


























Smith's work in architecture, his belief in the grand vision for America that he 
learned from Frank Lloyd Wright, was surely crucial in the development of the 

heroic scale of work in Tau and his other sculpture of the early 1960s. With 
ever increasing confidence, Smith's work continued to expand dramatically in sheer 

size as well as scale, and complexity, culminating in the massive Smoke (fig. 11) 
of 1967 that filled the entire first floor of the Corcoran Gallery. His example pointed 
the way for an entire generation of young artists working in three dimensions 

to think on a new size and scale, to make it big, take it outdoors and make it 
as large as conceivable, with a new and unparalleled ambition in American art. 

With Smoke, Smith reached an unprecedented size and scale, pointing the way 
to a new kind of sculpture, one that became a literal environment, engulfing 

the viewer and the space. No longer was sculpture a single discreet object, around 
which the spectator moved. Rather, it was now to be a multiplicity of spaces 
and shapes in and through which the viewer could and indeed had to move. 

No longer something built and placed arbitrarily, now it was something that 
took its determining form and shape from the existing space itself-that reacted 
to and defined the space for which it was planned. It stood independently, self­
supporting and contained within itself, with no old-fashioned pedestal necessary. 

Thus Smoke stands at the beginning of key developments of the sixties, the 
start of environmental art, continued in his own Stinger (1967-68; fig. 12) and 

site-specific art, developments which have shaped the course of much art today. 
Smith should also be seen as a key figure in the public art movement that began 
to blossom in the sixties. The structure of Smoke was based on the open space 
grid, which Smith had been working on since the 1930s. The old geometries 

of the Bauhaus in the 1930s were now reconfigured to fit the needs of a newer 
art. Such was the huge scale of Smoke that it seemed to burst its bounds, to want 
to move beyond the building, into open and unlimited spaces, and this is precisely 
the course taken by much subsequent sculpture-something as big as the space 
of the landscape itself. From this, it is little wonder that Smith was a pioneer in 

using the land itself as the locus of art. While the earth pieces of Robert Smithson, 
Walter de Maria, James Turrell and Michael Heizer are the icons of earth art today, 
Smith's work in this vein, Mountain Piece and Haole Crater (figs. 13 and 14) of 
the late sixties, stand as forerunners of this entire development. 

Tau still stands by itself, proud and independent as Smith himself was, but in 

the deepest sense, it is not an isolated work, any more than he was an isolated 
artist. In it we can trace a veritable history of art, a rich and compelling story of 
art from the second half of the twentieth century, as well as the history of a 
remarkable man, an artist and teacher, a symbol and a living embodiment of 
the best of Hunter College. 

William C. Agee 

Evelyn Kranes Kossak Professor of Art History, Hunter College 

11. Smoke, 1967. Painted plywood mock-up, 288 x 576 x 408 in. 
Installed at the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., 
October 1967 - January 1968, in the exhibition Scale as Content 
(subsequently destroyed) 

12. Stinger, 1967-1968. Painted plywood mock-up, 72 x 384 x 384 in. 
Installed at The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1968 
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have manipulated the maquettes and smaller pieces in order to create related, 
but unique forms. Smith created several models of Tau in different dimensions, 

including one of these cardboard maquettes (pl. 28). Some were painted black, 

and all were portable in size and weight. A full size plywood mockup of Tau 
was finally created for an exhibit at the San Francisco Museum of Modern 

Art in 1980, just before his death, but it was not until 1984 that The International 

Welding Co. in Newark, New Jersey realized Tau to its full specifications and 

in its intended material, steel. 

Although Smith drew a strong distinction between architecture and sculp­

ture, once stating: "Architecture has to do with space and light, not with form; 

that's sculpture, "7 there is no doubt that his work as an architect during the 

1940s and 50s later influenced his sculpture. Smith himself cited Tau's rela­

tionship to architecture, including his plan for the Brotherton House (Mt. Vernon, 

Washington; pl. 7) built in 1944 and an unrealized project for a Catholic Church 

designed in 1950.8 His passion for architecture based on geometry, as in the 

original cube shape for the Scoppettone House (Irvington, New York; pl. 10) 

and the pentagonal site plan for the Olsen House (Guilford, Connecticut; pl. 9) 

emerged in his sculpture through the cube-system pieces and tetrahedral/ 

octahedral forms. 

Smith's earliest sculpture, Throne (1956-57; pl. 12), is based on a tetrahedral 

joint. But it was not until five years later, in 1961, that he designed works com­

pletely out of triangulated solids. Among them are Spitball, Duck, and Amaryllis 
(pis. 17, 31 and 32), from 1961-65. They resemble Tau because they are based 

on the same space-lattice of tetrahedra and octahedra, and consist of only two 

or three trajectories. Duck (1962), which was probably based on Beardwig 
(1962; pl. 22), has the strongest resemblance to Tau, especially when the 

form is rotated, but it is unclear which came first. Due to a lack of documen­

tation and Smith's contradictory recollections, the exact dates and sequence of 

many works are difficult to determine with any precision. 

During the 1960s Smith's work ranged from cube system pieces, such as Die 
(1962; fig. 3) and Free Ride (1962; fig. 16), to tetrahedral/octahedral works, 

such as Cigarette (1961; fig. 17) and Spitball (1961; fig 18) He felt they were 

all fundamentally connected, "whether based upon rectangular prisms, tetra­

hedra, or other solids, [they] may be thought of as part of a continuous space 
grid. "9 He may have been developing the concept of the space-lattice, or space 

grid, a three-dimensional grid constructed of tetrahedra and octahedra based 

upon the equilateral triangle as early as the 1930s. The concept of the space­

lattice, so basic to his functional and speculative work, was drawn from several 

sources. Alexander Graham Bell's use of the tetrahedron, described in his 

article "Tetrahedral Principle in Kite Structure," the analysis of the 
"close-packing" of cells in D'Arcy Thompson's On Growth and Form (1917), 

Jay Hambidge's structural logic based on the theory of the Golden Section in 

16. Free Ride, 1962. Steel, painted black, 80 x 80 x 80 in. 
The Museum of Modern Art, New York 

17. Cigarette, 1961. Steel, painted black, 180 x 312 x 216 in. 
The Museum of Modern Art, New York 
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20. Untitled, 1962. Oil on canvas, 24 x 36 in. Collection of Jim Shepperd 
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21. Untitled, 1962. Ink on paper, 8 3/s x 4 ¼ in. 
Tony Smith Estate, New York 

I' 

















31. Duck, 1963. Plaster model, 10 ¼ x 13 x 8 ¼ in. Tony Smith Estate, New York 
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