


Building
Form

Architect, painter, sculptor, teacher—Tony Smith tackled a
range of theoretical. and material problems later overshadowed by
e s of i scudpbirs, Nearl oo dovalesafter his s,
a full-dress retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art confronied
the breadth and coherence of his legacy.

BY RICHARD KALINA

a irm handie on Tony Smith is no easy

althoughthe Museu of edom At
“Ths year's big

e i seop b he Rodehento schblon

running downstairs at the same time)

Lowisenbery #3, 195354, ol on caneas 39/ by 1
inches.Coletion Donald Windham, New York.

precariousness; on
templte the Brancustlike Untitled (Allanta), an

steel and bronze works arrayed over Philip
Johnson’s gray-marbled outdoor oo
was ot limited 1 the muse-
proper. In another first, the Modern
collaborated with th Public Art Fund to present
five of Smith's sculptures—three loans and ty
permanently installed picces—sited in various
less within walking
d ch other. (As if to underscore the
Iraught natue of publc vk, NOMN'stully
abstract 1961 Cigarete, placed fo the duration of
the exhibition n Doris iman Plaza at the
Southern end of Central Park, was labeled with 3
sultably diro anti-smoking warting)
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Smuth was nevev happv
e Mi

cum\ec!m s hea
was with the Abstract-
Expressionist generation.
vu mere was ever

nic Minimalist
sculphlre, it was Die.

ounger group's cooler stheti. And et i there was.
v an o Mininalit s, one .»m you
mith's

1y i vy much e same v . v
mwlhl)uml\n udd, Mo

e i ok gl v scigiorrad, o,
it o, doit K o]t it o
iea accounts of the 60, i i some neiting o an

1962, plnted el by by et
Priatecolletion Now
Photo Geafrey Clements.

s scacelyfolsh nough o tam away the ten.  though, the mlieeled te vas not conceived

tion when, in his 50, it finally came. But he was a5 was “Die Fahne Hoch!” or Arbeit Macht Fre,

ere s, tobe sur, a great deal of Tony Smith  never particularly happy with the Minimalst con- 23 sor o downbeat, badboy illip—its complexi-
100 e, ot it i ke of 15 Slh  hcon: s et was i he e gneron's i cansciously part o the work. As .t i
has improvisation and and not the  contains biographical elements: a die s a manu

ner, and 1 think that the body of work and the

Al carcers of any length aro roplete with mores.
i bwm\ possibiles partlly e,y
ences assimilated or rejected, and esthetic
opporaniin sesed o abandoned. Seith's was
especillyso.
A member of the generation of Abstract

Expressionsm-—anda clse friend of Fllock

nan Rl e povmet's e g
I\Mvh— he neverthless
bl L
in 167, as & sulplor st with Minimalsm.

i o, 1667, 2y
ollction Elen Phelan and

3 2
Jol Shapiro, New York. Pholo Thomas Potel.
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Uniited, 196230, ol and alky on cancas, § by 13 feet. Museum o Modern Ar.

facturing, reproducing device and Smith had
Handson famiarity ith s fmiy' tooors
i o e s o e i
o o slemnces

Sian, of aurse, er i o 10 denh. A
Sih s i eteene o (i o, S ot has
a suggestion of eing cooked. Six fot bor. ix oot
under”

Generaionad epleaion,chanc and des
e big things. These were the sort of ssues that
ppesid to he Absiract Expressoniss, and
Smilh,n mpreshly sl ducatd mar,
shrink from  gra

Herodotus's
out of single stone.
i quakis, aying, T
i1 g o may
coherenty™ As many artists a
s haphy o ko he prcy kv sard o

s sccout o cuele chape and
Smith vas fully aware o it

s conplicsied

e o copd ih

v ont 00 Smih

cccasin; i s, Hort and Judd and all those
s el hought ot ity wer i, |
never thought about what 1 did. 1 just did it”
a hin s th oms of
s sculptures were ofen arived at by tinker-

d with groups of folded hmumm
tetrahedrons; but Smith was scareely at  loss
Comapal Exnemerks Birar, erkal o

el invpchgl it in ik

s 2 Bultman recalled,
ik was & waiking enepclopoda of Jung
shamaism, magi ngeerl, i, the uncar

-I-w sprtalfomed vl et i '
‘worldview and ambitions, balancing his

nersion n th Joielan tehal. Catholicem

things and of art’s ennobling mission, all func
tioned as essential markers n his fe and work. A
Snith said early on i his unpublished tract The
Patern of Organic Lie in America,° belev that
all art is autobiographical. ... All experience
en i ot experienc i et

of God”” And s an untitled drawing—a i
of text and dingram—{rom the 5o
(S togh e G etk o it
i the function from the Spirit. Form follows
Blbive. Pascto obor s aciAA Fura
functon are one. Form, function and principl are:

Although this atitude seems disinetly out of
step with our ironic and unfocused times, Smith's

il i s sroly doctinie b
inclusion n the exubiton of  drawing of a nude:

nd wclendowed i i e of st
nippled breasts s
like m,m

any indication. But for & person
ity can be an aid to

ing then that Smith, as an ar
with deeper ntions of
measuremeni—with modules and f
modular proportion, first using a va
Wright's organizing hexagon, and later trying (o
devise his own verson of Le Corbusiers system of
bumavbssd schichra oportonaiy,Inone
i his & architectural works, a
# for a Cahol church vith
dows to ave been desgned by
lock,tho module s given  distinek
pritual function. Smith locks

togeter 12 hexa
gons and raises them upon Le Corbusier-lke
pylons, with a 3th hexagon which forms the Lap-
isry st on the ground off to the side. This close
packing of erystallike units reflected an early
interet n deas of natural structure, His readings
of D'Arey Thompson's On Growth and Form and
Jay Hambridge's Dynamic Symmetry, txts that
e was to speak passionately about over his entire

career, convinced him ere universal
‘measuring and ordering principls tha transcend:
ed scale.

In retrospect the church project seems to point
the way o the mature sculpures o inked tetrahe
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ined ipeod mock a1 by 7 by 6t el . o' Rty e Yok, Ot 355 caber 185, bty ey it
Y atry, vew ok imes Dee.

At plan v the BierinHowsec 90, el and colred el o papr 1y 191 ke Tony St Bt ght mode fr bt Cave et
St i el arond), 195, o at g 70 i O, Sapo,ad n5pcrimes o and Tchnol 1 at the Los Angetes ounly Nuseum of
Art. Photo tians




drons and octahedrons, but Smith's architectural
Il ver e, Bidging Weght Vi and

“Lauisenberg” series of 1053.54,a group of about.

Smith’s compositions

s dor inGermany il St ccompaied s

wife, an opera singer, on her professional travels.
Thisserin, nucnced no doubt by s areitec
taral interess,wassiucared n  modular
annr Th ol fornt consstd oy

peanuis shap. Wen

onal, whie the groupin of it erind
sa anfguation. (This

il group of it

configuratons; it s po
structure undemmeath, but the effet s rathr lke
3 colored auck m.m».. with oranges,) The

i, one color per
e on peanut i sometines i Tt and
ninfcied mannr,ard sometimes ithu ek,

are
crystalline and expansive.
They share Minimalism’s
reliance on the
systematic, but seem to
take natural structures

as their m

straightlned. The work bears distnet similaities
to the contemporancous paintings of Ellsworth
Kell,Myron Stout and Laon Polk Smith In most of
them the painted elements hug the
blak space i the center and an
v ar o an dse opn. Wile sppeing
ity ey ars oy el
tallyambiguous. n th 40by50nch e
0623 o xample,  hik cadmiued b
o lne oo e

o ot i g o coirasting ot

;
B
:

again
orange-red field; Louisenberg #3 unites three
ochers and four bues on a wite grou

vl hings e of i nteest i this

and o
e o gy o

m of the bar on the right side angles down
ward at about
per

i xrwml or vice-versa?) would have been more

i Smith's
g scupure 1 et jining
moduar uns o ol conplescont:
ritons. Anoer i his by, as viden
e o ke cri, ardedged
Tomsad nb them i an s oraric e

sty nal,ter i h presieneof his
o wik. T ol ety and optical

Sresance Took formard  pot paitaty

abstraction ofthe ‘60, o the w

e S an ety ey o

lozenge painti Smith s able

irtlly before anyone else, to ake the Abstr

Expressonis problen of e averl ol ad g

et the ine, bt 1 ook sameone f Lowis
Ko stature G ring it o, Inan g of o

ghers Smitts arcissunl e largely
£k and worknanle, and v though bty

e S of et il o 1 v of th
soies, Smith seems 1o have taped off

can oating to function as
ihe Wit and allwig the thaned ot pait o

e e o s it

Smih' approschtocraf vs inconsit
Some o o 1 e i

Gl and somo of i scms unfornatl
h. T ot e o make o th

paintings in the exhiiton, the roughly S-by-11%
ot Liwienbes,a 1068 Bl of e 105054
Louisenberg #5, and the large, horizontal unti-

tled work (from MOMA's collection), a 1950
A scal and somewhat diffrent

the “Louisenbers”

1962, Both of these

s sitod -
i ofthe o ofth New York art o
might never have been doe at all f Smith ot

paintings were executed by assistants under
Smith's supervision, and they are considerably

Ousen House I Connectent nd the o6 By
e Sl on Losg bl rth Fork—

e more. ol han s ey

Wit ok (e clunky bt cony Broheron

Skl g mpersl. ntod, st S
imber o

ol
o e et i s,
\n et sratur of s Europen pinings

Thore iy tomy mind, o cetan pigancy nte
ltier work, don n he st yar of S’ e
Based on mumber prgrssios i he Pace
semencs, oo o ol e

o he i

House of 1944, for
In fact, it wasn't unti just before
e was to abandon his architectural practice
frustration in the carly 19605 that h seemed abe
to transform his architectural thinking into ully
realizd and original sculpture.
P ining nd davin,although an v
ierprs o Smith,ver another slor. In
the 505 he worked out ideas that made their wa

at the time. He also came up with & group of
otionay i mos i ahi e erd th
ew medium of canned spray paint, but the paint

Anar
o okt xio o i betom of e bl
rectangle, runs under the black rectangl, then
tums the corner an

similar band extends

inelegant in and a deadened, diflse suruce

i o besan  quie ifrent grow of

vaining inthe ety 6, th sametne
sl Sl
Pand i bk

into the
were abl to function two-dimensionally on their
own. Most successful among the painings are the

white
tions of primary colors along with black and/or
whit, they are medium-scaled, hard-edged and

runs al oy
canas, The interocked blue and bl
tly reciprocate cac
courtly nge,

the painting, an
chosen, notust to be n 1
as one o the two frontispioces for the cataogue of
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Given Smith’s interest
in modularity, his
us beliefs and

o colcors. Bt museum show tht rngs

toget hat were ot inen
i Wi ot s st o
tions

plied the dimensions by fve (he had been using
assigaments at Hunter

a envisioned with a specific size in
mind and were There was no

sculptural changes

of scale were of

‘more than mere practical
or formal concern.

the Los Angeles County Museum of Art'simportant.
xhibition “The Spiriual i Ar: Abstact Paining
8001985,

o pinting vors n part e o e i

hink Smith was on surer ground. Of course scale
variety has & pactial side. The lager things are,

need for a model or a mockup. The measurements
wero clearly right and nothing was to b gained by,

2 21-by-17-by 20-foot steel version of a sculpture
ik ight Up ust 1o o how it ooks. A Smih
sculpture can exit in a number of sies.
e T e
s, Grassoper (36, for el i
mclndbd in the MOMA show an appro
tely 23-by-21 fby-A-inch wmn nmmm

he more complaed Smis designs grew
howeer, the
cssary. Smith: noted,

dimensions- holunntu ‘..d itin

angle off tha i very ha or that

T e b

ble"™ The cogntive diffcuty that he alludes to is
s

Tode ana . A alf-
Sl woden mocap s bl and mbmnzmly

picces are maddeningly elusiv, often seeming {0

Iy conceived design. destroyed, and

o e o sl p 0. 3 by 31y 40y S sty Do i, s oy o S, s cxened

ful pled ayers of colo, b process 1t niieof At and s Kok G or e a1 sy Lippard, was well

cnsned ecoring Ars i Lokng ot rvghy T 12y
o e he it some 30 e of " ortainy e viver experince a work il New Pt (1069, o e ot 1

in T v g painings ok 10104, ety kg dowe i sl o, coRng .3 shaply caad homboRedio

standsoaprt o thesimiraes s S 60

against a sculpture at roughly human scale, or

e oo m, one wonders, did Smith wait

adnired Pollock,

e
twostory house. The sculpture’s visceral impact
vares, the play ofight and shadow changes, and

Jamb—but s you
on of its shape and size
moment it appears

and bulky, the next

cmptasined 10 ha
ons, ardcaary G, T Snake
i Tt Marriop and We ol rom 101

number of other of

league. | also think that Smith
amed g i ens i okt th

o0 wha T ek o L n s

n
oty ima ke presence, is evident
atam 3 sele 1 ihnk that fo Snithchanges of
more than merely practical or formal
With s inerest in mnﬂnhrity, his religious
belefs and scie

jutting and angular easil slides into the con-
ed, symmelrical and retreating. St arder to

o e ih sulplues mad upof sled and

oddly

botrons, e dmaryis, Syt o Duck. They
ety s m i

tion prevents us hold

ovrall e e

facinaton Vi the marphloy o il

tion “The Art o the Real USA 1945-1965" at the

might
el 1 anter b snlogous 1 e conneions

lhm appeal (0 visual uncer
it
T pereptual shifting is among the things

3, one of ther

had had his first soo show justtwo years carle. |
alo thin it thoro v he el

al and the spiritual world? Smith may have
dislaed a maieroffct atiude abot some

that of the Minimalists. So does his approach to
the grid. Whil a sculpture like Free Ride might

spressioists i

el e and louh i o

you houd say vha you d o 50 n 35 opi==
and fothright a manner s possi

a subller way the question of finish
the sculptures as well. Smith's seulpture

appears in various for

boar, e a, s ey, pases et

e s s e o i

s important o not that Smits scale was ot
avays i, Some slpurs—ssuly the

simplest ones—exist n just one size. The ove

{ot ree Rid (962 i el o th poportons

rectangular solids connected at right angles
ribe dbe—it d

o further exploration ofthe rthogonal grid, nor
is here i iy 0 her s with Ly an i
subsl ofnsrcion, bt or (ol I qes

mith's grids, as
o ik e ok Snog

o g

o be dis
uwmhkd when an exhibiton was over; and finally
ompletod works (in st namberof sl n

human bod
oot cube, and only a 6foot one. Respondin o
Rabrd Norris' qestionabout iy he 4’

i it s e e
i of psmie b s, The compsi
tions are uncentered, crystaline and expansive in

el e ranslaton no meta. The Moderr's  make i bgge, S s o making 2 an alnust i . Logey nducive thse

show poniedup, howeer,how diflrnt those  oumen - Ard it llr, e s rd guin o he gerring

metal works wer fom each oer, Difference m,-ummmhnmnmm--nsm.mu.mu ol 1o th Talssacur. They Sarewit
of Buz of 196

i s e o o
trac

Srithsdeas e ow, docades and s by the
pragatic concers that as emselies over
the years—the unforeseen degree of rusting of
CorTen stee, for example,or the appealof bronze.
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e on) o o it
ctaogue. Vhen he added & pragraphor e &

morning but 1 couldn'tskeep. | kept secing that

o e atulsrsursas Ui ol e
i eing  produt of matrabsed e
and pure ideaton.

e the years Smith has been associated with
Nl in 3 muner o il and e
contexts. A partic worthy one was

torial ularly ot
the stack by Mkl Pried o 101 o

black bux !

Then he mult-

{ask forhis Minimat [



cial animosity for Smitk's statement describing a
nightime ride n theearly '50s with a group of s
dents along the unfnished, unlight od and
imarked New Jersey Tarpike. Given the a
evocation of the power and mystery of smmm
andscapes and hi reaization that they
T

o
iering ln)ldrn e ooy bt
ngels and San Unfotunaely none of

)
<t part, Thoagh, questions f siing
for Smith, although romantic
conceits, worthy of a Clyfford Stl, sometimes sur.
faced in satements on the order of, “They [the
sculptures] are black and probably malignant. The
socal orgaism can st them oly i areas
‘which it has abandore, ts waste
s back anc s, placs et sway
from the focus of i well being, unrecognized dan
ser o, excaaionsand inuared o A
successful ste-conceived work, howeser,
Tiowt Up! (197, Originaly made to b paced

A Smak, 196 plnied lcod mocka (absatetly desmyd) 24 b 31 b 3 n he Ot
1 1968 “Scale s Content” exhibition, Corcoran Galley of A, Washinglon, D.C.Le, the mock-up
uring siaion. Phto © The Washigion Po Phtos s page cortesyCoeoran Galiery of

e tw offbuings i Plisurgh,and 1oy und colr e, and e pesursof e
v in  complted wran s, s Up! was bitersweet. It made me wish that
g, e il
B8 om e i
e stock midea:
Fa ik s ko sapes
an atist's production, and in doing s either rein
idded elegance of the skyscraper  forces generlly hel impressions or changes th
peily i s the oyt ight Vi Snih e noton it e s
oma s ol i
v though i cry e
movenenspt i decsiel n e public

the process
s no dout tht I wmn

ad not turned to seurpture latr in It

allowed for h

ommissions. Smith possessed continued on page 129
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Tony Smith

continued from page 85

achevemens in arciecureand painting vould no have camed i the
Dl ht h hokds ow: Butdepiy he utvnes of those B of wor

his painting make for-
‘mal armature. Ideas of modularty and connectedness, of close packing and
branching, of shifting scales and th interlockings of positive and negative
space, areintegral 0 all of Smis producton.

A passionate generalist, Smith was
after a humanist geometry, one that

was engaged and tough-minded. In this,
he was very much a man of his time.

. Guted in Py Tochman, Ton S A Moden s New ey Montt,
Sy 9811

e ik st il s i oo i ol
gk Mumm’“lmm

e i Rotert
New York, 1095,
basiclly simpl, uncltiered and puposefl Architecture providd him wilh . .13,
et melodoog, ey of e d ion, i v e s e it et o 13,105
0 Thereisan

and the habis of realistic apprasal conditoned e Dmesion it

eneraist, the engaged dreamer appealed deeply. Tony Smith f. that del.His
st e, wi s complicatio
es and ultimate resolution speaks both of and from a difeent time. And yet

coherent s 4 body

Tony Smit: Paiting and Sculpture, Clege Par, Uniersiy of Manand At Galley,
1974, pp. 10and 15
Notes o Scupture,Part 2 Arforen, Ocabe 1965 20.

msmenwwwmpmkmmmmmm e 2
years fterhis death, rom setlingto0 comfortaly nt

Qutad i Sl Wagal, I, “Tukingwith Tty S, Ao, Decerder 1965 .18

2
it in Tony Smit: Recent Sclpture, Nw Yok, M. Knodir & Co, 1971 18.
4. SeeWigstaf, “Talking it Tory Smithp. I
5. Quoted n Vagstt,

e 2 vt scoml o

Selpor” s
i New Yo, Jly 2pL. 22, 1948, Th echiiion did ot trave. A shoo of Smith's

sl . oy S Hantor,
ot
5.
i
Pettibon Expoiting the full complexiy ofthe writen word, Petibon's drawings
g bring a fullfledged lterary sensibilty to the art work. His instalatons

mumnmmnmomemmmmcmmwmwm

i s 0 s s chronicling a\lz(hi Lrysl.s between Naney

oneofinfinite disociations and polymorphousdissatsfactons.

o sl iy of g shout Pt e, ke of

ensits hardest edges; his sprawing displays create an upbeat mood that
subsumes even he griset dravings. A lrg valdraving in i 1995

criics soem o have come uninged when confonte ith the artiss m-ud“cmpemmnam»-mmmmmn«mmwm\
hundreds of
the cateoryof postmodem fagrentaton, these crites end o deny the forowr e sk on bk and oy o .
st i crnd o i i et o e
antiheroes as T.S. Eliot's Prufrock,  works s particulary difficuk to pinpoint. "

Smnd Beckett's M:lmw and Molloy, and ‘narrators of ;vtrw trying to be “park:

L Weatherman. he Book of

the raiion o su s i

s
Pound's canto, Elo's “The Waste Land,” yrl Connoly's e Unquiet

3 o, B e,

Grave and Norman 0. Brown's Love’s Body.
Petibo' work makes evidet the bk of in -
much of it e et e Bochhon, “Raymond Pbor: et (0 Dsorderad Disgration,
for examp, forth tortured
Bond oo s i by e Pt o of v e

ofwrery: Sty o the Unersty of s T ctbiion appered
Furthermare, i oh " IS o 8,108 k. 1 31
of Jenny Holzer a5 a “major precursor” for Pettibon's work: It seems clear, 0% 1 M g e
howerer o XN WOrK  iain, Ramond P A eer, faring lerry ssctions e b he artas

Barba i,
nguage-oriente work of  mre poctc group of arists from Los Angekes,  Tonkin.
namely Ed Ruscha, Al Sith and Alln Ruppersers.
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