THE MORPHOLOGY OF TONY SMITH'S WORK
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The longer one sees and experiences Tony Smith's
sculpture and painting, the more crypic and ambiguous
they become. Even in the cool esthetic climate of the
mid-'60s the fist rectilinear pieces asserted more than
mere abstract principles of volume and mass. Whether
they were deceptively comprehensible (the pa
telepiped Black Box) or visually paradoxical (Smoke
with ts negative spaces in the form of “thombahedral
dodecahedra topologically stretched beyond recogni
tion"), all of the
intelectual perception. These configurations of stereo-
meric forms reveal a Euclidean anatomy,
the guise of primeval creature
much analysis, back into the world they have brought
into being.
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scale and meaning ina whole:
ness unrealized before in abstract sculpture,
e picces seemed tospring forth ke Paas Athena,
‘armed and undefiled,” but they had been gestating for
40 years. Their genesis can be seen in milk carton
constructions done during the '50s, in experimental
architectural projects over the years following his sint
as clerk of the works on several Frank Lloyd Wright
* in a small Mondrian-Tike painting from about
1930, and perhaps evenn the structures he made out of
pil boxes during his childhood bout with tuberculosis.

hare greater than the.
sum of their parts, and always endowed with a lfe of
their own.

In recent years, Smith's building blocks have resem.
bled solid models built to describe atomic lattices. He
likes these forms for theirproclvity toward growth,
nature, into a iterally infiite variety of species without
loosing their underlying sense of order. In the process of
generation and mutation, the line between inanimate
and animate blurs — just as living

5o Smith thought of his early pieces as “germs
or disease.”

Because they are elemental i form these germs’” are
perhaps the most dificult and enigmatic of his sculp-
tures. The large ones, in their sheer size, defy even
physical perception, and are especially cryptic and
menacing.
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right angles, imagines the corresponding faces, notes
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understands it as a “blac Afer that, speculation
Sbout conent (ot eral and fgraive) ares. What
ever fantasies follow from Black Bos, at leastthe form s
known, whereas the cube Die (whi

side) never reveals more 10
than two faces at on
immediately clear that it s indeed a cube. Die remains.
formally contradictory although, true to its name, it

“six et has a suggestion of being cooked. Six foot box.
Six foo under.”>

“The tile of New Piece, on the other hand, gives no
more clue to its essence than a photograph of it o the

-

‘geometer's description that it is a thomboidal hexahe-

dron. Approached straight on, it resembles a slightly
tipped stele, inscrutable, leaning
rontation. Then, conti

tance only intensifes the disquieting sensation that this
greence, ot comentosimplybe, s n the rocess o

becoming. Movement around the piece seems 1o rg

Isseis Poentalcnery nd oo rterarsmuts:

St con I i e e e
‘evoke well-defined personalites in his more obviously

association assigns a ile. Staightiorward names, Black
Boxand New Piece, are the exception. Sometimes, they
refer to the configuration as in Smoke with is endless,
coniusing interplay of voids and solidslike the il from
a cigarete. Frequently, as in Moses, there are multiple:
references: the upthrusting members simultaneously
recall the hored patriarch from early translations of
Exodus and the upraised arms of Rembrandt's Moses
preparing 10 break the commandments; the slanting
planes could imply the tablets themselves or,on a sunny
day, they caniinduce a visualreading — “Moses'face
shone.”

Only once, however, has the artist done a piece that,

uch in common, Gracehoper, ays jigging.
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The analogy between Smith and Joyce is accurate,
iesistible and, in the end, ineffable. Aside from the fact
thatthey are both rsh,  few characteristics in common
can be enumerated: they both play free and easy with
the rules of syntax, depend on verisimilitude of invented
vocabulary to prod the subconscious, and bring to lfe
extravagant beings that never were. Beyond that, their
paralll sensibilities can only be felt and illusirated by
comparing Joyce's description of Gracehoper with the
sculpture.
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The anthropomorphic connotations of the sculpture.
are somesimes eiforced by sersuous, cunlnes
forms of organic growth that appear in Smith's paint.
inge. S, h reaiomhip o S paimings t his
Sculpture is seldom obvious. There is an enormous
jumble of work in his studio which until a fullscale
recspectve s mouned)remlns conklng and it
sight, incoherent as an oeuvre, The usual chronological
Tinc ofdevelopment fom fguraton o abstracion o be
expected from ariss of Smith's generation s absent.
The earliestextant works are small paintings done about




1930 before Smith had had any formal artraining, and
they indicate that despite his esuit education, the young.
‘man was already aware of De Stijl and Cubist collage.
Beyond these first e«nns e, e ol ptrs ot
forthe historian
e e ook oo b
ing variety of abstract paintings made over 40 years.
There are no internal clues to dating; while sorting
through the canvases, Smith himself was astonished at
some of the crazy thing;
them approximately by a her events in
Actually, dating doesn'tseem very important to

this body of work. Smith executed groups of paintings
exploring one idea or anather, and broke off, when his
work was interrupted sometimes for months or years

mental, others are highly resolved; few of hisideas have.
been pushed to the limit

There are tiny paintings from the early ‘30s that might
be miniature renderings of 60 sculpture, lushly
painted canvases of free-flowing forms, and tightly
structured paintings with interlocked hard-edge color
areas holding the forms on the mate surface. There are
allover paintings, paintings with floating rectangles or
dumbbell forms. There are canvases with solid color
directional bands that have been likene toJersey Turn-
pike signs, and diffuse, soft-focus spray paintings. The
variety of modes covers a good many of the substyles of
the las few years. But forthe relatively smallsize of the
canvases, ths body of work might have come from a
Young artst who made his entrance when the conven-
tions of modernist art were well established. It is only
after examining groups of paintings that it becomes
apparent why the artit contends, “The thinking isn't
foreign [to the sculpture]. Even though it isn't im.
mediately similar to the viewer, it is the result of the
same process.”

Not surprisingly, the paintings with black rectangles,
and one with red, yellow, and blue on a white ground
were made about the same time as Black Box. They also
relatetoasingle small painting of 1933, as f the genus of
along dormant idea came to fruition only afer the artist
had telephoned a steel abricator in 1962 10 order Black
Box made five times the size of a card file. Afterward,
Smith the painter disassembled the work of Smith the.
sculptor, taking apart the compact three-dimensional
configuration of rectangles and proposing alternative

reorderings on a single plane. Although painting is usu-
o

crete irrational solutions. If related groups of Smith's
paintings are considered as srial, they tendto be closed
series done in shortperiods of time. Smith is not patient
ough o make a carer of exploringal the possble
mbinations and permutations inherent in a
ofcondiions.He wil noe enough f the posiblities o
suggest the change and growth of an idea — only
enough building blocks to hint at the skeleton; then he
may

of the canvas, or he may
add color as another variable to the equation.

Smith's color tends to be close to the primaries, un.-
mixed and readily available commercially. Smith has
never been preoccupied with subtleties of hue and
tone; rather, he is “mainly involved with trying to make

el over e suracebasd on (aly close
Vs Othe remarks homade nhesame inteviow,
however, imply thatSith hasdistine, ot contradic.
tory, feelings about the proper relationship of color to
form in sculpture and paining, ideas which he also
applies o different modes of painting. For Smith, it a
moot point whether color is generated from shape or
shape from color

In discussing colored sculpture he also shed light on
his geometrically structured paintings when he said,




the essential premise s primitive, giving clrityto cer-
tain kinds of forms, but very often using the colors
*In one black, blue, and yellow paint-

but do not determine shapes, reinforcing at the same

and abig lue, slver, and ocher canvas have a structure:
related 10 the Louisenberg series. The diameters of the
ciclesrthesamesnthe e pinings it sy
increased in number. Insiead of loos
i of crcles to ke dumtbel,
Tipard cals them) testicular losing formé, he e
tire surface is ovelaid with tangent circes in a grid
pattern. As always, Smith's beginning is modular and
repetitive, and in this case the grid s then largely oblit-
erated inthe painting process. Several circlesare reated
as units of color,their edges softened by spraying, and
cease 1o seem geometric. The soft-focus forms that
emanate from the canvas become a function of their
color as they couple and become confluent. I is this
painting, which is unlike any of his sculptures in its
outward form, that most closely approximates them.
pubingmovementandthe mplcaton of s e g
odification of primary geomeic forms. The blue,
Shver, and ocher (abele s gold n th can) that et
this ransformation of the form are what happened to be
in the tore, et they serve their purpose as wellor better
than any artiully mixed tins. They do not suggest style
or structure — they suggest germination.
in the making are marble sculptures based on

the spray paintings from the mid‘50s. The large silver
‘and blue canvas was quickly executed with commercial
Spray cans the summer before Smith's twin daughters
were born; thesculpture is being meticulously carved in
Carrara nearly a generation later. Yet the

Placing Smith's art in a framework of time,

, form, and method is largely beside the point
xcept o flusate that s privte vocabulary has ot
abuays been the pubic one fcsp anguar gomety
articulated in steel. Nor does it mater hoy

i the proces of cresion. my e, Seeing the
paintings — by definition more intimate and intuitive
than monumental sculpture —

merely reinforces the
observation that, for al his work in modules and series
and his constant severe limitation of means, Smith's
esthetic has never been reductive. To the contrary, his
sensibilit is compound; his method a kind of alchemy.
which turns both geomeric and curvilinear forms into
metaphors of organic growth.

Germanyin 1953,
it Dunghisty inEurope, Sriththoughtintemset
building from very simple units. In addiion to the
Louisenberg painting, he executed architectural pro-
jects for workingmen's quarters in which houses and

form in

place.
Speaking of his paintings with amorphous forms,
Smith said, “The reason | use those convex shapes is

Snewcity
of Amarna. He also made sculptures from milk cartons,
and daily drawings in charcoal on 80 m
wrapping paper (now destroyed) that anticipate his or-

dresist
shapes that radiate or suggest sty or sructure.” Smith
‘was probably refering to the Louisenberg series, mod-
ular canvases with floating “peanut” forms made in

ganic paintings of the early ‘605

Upon his return to America, Smith was momentrily
fascinated by aerosol paint cans marketed since his
departure. Both his black-and-white spray paintings







