the site-specific genre that scholars such as Deutsche, Kwon, and
Krauss have largely condemned. Designed primarily to aestheticize a large open space
and complement the natural beauty of university’s grounds, the work is hardly the kind of
political statement that would disrupt or challenge public institutions along the lines of
someone like Wodiczko. For Irwin, harmony with the surrounding environment is of
paramount importance, as well as enhancing the overall appearance of the campus and its
landscaping.

With its overriding emphasis on aesthetic integration into the eucalyptus grove,
Two Running Violet V Forms is also a departure from a piece like Serra's Tilted Arc,
which was designed specifically for the Foley Plaza but ultimately deemed to be overly
invasive and a logistical hassle for pedestrians and other visitors to the space.?’ In "Being
and Circumstance,"” Irwin draws a distinction between Serra's work, which he calls "site-
specific,” and his own site-conditioned practice. For Irwin, the critical difference between
these two approaches to public art lies in their use of a signature artistic style. With site-
specific work, "our process of recognition and understanding of the ‘'work of art' is still
keyed (referenced) to the oeuvre of the artist,” Irwin writes. "Thus, for example, a

Richard Serra is always recognizable as, first and foremost, a Richard Serra." With site-

2 Deutsche, “Tilted Arc,” 257-9.
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conditioned work, "the sculptural response draws all of its cues (reasons for being) from

its surroundings."” "Aesthetic sensibility, levels and kinds of physicality, gesture,
dimensions, materials, kind and level of finish, details, etc." must all be in service to the
specific qualities of the site, with the result that two works by the same artist may (and
probably should) look radically different from one another. In Irwin's formulation, Serra's
work is still a form of artistic imposition or intrusion on a given site, despite the fact that
it was designed with that specific location in mind.?

At the same time, it was this very act of imposing on or disrupting public space
that compelled scholars to recognize Tilted Arc as having a latent political value. Because
the work refused to merely beautify its surroundings or serve a utilitarian function like a
fountain or bench, its presence was read as an implied challenge to the concept of a
unitary public space, particularly since the sculpture literally divided the plaza in half.??
The same cannot be said of Two Running Violet V Forms, which was carefully installed
among the eucalyptus trees and augmented with plantings that helped to integrate its blue
color scheme into the surrounding forest. If Serra's work seemed to question the idea of a
stable public space through its overbearing and almost aggressive presence, lrwin's site-
conditioned art makes no similar challenges to the environment in which it is situated.

Although Irwin's work does not easily submit to either an explicit or implicit
political reading, it is also not a capitulation to the spectacular and disorienting effects of
late capitalist culture of the kind that has been denounced by scholars of site-specific art.

While the Two Running Violet V Forms do not disrupt space in the same way as Tilted

Arc, Irwin selected materials for the work that would compel a "natural confrontation”

2L Irwin, Being and Circumstance, 27.
22 Kwon, 80.
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from passersby. The blue-violet fencing is a particularly jarring presence amongst the
cool grey tones of the eucalyptus trees, urging visitors both to notice the sculpture and to
stop and examine it carefully. Looking at the work up close also requires that the viewer
leave the paved walking paths that crisscross the grove, entering more fully into the space
of the forest than they otherwise would have.

The result of Irwin's "natural confrontation™ is a process of careful examination
and a divergence from the standard experience of encountering the space in which
visitors move quickly and unthinkingly from one end of the grove to the other. Although
the work's presence amongst the trees is harmonious and beautiful, it does not exist
simply as an attractive object or image to be looked at quickly and then forgotten. Rather,
the piece requires an encounter that is spatial and temporal, as viewers must walk around
it in order to fully grasp its shape and dimensions. Because the work reveals itself over an
extended period of time, it resists the disengaged, uncritical mode of viewing that is
typical of spectacle culture, in which the work of art is merely one among a plethora of
images that can be quickly and easily absorbed. By shifting viewers' attention to new
forms of sensory input and liminal spaces, Irwin breaks their habitual patterns of seeing
and understanding the world, patterns that have been shaped by the postmodern
encroachment of aesthetics into communal space. Viewers are also able to move freely
through the grove in whatever direction they choose, granting them a sense of agency that
contrasts with spectacle culture’s desire to control and regulate the body with images and
advertising.

The 48 Shadow Planes in the Old Post Office Building present a similar challenge

to the detached habits of viewing that define late capitalist spectacle culture. Here again,
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the work has been designed to achieve maximum integration with the site. When viewed
from the balconies on the building’s middle floors, the panels of scrim fabric line up
exactly with the portals on the opposite side of the atrium, creating a visual pattern that
integrates seamlessly with the original architecture. The soft white of the scrim fabric
complements the beige and cream tones of the columns and banisters surrounding the
central atrium, a match that is particularly striking when the panels are illuminated by the
golden light of sunset. As with his work at UCSD, Irwin strove to create an artwork that
would enhance and beautify the space in which it was situated, rather than overpower or
subjugate it to his own aesthetic agenda.

But while the scrim panels blend harmoniously into their surroundings, Irwin’s
design choices ensure that the piece will never look exactly the same twice: not only does
the work change as the viewer moves around the building, the planes also look different
depending on the weather conditions and time of day, thanks to the building’s enormous
glass ceiling. Irwin considered the site’s function as an office building when planning and
executing the work, and the design of the scrim panels seems carefully considered to
enliven or disrupt the monotony of day-to-day office work. As the light in the atrium
changes over the course of the day, the panels shift in color and opacity, ensuring that the
view from the balconies is always new and ever-changing. For employees in the building
who spend a significant portion of their time there, this aesthetic novelty presumably
draws attention back to a space that could otherwise become unchanging and forgettable.

It also ensures that new visitors to the space will be compelled to see and acknowledge
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the atrium, which might otherwise be ignored in favor of the shopping and restaurants on
the building’s ground floor.?

The constantly changing appearance of the 48 Shadow Planes also ensures that
the work cannot be captured or understood by photographs. This resistance to
photography has been a recurrent theme in Irwin’s work since his line and dot paintings
of the 1960s, which employed such subtle shifts in tone and color that they could not be
adequately registered by a camera’s lens. Those works also drew their aesthetic interest
from the movement of the viewer in front of the canvas, a spatial consideration that is
further developed in the Old Post Office Building. To see the full range and variety of
color and opacity in the scrim panels would not only require several hours in the atrium,
but also a number of return visits under different light and weather conditions, and at
different times of year. The work therefore resists being reduced to a singular image or
view that can be quickly seen and understood by visitors to the space.

By structuring an encounter with his works that must necessarily be spatial as
well as temporal, Irwin ensures that pieces like the Two Running Violet V Forms and the
48 Shadow Planes do not merely contribute to the glut of images that have pervaded
public life in the postmodern era. Because these site-conditioned sculptures cannot be
seen or understood only as images in photographs or from a single, fixed vantage point
that offers a representative view, they prompt an experience of the work of art that is

outside the spectacular impulses of late capitalism and its attendant forces of

23 At the time of the work’s installation in 1983, the Old Post Office Building contained a public food court
and shopping mall on the ground floor with government offices on the upper floors. When the building
reopened as the Trump International Hotel in 2016, the ground floor was converted into the hotel’s lobby
with a high end restaurant and bar and guest rooms on the upper floors. In the present day, Irwin’s work is
seen primarily by hotel guests and staff, a more transient audience than the office workers who originally
used the space.
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commodification, abstraction, and exchange. As Irwin continued to develop his site-
conditioned practice for increasingly larger commissions, this emphasis on a live
encounter with the work that unfolds over time would remain a grounding principle of his
design process. Although the 1980s witnessed a number of failed projects to elaborate his
vision on a grander scale, more opportunities would be forthcoming in the subsequent

decade to expand the aesthetic vocabulary of this new approach to public art.

The Getty Gardens

Although Irwin was able to execute a few smaller public commissions during the 1980s,
his first large-scale outdoor work to be fully realized was his design for the central
gardens at the Getty Center in Los Angeles, a commission he received in 1992 and
unveiled upon the center's opening in 1997 (figs. 9-16). By the time Irwin was brought
into the project, work on the center had been ongoing for almost a decade. Richard Meier,
the architect who had been hired to create the overall complex of buildings, originally
had his own plan for the garden space: a spare series of terraces with sweeping views of
the city and ocean that would mirror the Center's modern buildings built in pure white
marble (fig. 17).2* The Getty Trust eventually sought an artist to redesign the space,
however: according to Trust director Harold Williams, “we wanted to introduce an
overtly aesthetic dimension to the garden, to have it function as a work of art and not only
as a setting for the architecture.”?® Irwin’s name was proposed by Kurt Foster, then the
director of the Getty Center for the History of Art and Humanities (now the Getty

Research Institute). Irwin first met with Meier and the Getty Trust in the summer of

24 Simms, Robert Irwin: A Conditional Art, 204-6.
% Harold M. Williams, “Central Garden,” in Making Architecture: The Getty Center, ed. Richard Meier et
al. (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 1997), 152.
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1992: a formal contract was signed in October of that same year, and Irwin presented his
first designs in a meeting on May 15, 1993.2

The design process for the gardens was notoriously fraught, and underwent a
significant number of revisions. In contrast to Meier’s restrained and austere plan, Irwin's
design was insular, florid, and built from stones and metals with weathered, earth-tone
finishes. Rather than leading the eye outwards towards Los Angeles and the Pacific
Ocean beyond it, Irwin's garden is recessed into the ground beneath a series of walking
paths, focusing the viewer's attention on a large central pool filled with azalea bushes
planted in circular, geometric designs. Furthermore, the pool was to be accessed via a
steeply sloping hill carved down the middle by a babbling, rock-filled stream, a feature
that subverted the rigorous geometry and carefully-planned elevations of Meier’s overall
plan for the Getty complex?’ (Meier apparently referred to the stream as a "scar" in his
immaculate landscape).?® When tensions between the two men inevitably came to a head
in the summer of 1993, a compromise was imposed by the Getty Trust. Irwin would have
complete creative control over the lower garden area, while Meier would retain discretion
over the plaza above it, allowing him to retain some of the marble terraces that he had
originally envisioned for the space.?®

Preliminary drawings for the Central Garden clarify the negotiations that took
place between Irwin and Meier in the months leading up to their “separation” by the
Trust. In Irwin’s original plan from the summer of 1993, visitors could access the

garden’s lower pool via several different pathways that would meander gradually down

% Richard Meier, Building the Getty (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997), 127.

27 Simms, Robert Irwin: A Conditional Art, 207-8.

28 Robert Irwin, undated lecture at the Chinati Foundation, Robert Irwin Papers, Getty Research Institute,
Los Angeles.

29 Simms, 207-8.
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the hill (fig. 18). At the base of the hill was a terrace with a rectangular shape that
followed Meier’s underlying grid pattern for the Getty complex (fig. 19). In a subsequent
drawing prepared in July of 1994, Irwin dispenses with Meier’s geometry entirely—the
terrace now has a circular shape that mirrors the lower pool, and the multiple pathways
have been reduced to one (this change was implemented to make the garden wheelchair
accessible) (fig. 20).%° Irwin said later that the function of his garden was to appear
“nested” and “intimate” in contrast to the grandiosity of the center’s architecture.3* As his
creative control over the project grew, Irwin reconceived the garden’s form to be more
obviously organic, creating further contrast with the exacting grid layout of Meier’s
design.

Irwin's completed design for the Getty Gardens comprises two major sections: the
upper stream garden, which winds down the hill along an allée lined with London plane
trees, and the lower pool garden, where the fountain filled with azaleas is surrounded by a
semicircular arrangement of lower-lying flowers and bushes. The viewer's path through
the upper garden does not follow the stream itself: rather, it crosses over it several times
in a zig-zag pattern, while the stream and trees hew closely to the natural contour of the
ravine in which the garden was built. As the stream descends downwards away from the
museum complex, it transforms from a rugged brook filled with rough-hewn boulders
into a flatter and more open channel, and eventually spills out into the central pool below
(figs. 10-13).%

Irwin's decision to construct a walking path that intersects the stream rather than

following it ensures that the visitor encounters this section of the garden as a series of

%0 Ibid., 208-10.
31 LLawrence Weschler, Robert Irwin: Getty Garden (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2002), 31.
%2 |bid., 210.
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distinctive views. At certain points, the viewer finds themselves in the midst of the line of
trees, and can look down the length of the stream to see its entire course and hear the
water as it churns over the rocks and boulders (figs. 10, 12-13). At other moments, the
visitor is outside the glade of trees, and catches glimpses of Los Angeles and the white
edifices of the museum galleries (fig. 11). The winding footpath terminates at the spot
where the stream empties into the lower pool, a large circular water feature that is
partially surrounded by flower-lined walkways that radiate outwards in concentric
semicircles (figs. 14-16).

Irwin intended for this second area of the garden to be distinctly seasonal, a rarity
in the Mediterranean climate of Los Angeles where temperatures do not fluctuate greatly
over the course of the year (fig. 14). In winter and spring, the azalea bushes in the central
pool are either a lush green or in full, colorful bloom with pink and red flowers. In the
summer and fall, the plants are pruned back to take on a much more subdued
appearance.® What does not change, however, is the overall visual structure of the lower
garden, in which the central pool remains visible from each vantage point within the
space, "framed," as it were, by the paths and plantings that surround it (figs. 15-16). As
garden visitors move through this area, the focus is less on the dramatic city view (which
is almost completely obscured by Irwin's trees and the recessed nature of the pool basin),

than on the garden itself and the architecture of the Getty Center.

Spectacle in the Gardens

As with his earlier public works, Irwin’s design for the Getty gardens is focused

on making aesthetic enhancements to a large communal space without drastically

#bid., 229.
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transforming its shape and scale. The stream garden follows the original contours of the
landscape, for example, but adds a new water feature and a glade of shady trees. Irwin
also saw the garden’s colorful flora as a complement to Meier’s stark architectural
design, which excluded color in favor of a rigorous, austere classicism.3*

Irwin's emphasis on aesthetics does not mean, however, that his work is meant to
be experienced in a disengaged or disconnected manner. The design of the walking path
in the stream garden and the layout of the central pool are illustrative in this regard. As
the path crisscrosses the central stream, the viewer is led to observe the different elements
of the museum campus, and the cityscape that unfolds in the valley below. One is always
aware of their position in relationship to the museum buildings, to the stream and trees,
and to the city of Los Angeles, the perspective constantly changing as the viewer
descends to the pool basin. Once the visitor arrives at the lower garden, their view of the
work is similarly structured by the walking paths that radiate outwards from the central
water feature. In addition to offering lush gardens full of plants and flowers, these paths
establish a series of views of the pool and the azalea bushes within it. As before, the
viewer remains constantly aware of their position in relation to other elements of the
garden, and to the larger campus and its network of museum and administrative
buildings.

Irwin's design for the Getty gardens was met with mixed reactions when the
museum complex opened to the public in 1997. Many critics were dismayed that the
garden obscured much of the view of Los Angeles and the Pacific Ocean, and argued that

it seemed out-of-place in relation to Meier's design for the campus as a whole. Critic

34 Robert Irwin, undated lecture at the Chinati Foundation, Robert Irwin Papers, Getty Research Institute,
Los Angeles.
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Michael Duncan offered a representative assessment of the project in his review for Art in
America: describing the walking paths that surround the lower fountain, he wrote, "These
paths, braced into the landscape by curved slats, enfold the viewer in the lower garden,
blocking out the amazing ocean view that Meier, in his rejected garden plan, would have
made the climactic vista."3® Overall, reviewers tended to side with Meier in the dispute,
preferring his more traditional vision for the garden space over Irwin's florid design,
which was called “overwrought,” “outrageous,” and “lurid.”3®

Comparing Irwin's garden to Meier's original plan for the space reveals the very
different ways in which the two men conceived of the site and its function in relation to
the museum buildings. For Meier, the primary task of the garden area was to foreground
a sweeping, panoramic view of the city, letting his own design recede into the
background as the viewer confronts the overwhelming scale of Los Angeles and the
ocean beyond it. Irwin's garden, on the other hand, transforms the museum campus into a
more hermetic and insular space, one that does not open up onto the city but almost
seems to withdraw from it into its own aesthetic environment. The garden is structured in
a way that not only frames Irwin's landscape (the mazelike patterning of the azaleas in the
central pool, the studied transformation of the stream from rough-hewn and churning to
smooth and calm) but also the buildings and terraces that surround it.

Although Irwin’s central garden is a busy and active site within the Getty
complex, it offers no great views of the city below it. Most visitors prefer to take photos
on the terraces of the adjacent museum buildings, which highlight the imposing vistas

that Irwin's work denies. Although the work predates social media by more than a

35 Michael Duncan, “Live from the Getty,” Art in America (May 1998): 100.
% Janet Tyson, “An Elated First Look at the Getty,” Fort Worth Star-Telegram (December 14, 1997): G4.;
Duncan, 100.
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decade, its design seems to pointedly resist the absent-minded practice of photography
and spectatorship that was amplified and enlarged by internet culture. There is also no
signature or iconic viewpoint within the garden itself that is easily-recognizable to those
who have never visited the site, nor is there any spectacular piece of engineering that
would stand out as an identifiable landmark.

It is true that Irwin's gardens cannot be considered political in a traditional sense,
and that they rely on an aesthetic of formal beauty that other, more politically-engaged
artists have generally abandoned. At the same time, however, Irwin's approach to public,
site-specific art stands in marked contrast to a large number of contemporary works in
this vein, which often seem to exist primarily as opportunities for display on social
media. One example of such a piece is Chris Burden's 2008 sculpture Urban Light at
nearby LACMA, a large and distinctive grouping of two hundred restored cast iron
antique street lamps that has become a Los-Angeles tourist landmark and a recurring
presence on Instagram and Facebook (fig. 21). Watching visitors interact with Burden’s
work, it is clear that most engagement with the object remains fairly superficial. Because
its aesthetic novelty and large size encourage photography, and because it is so
ubiquitous and well-known on the internet, the work seems to function less as an
embodied exploration of space than as a to-do item on a list of tourist stops in Los
Angeles.

It is in viewing works like Urban Light that one is reminded of Krauss’s
admonition about the postmodern cultural sphere and its infiltration with images. The
sculpture has little functional difference from an advertisement or window display in a

department store, and does not encourage the kind of sustained engagement and
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contemplation that was traditionally the domain of the visual arts. Irwin's gardens, on the
other hand, resist this brand of spectacle culture—which encourages passive engagement
merely for the sake of having "been there"—by denying viewers a classic or iconic view
that can be captured instantaneously. If a large portion of contemporary installation art
has succumbed to what Krauss termed the “saturation of the cultural sphere” with
aesthetics, the Getty gardens resist this impulse, unfolding as a series of smaller and less
distinctive views that must be encountered over the course of several minutes. What
Irwin has created is an extended experience of attentive phenomenological engagement,
where visitors are confronted with a complex and constantly-changing aesthetic space
that can only be fully understood in person. For this reason, the work stands apart from
the spectacular tendencies of late capitalism, offering an experience that cannot be easily

“consumed” as another commodity of postmodern image culture.

LACMA Installations: Primal Palm Garden and Miracle Mile

When Chris Burden’s Urban Light was unveiled at LACMA in 2008, it was part
of a much larger series of extensions and additions to the museum’s campus, including an
entire complex of new gallery buildings designed by architect Renzo Piano.
Coincidentally, Irwin had also been selected to contribute to the new campus with
another garden design, intended to provide an aesthetic link between the older and newer
spaces of the museum. The result was the Primal Palm Garden, a series of plantings that

extends the length of the museum’s Kendall Concourse, which begins near Urban Light
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at the main entrance courtyard and provides access to two new buildings: the Broad
Contemporary Art Museum (BCAM) and the Resnick Pavilion (figs. 22-23).%"

A collaboration with arborist Paul Comstock, the Primal Palm Garden includes
almost thirty different varieties of palms and over one hundred individual plants. On the
BCAM side of the concourse, Irwin planted species such as the palmetto, Sego, foxtail,
and triangle palms, their long fronds surrounding and framing the museum building (fig.
22). On the Resnick Pavilion side, Irwin chose an entirely different set of plants,
including pindo, Washingtonian, fan, and Mexican blue palms (fig. 23). The palms on the
Resnick side of the concourse are contained in large, low-lying square planters of green
grass surrounded by weathered strips of Cor-ten steel, the same material that Irwin used
for the walking paths in the Getty gardens a decade earlier. *® Irwin also elevated the
entire lawn around the Resnick Pavilion with a gently sloping gradient framed in the
same weathered steel, a design choice that Los Angeles Times art critic Christopher
Knight compared to “the podium... [of] a classical temple.”® The lawn, which ultimately
rises about two feet higher than the walking path along the Kendall Concourse, sets off
the Resnick Pavilion from the surrounding campus and emphasizes its distinctive
architecture, which features a sawtooth-shaped roof. The lush green grass and trees
contrast with the vibrant red architectural details of the two buildings on either side, as
well as the deep rust color of the Cor-ten steel containers.

Irwin’s decision to showcase different varieties of palm trees for his garden

design arose from the museum’s close proximity to the La Brea Tar Pits, a well-known

37 Simms, 260-1.

3 bid., 261.

39 Christopher Knight, “Robert Irwin’s Palm Garden Takes Shape at LACMA,” Los Angeles Times (May 7,
2010), Culture Monster blog, http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/culturemonster/2010/05/robert-irwins-palm-
garden-takes-shape-at-lacma.html.
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tourist attraction in Los Angeles where hot natural asphalt has bubbled up from beneath
the ground for thousands of years, preserving a wide variety of ancient plant and animal
species as fossil specimens (fig. 24). Irwin has noted that “certain types of palm, cycads,
like the ones in front of BCAM, are actually the first plants on earth, as far as anybody
knows,” making the species a fitting counterpart to the primordial tar pits nearby.*® As art
historian Michael Simms has observed, the choice of the palm tree also carries a number
of cultural associations, particularly as “a signifier of exotic vacation locales” and as a
symbol of the sun-soaked city of Los Angeles itself.*! The garden therefore invokes the
long duration of geological time, as the palm tree evolved and multiplied from an ancient
origin into a diverse array of different species and a contemporary symbol full of
different cultural meanings.

Although the Primal Palm Garden suggests a number of historical and cultural
connotations, its overall design is so unassuming that many museum visitors are not
aware of it as a distinct work of art, assuming it to be merely another part of the
museum’s general landscaping. This subtlety was largely intentional: in an interview with
LACMA staff member Amy Heibel, Irwin said that the goal of the garden, as with all of
his site-conditioned works, was to return to a state of seeing without preconditions or
expectations. None of the palm trees are labeled with species information, for example,
because Irwin felt that “the more you want to know dates and origins and so on, the less

you’re going to know.”*?

0 Robert Irwin cited in Amy Heibel, “Perception and Palm Trees: Robert Irwin’s New Installation at
LACMA,” (June 3, 2010), Unframed: the LACMA blog, http://unframed.lacma.org/2010/06/03/perception-
and-palm-trees-robert-irwin%25e2%2580%2599s-new-installation-at-lacma.

1 Simms, 264.

#2 Irwin cited in Heibel.
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Approaching the garden as though it were a didactic catalogue of different palm
species would thwart the process of close looking that Irwin wanted to encourage,
overwhelming the sensory information of the plants with classifications and other
taxonomic information. Instead, the garden design calls attention to the aesthetic
differences between the varieties of palm trees—the shapes of the fronds, for example,
and the differences in height and scale between species. LACMA director Michael Govan
has noted that the raised planters outside the Resnick pavilion work to showcase the
trunks of the palm trees in particular, emphasizing how their gray color holds and reflects
light.*® The garden is therefore in keeping with Irwin’s longstanding goal of creating
opportunities for “pure perception,” in the sense that viewers do not approach the work
with any predetermined ideas about its appearance or function.

From this perspective, the word “primal” in the garden’s title has a double-
meaning: both as a reference to the primordial history of the palm tree and to the act of
pure, unadulterated perception that Irwin imagines will occur during the viewer’s
encounter with the site. It is in this act of “primal” awareness that Irwin identifies a social
value for his art, since it was this return to a less rigid perceptual process that he thought
would cause a gradual re-organization of the political and social sphere. As | have
discussed in the previous chapters, this notion of pure perception is fraught, because it
wrongly imagines itself standing outside of historical and cultural influence, and because
it conceives of an idealized viewing subject that is not situated by any concrete categories
of identity. It could also be argued that the work is so subtle in its intended effects that
most museum visitors miss its purpose entirely. Although Irwin has described the word

“art” as a kind of limiting condition or constraint on his viewers’ ability to see a work

43 Jori Finkel, “L.A.’s Art House Director,” Departures (November-December 2007), 30.
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without preconceptions, the work may not stand out as anything more than a garden with
palm trees, which limits its ability to foster the kind of careful and embodied looking that
Irwin intended.* In this sense, Primal Palm Garden serves as a litmus test about Irwin’s
site-conditioned practice as well as the recurring modernist ideal of integrating art and
life.

Like the garden design for the Getty Center, the Primal Palm Garden resists the
fashion in contemporary site-specific work for dramatic showpieces and photogenic
monuments. Closer to landscape design than a traditional work of art, the garden rewards
attentive observers with a wealth of aesthetic variety and detail in its large assortment of
different palm species. Matthew Simms notes that the garden is further “activated” by the
wind currents that move through the concourse, setting the palm fronds into motion and
providing a sonorous backdrop of rustling leaves.* Although the garden runs the risk of
being missed or ignored by many visitors to the museum, it also avoids the tendency
towards spectacle and diversion that characterizes works such as Urban Light, which is
installed only a short distance away.

The juxtaposition of these two works reveals the extent to which Irwin has
sidestepped contemporary image culture and its demand for easily-captured photo-ops
and iconic backdrops. Unable to be photographed or even seen in its entirety at any given
moment, and without any single feature to distinguish it as a tourist site, the garden exists

outside the limits of what can be pictured and reproduced, forcing viewers to engage with

% In his 1977 essay “Notes Towards a Model,” Irwin writes: “It seems that the word "art" has come to be
thought of as something given, as a fixed concept. This "art" is not thought of as simply a name... but has
instead become immediately connected to those now historically connotated acts, methods, and places of
"art" whose further proofs and reasons now reside in the various historical forms and methods of
knowledge.” Robert Irwin, “Notes Toward a Model,” 23.

45 Simms, 265.
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it in person and over a longer duration of time. Furthermore, the garden offers nothing to
distinguish it as a work by Robert Irwin—unless the viewer is already aware of his role in
designing the landscape, Irwin’s presence in the work recedes and essentially disappears,
creating a conditional space in which the visitor moves through an ever-changing grid of
plants and architecture. Although the cultural and historical associations of the palm tree
undermine Irwin’s idea of “pure presence” to a certain extent, inviting comparisons with
the nearby tar pits and its long history of geological transformation, the garden gets as
close as any of his works to fostering an act of viewing in which cultural and aesthetic
preconceptions about the work of art fall away.

In 2013, Irwin was invited by LACMA to create yet another permanent
installation work for their new campus, intended to adjoin and complement the gardens
that were already in place. The result of this new commission was Miracle Mile, a light
work composed of sixty-six gel-tinted fluorescent tubes on the ground floor of BCAM
(fig. 25). The work, which stretches to over thirty-six feet in length, faces a large window
and can be seen from Wilshire Boulevard, the major arterial roadway through Los
Angeles on which the LACMA campus is situated and the center of the neighborhood
known as the Miracle Mile.*® The colors of the fluorescent tubes include white, black,
red, and green in various levels of saturation and intensity. This color scheme is clearly
intended to mirror the palm garden directly outside the window, which combines the
green tones of grass and trees with the vibrant reds of the museum buildings and Irwin’s

rusted steel planters.

46 The specifications for this work and a brief history are available on LACMA’s website. "Miracle Mile,"
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, accessed September 14, 2017,
http://www.lacma.org/art/exhibition/miracle-mile.
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Irwin has described his fluorescent tube works such as Miracle Mile as an
exploration of the “rhythmic possibilities” of light and color.*’ As viewers move across
the installation, the light varies in intensity and effect—some tubes are so darkened with
gel that they emit almost no light at all, while others throw off bright colors that reflect
across the floor and other surfaces of the museum building. The result is an ever-shifting
perceptual experience that, like Irwin’s other site-conditioned works, can only be fully
experienced in person and over a given duration of time.

Irwin’s use of fluorescent lighting invites comparisons with the work of Dan
Flavin, who made fluorescent tubes his signature material for most of his career. Unlike
many of Flavin’s works, Irwin’s tinted tube pieces are generally displayed in rooms that
are filled with ambient light. When he first began to experiment with fluorescent bulbs as
a medium, Irwin placed the works in darkened rooms that created retinal aftereffects of
complementary colors: looking at a green bulb, for example, would produce the color red
when the eyes were closed or when the viewer looked away. After several months of
experimentation, however, he gradually came to prefer exhibiting the works with more
ambient lighting, despite the fact that the retinal aftereffects were diminished and
sometimes disappeared entirely. Irwin appreciated how natural light allowed for more of
the surrounding environment to be seen and reflected off of nearby surfaces, and how the
bulbs that were dimly lit or completely dark emerged as more active and visible
components of the work.*® This idea of emphasizing the surrounding environment is

particularly germane to Miracle Mile, where the carefully-composed patterns of light and

47 Robert Irwin cited in Robert L. Pincus, “Robert Irwin’s Always Making Artistic Progress,” San Diego
Union Tribune, (April 18, 2010): E4.
“8 Simms, 287.
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color are clearly intended to play off of the landscape and street outside, mirroring the
varied architecture and signs along the length of Wilshire Boulevard.

The decision to exhibit Miracle Mile in a room that is usually filled with sunlight
differs from the work of Flavin not only aesthetically but also in terms of overall mood
and effect. Unlike the dark, cloistered fluorescent lights in the Panza Stables, Irwin’s
work lacks a heightened sense of drama and a concomitant association of
otherworldliness and transcendence. The bulbs take on a more obviously material and
banal quality, since they no longer fill the space with color and shadow. Furthermore,
Irwin considers the environment and its reflections to be an integral part of the work.
While Flavin clearly thought about the effect that his fluorescent works would have on
their surroundings and often designed them to be displayed in architectural features such
as corners, the pieces were also intended to be portable and transferable to different
locations, a possibility that Irwin rejects as part of his site-conditioned approach. In this
way, Miracle Mile is much more keyed to the specifics of the space in which it is located:
Irwin considered how the lights would reflect off of the polished floor and the glass from
the facing window, for example, and how the work would be visible through the palm
trees to cars and pedestrians on the street at night. The piece is not simply the bulbs
themselves but all of these visual effects working together at once, a choice that develops
and expands upon the interest in space and temporality that first emerged in early
minimalist sculpture.

Ultimately, the function of Miracle Mile is to bridge the interior and exterior of
the BCAM building, drawing the color scheme of the Primal Palm Garden into the

museum space and projecting that same palette onto the street with artificial lighting.
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While visitors often pose for photographs in front of Irwin’s work, we can imagine that
they also recognize how its title and design reflect the environment that is just outside the
window. The work therefore continues Irwin’s interest in creating pieces that are firmly
oriented in space, so that viewers are constantly aware of their own location in relation to
the exterior or, for those walking outside, to the museum building itself. With its
emphasis on spatial relationships and temporal unfolding, Miracle Mile continues to
resist a spectacle culture that would reduce the work to a single photograph or iconic
view. It also offers a corrective to the viewpoint that sees critical value in sculptural
practice only to the extent that the work foregrounds solid materiality. By treating the
entire environment as an essential component of the work of art—including immaterial
and evanescent qualities of light and surface reflections—Irwin encourages a viewing
process that is attentive and ever-changing, and antithetical to late-capitalist modes of

passive looking and display.

Dia: Beacon: A Totalizing Aesthetic

As Irwin’s first major site-conditioned work to be fully realized in a public space, the
Getty gardens drew international attention to his new mode of artistic practice and led to
greater interest from art institutions in soliciting his unconventional aesthetic
modifications. In 1998, Irwin was offered a commission to design another garden for a
museum, this time at the Dia: Beacon complex in upstate New York. The Dia
foundation—established in 1974 to support artists making large-scale works outside of
museums and galleries—was planning to expand from its longtime headquarters in the
Chelsea neighborhood of Manhattan to an abandoned Nabisco box printing plant in

Beacon, a small town on the Hudson River about sixty miles north of the city. Irwin’s
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participation was proposed by Dia Foundation director Michael Govan, who would later
become the director of LACMA and commission Irwin’s Primal Palm Garden and
Miracle Mile. For this project, [rwin would design not only the museum’s gardens but
also much of the gallery building itself, serving as project’s de facto lead architect along
with the firm Open Office, which was primarily responsible for creating renderings and
securing permits.*

Irwin first visited the Beacon site in 1999, and even moved to the town
temporarily in order to formulate a proposal. He said later that the most difficult design
problem of the project was the fact that the building entrance was oriented towards the
parking lot, rather than a view of the nearby Hudson River or the more forested area
behind the building. To compensate for this rather uninspiring view, Irwin proposed
covering the large asphalt surface with an “orchard” of hawthorn and crabapple trees (fig.
26). Planted on oval-shaped grass plots dotting the surface of the museum’s parking lot,
the trees would create a canopy of greenery when seen from the nearby hill from which
visitors approach the museum (fig. 27).%° The trees also change in appearance based on
the season, adding an element of aesthetic variety and transformation to the space that is
attuned to natural cycles (fig. 28).

Another garden was added to the building’s west side, this one accessible only
from the museum’s interior (fig. 29). Planted with hornbeams and cherry trees as well as
hydrangeas and other low-lying flowers, the function of this garden was to lead visitors
back into the museum space after reaching a “dead end”—the large train shed containing

Richard Serra’s Torqued Ellipse sculptures (fig. 30). “There was no return circulation,”

49 Simms, 239, 253.
50 QOral History Interview with Robert Irwin, Archives of American Art.
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Irwin said when asked to describe the function of this garden space. “It was very, very
awkward. Now, there’s a passage, as well as a place of respite.”®* For this project, Irwin’s
concerns were not only aesthetic, but addressed practical issues such as visitor movement
through the gallery space and ease of access to the museum’s different sections.

With regards to the museum building, Irwin’s most significant design change was
to move the museum’s entrance from the bookstore/café area on the east side of the
building to the very center of the parking lot, creating a small entrance vestibule in the
space from what had formerly been a restroom (fig. 31). Irwin transformed this chamber
into a dark, low-ceilinged entryway, thereby “setting up” the viewer for the larger and
more airy space of the gallery itself. Irwin was concerned that if visitors entered the
museum from the original entrance location, the beauty of the building’s lighting would
be lost, since there was no visual transition from the vastness and brightness of the
outdoor space.® Irwin’s other major change was to the museum’s windows, which were
redesigned to include sixteen panes of clear glass in four smaller squares surrounded by
panes of frosted glass (fig. 32). Irwin felt that using all clear glass would allow too much
light to enter the space and overwhelm the works of art, while using only frosted glass
would make the gallery space appear hermetic and closed off to the exterior.>

As for the gallery space itself, [rwin’s design process was guided by the idea of
“non-hierarchical” arrangement, meaning that visitors would not be guided through the
museum in any particular direction. When asked to speak about the nature of the modern

art museum for a panel at MoMA in 1996, Irwin opined that “one of the key principles

51 Robert Irwin cited in Anne Raver, “A Museum Garden Multi-Tasks,” New York Times (May 29, 2003),
D6.

52 Oral History Interview with Robert Irwin, Archives of American Art.

53 Simms, 253-8.
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implicit in Modern Art has been its radical break from a hierarchical ordering and all that
that implies.” Irwin urged the other panel participants to consider what a “non-
hierarchical” order might look like in a modern art museum, and in what ways these
changes might affect how audiences interact with and understand modern art itself.>*
The design for Dia: Beacon would be Irwin’s first opportunity to put this idea of
non-hierarchical ordering into practice. The museum’s main organizing principle is that
each artist in the collection is given their own permanent space in the gallery, tailored to
the specific qualities of their work. Sol Lewitt’s wall drawings are showcased in rooms
with high walls and natural light, for example, while Bruce Nauman’s neon and
projection works are displayed in the basement to avoid being dimmed by sunlight (figs.
33-34). Furthermore, Irwin organized the museum’s floor plan so that visitors would not
feel compelled to view the collection in a specific order. Upon entering the galleries from
the antechamber, viewers are free to go to the left, right, or straight ahead, coming upon
works by different artists in each subsequent room.>® Because the museum does not
rigidly guide the viewer’s movement, no particular artist or work can be read as more
significant or important to the collection than another. As he indicated in his peripatetic
lectures, this act of breaking down hierarchies of value is central not only to Irwin’s own
project but to much of modern art as a practice, allowing people to look at the world
without prioritizing certain forms of visual information over others. Irwin’s design thus

moves beyond the more ordered viewing experience of a museum like MoMA, which

54 Robert Irwin, transcription of remarks made at the conference “Imagining the Future of the Museum of
Modern Art,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, October 4-6, 1996, Robert Irwin Papers, Getty Research
Institute, Los Angeles.

% Simms, 257.
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continues to arrange works chronologically to suggest a forward trajectory and highlight

distinct patterns of influence in the history of modernism.

A Return to Minimalism: The Commodified Aesthetic of Dia: Beacon

The Dia: Beacon collection is geared heavily towards minimalist work of the late
1960s and early 70s, and most of the other artists in the museum who were not part of the
original minimalist movement were at least influenced by it to some extent. As one of the
world’s premier exhibition spaces for minimalism, it is worth returning to the issue of
minimalist art’s criticality, particularly as it relates to the way these works are displayed.
In his essay “The Crux of Minimalism,” Hal Foster identifies the minimalist
preoccupation with space and environment as the precursor to a more political
engagement with the museum space that would emerge in the institutional critique of the
1970s. “As an analysis of perception,” Foster writes, “minimalism prepared a further
analysis of the conditions of perception.” Foster cites artists such as Michael Asher,
Daniel Buren, and Hans Haacke as part of the subsequent generation that would extend
minimalism’s spatial awareness into an overt and critical analysis of the art institution,
exploring its exhibition conventions as well as its ties to the larger market and institutions
of capital %

Foster’s historiography of minimalism as a progenitor of institutional critique is
developed in the writings of art historian Benjamin Buchloh, who has been particularly
devoted to elucidating the work of Michael Asher. In Buchloh’s essay “Michael Asher

and the Conclusion of Modernist Sculpture,” he argues that Asher’s conceptual

% Hal Foster, “The Crux of Minimalism,” in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the
Century Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1996), 59.
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installation works—which highlight the display conventions and curatorial practices of
the contemporary art museum—work to expose the art institution as an ideologically-
motivated site responsible for shaping ideas and attitudes about art’s value and
maintaining its false sense of neutrality (fig. 35). Asher’s practice of highlighting the
institutional container in which works of art are shown “dismantles the new historism
[sic] of Post-Modernism where regressions into a mythical language cover the
problematic conditions of the present.”>’ For Buchloh, these works signal the
“conclusion” of an earlier mode of sculptural practice predicated on the modernist belief
in the neutrality of abstraction, revealing the idea of a pure or timeless aesthetic
experience to be a utopian delusion and one that undergirds and masks the ideological
motivations of the art institution.

Buchloh’s declaration about the end of modernist sculpture pointedly challenges a
project like the one Irwin was commissioned to execute at Dia: Beacon. With its
nondescript architectural style, only subtly altered from its original form as an industrial
manufacturing plant, the Beacon building consciously projects a sense of aesthetic
detachment that Buchloh rejects as an impossibility in the wake of later, more explicitly
critical work. Although Irwin’s site-conditioned practice of the 1970s dovetails with
Asher’s work in certain respects, particularly in its emphasis on perception and the
phenomenological experience of specific sites, Asher’s work grew increasingly political
in the subsequent decades, while Irwin continued to explore more aesthetic and formally-

oriented questions about the nature of human vision.

5" Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, “Michael Asher and the Conclusion of Modernist Sclpture,” Art Institute of
Chicago Museum Studies 10 (Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago, 1983), 293.
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Buchloh is not the only art historian who has interrogated the legacy of sculptural
practice during and after minimalism. As we have already seen in her account of the
Panza stables, Rosalind Krauss discerned a shift in display practices of minimalist work
that highlights their ethereal and transcendent qualities, a practice that she traces back to
Panza and his fundamental misreading of minimalism’s poststructuralist character. In a
later essay titled “The Cultural Logic of the late Capitalist Museum,” Krauss argues that
this emphasis on dazzling aesthetics in exhibitions of minimalist work has become the
defining quality of many contemporary museum spaces, and another encroachment of
late capitalist spectacle culture into the realm of avant-garde art.

Walking through an exhibition of Panza collection objects at the Musée d'Art
Moderne de la Ville de Paris, Krauss is struck by the way in which “the museum itself--
as a building--is somehow the object,” suffused with an aura of drama and grandiosity
that is at odds with the original immediacy and materiality of the sculptures. Once again,
she singles out collectors like Panza and Light and Space artists like Turrell for this act of
corruption, arguing that they have transformed the museum itself into a site of spectacular
diversion. “This industrialized museum will have much more in common with other
industrialized areas of leisure - Disneyland say - than it will with the older, preindustrial
museum,” she writes. “Thus it will be dealing with mass markets, rather than art markets,
and with simulacral experience rather than aesthetic immediacy.”>®

For Krauss, the critical failure of the late capitalist museum lies in its
aestheticizing or commodification of space itself. The museum or gallery becomes a

showpiece that frequently upstages the art, creating a sensorium of reflections and other

%8 Rosalind Krauss, “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum,” October 54 (Autumn, 1990): 3-4,
17.
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light effects whose function is akin to a theme park ride. The Dia: Beacon facility
certainly has this quality of studied importance, with 240,000 square feet of meticulously
restored exhibition space set in an expansive, light-filled environment. In an ambivalent
review of the museum for the London Review of Books, art historian Hal Foster ruminates
on the effect that the new space has with regards to the works on view:
The art is very intense in this setting. Long ago, Michael Fried, the brilliant enemy of
Minimalism, termed such work ‘theatrical’, but the more appropriate word here might be
‘sublime’... Often intensity seems a norm of contemporary culture — the action movies at
the mall, the night bombings of Baghdad. What relation does this art have to such
experiences? Does its intensity counter theirs or sublimate it? Whatever the case, the art
at Dia: Beacon exists in a perpetual moment of intense experience, without the testing of
prior art or social context.>®

Foster’s review echoes many of the concerns that Krauss expresses about the
contemporary museum environment: that the focus of the institution is no longer on
“aesthetic immediacy” but on intensity and sublimity, an effect that brings the world of
art closer to the experience of seeing a movie or the spectacular drama of war in the
Middle East. Foster concedes, however, that the experience of seeing these artworks
might somehow “counter” the effects of late capitalism more generally, a possibility that
Krauss appears unwilling to entertain.

Although he does not frame his thinking in the explicitly political and theoretical
terms used by Krauss and Foster, Irwin has expressed similar concerns about the
changing nature of the museum space in the late 20" century. Asked to describe his

design process for Dia: Beacon in an oral history interview for the Archives of American

59 Hal Foster, “At Dia: Beacon,” London Review of Books 25, No. 11 (June, 2003): 29.
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Art, Irwin compared the space to Frank Gehry’s monumental design for the Guggenheim
Museum in Bilbao, Spain (fig. 36):
One of the responsibilities for an architect is to provide a space that, in a sense, is usable
and, in a sense, enhances the possibilities for what you do. But mostly, museums are just
the opposite; they’re horrible spaces, anti-art, they can’t be used. They can’t function,
they overwhelm it. So in a way, they become objects in themselves many times, almost
sculptures, and they get a lot of aggrandizement out of it...In terms of Bilbao, the one
difference there is that they did not really want a museum, they wanted a monument... |
mean, it partially functions like all the other unethical buildings. But it’s a real question
of ethics.®
For Irwin, Gehry’s over-the-top design for the Guggenheim represents an ethical failure
to design a space that would serve the interests of the artworks housed within it. The
purpose of the museum is less to display modern art than to drive tourism to the city, a
function that he sees as being deleterious to the art institution and its mission of
promoting modernism. Michael Govan, echoed Irwin’s philosophy when asked to
describe the complex’s overall design, stating: “The money was spent to make it look like
nothing was done to the building.”®* The space therefore resists the more overtly
spectacular qualities of many contemporary art museums, in which the building’s
structure becomes another tourist site to be enjoyed at the expense of interaction with
works of art.
At the same time, Irwin and Govan fail to recognize the way in which

minimalism and its aesthetic have also been transformed into a commodity. Foster’s

80 QOral History Interview with Robert Irwin, Archives of American Art.
61 Michael Govan cited in Robert L. Pincus, “A Way of Seeing,” San Diego Union Tribune (June 1, 2003):
F4.
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review notes that it was minimalist artists who played a major role in stoking the larger
cultural fascination with industrial loft spaces when they began showing their works in
inexpensive, large studios in the SoHo neighborhood of Manhattan in the 1960s. He
describes the museum’s aesthetic as “fetishistic Minimalist,” observing that the
building’s spare, open design was itself quite expensive to achieve.®?

Foster is right to highlight the ways in which minimalism’s aesthetic inevitably
permeated the markets of design and real estate, becoming a style that was coveted as
much for its look as for its nostalgia factor and associations with an avant-garde and
trendsetting community of artists. All of these cultural intimations are lurking at Dia:
Beacon, which undoubtedly strengthens its appeal as a tourist destination, perhaps for a
more discerning visitor than the one at the Guggenheim Bilbao. Irwin’s box plant can
therefore not escape the specter of late capitalist influence, which transforms the rather
humble space into a site that is loaded with connotations about history and taste.

Although Krauss’s “Cultural Logic” essay looks to figures like Panza and Turrell
for the transformation of minimalism into spectacular entertainment, she also focuses her
attention on the works themselves, noting that it was the industrial fabrication and
aesthetic of these sculptures that in some ways allowed for their eventual transformation
into commodity fetishes. Donald Judd’s work made use of both industrial manufacturing
and serialized repetition, for example, and while these aesthetic choices were originally
intended to “destroy the interiority signalled by the old materials of sculpture like wood
or stone” and to resist traditional modes of composition, they nonetheless partake of

capitalist strategies that would soon become dominant in the postmodern world:

62 Foster, “At Dia: Beacon,” 29.
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The serial principle seals the object away from any condition that could

possibly be thought to be original and consigns it to a world of simulacra,

of multiples without originals, just as the serial form also structures the

object within a system in which it makes sense only in relation to other

objects, objects which are themselves structured by relations of artificially

produced difference. Indeed, in the world of commodities it is this

difference that is consumed.®®
This duality within minimalism—its desire to resist mass culture and mass production
while simultaneously partaking of its strategies—has also been singled out by Foster,
who writes that “Mechanization, standardization, over-specialization, and parcellization
of labor, which in the past determined only the realm of commodity production in actual
industry, now penetrate into all sectors of social life. Both minimalism and pop resist
some aspects of this logic, exploit others (like mechanization and standardization), and
foretell still others.”®* If this art had emerged primarily to resist modernist notions of
sublimity and interiority as well as the disorienting effects of simulacral, spectacular
experience, it sometimes allowed those same qualities to emerge in unexpected ways, a
reversal that, for Krauss and Foster, threatened to overwhelm and erase the works’
original connotations.

In Krauss’s account, the function of figures like Panza and the California
minimalists was to “reprogram” minimalism in this new way. Here, minimalism emerges
with a revelatory and critical promise that is later erased or undone by a group of actors

whose misreadings of the work thwart and subvert its transgressive value. As in her

83 Krauss, “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum,” 10.
64 Foster, “The Crux of Minimalism,” 66.
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discussion of Flavin’s works in the Panza stables, she is eager to lay most of the blame
for minimalism’s transformation on people like Panza and Turrell, rather than the artists
who originally created the work. In her narrative, artists like Judd and Flavin emerge as
vanguard figures whose ideas are later misunderstood and misappropriated to unfortunate
ends.

Furthermore, Krauss’s negative assessment of the Panza exhibition in Paris hinges
on the by-now familiar duality between solid materiality and immaterial qualities of light
and negative space. Because the installation places emphasis on visual effects such as
reflection and luminosity, and because it seems to underscore the vastness of the museum
space as a container, it necessarily veers away from what Krauss sees as the enduring
value of the minimalist project, which was to encourage a sense of aesthetic immediacy
through a focus on obdurate, solid objects. As | have previously argued, this dismissal of
art that makes use of immaterial means (or, in the case of Flavin, a reading that prioritizes
only the physical qualities of the fluorescent tubes over the effects of their colored lights)
precludes the possibility that such work might offer a sustained, engaged viewing
experience of the kind that resists and challenges the spectacular impulses of late
capitalist image culture. But just as Flavin’s works undercut this theoretical opposition,
making use of light, reflection, and materiality to structure an experience of close
looking, they also point to the ways in which minimalist work itself evokes a
transcendental sensibility that Krauss is adamant to downplay or erase.

Flavin’s light installations in the Panza stables undoubtedly court suggestions of
otherworldliness and sublimity, even if they also emphasize an immediate experience of

space that seems at odds with that more metaphysical and utopian agenda. But Flavin is
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not the only artist of this generation whose work straddles this theoretical divide—in fact,
| would argue that the minimalist project in general has always been closer to this
paradigm of transcendence than Krauss is willing to allow. While hardly as dramatic as
Flavin’s fluorescent tubes, Judd’s “specific objects” have a rarified, precious quality that
delights in the polished surfaces of industrial manufacturing and looks back to a more
traditional conception of the singular art object, even if the works were often produced in
multiples (fig. 37). Similarly, Robert Morris’s “anti-form” works in felt—paradigms of
the “post-minimalism” that emerged later in the 1960s—were critiqued by Allan Kaprow
at the time they were first exhibited for remaining too invested in late modernist formal
paradigms of geometry and studied composition (fig. 38).%° Part of this “failure” of
minimalism, then—its transformation into a new kind of simulacral experience—arises
from the fact that the work did not break as firmly with its antecedents as Krauss would
like to believe.

This hedged reading of minimalism as a body of work with a lingering
metaphysical impulse explains the overall effect of the Dia: Beacon museum space. If the
art appears more hallowed and solemn, more intense and sublime than it did when it was
first shown in the 1960s, this is as much an effect of the changing reception of
minimalism and industrial design as it is a condition of the works themselves, which
reflect certain paradigms of late modernism even as they move away from them.
Additionally, the art in the museum is generally displayed in a manner that avoids an
overt sense of grandiosity of the type seen in the Panza stables. Flavin’s large series of

“Monuments to V. Tatlin” is housed in a room with windows, for example, a choice that

8 Allan Kaprow, “The Shape of the Art Environment (1968),” reprinted in Allan Kaprow, Essays on the
Blurring of Art and Life: Expanded Edition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 90.
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dampens the effect of the works’ glowing fluorescent bulbs and returns the focus, for the
most part, to the objects on the wall (fig. 39).

Irwin’s design choices do work at some moments to encourage a sense of
reverence or astonishment before the art. The dark entrance vestibule, for example, opens
up into a very spacious and bright room that features a rotating selection of large metal
floor works by Walter de Maria, an architectural arrangement that subtly invokes a
transcendent experience of transition from darkness into light (fig. 40). Foster’s review
called Irwin’s gardens and trees “precious,” but the intervening years (the museum
opened in 2003) have seen the foliage become larger and more substantial, and the
plantings in the parking lot now look mature and fully integrated into the site.®® The
overall experience of the space is hardly disorienting, nor does it seem geared towards
showcasing the building in an overt or conspicuous way. While there is an element of
“fetishistic minimalism” here—of immaculate, fashionable rooms holding precious and
rare objects—this effect is a combination of Irwin’s design, the residual impulses in the
works towards a modernist sensibility, and a larger cultural shift that has glorified and

commodified the industrial aesthetic of 1960s New York.

Conclusion: Rethinking Criticality

In many ways, Dia: Beacon resists the more spectacular impulses that have
permeated contemporary museum culture, veering away from the “Disneyland”-esque
qualities that gave art historians pause in the late 1980s and 90s. At the same time,
however, the institutional space and the works within it present a vision of late

modernism that remains deeply invested in notions of timelessness, universalism, and

86 Foster, “At Dia: Beacon,” 29.
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aesthetic neutrality, a paradigm that was challenged by artist such as Asher and Hans
Haacke and later declared to be finished by scholars like Buchloh. Following Buchloh’s
logic, a project like Dia: Beacon could only represent a return to an outdated and
critically obviated version of modernist sculpture, one that does not attempt to interrogate
or undermine the institutional space in which it is housed. Irwin, on the other hand, has
remained firmly committed to a modernist ideal about the potential of art to reshape
political systems by altering human perception on a deep and fundamental level.
Furthermore, Irwin has stressed a divide between art-making and political activism,
which he sees as two related but ultimately separate fields of activity.

If Irwin’s vision of his own project has been complicated by later artists who
recognized the enmeshment of art-making with capitalist and other ideological systems—
revealing much of modernism to be rather utopian and naive in its thinking—Buchloh’s
vision for contemporary sculpture drives this ideological rift still wider, arguing that the
only artworks of value after 1970 are those that commit fully to critiquing social systems,
whether within the museum or in society more generally. This position, derived largely
from the writings of Frankfurt School philosopher Theodor Adorno, finds merit in art
only when it can explicitly challenge the “culture industry” that has made capitalism an
agreeable and unchallenged force in contemporary society. And because the forces of
capitalism have become so ubiquitous and entrenched, art’s primary function is not to
upend or topple this dynamic, but to offer a space for critique that is insulated from the

culture industry at large.®’

57 In a roundtable discussion with other members of the October school titled “The Predicament of
Contemporary Art,” Buchloh states that the two primary influences on his methodology are Adorno and
Guy Debord. He goes on to say: “the artistic capacity still might exist to not only to reflect on the position
that the work assumes within the system of infinitely differentiated representations (fashion, advertisement,
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Buchloh’s value system gives little credence to work that is not overtly critical,
nor can it recognize the potential for criticality in work like Irwin’s. In the end, Irwin’s
design for Dia: Beacon is not the kind of institutional critique produced by someone like
Asher, but it is hardly mere escapism or a regression of the kind that critics like Buchloh
and Krauss have feared. To the extent that [rwin’s work encourages viewers to pay close
attention to their surrounding space, and to details of their environment that they may
have otherwise missed, it reflects an attitude towards art-making that is not in lockstep
with spectacular trends of contemporary museum architecture and display. That Irwin
also manages to create environments of engaged and embodied perception using many of
the formal tools that these critics disdain—particularly the interaction between material
form, light, and negative space—speaks to the narrowness of these earlier accounts,
which offer a number of proscriptions for contemporary art but fail to imagine critical
possibilities outside the small group of artists that they champion as innovative
materialists.

Once again, my act of “retrieval” on Irwin’s part hinges on destabilizing a number
of dichotomies that have structured more advanced theoretical writing on postwar art
since the 1980s: dichotomies that prioritize materiality over light, explicit politics over an
interest in form, and post-structuralist theory over phenomenology and other
investigations into the nature of perception and vision. It is these biases that have led
critics to adopt a generally dismissive attitude towards Irwin and his Light and Space

contemporaries in California, whose interest in the properties of light and reflection, and

entertainment, etc.), but also to recognize its susceptibility to becoming integrated into those subsets of
ideological control. And yet, if there are artistic practices that still stand apart from this process of
homogenization, I’m less convinced than ever that they can survive.” Benjamin Buchloh, quoted in Art
Since 1900, 2" ed. (London: Thames and Hudson, 2011), 772-3.
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in the aesthetic novelty of phenomenology, had supposedly excluded them from the ranks
of truly advanced or critical avant-garde artists.

If the Dia: Beacon site reveals many of the tensions within minimalist sculpture—
the transformation of its aesthetic into a commodity fetish, its simultaneous embrace of
and resistance to modernist transcendence—these conflicting impulses emerged as much
from the work itself as from Irwin’s site-conditioned design, which was inspired by the
same theoretical interests in space, temporality, and bodily experience that gave rise to
minimalism in the first place. While the museum highlights the interplay between
ostensibly “neutral” works of art and the cultural conditions that have shaped their
reception from outside, a relationship that Krauss has called “the very nature of modernist
art's relation to capital,” this is not to suggest that the works themselves, or Irwin’s design
for the building that houses them, have been obviated or barred from possession of some
kind of resistant critical impulse.®® To the extent that the museum allows viewers to
situate themselves in relation to their surroundings, and to focus closely on works that are
both material and ephemeral, it offers an alternative to the spectacular tendencies of
diversion, illusion, and passivity that continue to shape much of lived experience in the
contemporary moment. At the same time, it offers a countervailing force to
historiographic attitudes in art historical scholarship that would see it as capitulating to
spectacle culture for its interest in visual qualities of light, transparency, reflection, and

negative space

8 Krauss, “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum,” 11.
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Conclusion

In 1999, Irwin was invited to design a site-conditioned work for the Chinati
Foundation in Marfa, Texas.! Established by Donald Judd in the late 1970s using funds
provided by the Dia Foundation, the Chinati Foundation owns and maintains a group of
permanent installation works by Judd and his contemporaries on the grounds of Fort D.A.
Russell, a military base that closed at the end of the Second World War. Irwin quickly
settled on the base’s hospital as the location for his site-conditioned work (fig. 1).
Numerous plans for the site were proposed, but concerns about the building’s structural
stability led to its eventual demolition. Irwin finally settled on a design that would
reconstruct the hospital building from the ground up, a costly and labor-intensive
undertaking that was not finished until 2016. The work, called Untitled (dawn to dusk), is
Irwin’s first site-conditioned piece to be conceived as a standalone structure, rather than
an installation within an existing building or public space (fig. 2).2

With its massive scale and complex design, Untitled functions as a summation of
Irwin’s aesthetic and conceptual interests since he abandoned the creation of objects in
1970. The main structure sticks closely to the original layout of the military hospital,
which was configured in a U shape with entrances on both ends (fig. 3). Irwin subtly
altered the new building, however, to feature thicker concrete walls and higher windows.?
Inside the building, the two side corridors are bisected lengthwise by panels of scrim

fabric, one in Irwin’s traditional white and another in black (figs. 4 and 5). In the central

1 “Chinati Foundation Announces Major New Work by Robert Irwin,” Chinati Foundation, accessed
January 28, 2018 https://chinati.org/programs/chinati-foundation-announces-major-new-work-by-robert-
irwin.

2 Ally Betker, “Robert Irwin’s Grand Stand in Marfa,” W magazine, July 21, 2016, accessed January 28,
2018 https://www.wmagazine.com/story/robert-irwin-project-marfa-chinati-foundation
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corridor that joins the two sides, Irwin installed a series of six scrim panels from floor to
ceiling with openings in the center through which viewers can walk (fig. 6). The panels
gradually shift in tone from black to white, matching the color schemes of the two
entrance corridors.

For the courtyard outside, Irwin created a new garden design featuring a group of
Palo Verde trees and Blue Grama grass enclosed by a strip of weathered steel, which
raises the grassy area slightly higher than the sidewalk in a manner similar to the Primal
Palm Garden at LACMA (fig. 7). At the center of the garden is a large sculpture
constructed from textured basalt columns that were specially quarried from Washington
State. Surrounded by a square border of weathered steel, the basalt columns are all
uniquely sized and grow in height from the outer perimeter to the center, forming a large,
solid shape akin to a monolith.* The overall complex draws on the full variety and range
of Irwin’s artistic practice, combining his indoor scrim installations of the 1970s with his
later work in garden design and architectural remodeling.

In an interview about the Marfa installation for the magazine Texas Monthly,
Irwin recounts a story involving the seminal “white paintings” of Russian modernist
Kazimir Malevich (fig. 8). When confronted with the Malevich’s rigorously abstract
canvases, his contemporaries are said to have exclaimed, “you’ve left us with a desert!”
“Yes,” Malevich supposedly replied, “but it’s a desert of pure feeling.””® The anecdote is
one that Irwin has told frequently throughout his career, and its allusion to the desert

makes it particularly fitting to share in relation to Untitled, which occupies a sparsely-

4 Anna Furman, “From Dawn to Dusk: Robert Irwin’s Installation Captivates at Any Hour,” Artnet News,
Accessed January 28, 2018 https://news.artnet.com/exhibitions/dawn-dusk-robert-irwins-installation-
captivates-hour-579488.

®> Michael Agresta, “Miracle in the Desert,” Texas Monthly (July, 2016), accessed January 28, 2018
https://www.texasmonthly.com/the-culture/robert-irwin-installation-chinati-marfa/
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populated plain in the high desert of West Texas. At the same time, it also reveals a
certain inconsistency in Irwin’s interpretive logic, which has usually stressed perception
over feeling as the primary conceptual foundation of his work. Even Irwin’s other
favorite modernist quotation, Mondrian’s “the culture of determined relations has begun,”
would suggest a different approach to understanding this environment: not as a journey
towards emotional revelation or a profound experience of nature, but as a physical
encounter that is structured by the relationship between viewers and their surroundings.

The Chinati commission distills this conceptual tension that has undergirded
Irwin’s work for most of his career. Although the building and its landscaping were
designed as a response to the physical particularities of the site—the structure cuts into
the hill on which it is situated, for example, rather than resting on top of it—the work is
also clearly invested in a paradigm of visual drama that uses light as its primary medium.®
Because the building is oriented on an east-west axis, the interior is best illuminated at
sunrise and sunset each day, when raking light pours through the windows to create
rectangular shapes on the large panels of black and white scrim fabric (see fig. 5).
Furthermore, the gradated scrim panels at the work’s center create striking optical effects
that play with illusions of transparency and darkness. As one moves through the corridor,
objects and people who appeared blurry and indistinct when seen through the layers of
scrim suddenly come into sharper focus. Looking from the darker black scrim corridor
towards the white one on the other end, the architectural details of the building become
better illuminated and easier to discern. Facing the other direction produces the opposite
effect, as the building gradually seems to dissolve into darkness and opacity. The

juxtaposition of white and black materials in the building’s two halves produces subtle

6 Betker, “Robert Irwin’s Grand Stand.”
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metaphysical connotations, suggesting a passage from darkness into light, or the opposite
(visitors are permitted to enter the structure on either side).

While the scrim panels produce dazzling light effects that create evocative
moods—particularly the black fabric, which is a new addition to Irwin’s repertoire of
materials—the illusions of the work are also “undone” by the viewer’s movement
through the space. All of the locations that are blurred or hidden by scrim fabric can be
seen clearly from another vantage point in the building. The structure ultimately gives up
all of its mysteries, so that the viewer’s experience is one in which the full form of the
space is revealed and clarified, rather than hidden or obscured. Irwin has certainly not
relinquished an interest in creating works of formal beauty with poetic and transcendent
connotations, but the installation remains grounded in a physical and temporal process of
uncovering and discovery.

This anti-illusionist aspect of Irwin’s design is allied with a relational quality that
juxtaposes the work with its surrounding environment. The structure’s tall, narrow
windows serve as a bridge between interior and exterior, framing the Texas landscape
and the large expanses of open sky for which Marfa is known (fig. 9). Irwin specified a
higher placement for the windows during the building’s reconstruction so that the vistas
would be seen with a low horizon line, allowing the sky to dominate the view. Critics
have compared this effect to the conventions of 17"-century Dutch landscape painting,
which made use of similar compositional devices and frequently placed emphasis on
atmospheric conditions and the golden light of sunset (fig. 10).’

While the design of the windows is indebted to the tradition of landscape painting,

it also draws on ideas that Irwin and contemporaries like Michael Asher first developed

7 Furman, “From Dawn to Dusk.”
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in their installation works of the 1970s. Just as Irwin’s installation at the Panza stables
incorporated windows and portals to position viewers in relationship to the world outside
the gallery, Untitled also makes the surrounding landscape an integral component of the
work, both as a changing source of light and as a series of distinctive views that are
visible from multiple points within the space. Irwin has said that it is the windows, rather
than his own scrims, that are intended to be the primary focus of the installation: “that’s
the main event, all the windows. People think they’re looking for artwork but what
they’re actually seeing is beautiful nature.” It was this desire to showcase Marfa’s natural
beauty that also led Irwin to thicken the building’s concrete walls when the structure was
rebuilt. “You get a more substantial physicality to look out of,” he said of the design
decision, “a real sense of frame.”®

Evidently, Irwin conceived of the work not as a hermetic monument, but as an
installation that would play off of and showcase the landscape that surrounds it. If
Untitled’s emphasis on natural beauty suggests a rapturous experience of the sublime,
this tendency is also mitigated by the viewer’s constant sense of being positioned in
relation to the overall site and to the vast expanse of the Texas desert. While the thick
concrete walls and tall, narrow windows lend a sense of visual drama and cloistered
interiority to the space, they also function as a “frame” for what is outside, and help to
integrate the building into its environment.

Furthermore, Irwin’s interest in light does not preclude an affinity with
minimalism’s interest in close observation and critical looking. Although the bright sun

adds a poetic touch to the work’s interior, it also marks the passage of time as visitors

move through the space. Viewers discover that the light patterns in the scrim corridors

8 Robert Irwin, quoted in Betker, “Robert Irwin’s Grand Stand.”
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can change drastically within a matter of minutes, making the work appear entirely new
and calling attention to areas of the structure that might have been overlooked before. In
this way, the work manages to sidestep a more conventional understanding of the art
object as a site for personal revelation and private meaning, instead creating a visual
experience that is constantly changing and without a distinctive center or core.

Irwin carries over the work’s spatially contingent quality into the design of the
courtyard garden. Although the space is organized around a central sculptural form—an
unusual choice for Irwin, who has rarely designed overtly sculptural work since the
acrylic columns of the 1970s—the monument itself looks largely the same on all sides,
and has no ideal spot from which it is to be viewed. Walking around this object only
reveals the subtle differences in texture and size between the basalt columns, and
juxtaposes the monolith visually with the different areas of the surrounding garden. Like
Irwin’s central fountain at the Getty gardens, the sculpture functions as a visual
centerpiece that frames and establishes a number of different views within the courtyard
space. The effect is similar to a minimalist sculpture situated on the gallery floor, its
presence serving as a spatial marker that visitors can move around in different directions.

Like Irwin’s other works for public spaces, Untitled is too multifaceted in its
design to be captured from a single vantage point. Encompassing both the outdoor
courtyard and the scrim corridors in the building’s interior, the work requires several
minutes of walking to see and understand in its entirety, and the effects of light on the
scrim fabric are virtually impossible to capture with a camera (for this reason, Irwin

returned to his no-photography stance of the 1960s and 70s, and visitors are not permitted
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to take pictures inside the building). The work therefore resists the viewer’s ability to
“consume” it quickly, or to reduce its visual complexity to one iconic view.

By the time it was completed, Untitled cost the Chinati Foundation over five
million dollars, and this expenditure is reflected in the appearance of the building and
interior courtyard.® The work showcases costly materials such as specially-quarried
basalt, and reflects an extreme attention to details of finish and design, particularly in the
subtle changes to the original hospital building’s architecture and the meticulous
installation of the scrim fabric. As at Dia: Beacon, the sparse aesthetic of minimalist
design is elevated to an extremely high level of polish that subtly communicates its own
lavishness and cost. Combined with the site’s sweeping vistas and dramatic light, Irwin’s
work takes on a distinctly solemn and reverent quality, as though it were a temple to
nature, or to the commodification of the minimalist aesthetic.

It is this juxtaposition of the sublime with the banal—of modernism’s ecstatic
transcendence with minimalism’s everyday physicality—that structures not only Untitled
but most of Irwin’s work since the late 1960s. While the installation showcases the
grandeur of the Texas plains within a lavish and carefully-designed space, it also rejects
an overt sense of mystery and spectacle through its own visual transparency and its
interest in the spatial relationships between interior and exterior, viewer and site.

When asked about his own work’s relationship to that of Judd, whose celebrated
installation of milled aluminum boxes forms the centerpiece of the Chinati collection,
Irwin replied that Judd was “the closest to somebody who had the same interests as

me.”% To suggest a connection between his own work and Judd’s emphatically material

9 Betker, “Robert Irwin’s Grand Stand.”
10 Robert Irwin, quoted in Agresta, “Miracle in the Desert.”

Conclusion 184



“specific objects” would seem to contradict his interest in the metaphysical abstraction of
modernists such as Malevich and Mondrian. Long considered one of the chief architects
of minimalism’s rejection of modernist sensibilities, Judd’s famous dictum that his works
were merely “one thing after another” is a far cry from Malevich’s “desert of pure
feeling,” or from the rapt adulation of Marfa’s natural beauty that Irwin describes as the
central focus of his installation.

Although Irwin and Judd would seem to be divergent in their approach to art-
making, a comparison of Irwin’s installation with Judd’s 100 Untitled Works in Mill
Aluminum reveals that the two artists have more in common than one might imagine.
Created over a four-year period from 1982 to 1986, the 100 aluminum boxes were
installed in two of the fort’s former artillery sheds (fig. 11). Judd replaced the buildings’
garage doors with walls of windows and added a vaulted roof in galvanized iron on top of
the original flat roof, which doubled the buildings' height. Each of the 100 works has the
same outer dimensions of 41 x 51 x 72 inches, but the interior is unique in every piece.!
The installation is one of the few works by Judd that could be classified as site-specific.
Although his pieces were often designed to be installed on walls or to have some
relationship to the architecture of their surrounding environment, they were also usually
intended to be portable, and could be exhibited in a wide variety of different locations. In
contrast, the scale and dimensions of the 100 aluminum boxes coincide with the specific
measurements of the artillery sheds, and the buildings were retrofitted in turn to best
showecase the objects on display inside. A permanent fixture on the Chinati campus, the

boxes were never intended to be exhibited elsewhere, and form part of a cohesive

11 Donald Judd, “100 Untitled Works in Mill Aluminum, 1982-86,” Chinati Foundation, accessed January
28, 2018 https://www.chinati.org/collection/donaldjudd
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installation that is as much about Judd’s objects as it is about the physical framework of
the sheds and the landscape outside.

The visual interest of Judd’s installation derives not only from the individual
variations in the design of the boxes, but also from their setting in a vast open space that,
through the extensive use of windows, seems to integrate itself into the surrounding
desert. Like Irwin’s Untitled, the work is especially popular with visitors at sunrise and
sunset, when golden light illuminates the boxes and creates a variety of reflective light
effects across the floor and walls. If the work remains resolutely material and physical in
its design— inviting observers to look closely at the differences between the boxes and
admire their highly polished aluminum surfaces—this physicality and spatial awareness
is balanced by an interest in nature that contrasts with those same anti-transcendent
tendencies. As in Irwin’s work, light plays a dual role here, both as a reminder of the
desert’s striking beauty and as a marker of passing time. When the sun rises and falls, the
color of the aluminum boxes changes in turn, with the result that viewers are encouraged
to look at the objects again under different visual conditions. Ultimately, the work seems
to hover between the more banal and obdurate notions of “specific objects” and “one
thing after another” and a simultaneous interest in the sublime connotations of the West
Texas landscape, which acts as a dramatic interlocutor in the space and a central
component of the installation’s visual effect.

When described in this way, the similarities between Judd’s boxes and Irwin’s
hospital installation emerge more clearly. Both works complicate the strict division that
historians have established between a “critical” materiality and the fleeting, transient

properties of light and negative space, revealing the ways in which the immaterial can
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structure a viewing experience that is attentive and not merely lost in transcendent
reverie. But while Judd’s polished sculptural objects and Irwin’s walls of scrim create
environments that accord with minimalism’s focus on three-dimensional space and a
sustained, temporal engagement with the work of art, this drive towards the
commonplace exists in concert with an evident delight in the physical beauty of the site
and its connotations of emptiness, purity, and majesty.

There is a residual sense in both installations of a modernist sublime, and this
metaphysical inclination is all the more striking in Judd’s work, which for decades has
been singled out as being particularly representative of a post-structuralist rejection of
modernism and its utopian, idealist dimensions. If my description of Judd’s work
diverges from the standard account of his role as the arche-minimalist and foremost
propagator of a postmodern sensibility in the art of the 1960s, this interpretation is less a
misreading of the work than one that recognizes the impulses towards metaphysics and
modernism that are latent within his oeuvre as well as the work of his minimalist
contemporaries. Though Irwin’s work does not provoke the exclusively physical and
temporal experience that critics have described as the central innovation of minimalist

sculpture, Judd’s work equivocates between these two poles in similar ways.

Throughout this dissertation, I have approached Irwin’s oeuvre not as a definitive
break with modernism, but as a liminal body of work that grapples with emergent
postmodern theories in the visual arts and assimilates them to varying degrees. Where
some conventions of the past such as painting and sculpture were easy for Irwin to

renounce, others—particularly the fascination with formal beauty, nature, and
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sublimity—were more lingering and deeply entrenched. Ultimately, Irwin’s work reveals
the transitional and tentative nature of avant-garde art around 1970, which stridently
rejected the terms and priorities of late modernism while subtly retaining many of those
same qualities.

Historians and critics have focused on Irwin’s interest in light and space as a
means of discrediting his work as rearguard and conservative, but more recent thinking
on the interchangeability of the material and immaterial has worked to ease these strict
demarcations between various styles and geographic “schools” of minimalist production.
Just as Judd’s emphatically physical aluminum boxes allow for an intimation of the
ethereality they were meant to reject, Irwin’s evanescent installations of light and scrim
can facilitate a perceptual process that is in line with minimalism’s more advanced post-
structuralist tendencies. While Untitled does not resolve or alleviate the competing
inclinations of Irwin’s work, it urges a reconsideration of the narratives that have been
fashioned by scholars to shape the history of minimalism and the art that followed it. If
Irwin’s work blurs the line between material and immaterial and the attendant theoretical
connotations of those terms, it also undoes the hierarchy of criticality and progressiveness
that art historians have implicitly structured according to that same metric of physicality.
By occupying a stylistic territory that is deliberately situated between the solid and the
impermanent, Untitled clarifies the opposing drives and animating tendencies of Irwin’s

larger body of work, and of minimalism as a whole.
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