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Tony Smith

Continued from page 55

of his most formalist pieces, gaining little from its proposed
resemblance to a crushed-out super-cigarette. And Wall,
which is simply that: an 18 by 8 by 2 foot wall, derives its
interest not from the ploy of turning something “real” and
ordinary into art, but rather, at least in part, from the strict,
self-evident accuracy of its translation of the metaphoric
(wall as barrier, frustration, repression) into the concrete.
In other words, Smith works not out of gratuity, but out of
inevitability.

He does not parody the inevitable by using a “systemic”™
method of repetition. Though he thinks of and describes his
sculpture in terms of modules, he is not infatuated with con-
ceptual anti-process. The basic unit of The Marriage, for
example, was a 2 by 4 by 8 foot box, but when the four com-
ponents were assembled, he felt that the resulting aperture
too narrow. So he removed the lintel and replaced it
with one 10 feet long, thus sacrificing methodic consistency

ture in his work is usually not striking, though it is possible
to figure out in, say, Spitball its combination of tetrahe-
drons, octahedrons, equilateral triangles, etc. In some works,
such as The Keys to. Given! (like Grace Hoper, a Finnegans
W ake title), which is three solid L’s joined three-dimension-
ally at their tops, and thus the same when resting on any of
its three bases, the principle of repetition is limited and not
unfamiliar because not infinitely extensible. One more L, at
most, could be added. And even then, the feet of the L’s
would probably have to be redirected. This is another as-
pect of working out of, or arriving at, the inevitable—when
nothing can be added and nothing taken away.

Positing the inevitable is an attribute of classicism, and
formally, as well, Smith is classical (though without Ideal-
ism). First of all, his sculpture can be rightly seen only by
walking around it. It is volumetric, not planar. (This, and
not the exigencies of plywood or steel-plate construction, is
why the edges are often bevelled; the contiguity of indi-
vidual planes is thus emphasized.) Planar sculpture of our
century is usually essentially pictorial, relief-like even if
free-standing, but none of Smith’s work can be seen suffi-
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ciently when seen frontally. There is no front, no back to it
(except perhaps in The Marriage). Amaryllis, for example,
in both the large and small versions, offers a superb demon-
stration of spacefilling energy, quite in keeping with its
erect sexuality; its abstract contrapposto leads us around
and around to gather the fullness of its two fixed but shift-
ing masses. Tts “deep” space, unlike pictorial or quasi-
pictorial space, is continuous with our own, despite its inter-
nalization of the pedestal. For such continuity or “actuali-
ty.” large size is essential to Smith’s intention. It is obvious

in works big enough and open enough to pass under or
through, works like Cigarette, Spitball, or the 10 2/3 foot
cubic We Lost, which is otherwise remote in its mute, her-
metic symmetry. But even in smaller and more compact
pieces, like Free Ride or Playground, there is no slackening
of sculptural energy; their space is organized to interlock
firmly with our own,
all is unique in its formal paradox. When you look di-
rectly at either of its long sides, it looks like pictorial seulp-
ture carried to the extreme, because all you see is a single
plane. But you have only to walk one-fourth of the way
around it, to one of its two narrow sides, for the piece to
reassert itself in all its solidity. And its 2-foot width seems
exactly the right proportion to establish Wall's allusion to
two-dimensionality but maintain safely its volume; it is
more than just a freestanding plane.
Morcover, though Free Ride, Cigarette and even the more

An unclassical discontinuity in some of his sculptures—
notably the large versions of Amaryllis or Snake—is per-
haps in their abrupt dissimilarity from different angles.
Sometimes the whole s not clear from any one side. But
this discreteness reinforces rather than negates Smith’s clas-
sical affiliations by reminding us that standing in one place
is not enough. Emphasizing our physical relationship to the
work avoids both the monolithic and “domestic™ varieties of
sculpture, neither of which is truly joined with the viewer's
own body-space.

(By calling Tony Smith classical, I do not mean to sug-
gest that he is some latter-day Pythagorcan playing with
ideal form and appealing to rationalism; the erupt
tional content of his work makes him almost a card-carrying
Romantic.)

Such insistence on continuity and totality of space and
form has been rare in large-scale modern sculpture until
recently. It is being revived by the primary structurists, but
icism and ex-

1 have been at pains to stress Smith
pressiveness because T feel that he is not to be wholly sit-
uated within their ranks. There are, to be sure, affinities:
he shares with the younger artists a move away from pre-
vious geometric sculpture, up to and including David Smith;
he sometimes orders his sculptures from the factory (though
he always avoids the machine-made finish) ; he is equally
uninterested in the mystique of technology. But Smith is
not only more “mpure” formally and emotionally than the
primary and more 1, he is also, when

massive Spitball may be looked at as . their
angular arabesques describing linear forces, this means
simply that Smith is assured enough about his ability to
control volume to allow himself the freedom of incising an
indeterminate void with a precise gesture. The authority
is breath-taking: I know of no other modern sculptor who
can combine volume, monumentality and geometry like
Tony Smith.

he chooses, openly relational—though his work never gen-
erates its tensions from a complex interplay of details, and
its relations are usually simple and explicit.

He does not always choose the relational. Die, his famous
black, 6 foot steel cube, looks close to the “new esthetic.”
André, Judd, Morris and others have all made works as
simple in form. But theirs seem to be, among other things,




reducing the definition of sculpture to simply “that which
nan makes with the intention of filling real space.” Smith’s
cube is far from such an esthetic of intention or concept,
and is as interesting to look at as to think about. Tt has an

le, a referential color and a loaded title
(which Smith cxplais an il . g of the
verb and the noun meaning matrix or mold). Visually, the
e iy e e T
mum of form, indeli
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d it, outdoors as well as in, begins to
to it, as to a climax. Die is not the elimination
thesis of expression, but the culmination of expres-
sion—like a scream so high it can no longer be
Donald Judd, in reviewing the Wadsworth Atheneum’s
“Black, White, and Gray” show, wrote that the new seulp-
ture, in its opposition to “hierarchical values,” suggests “the
equal existence of things.” Perhaps Die shares this attitude
in its implicati
IR o
pe not esthetic or metaphysical
e e
way it acts on its surroundings, inc
seems far from the kind of art that de
demands and provokes affective response, il
for by Kafka when e dreamed of works that would serve as
“an ax for the frozen sea within us.’ Die is different from
el o i e ey of
 are ever self.enclosed, tautological,

n that, as in the catatonic state, all commu-
d equally futile. But the level
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its_aggression

T Tacks the irony of appropriating for its effect a
“bland, neutrallooking form” (as Barbara Rose described
primary structures or “ABC art”) .

Like the primary structurists, Smith does not commit what
is known in literary criticism as the
form,” but the simpler and more wholj
stronger is the emotional tension. An absolute correspond-
ence between form and cont implic

Perhaps the most exact context for Tony Smith is not in
sculpture at all, but in painting. (Except in its general
architectonic_quality, his sculpture does not look like sub-
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