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ABSTRACT

The research explores Donald Judd’s concept of Specific Objects, and how the notion of singular
qualities, so essential to the concept, can be extended through the practice of sculpture. According
to Judd, unity can only be achieved in sculpture when its form is specific and has only one quality.
There must therefore be no apparent parts, no hierarchy and, therefore no relationships of parts. In
addition, Specific Objects rejects illusion. The sculptor Robert Morris further defined singular
qualities as those which predominantly distinguish ‘good form’, thereby positioning it within the

syntax of Gestalt psychology. Significant though Judd’s sculptures are, few seem to conform to his
definition of Specific Objects because through his use of orthogonal geometry and contrast of

materials, many of his sculptures do indeed appear not only to be composed of parts, but actually
rely on the relationships between the parts. In addition, the contrast of opaque and transparent

surfaces, inevitably leads to illusion. Rather than follow Judd’s use of orthogonal geometries from
parts of differing materials and colours, this research has investigated the potential of circular

geometry to create form of sculptural significance within Judd’s strict definition of Specific Objects.
Key to this research has been what Rosalind Krauss described as the deflection of geometry, ot
which there are two types: one is based on actual variations in physical geometry and the second

results from the illusory qualities of materials and surface finishes.

The studio investigations sought to ascertain to what extent the ‘deflection of geometry’ can
expand, but equally as importantly, maintain the viability of Judd’s concept. In other words, the

challenge was to extend the possible range of geometries that posses the singular qualities

associated with Specific Objects; and in so doing provide an alternative response to the dilemma

posed by the concept; how to make unified forms with variation and sculptural significance.

The studio investigations were project based. Each project was directed by its aims and the resulting
studies evaluated through criteria in which unity and singular qualities were fundamental. A
reductive approach to studio investigation led to two forms that conclude the research. The unified
geometry of the first is elliptical, although visual tension derives from the rotation of the internal
ellipse relative to its external counterpart, whereas the second form contains the implied division of
an internal figure of eight derivative within an elliptical exterior. Both forms were cast in
translucent resins to combine illusory and physical deflections of their geometry. By so doing, they
expand Judd’s concept, by demonstrating the potential for implied duality and perceived variance to

exist within a singular, unified, and specific form.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1965, the minimalist sculptor Donald Judd defined the concept behind what he called, Specific
Objects. Specific Objects belonged to a new kind of art based upon unity that required the

eradication of illusion' and relational composition; the relationships between parts in sculpture.

This unity, so essential to Specific Objects, was to have an overriding singular quality; Judd

" 2

asserted that, “the thing as a whole, its quality as a whole, is what is interesting”.” The sculptor

Robert Morris further defined singular qualities as those which predominantly distinguish ‘good
form’; thereby positioning them within the syntax of Gestalt psychology. This research is
therefore principally concerned with an exploration of some of the singular qualities that are

essential to the creation of Specific Objects and indeed to investigate just how singular, the form
of a sculpture might be whilst remaining of sculptural significance. It 1s an approach that

appears to be supported by theoretician and critic Michael Fried when summarising Judd and

Morris’s concern for, “the values of wholeness, singleness and indivisibility of a work’s being,
as nearly as possible, ‘one thing’ a single, ‘specific object’.”” Fried believes that in minimalism,

“The shape is the object: at any rate, what secures the wholeness of the object is the singleness of

the shape.™

The term 44minimalism was described in 1965 by Richard Wollheim, as being the result of

- . s s -
‘minimal means’ and, “to an extreme degree undifferentiated in themselves”.” Yet, as David

Hopkins noted “its connotations of reductive ‘paring down’, however, were rejected by all of the
key figures who came to be identified with it... Donald Judd, Robert Morris, Carl Andre, and
Dan Flavin.”® Nonetheless, the description of minimalist continues to be applied to a broad range
of artists, and though all were concerned with values of wholeness, singleness, and indivisibility,
few except Judd subscribed to a rigid orthodoxy. In fact, even Judd did not propose that other
minimalists should adhere strictly to Specific Objects. He did however, continue to subscribe
through his sculpture to what he regarded as ‘singular qualities’, whilst remaining opposed to
illusion and relational composition. Minimalism therefore encompasses contrary, as well as,
common methods of practice. For example, Morris not only used what might be termed
‘relational composition’ in his cut felt sculptures, but also noted that minimalist sculptures can

generate relationships through the interplay of solid and void, as well as through contrasting
material and surface qualities. Consequently, Morris contended that relational composition 1s
implicit, if not openly acknowledged. His criticisms also extended to the use of cubic forms and
simple polyhedra with regular geometries because he felt it required a preconception of the

outcome prior to its making. Yet, despite Morris’s concerns, Judd continually focused on the



symmetrical and regular geometries of cubes and boxes, which he sought to purge of relational

composition through mathematical progressions; as opposed to judgements of the eye.

Even though Judd insisted that the absence of relational composition and illusion are the two
preconditions to ‘singularity of form’, there are, as mentioned earlier, disparities between his

theories and practice. For example, the presence of illusion, part-to-part relationships, and the

relationship of his sculpture to the surrounding architecture, as in sculptures such as Untitled
19835, (Fig. 19) and Untitled 1969, (Fig. 20), which do indeed suggest that illusion and relational

composition are, as Morris had said, ‘implicit’.

Whilst Judd was promoting the idea of Specific Objects with an overriding singular quality,

Robert Morris provocatively asked whether a work could actually exist, “with one property”. He

considered that this would be a form with no parts or internal relationships.” Whilst there is no
doubt that a simple geometric form, such as a sphere is singular in its form and its geometry is
extremely consistent, relationships inevitably exist between length, height, and depth. Morris
acknowledged this, but went on to propose an alternative solution. He was interested in applying
Gestalt theory to sculpture,® which actually explains visual phenomena in terms of their
constituent parts. Gestalt psychology maintains that the human eye tends to perceive one,
specific and optimal, form: a good form.’ The human tendency to seek a Gestalt is ordered by the
six laws of Pragnanz (or good form) from Gestalt psychology, which includes symmetry,

closure, continuity, proximity, and common fate.'® Morris suggested that relationships between

sensations could be minimised and ordered through simple geometric solids that establish a
Gestalt. He stated that simpler forms “create strong Gestalt sensations. Their parts are usually
bound together in such a way that they offer a maximum resistance to perceptual separation.”"!
Therefore, according to Morris the minimalists exploited the regular geometries, symmetry, and
innate unity of “cubes and pyramids” because of their relative resistance to perceptual separation
and also because “one need not move around the object for the sense of the whole, the Gestalt to
occur. One sees and immediately ‘believes’ that the pattern within one’s mind corresponds to the
existential fact of the object.”'? For Morris this resulted in “constant and indivisible” forms." It
1s noteworthy that Morris eventually rejected the regular symmetries of simple polyhedra
because we can easily visualise and therefore preconceive their form. Nevertheless, the

preconceived design was symptomatic of Judd’s sculptural practice, which evolved through two-

dimensional drawings that were handed to craftsmen to make into three-dimensional objects.



As Morris observed, sculpture that has one quality as well as being devoid of relational
composition, presents genuine challenges for the sculptor as well as the observer, and it might
even be questionable if such a sculpture ever existed within the minimalist canon. Clearly Judd
thought he had achieved it through the use of mathematical sequences and the geometrical

division of the square or cube into halves and quarters etc. However, the ordering of sculptural

form through such means, may only serve to make so called ‘relational composition’ all the more

evident. Indeed, Judd’s actions were not always quite so logical, and he exposes an apparent
contradiction when stating how he spent a lot of time juggling (i.e. composing) to make certain

sculptures look un-composed; notwithstanding his strenuous rejections of judgements of the

eye.'

Other factors that seem at odds with his theories include; formal complexity, illusion, and the

meeting of two planes resulting in the confluence of two parts. Consider for example, Untitled,

1965, illustrated in Fig.1, which consists of a horizontal brass bar with five pieces of iron,
lacquered blue and joined perpendicularly at intervals along its length. Here, the change of
direction and contrast of materials surely highlights the notion of relational composition, even
though the verticals are spaced equidistantly. Neither is it without significance that the
orthogonal geometry connects with the surrounding architecture because the linear elements all

project outwards into the surrounding space. The strict horizontal and vertical orientation of the

parts directly aligns with the floor, ceiling and walls, thereby establishing additional
relationships with the surrounding architecture. Nonetheless, Judd still maintained it is unified

because it has become a hybrid form, “To me the piece (Untitled, 1965) with the brass and five
!515

verticals 1s above all that shape.

Judd
Untitled
1965
Fig. |




Despite the diversity of approaches encompassed by minimalism there are nonetheless, concerns
common to most of the artists involved in the movement, not the least of which initially placed
great emphasis on orthogonal geometry. Others include: denial of illusory qualities; anonymous
fabrication by craftsmen; symmetrical and regular geometry; repetition of standardised units
ordered by elementary mathematical proportions; integral colour. To this glossary, one might
provocatively add: additive construction from parts; non-uniform materials and surface finishes;

applied colour; relationship to architectural context. Perhaps two noteworthy exceptions to this
list are the sculptures of Anne Truitt and the felt sculpture of Morris. The former place particular

emphasis on the asymmetry that results from the subtle deviation away from the vertical; which
deflects the geometry and vertical axis of her sculpture. In the latter emphasis 1s on randomness,

and the way in which the strips of felt hang.

[f Morris’s felt sculptures do not readily conform to the unified and singular characteristics of
most minimalist production, then his Untitled, 1966, (Fig. 2) could be considered a paradigmatic
example of a Specific Object. This sculpture conforms to Judd’s concept: which deems the
elimination or reduction of relational composition and illusion as preconditions. This sculpture

has symmetrical and regular geometries so that an observer can easily comprehend it from any

viewpoint, which generates an orthogonal Gestalt. Additionally, any illusory qualities are

reduced by its exterior surface, which is visually consistent and lacking any sign of the artist’s

hand.

Fig. 2
Morris
Untitled
1966

However, this sculpture illustrates the fundamental problem facing any sculpture that strictly
adheres to Judd’s concept: When a form becomes too consistent and lacking in variation, it 1s
unlikely to be of sculptural significance; conversely introduce too much variation and run the
risk of relational composition undermining singularity and unity. Obviously, these two 1ssues are

central to this research.



HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The historical background will explore the sculptural precedents for the qualities of singular
form that Judd was so keen to achieve. It will begin with early examples such as Cylcadic Art
and trace a path through to Judd’s development of Specific Objects. Attempts will follow to
show the discrepancies between Judd’s practice and theory with particular emphasis on the

frequent and contradictory presence of relational composition and illusion in his sculpture.

Thereafter, it will describe how the theories of Judd and Morris have influenced contemporary

sculptural practice. The findings will then be summarised to present the context within which the

Studio Investigations occurred.

Although Judd published his Specific Objects in 1965, there are many previous examples of
sculptures dating back thousands of years that have a high degree of internal integrity,

synonymous with what he describes in this article. Therefore, the singular qualities associated
with his concept are by no means a new concern to the language of sculpture. Early examples

include: the Venus of Willendorf, Mycenaean female figurines, Boetian Plank figures, Fig. 5,

and of particular relevance, Cycladic sculpture, Fig. 3 & 4.

Cycladic Violin Tyvpes Cycladic Head Boetian ‘plank figurine’
Ca 3200-2800BC 2800-2300BC Ca. 550 BC
Fig. 3 Fig. 4 F1g. 5

In the figure based examples of Cycladic sculpture, the body’s extremities are often defined
through inscribed lines that rarely break up the overall mass into a series of appendages. Details
are subtle and the overall focus is on the external contours of the body as a single entity.

Consequently, at least in the unpainted form in which we now see them: there is little evidence




of 1llusion. The paring down of the human figure may represent the development of a refined
symbol of cultural significance, even if we remain unsure as to its exact purpose. Nonetheless,
the simplicity and purity of the rendering of the body cannot be doubted, as in the sinuously
subtle contours of the detached head, Fig. 4. Yet, despite Cycladic sculptures being amongst the

most reduced sculptural representations of the body, as in violin types, Fig. 3, the absence of the

limbs does in fact heighten our perception of something is missing.'’

Compacting the pose of a figure is another device that can be used to make the human body
appear more elemental, as in Egyptian funerary sculptures. For example, in the Statue of Haroua,
Fig. 6 & 7, the figure is depicted sitting with the limbs drawn into the body, under a shroud. The
compactness of the figure reduces the human body to an approximation of a cube, with only the
head protruding. A similar compression of the figure can also be seen in many Buddha

sculptures such as the one illustrated from Japan.

Statue of Haroua, (front) Statue of Haroua, (rear) Statue of Buddha
Egyptian Egyptian J apanese

700BC 700BC 9-1 2 C

Fig. 6 Fig. 7 Fig. 8

Perhaps some of the earliest three dimensional forms to have a strong singular quality, and

therefore a clear Gestalt, are the Platonic solids that were discovered by the ancient Greeks. The

Platonic solids are unified because they “are the only existing solids in which all the faces (of a

given solid) are identical and equilateral, and each of the solids can be circumscribed by a
sphere.”"” For Plato these primary forms were “all beautiful because of the symmetries and

equalities in their relations.”"’




The number Phi has a significant role in the proportions and symmetry properties of some

Platonic solids® and Plato considered it the most binding of mathematical relations and theretore
key to the physics of the cosmos. In nature, Phi is ever present from the micro through to the
macro. Influences include the ergonomic spatial organisation of seeds in flower heads and
optimisation of leaf exposure to sunlight through to the logarithmic spirals underpinning
whirlpool, hurricane, and galaxy construction. Consequently, Phi is often referred to as the

golden section or divine proportions. Its discovery as a quantifiable mathematical concept
ensured its transformation into a tool for creating art and architecture. For example, it is accepted

that the Egyptians were aware of its existence and may possibly have used it to assist the
construction of the great pyramids, whereas in the Renaissance it sometimes ordered the

composition of certain paintings, as well as architecture.”

Mario Livio, an astrophysicist at the Hubble Space Telescope Science Institute has written
extensively on the extent to which Phi has been used in art?. He describes how proportional
relationships in certain artefacts can be quite closely approximated to Phi. However, Livio notes
that even in, what might be considered a paradigmatic example such as the Parthenon the
deviation from Phi in its proportions can vary significantly according to which elements are
selected for measurement and analysis (an inconsistency overlooked by golden section
proponents). He contends that the ambiguity involved in the latter does not exactly suggest a
decisive intent to use Phi as a guiding tenant®. Perhaps this particular area of conjecture 1s better

suited to research other than the current; indeed a more pertinent issue centres on whether Phi

can increase sculptural unity. It may not be without significance that Luca Pacioli describes in
his 1509 treatise De Divina Proportione 13 effects of the divine proportion ascribing to each an
adjective, including in one case ‘singular’ and ‘unity and uniqueness’ in another. So, to consider
one particularly relevant sculpture that was deliberately fashioned according to Phi, Arlequin,

1919, created by Juan Gris in collaboration with Jaques Lipchitz*. The elements within the

sculpture and their respective proportions are consistent with Kepler’s triangle, which itself 1s
based on the golden section. Visually, the sculpture is not especially singular in its geometry
primarily due to its initial construction from blocks. A more convincing case for singular form is
made by Lipchitz’s 1916, Sculpture, which takes the elemental form of an obelisk.” It is
noteworthy to consider Lipchitz’s observation that, “at the time, I was very interested in theories
of mathematical proportions... and I tried to apply them to my sculptures. We all had a great
curiosity for that idea of a golden rule or golden section.”® Lipchitz’s second statement of
‘applying Phi’ is especially revealing because it alludes to the crux of Judd’s objection to using

Phi: namely a lack of artistic input, especially given that Phi derives from proportional




relationships, which he sought to eliminate. Yet, Judd did accord proportion considerable

importance, explaining:

“You can’t exaggerate the importance of proportion. It could almost be the
definition of art and architecture. Originally I ignored proportion as a subject,

although I knew that good art was intuitively well-proportioned, because the
subject was associated with the Renaissance and the idea that proportion is a
quality of God and Nature, a reality to be deduced or intuited by Man. The
Classical Golden Section was a fact of Nature just as the electron is now. This
wasn’t credible to me, since proportion is obviously a quality of ourselves. The

Golden Section seems unnecessarily fancy, perhaps because of the perpetual

academic desire for arithmetical justification, but the fact is that we can see the

simplest proportions, 1 to 2, 2 to 3, 3 to 4, and guess at more.””

The use of Phi therefore appears to carry the inference of a kind of catch all formula for

beauty and unity, and this concerned Judd. Likewise, it is also the reason why the studio

practice did not order proportions in this way.

In fact, the research is somewhat more indebted to another irrational number that is the
ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter: namely Pi. From the Gestalt

perspective the circle is the most complete and perceptually resistant shape because it has
no joins, and visually it has no apparent start or end points.”® Consequently, from a visual
perspective the circle can be considered infinite and its proportions entirely consistent due
to the shape’s underlying unity and symmetry. Interestingly, circles appear elliptical unless

viewed from directly above, and as will be discussed later in the thesis, it is elliptical

geometry that has been the focus of my studio investigations.”

The Renaissance artist Piero della Francsesca also studied the unity of the five ‘divine’
polyhedra in his De Quingue Corporibus Regolaribus, 1487-90.° Actually, the unity of much
minimalist sculpture is derived from one of the Platonic solids, the cube. Yet, despite their
singular qualities, the five Platonic solids are not particularly interesting from a sculptural point
of view because their regular geometry lacks any significant variation. Therefore, I contend their
very consistency may induce the perception of a sort of ‘visual monotony’. Alternatively, they
may become of greater sculptural significance when their symmetry is undermined in someway,

a facet of their geometry altered, or when a part or parts are missing. This condition typifies the



dilemma posed by Judd’s Specific Objects; how to create unified form that has qualities of

sculptural significance.

As far as the modern movement is concerned, Rodin was almost certainly the first sculptor to
reduce sculptural form to what might be called, its ‘essence’. He did this by condensing the
human figure to a block with few protrusions, as in Balzac, 1897; in a manner that is similar to

the compression and compactness of pose used in Egyptian funerary sculpture and sculptures of
Buddha. Rodin spoke of his belief that, “the purest masterpieces are those in which one finds no

inexpressive waste of forms, lines, and colours, but where all, absolutely all, expresses thought

and soul.”™' His eradication of the ‘unnecessary’ evolved through Walking Man, 1895, and in

1905 he literally lopped off the extremities and decapitated the figure of Monumental Torso of
the Walking Man.

Rodin

Monumental Torso of the Walking Man
1905

Fig.9

This revealed the figure’s core: the torso. Nonetheless, as is the case with the violin type
Cycladic sculptures, what remains testifies to the parts removed. Therefore, even Rodin’s most

reduced sculptures cannot be considered to have the singular qualities of Specific Objects

because in Judd’s terms they are incomplete and allude to parts that are missing.™

By refining the human figure to its essence, Rodin may have influenced the development of
Brancusi’s sculptures, whose defining formal characteristic might be described as singularity.
Brancusi was one of the most significant forbearers for Judd’s concept because his sculptures

appear complete due to their smooth compact contours and seemingly regular geometries.'33 For

example, Prometheus, 1911, (Fig. 10) exemplifies the unity Brancusi could achieve in one form,

albeit displayed in relation to the other forms constituting the multi-part plinth. The *head’



element has an intrinsic unity due to its proximity to a simple geometric form; it cannot be
visually or physically subdivided into constituent parts; therefore, it is not subject to relational
composition. Prominence is given to the unified geometry and smooth contours of the exterior
form over the facial features. In fact, the mouth is absent and the eyes are only implied by a

subtle raised line. This has similarities with Cycladic sculpture in which anatomical detail is

almost reduced to the abstract. Yet, most of Brancusi’s sculptures lack the inscribed lines and

surface details that were carved into Cycladic sculptures. Henry Moore considered that, “since
the Gothic, European sculpture had become overgrown with moss, weeds — all sorts of surface

excrescences which completely concealed shape. It has been Brancusi’s special mission to make
us more shape-conscious. To do this he had to concentrate on very simple direct shapes.” This
refinement of a sculptural form to a point where it can be described as ‘singular’ is epitomised by
Prometheus; a sculpture that is consistent with the Gestalt concept of completeness, and could

easily be described as good form.™

Brancusi
Prometheus
1911

Fig. 10

Brancusi’s concern for singular qualities prompted Rosalind Krauss to write, “Given the unified
quality of the single shapes, whether ovoid or finlike or voluted, there is no way to read them
formally, no way to decode the set of internal relationships, for to put it simply no relationships
exist.”™ Yet, Krauss overlooks the existence of relationships between length, width, and height
even in the simplest form. Nonetheless, Brancusi minimised these relationships, intentionally or
otherwise, through forms whose compelling completeness is a consequence of its singular
qualities.” It is apparent that the compactness of the external contours of both Brancusi’s and
Rodin’s sculpture displace space, and the surrounding lines all appear to converge on them. This

1s not the case in Judd’s orthogonal sculptures because the lines of the edges project outwards

and establish relationships with architecture. However, the most fundamental difference between
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Judd and Brancusi relates to the underlying Gestalt in their sculpture. Judd’s Gestalt results from
the square or rectangle, whereas Brancusi’s is primarily elliptical and on a few isolated occasions

circular; it is therefore indebted to the ellipse.

Brancust’s sculptures have a high degree of internal integrity; perhaps even more so than

Cycladic sculptures, and the individual units or moreover the primary element of each sculpture
has no separate parts. Because they are based on, what might be described as elliptical geometry
and not on orthogonal geometry, they therefore seem to flow endlessly. On first sight his
sculptures appear to be extremely simple, yet more detailed examination reveals geometries of
extreme complexity and subtle variation. Krauss also identified this tendency, which might
appear contrary to unified form, noting that it were as though Brancusi had aimed for and
achieved ‘perfect’ form in the geometrical sense, only to then take a step backwards. She
describes this condition of undermining regular geometry as the, ‘deflection of an ideal

geometry’.’” She observes how the geometries of his sculptures appear to have been somewhat

deformed and that,

“this deformation is slight enough so that it does not disturb the quality of the
geometric volume as a whole...yet the deformation is great enough to wrench the

volume out of the absolute realm of pure geometry and install it within the vanable

and happenstance world of the contingent.””*

Throughout the course of this research [ have appropriated Krauss’s term by referring to the ‘the
deflection of geometry’ as a means of describing how sculptors have manipulated ‘absolute’

forms of solid geometry. The ‘ideal’ geometry that Krauss refers to is less relevant to this
research because of its connotations with harmonious and divine proportions; and therefore

relational composition. I therefore refer to, the deflection of geometry, as a means of describing

my own attempts to introduce variance to the geometry of unified forms.

Within this notion of deflected geometries, there appear to be two basic types: one based on
actual variations in physical geometry and the second resulting from the illusory qualities of
materials and surface finishes. Both physical and illusory deflections of geometry are present in

Brancusi’s sculpture. The former is achieved through a variety of techniques including shearing
off slices of mass as in Seal, 1937; effectively squeezing forms as for example in the extended

ovoid of The Beginning of the World, 1924; and the seeming stretching and elongation of the
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Bird in Space sculptures.” These two kinds of deflected geometries can also be observed in the

work of contemporary sculptors such as Anish Kapoor and Richard Serra.

Brancusi
Bird in Space
1930s

Fig. 11

Brancusi also exploited the surface qualities of highly polished metals to transcend physical
geometry, in what might be described as il/lusory deflection of geometry. A good example are the
Bird in Space series of sculptures from the 1930s, where their curved surfaces retlect the
surrounding room, which in turn becomes a series of curved horizontal lines that perceptually
deflect the vertical contours of the sculpture. This effect frequently causes them to become
unstable and difficult to define.* This illusory quality and seemingly transient geometry 1is

similar to that which is apparently present in Judd’s Plexiglass lined boxes such as Untitled,

1969, Fig. 20.

[t may well be that the deflection of geometry is counterproductive to the realisation of Specific
Objects because it seeks to introduce perceptual variance, and even illusion. Such may be the
case with the reflections on Brancusi’s polished bronzes, which can challenge the homogenous
consistency of their surfaces. Additionally, those of his sculptures in which appendages appear to

have been sheared off, allude to a missing part or parts and therefore may imply relational

composition through actual material absence.! Part to part relationships are even more prevalent

when the main element of the sculpture is considered in relation to its ‘plinth’. In this sense, the

sculpture then distinctly follows the very European traditions of art to which Judd so strongly

objected.

Brancusi’s treatment of the plinth as an integral, and equally important, part of a sculpture meant

that his sculptures began to share the same space as the observer. This contrasted the spatial
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1solation of recent nineteenth century ‘salon sculpture’, which was invariably set apart on a
deliberately autonomous plinth. In fact, Brancusi’s exploration of the plinth as sculptural form
may have led to the development of another archetype within his vocabulary: The Endless

Column. The first of these sculptures was carved in 1918, yet its form is intimated by several of
the plinths for earlier sculptures. It was in many ways, one of Brancusi’s outstanding

contributions to the development of the language of sculpture in the twentieth century. In its
entirety, the form cannot be considered singular because it is constituted by modular units, which

result in a zigzag profile.” This serrated geometry is clearly visible in the largest Endless

Column, Fig. 12, installed in Téargu Jiu, Romania in 1935. However, if each constituent unit is

considered individually a somewhat different impression emerges; one that involves a simple

geometric form with the singular qualities of a Specific Object. This can be seen in Fig. 13,
which shows one of the rhomboid sections during the sculpture’s restoration in 2000. As such,
the regular geometry of this innovative sculpture may be considered a precursor to Specific

Objects and was an acknowledged influence on those minimalist sculptors such as Judd and Carl

Andre, who created sculpture through the repetition of modular units.

Brancusi Brancusi

Endless Column Endless Column (detail) |

1935 ’ho was contemporary w 1935 1 concern for representing
! . Fig. 13 .

Vi e ng them to some kind of = - ins Arp. For instance, the

torms in Bell and Navels, 1931, Fig. 14, have a prevailing singular quality, due to their circular
Gestalt. They are therefore typical of the high level of internal integrity Arp could achieve. Judd
praised Arp’s work and in so doing implicitly acknowledged the unitary characteristics of the

circle, as demonstrated by the symmetry and consistency of curvature in the ‘bell” and ‘spheres’.
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Furthermore, these opaque wooden forms do not exhibit any of the illusory qualities of materials
that Judd rejected. However, whilst the constituent parts appear consistent with Specific Objects,
their very existence and the relationships between them means the sculpture cannot conform to

the concept.”’ Even then, each of the unified parts may actually be too regular and consistent to

be described as sculpturally significant, which again underlines the dilemma posed by Judd’s

concept.

Arp
Bells and Navels

1931
Fig. 14

Judd recognised, even admired, the more indivisible sculptures by Brancusi and those by Arp in
which, “the parts are usually subordinate and not separate.”* He wrote that, “One of the
interesting aspects of Arp’s sculpture... is that a good piece is a whole which has no parts. The
protuberances can never clearly be considered other, smaller units; even partially disengaged
sections are kept from being secondary units within or adding up to a larger one. The lack of
distinct parts forces you to see the piece as a whole.”* Whilst Brancusi broadened the
vocabulary of his forms through the ‘deflection of geometry’, Arp invariably maintained

symmetrical geometries in his singular and unified forms.*

Naum Gabo is another sculptor who is of interest to this research because he made sculptures

that may be described as ‘singular’. His investigation of transparent materials is of particular

significance to the research because of its potential to be specific; that 1s to say, nothing 1s
hidden.” Gabo’s Translucent Variation on a Plastic Theme, 1937, Fig. 15, might be described as

a single form because of its curved geometry, which reduces the duality or the relationships

between form and space so that the latter becomes unified.
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Gabo

Translucent Variation on a Plastic Theme
1937

Fig. 15

Gabo’s sculpture stands out for the sinuous continuity of its planar surfaces, where the geometry
shows a high degree of internal integrity. The lines inscribed into its surface are radii of
curvature and therefore render its location in space slightly less ambiguous by defining its co-
ordinates, and accentuate the movement of the curving plane. As in Cycladic sculpture, this

surface detail slightly detracts from the consistency of the form’s external contours. The edge ot
the plexiglass captures light and makes the geometry of the form seem quite specific, whilst at
the same time introducing an illusory quality whereby the edge appears to shimmer; creating
sculptural interest. The latter is naturally inconsistent with the strict terms required by Specific
Objects because of the prominence of the illusion, but is not dissimilar to the highly retlective
surfaces of Brancusi’s polished metal sculptures. In fact, Judd later explored highly retlective

surfaces, not through metal but instead using plexiglass, whilst denying their self evident illusory

qualities.

Other sculptures by Gabo, Vantongerloo, and Moholy-Nagy exploit transparent material and

structure; examples include Moholy-Nagy’s Ribbon Sculpture, 1943, Fig. 16, which 1s

significant for its simultaneous combination of transparent structure and materials, and Linear

Construction, 1942 by Gabo, Fig. 17.%
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Moholy-Nagy (Gabo

Ribbon Sculpture Linear Construction
1943 1942
Fig. 16 Fig. 17

Both of the above sculptures define a specific interior without ever fully enclosing it. They
define form with the minimum of interference to the flow of surrounding space. However,
neither are coherent with Judd’s concept, and this is particularly the case with Ribbon Sculpture,
1943, because of the plethora of relationships that exist within its swirling linear geometry,
which has the qualities of a scribble. Despite this sculpture being cut from one sheet, the
complexity of the relationships that develop through its subsequent manipulation demonstrate
that the perception of singularity is not the same thing as physical singularity 1.e. something
actually being one piece, as a casting is for example. This in turn implies that a form with
singular geometry is likely to be perceived as ‘singular’ even if it is constructed from parts
because the Gestalt of its geometry will dominate the viewer’s perception of it. Sculptures by

Martin Puryear and Richard Deacon, such as those illustrated in Fig. 28 & 29 appear to confirm

this notion.

Despite being constructed from parts Gabo’s Linear Construction, still has a greater sense of
internal integrity than Ribbon Sculpture for instance. Its singular quality is transparency and how
a form can be defined through the illusions of lines in space.” The density of the internal nylon
threads creates the illusion of opaque mass, which continually shifts according to the observer’s
position, resulting in instability that causes perceptual ambiguities in the definition of the
sculpture’s geometry. However, the presence of illusion and the compound relationships, or
relational composition, between the edges and contour lines means the sculpture somewhat lacks
the prerequisites required by Specific Objects. Similar structural variation can be observed 1n

Morris’s wire mesh Untitled, 1969, Fig. 26, which can appear more or less dense according to
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the position of the viewer. This apparent inconsistency of surface is also evident in the
translucent fibreglass sculptures that Morris made; often these are suspended in groups thereby
creating the perception of different optical densities of materials. However, these resin forms are

invariably have regular geometries and therefore contrast Gabo’s Linear Construction, which has

extremely contrasting internal and external geometries. Its exterior is defined by a complete
square, whereas the interior is defined by an ellipsoid that runs diagonally from top left to bottom

right within the interior. Nonetheless, the internal partitioning is similar to Judd’s use of diagonal

planes to subdivide the interior of his open box sculptures. Yet, the most pertinent link between
the two sculptors is their construction of sculptures from parts. Nowhere is this more apparent
than in Gabo’s invention of Stereometric Construction,*® which reveals the volume within mass

by articulating it through the organisation of planes. Possibly this, more than any other sculpture,
creates a precedent as well as highlighting a dilemma. The former is because Judd’s sculptures

rely on the organisation of square planes within the geometry of the cube; the latter 1s because

the planes can be perceived as parts that relate to one another.
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SPECIFIC OBJECTS AND SINGULAR QUALITIES

This section of the Historical Background will present the fundamental attributes required by
Judd’s concept and discuss the dilemma that Specific Objects incites. As previously discussed,
Specific Objects requires forms with an overriding singular quality, in which any relationships
between parts and illusion have been eradicated, or at the very least minimised. However, by
defining sculpture through singularity, Specific Objects poses a somewhat contradictory
problem: In reality, it is questionable if an object with just one characteristic can have sculptural
significance, especially when the latter depends on changes in geometry and/or material
qualities. Consider for example, Morris’s Untitled, 1966, Fig. 18. This sculpture conforms to
Judd’s concept because it is entirely symmetrical and without variation, yet this actually reduces
Its impact. In very simplistic terms, it is just a plain white box! Judd himself acknowledged the
conflict between the unified geometry that Specific Objects requires and the creation of
Sculpturally significant form, stating; “The big problem is that anything that is not absolutely

Plain begins to have parts in some way. The thing is to be able to work and do difterent things
and yet not break up the wholeness that a piece has.”' Judd additionally noted the pitfalls of
regular geometries, “When the exclusive use of symmetry became probable, [ worried that it
Would be very restrictive and also that the unity I considered necessary in a work would become

a trap allowing little variation.”* Considered from Judd’s point of view the concept may indeed

S€em incompatible with the dynamics of sculptural form.

Morris
Untitled
1966
Fig. 18

This inevitably provokes the question; to what extent did Judd’s sculptures substantiate his

“Oncept of Specific Objects; and is it possible to create sculptures of significance without

‘Csorting to relational composition and illusion? Highly significant though Judd’s sculptures are,
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a comparison between them and his concept reveals crucial disparities, foremost amongst these
are the presence of illusion and relational composition. Yet, some of the inconsistencies are
mitigated by Morris’s coherent and logical assertion that a form with strictly one single quality 1s
impossible because relationships will inevitably exist between height, depth, and length.*
Nonetheless, it does seem that within the minimalist movement all of the artists, including Judd,
either consciously or unconsciously, used illusion and relational composition. The following two

sections of the thesis will highlight examples, and present possible explanations for their

occurrence.
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RELATIONAL COMPOSITION

This section of the Historical Background will focus on relational composition and draw
attention to the presence of relationships between parts in Judd’s sculpture and describe how this
undermined his attempts to fulfil his concept. It will also attempt to assess whether Judd’s use of
proportional systems and predilection for orthogonal geometry was actually compatible with his

intentions.

Specific Objects directly opposes a set of canonical laws that had frequently governed Western

art for at least the preceding 3000 years. The adoption of such a confrontational stance may
therefore be perceived as Judd ‘staking his claim’ for a piece of art history. This contention 1s
sustained by the fact that he was operating immediately after the period when, for the first time,

American artists were at the vanguard of new developments in art through the activities of the
abstract expressionist painters. What more controversial, individualistic, and trailblazing
approach could an artist adopt than rallying against the ideals that had informed the practice of
art for many periods over the last two millennia? Classical theories of harmonious proportional
systems had frequently been used to formulate the relationships between parts in architecture and
sculpture, and are exemplified by such devices as the golden section or divine proportions.™ Judd
described this method of arranging, balancing and counterbalancing disparate pictorial elements
within a painting or sculpture as ‘relational composition’, or in other words the relationships
between parts. Judd perceived relational composition to have blighted the entire history of

European painting and therefore rejected it.>> He was especially dismissive of the arrangement of

pictorial elements by judgements of the eye, what he described as:

“Typical part-by-part play, as in David Smith, or in all earlier painting and art, or
European art.... Mondrian is typical. The idea of taking some little part down here to

adjust it to balance some big part up there.”*

Nonetheless, it may well have been that the presence of relational composition in Judd’s
sculpture was the direct consequence of two contributory factors. Firstly, his combination of
non-uniform materials including opaque, transparent, and translucent materials, in addition to a
wide range of surface finishes. Secondly, his unrelenting preference for orthogonal geometry. It
is surely entirely logical to assume that should one wish to eliminate any relationships between
parts in a sculpture the first step would be to reduce the number of constituent parts by using

only one material. Yet, Judd chose to do the exact opposite, and with rich results. For example,
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one might consider Untitled, 1969, Fig. 20; which was constructed from aluminium panels and
lined with Plexiglass. Described this way it gives the impression of a visually subdued, and
geometrically consistent, sculpture. But imagine now: the brushed opaque silver coloured
aluminium exterior surrounding a highly reflective deep purple Plexiglass interior. This
demonstrates how Judd could establish complex visual effects and distinctly contrasting
relationships by simply combining two materials or colours. Yet, the latter inevitably required
him to take compositional decisions. Referring to an early sculpture, “Untitled”, 1963, and
without a trace of irony, Judd admits that he “did a great deal of juggling to make it un-
composed.”™” Interviewer John Coplans then bravely pointed out his tendency to compose to
which he responded, “Yes, but I wouldn’t want to call it that. I mean I’'m working with the form.

I know I’m doing something with the form, but I wouldn’t call it composition because I hate the

term.”>®

Judd’s attempts to order relationships without judgements of the eye were achieved through
mathematical proportions. This effectively involved two approaches that on first inspection seem
visually consistent, but are actually underpinned by diverse numerical systems. Perhaps what
might be considered the more consistent with his desire to purge relational composition was the
use of whole number fractions including the simplest ratio of 1:1. The latter is clearly
demonstrated by his stacks; sculptures consisting of box units cantilevering away from the wall
where the interval between one box and another is identical to the box’s height, (which theretore

emphasises neither form nor space). These proportions are the embodiment of what Judd

considered to be ‘just one thing after another’.

On the other hand, Judd also ordered elements within certain sculptures by means of the
Fibonacci sequence, which concerns an altogether more complex set of proportions.
Interestingly, the ratio of any two successive numbers from the sequence closes in on the golden
section, getting progressively closer the further along the sequence one advances. The golden
section has long been considered a manifestation of harmonious and perfect beauty. Yet, if
absolute beauty can be quantified through numeric definition, then to a certain extent the
imagination, intuition, decisions, and whims of the artist are rendered of lesser importance, if not

obsolete.

In fact, Judd acknowledged the restrictions involved with using such systems and this may
account for his less controlled, and even exuberant, decision making when selecting materials.

Consider Untitled, 1972, Fig. 21, which has extensive interplay between its copper walls and
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cadmium red floor. The latter suggests quite deliberate and elaborate relationships, a quality
often absent in Morris’s sculptures, which are invariably made from just one material, as in
Untitled, 1966, Fig. 18. Indeed, it appears as though Judd actually revelled in amalgamating

different materials, colours and surface finishes; and he did so with increasing sophistication in

later works such as Untitled, 1985, Fig. 19. This sculpture is a conglomeration of multi-coloured

boxes arranged to encapsulate several internal spaces. Admittedly, many of the constituent parts

are symmetrical, as is the geometry of their combined form along the longitudinal axis.
Nonetheless, it is an extremely visually and geometrically complex sculpture in which many

compound relationships clearly exist between parts. This is almost certainly what Morris was

referring to in the following uncompromising statement:

“Minimal Art, with two or three substances, gets caught in plays of relationships

between transparencies and solids, voids and shadows and the parts separate and the

work ends in a kind of demure and unadmitted composition."“"5 .

Judd
Untitled
1985

Fig. 19

Judd may have argued that by incorporating more materials into his sculptures he was
introducing the variation that he simply could not achieve through orthogonal and symmetrical
geometries. In this way, visual interest could be added through the perception of variance, albeit
at the surface. Judd may also have suggested that his ‘progressions’ generated considerable
variation in geometry, despite them inevitably involving part-to-part relationships: “The
progressions made it possible to use an asymmetrical arrangement, yet to have some sort of order
not involved in composition.” Judd believed this order would enable observers to “understand
there is a there, and that it doesn’t look as if it is just done part by part visually. So it’s not

conceived part by part it’s done in one shot.”
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Whilst one cause of relational composition undeniably was Judd’s combining of different
materials, colours and surface finishes, the second, and probably more important, reason was the
orthogonal geometry that defines his sculptures. This contention was increasingly informed by
Robert Morris’s theories about Gestalt psychology and its consequences for attempts to create
sculptures with the singular qualities embodied by Judd’s concept. According to Morris it was
quite logical that Judd might seek to make objects that exploit the geometry of regular polyhedra,

such as the cube, because:

“Objects were an obvious first step away from illusionism, allusion, and metaphor.
They are the clearest type of artificial independent entity, obviously removed and

separate from the anthropomorphic...Of all the conceivable or experienceable things,

the symmetrical and geometrical are most easily held in the mind as forms.”™

However, an analysis of Morris’s, Notes on Sculpture I-IV reveals how unity was not entirely
undermined by part-to-part construction. Instead, it suggested that the extent of relational
composition was determined by geometry, and that the fundamental cohesiveness of the latter
was informed by the laws of Gestalt psychology that determine ‘good form’. Consequently,
Morris and the laws of ‘good’ form, such as completeness, continuity, similarity, and closure
became increasingly influential as the research progressed. So much so, that their application
enabled me to develop evaluation criteria, which in turn made the aims for each subsequent
project increasingly focussed. Gestalt psychology also revealed the apparent incompatibility ot

orthogonal geometry and Specific Objects. This is because despite the square having a strong

Gestalt, or overriding singular quality, it can still be broken down perceptually due to its union of
four lines. Obviously, this has consequences for Judd’s sculptures because most are ultimately
based on the square or rectangle and all therefore inherently relational. The convergence of lines,
edges and planes at right angles interrupts the perceived continuity or flow of a form. Orthogonal
geometries also create additional complementary relationships with the surrounding architecture

because the lines, planes, and edges of the sculptures imply projection into space, in direct

alignment with the floor, ceiling, and walls. The result of this is that the sculpture becomes more

a ‘relational’ object, than a “specific’ object.

One might therefore ask, why did Judd persist with orthogonal geometry throughout his career,
given that it seems to be in opposition to his values? Possibly, there are two reasons. The first 1s

Judd’s apparent disinclination to critique his sculpture within the context of Gestalt theory,
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which effectively encouraged, or at least allowed, him to continue using orthogonal gecometries.
This contention is supported by the increasing complexity of his later work such as the multi-
coloured multi-chambered Untitled, 1985, Fig 19. The second, and perhaps more important
reason, 1s because he did not make his own sculptures. Instead, they emerged through drawing,
within an undoubtedly rectangular surface, only to be made according to Judd’s designs by

craftsmen. Consequently, there was never any room for deviation, change, or accident because
the making process was more akin to preordained industrial fabrication. Judd could not respond

to materials first hand through exploration, and this contrasts Morris’s working method, which

frequently involved him making his own sculptures. The latter resulted in a broader exploration

of geometry, as demonstrated by Morris’s felt sculptures, which actually seem to rely on
relational composition for their form and are worlds apart from his early orthogonal sculptures

that strictly adhere to Specific Objects.*

Additionally, there is a strong relationship between the cutting out and construction of forms
from planar shapes and Judd’s method of designing sculptures two dimensionally. Naturally,
orthogonal geometries lend themselves to the constructive techniques that were best suited to
Judd’s ‘hands-off” working method. Besides, it is generally much more complicated to create
elliptical geometries that simultaneously curve in more than one direction, using constructive
techniques. On the other hand, casting is generally better suited to non-orthogonal ‘organic’

forms; and it is of no small consequence that the latter are less easy to accurately define on

paper, and more difficult to interpret when translating from a 2D design into three dimensions.
This may well go a long way to explaining why Judd did not investigate elliptical geometries
despite openly admiring the sculpture of Arp and Brancusi, whose overriding singular qualities
are surely derived from curvature. Nonetheless, given that the square can be broken down
perceptually into the union of four perpendicularly joined lines, whereas the circle is continuous
and therefore more perceptually resistant to division, it is certainly perplexing as to why Judd
never investigated curvature or elliptical geometry. The latter may have permitted him to
Integrate geometrically diverse forms into his concept, without resorting to relational

composition.
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ILLUSION

The primary focus of this part of the Historical Background is the role of illusion in Judd’s work.
[t will commence by considering the influence of painting on the development of Judd’s ideas,
and suggest that it may even have been the presence of illusion that gave much of Judd’s work
iIts sculptural significance; notwithstanding that Specific Objects required its elimination. It will
also consider if and how Judd used the deflection of geometry. Thereafter it will describe the

work of two sculptors, close to the fringes of minimalism, who subtly distorted the geometry ot

regular forms: Namely Anne Truitt and Ellsworth Kelly.

According to Judd, the singular quality of unity that is central to Specific Objects also relied on
the elimination of illusion. This must surely have been influenced by Judd’s formative training as
a painter and the theories of Clement Greenberg, who noted that Modernist painters had
increasingly referred to the specifics of their medium; including Manet who openly
acknowledged, “the limitation that constitutes the medium of painting — the flat surface, the
shape of the support, the properties of pigment™®. In his essay Modernist Painting he observes
that, “by the middle of nineteenth century all ambitious tendencies in painting were converging
in an anti-sculptural direction.”* By this, Greenberg meant that there was a reaction against
previous attempts, informed by sculpture, to create the illusion of deep space beyond the painting
surface. Therefore, painting now placed great emphasis on flatness, the elimination of spatial
illusion, and the absence of direct figure ground relationships. Judd appears to have translated,
what might be described as a ‘truth to surfa<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>