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Abstract 
  

  
This dissertation redefines Los Angeles “light and space” art, tracing the multiple strains 

of abstract light art that developed in California during the postwar technology boom. These 

artists used new technical materials and industrial processes to expand modernist definitions of 

medium and create perceptual experiences based on their shared understanding of light as artistic 

material. The diversity and experimental nature of early Light and Space practice has been 

suppressed within the discourse of “minimal abstraction,” a term I use to signal the expansion of 

my analysis beyond the boundaries of work that is traditionally associated with “minimalism” as 

a movement. My project focuses on three women: Mary Corse, Helen Pashgian and Maria 

Nordman, each of whom represents a different trajectory of postwar light-based practice in 

California. While all of these artists express ambivalence about attempts to align their practice 

with the Light and Space movement, their work provides fundamental insight into the 

development of light art and minimal abstract practice in California during this era. In chapter 

one, I map the evolution of Mary Corse’s experimental “light painting” between 1964 and 1971, 

in which the artist experimented with new technology—including fluorescent bulbs and the 

reflective glass microspheres used in freeway lane dividers—to expand the perceptual 

boundaries of monochrome painting by manifesting an experience of pure white light. In chapter 

two, I plot the development of Helen Pashgian’s plastic resin sculpture from her early pieces cast 

in handmade molds to her disc sculptures that mobilized the expertise of the faculty and 

aeronautical engineering technology available to her during an artist residency at the California 

Institute of Technology between 1969 and 1971. In chapter three, I chart the origins of Maria 



 

Nordman’s ephemeral post-studio practice using natural light from her early works that modified 

the architecture of her Los Angeles studio, to installations in which she excised sections of the 

walls or ceilings of commercial spaces and galleries, and finally to her project at the University 

Art Museum at the University of California, Berkeley for the 1979 Space as Support series, in 

which she turned the museum building into a container for the light of the summer solstice. The 

reception history I construct outlines how gender bias suppressed the contributions of women 

within the critical and historical discourse surrounding light-based work and minimal abstraction, 

while also exploring how women mobilized Light and Space’s interest in embodied perceptual 

experience as part of my wider analysis of the tactics deployed by women making abstract work 

before the discursive spaces of feminism and institutional critique were fully formed.
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Introduction 

 
 “Light and Space” art arose out of the postwar economic boom in Southern California 

that provided Los Angeles-based artists with unparalleled access to new materials and industrial 

production techniques developed by the manufacturing and aerospace companies clustered in the 

region. These artists used new technology— reflective microspheres, plastic resins, and 

molecular metal coatings— to generate experiences of light, reflectivity, translucence, and color. 

The same artist might switch regularly between, or combine, materials such as plastics, technical 

surface coatings, and natural or artificial light sources in pursuit of specific optical effects. This 

experimentation was rooted in a belief that new technology could radically redefine the 

boundaries of a work of art and human perception. In 1966, Philip Leider coined the name of the 

movement when describing Robert Irwin’s work in a catalogue essay for the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art. In the piece, Leider argues that Irwin’s painting was not dependent on a 

material base, but rather functioned as an “experience of space and light” in which “the point of 

modernist art shifts from an exploration of the medium to the elements essential to conveying the 

experience of art.”1  

The variety of work created by California artists interested in eliciting new perceptual 

effects of light has made defining Light and Space art particularly difficult. Contemporary critics 

developed a plethora of monikers in their attempts to capture its ethos. In Artforum’s 1964 

feature on the “West Coast Art Scene,” Leider describes the Los Angeles “Cool School” (artists 

affiliated with the west Los Angeles Ferus Gallery who worked with technical materials) as 

united by their “hatred of the superfluous, a drive towards compression, a precision of execution 

                                                
1 Philip Leider, “Robert Irwin,” in Robert Irwin/ Kenneth Price, exh. cat. (Los Angeles: Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art, 1966), n.p. 
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that extends to any trifle, an impeccability of surface, and still, in reaction [to Abstract 

Expressionism] a new distance between artist and work of art, between artist and viewer.”2 

California-based art critic Peter Plagens coined the term the “L.A. Look” (while, also, 

paradoxically, arguing against attempts to categorize these artists) describing such work as 

“generically cool, semitechnological, industrially pretty art made in and around Los Angeles in 

the sixties.”3 Some critics conflated the “atmospheric” experiences of light and color that west 

coast art generated with clichés about the atmosphere (literal and figurative) of Southern 

California. John Coplans described the works of California artists who experimented with plastic 

resin (often referred to as “finish fetish”) as possessing a “sense of ambience [that] manifests 

itself in the handling of subject matter, in the overall treatment (by the incorporation of aspects 

of the intensely reflective quality of California light) and in the relative newness of all surfaces 

(Los Angeles proliferated within living memory).”4 Another example of this phenomenon is 

Barbara Rose’s unfavorable characterization of Los Angeles as the “the second city” where one 

is “not surprised to find that the brilliantly sunny, palm-studded, Day-Glo spangled Los Angeles 

landscape inspires an art quite different from that made in reaction to New York’s frigid lofts and 

littered slums.”5 After visiting a number of Southern California artists in their studios, Rose 

reports that the “L.A. Sensitivity” is the “result of an effort so laborious and painstaking it is 

analogous to the fanaticism of makers of custom-built racing cars or to the rituals that surfers and 

                                                
2 Philip Leider, “The Cool School,” Artforum 2, no. 12 (Summer 1964): 47. 
 
3 Peter Plagens, Sunshine Muse: Art on the West Coast, 1945-1970 (New York: Praeger, 1974), 121. 
 
4 John Coplans, Ten from Los Angeles, exh. cat. (Seattle: Seattle Contemporary Art Council of the Seattle 
Art Museum, 1966), 9. 
 
5 Barbara Rose, “Los Angeles: The Second City,” Art In America 1, vol. 54 (1966): 111. 
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motorcyclists go through with their equipment,” concluding, “there is little left in Los Angeles of 

the traditional distinctions between major and minor art.”6 

James Meyer notes how entrenched the stereotypical constructions that pitted east coast 

and west coast work against each other had become by the end of the sixties. Analyzing Robert 

Smithson’s and Nancy Holt’s video East Coast/West Coast (1969), Meyer explores how the 

clichéd opposition between the coasts that permeated the critical discourse about postwar 

abstract work entered the realm of parody. In the video, Holt performs the role of the uptight and 

theoretical New York artist, while Smithson acts as the drugged up California drop out who 

prefers mysticism to academicism and glorifies the relationship between his art and biker culture. 

Drawing upon the definition of stereotype developed by journalist and media critic Walter 

Lippmann, Meyer outlines how the efficacy of a stereotype relies on the synecdochal nature of 

such a construction, in which “the perception of a single trait may easily—and irrationally—

expand from a partial observation into a filled-out image we already possess.”7 While Holt and 

Smithson satirize the east coast/west coast divide by creating characters who amplify the 

stereotypical differences between New York and California artists to the point of ridiculousness, 

the trope they parody was prevalent in contemporary criticism, as can be seen in the conclusions 

drawn by the critics mentioned above, all of whom were analyzing ostensibly contentless 

abstract work.  

My project explores how Light and Space artists mobilized new technical materials and 

industrial processes to create perceptual effects that could redefine how a viewer engaged with a 

work of art, but I also propose treating Light and Space work itself as a cipher, focusing on its 
                                                
6 Ibid.,111, 114. 
 
7 James Meyer, “Another Minimalism,” in A Minimal Future? Art as Object, 1958-1968, ed. Ann 
Goldstein and Lila Gabrielle Mark (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2004). 
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reception in order to bring the social and political conditions in which it was made into clearer 

relief. In this text, I use the term “minimal abstraction” to signal my intent to expand my analysis 

of postwar abstract work beyond that which has been traditionally associated with minimalism or 

minimal art. When I cite the work of critics who use the term minimalism or “west coast 

minimalism” in their analysis of postwar abstract work, I have not modified the language, nor 

have I altered instances in which scholars have capitalized these terms in order to gesture 

towards minimalism as a movement. However, I do ask the reader to keep in mind my contention 

that the purview of the terms “minimalism” and “minimal art” have become overdetermined 

within contemporary scholarship.  

 One major issue at play in the mishistoricization and suppression of Light and Space 

work within the discursive field of minimal abstraction is attempts by art critics to sort California 

work into stylistic groups based on outdated definitions of medium at odds with the experiential 

focus of this art. Pieces hung or mounted on the wall were classified as painting, while those that 

sat on the floor or pedestals were categorized as sculpture. This project proposes that such 

divisions are fundamentally unproductive. In order to more clearly articulate the stakes of 

California practice, I argue for an expansion of the term Light and Space to encompass all west 

coast abstract work by artists who considered light their basic artistic material. Here, I draw upon 

the argument of Robin Clark, whose exhibition, Phenomenal: California Light, Space, and 

Surface (September 25, 2011-January 22, 2012) at the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego, 

brought together different strains of California light-based work for the first time in several 

decades. In the exhibition catalogue for Phenomenal, Clark argues that, beginning in the 1960s, a 

group of Los Angeles-area artists became “more intrigued by questions of perception than by the 

notion of crafting discrete objects.” She contends that these artists were connected not by a 
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specific methodology or medium, but rather by their interest in the potential of light as an artistic 

material: “[w]hether by directing the flow of natural light, embedding artificial light within 

objects or architecture, or playing with light through the use of reflective, translucent, or 

transparent materials, these artists each created situations capable of stimulating heightened 

sensory awareness in the responsive viewer.”8   

Hal Foster locates the power of minimal abstract work in is its ability to create a self-

aware spectator. In viewing these pieces, he argues, “perception is made reflexive…and so 

rendered complex.”9 Foster constructs a historical dialectic, positing that minimalism is the 

“apogee of modernism, but it is no less a break with it.”10 He argues that the self-criticality of 

minimal work is an extension of modernism, but also that minimal work diverges from 

modernism because it “focuses on the perceptual conditions and conventional limits of art more 

than on its formal essence and categorical being.” Foster makes no distinction between east coast 

and west coast, citing Californians Robert Irwin and Larry Bell as examples of artists who made 

work meant to foreground perceptual experience. Light and Space artists certainly engage (and 

sometimes rebel against) modernist values like their east coast contemporaries, and both groups 

respond to and critique modernism’s focus on medium-specificity. However, Light and Space 

artists did not conceive of their work as a “break” with modernism, but rather an expansion of its 

values. According to Leider, the new California style came into being came at the moment at 

                                                
8 Robin Clark, “Phenomenal: An Introduction,” in Phenomenal: Light, Space Surface (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2011), 20. 
 
9 Hal Foster, “The Crux of Minimalism,” in Return of the Real (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), 36. 
 
10 Ibid., 42. 
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which “the point of modernist art shift[ed] from an exploration of the medium to the elements 

essential to conveying the experience of art.”11  

There are several general operational differences that distinguish east coast and west 

coast minimal abstraction. New York artists moved towards work that expressed coherence; 

Californians focused on effect. East coast minimalists trended toward making work that was 

object-like and three-dimensional, while Light and Space artists focused on inducing perceptual 

experiences in which the optical effects of their pieces (such as light and color) existed in tension 

with the way the artwork occupied space. However, none of these distinctions removes these 

artists from a discursive relationship with their contemporaries, nor should these differences be 

considered a definitive set of characteristics by which these two branches of abstract practice can 

be sorted. Instead, these general ideas provide a set of points from which relationships between 

artists can be mapped. 

In his 2003 lecture series on postwar abstraction at the National Gallery of Art, Kirk 

Varnedoe distinguished west coast abstract work by its focus on optical effect:  

In the Los Angeles aesthetic, reduction does not lead to pragmatic concreteness, as it does  
in East Coast Minimalism. Instead, it pushes toward a dissolution and disembodiment of 
experience. West Coast Minimalism becomes purely retinal. This sounds like the kind of 
opticality described by Greenberg and Fried, but it goes way beyond that, because it is 
not an optical style of painting, it is an actual optical experience. It points toward 
uncertainty, as opposed to anything essential or concrete. One does not know what is 
concave or convex, present or absent, tangible or intangible.12 

 

Such “perceptual uncertainty” is predicated on a viewing experience in which real space is 

activated by perceptual effect. Varnedoe developed his model through analysis of the strain of 

California abstract practice that I will refer to as the west coast “light painters.” These artists 
                                                
11 Philip Leider, Robert Irwin, exh. cat (Pasadena: Pasadena Art Museum: 1968), n.p. 
 
12 Kirk Varnedoe, “Minimalism,” in Pictures of Nothing: Abstract Art Since Pollock (Princeton: Princeton 
University of Press, 2006), 113. 
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used electric light to posit an expansion of the medium of painting beyond canvas and pigment. I 

argue evoking perceptual uncertainty extends beyond the light painters, functioning as a 

fundamental goal of all of the west coast artists who considered light their basic artistic material.  

Rachel Rivenc, an art historian and conservation scientist working at the Getty Research 

Institute, articulates another important aspect of the perceptual model that underlies Light and 

Space practice. Rivenc focuses her analysis on the Los Angeles-area artists who began working 

with plastic resin, to whom I will refer generally as the “plastic resin sculptors.” Rivenc 

describes the oscillation between a sense of a three-dimensional shape composed of translucent 

color and an awareness of the highly polished and reflective surfaces that characterize this work 

as creating an impression of “spatial indeterminacy,” where the viewer experiences a 

“dissolution of the edges of artworks and the consequent blending of work and environment.”13 

In expanding the definition of Light and Space art, I propose that analysis of the work of postwar 

west coast abstract artists requires an engagement with both of these perceptual paradigms. In 

what follows, I explore how west coast artists used experiences of perceptual uncertainty and 

spatial indeterminacy to elicit an embodied viewing experience that differs from that formulated 

by New York minimal abstract artists.14  

 Much of the problem with historicizing west coast abstract practice in the sixties and 

seventies resulted from critics’ categorization of California work as a provincial branch of east 

coast minimal art. Meyer has proposed an alternative model, arguing, “We come closer to the 

                                                
13 Rachel Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles: Materials, Processes, and the Birth of West Coast Minimalism 
(Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2016), 11. 
 
14 In referring to these two groups of artists as “light painters” and “plastic resin sculptors,” I do not 
intend to align these artists with a modernist model of medium-specificity, but rather articulate the 
conceptual projects of both these strains of California abstract work, in which artists understood their 
mobilization of light as a method for expanding traditional definitions of medium.  
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truth in viewing minimalism not as a movement with a coherent platform, but as a field of 

continuity and conflict, of proximity and difference.”15 Thus, the work of each artist “comes into 

view, is set into relief, when considered in a differential relation to the others.”16 Meyer has 

charted a complex reception history mapping the networks of display and exchange that 

characterized postwar abstract practice, paying special attention to east coast work. My own 

project more fully articulates a reception history of west coast gallery shows and museum 

exhibitions that were formative for the development of Light and Space in order to expand the 

parameters of the discursive field of minimal abstraction to more fully engage with California 

practice.  

 However, understanding sixties abstract practice as a “field” also requires an analysis of 

the exclusions from such a network of exhibition and exchange. By drawing upon Michel 

Foucault’s construction of a “field of presence,” Meyer also implicitly invokes the limitations of 

such a discursive model, which manifests within the scholarship, or rather, the gaps in 

scholarship, about west coast light-based art. Foucault states, “The configuration of the 

enunciative field also involves forms of coexistence. These outline first a field of presence (by 

which is understood all statements formulated elsewhere and taken up in a discourse, 

acknowledged to be truthful, involving exact description, well-founded reasoning, or necessary 

presupposition); we must also give our attention to those that are criticized, discussed, and 

judged, as well as those that are rejected or excluded.”17 In Meyer’s model, the discursive field 

                                                
15 James Meyer, Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the Sixties (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 
4. 
 
16 Ibid. 
 
17 Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Routledge, 
2002), 64. 
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of minimal abstraction relies, at least in part, on analysis of the critical writing of many of its key 

protagonists, particularly Robert Morris and Donald Judd, because, through written criticism, an 

artist “became their own best advocate.”18 California artists were significantly less likely than 

their east coast peers to write critically about their own work or the work of others, and it was 

rare that they would provide historical or theoretical context for their artistic production, a factor 

which marginalizes them in any account that emphasizes published texts or manifestos.19  While 

a few Light and Space artists showed on the east coast and participated in New York exhibitions, 

many others were relatively isolated from these events, further pushing them to the edges of the 

historical record.  

Photographic reproduction and the circulation of art magazines and catalogues also 

played a complicated role in in framing the reception of California minimal abstract work. 

Artforum’s office was located above the Ferus Gallery on La Cienega Boulevard in west Los 

Angeles (where many Light and Space artists exhibited) from 1964 to 1967. The magazine’s 

move from Los Angeles to New York in 1967 led to significant changes in how west coast 

shows were covered by the magazine. As Artforum became more focused on the New York 

scene, California artists became less central to the analyses of the stakes of minimal abstraction 

and light art published in the magazine. Many of the perceptual effects produced by west coast 

work, particularly those dependent upon the way the human brain processes and interprets light, 

shadow, color, and surface effect, could not be captured using a camera. Photographs of these 

works made the pieces appear more formally similar to east coast abstract work than was 

                                                
18 Meyers, Minimalism: Art and Polemics, 6. 
 
19 Robert Irwin is a notable exception. Early in his career, he refused to allow photographs of his work in 
art magazines and exhibition catalogues. He did, however, write extensively about his process and 
influences. 
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actually the case. The primacy of formalist criticism in this era also inflected the reception of 

Light and Space work, leading to pseudomorphic comparisons that do not take into account the 

differences in these artists’ theoretical concerns related to perception and spectatorship. Thus, 

many California artists developed an adversarial relationship to a critical apparatus that 

frequently miscontextualized their production. As a result, many began refusing to allow their 

work to be reproduced in print media.  

Light and Space work has been the subject of resurgent critical attention following the J. 

Paul Getty Museum’s Pacific Standard Time: Art in L.A. 1950-1980 initiative. Beginning in 

2002, the Getty Foundation and Getty Research Institute financed a large-scale research project 

that provided funds to art institutions for the organization and cataloguing of archival sources 

with significant holdings related to California art from the postwar era. The trove of newly 

accessible archival material made available as a result of this initiative spurred renewed scholarly 

interest in California art from the period. With additional funding from the Getty, more than fifty 

exhibitions on postwar art in California (including Clark’s Phenomenal show) were held between 

October of 2011 and March of 2012.   

However, the incorporation of this new information into the wider art historical discourse 

remains a work in progress. This dissertation is the first book-length study of the significant 

contributions made by women artists to the Light and Space movement. Using Meyer’s construct 

of a “differential relation,” my project defines Light and Space art more clearly by articulating 

connections between work by three artists: Mary Corse, Helen Pashgian, and Maria Nordman, 

analyzing their practice to enrich and complicate scholarly discussion of the stakes of Light and 

Space work and the role of California artists more generally within the discursive field of 

minimal abstraction. These artists do not consider themselves to be affiliated with Light and 
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Space, preferring that their work by analyzed in its own right, as opposed to compared with the 

production of other artists. My intention is not to shoehorn Corse, Pashgian, and Nordman into a 

definition of Light and Space art that would fundamentally mischaracterize their work, but rather 

to argue that the importance of their practices requires that the definition of Light and Space art 

be expanded. Light and Space art develops within a modernist milieu, before the rise of the 

feminist art movement and the model of subjectivity developed through identity politics. As 

mentioned earlier, Light and Space artists did not consider their practice to be a break with 

modernist values. This is true of Corse, Pashgian, and Nordman as well. In order to better 

explicate how women Light and Space artists engaged the social and political conditions in 

which they produced their early work, I draw upon Anne Wagner’s contention that the practice 

of a woman artist who works from within a modernist paradigm is “necessarily rhetorical,” that 

she is “particularly unfixed yet closely regulated” within the dominant discourse of modernism. 

Modernism’s focus on self-reflexivity and the narrative of artistic genius constructs an implicitly 

male model of artistic subjectivity. Thus, a woman artist cannot seamlessly occupy the subject 

position of the modernist artist; she performs her relationship to its values because she is 

distanced and excluded from the dominant paradigm by her gender. Her practice within this 

context “must often be strategic, must often employ assertion, denial, tactical evasion, 

subterfuge, deception, [and] refusal” in its engagement with modernist principles.20  

Wagner’s model is a tactic for circumventing what Mary Kelly has termed the 

“determinant discursive field” where “modernist discourse is produced at the level of the 

statement, by the specific practices of art criticism, by the art activities implicated in the 

critic/author’s formulations, and by the institutions which disseminate and disperse the 
                                                
20 Anne Wagner, Three Artists (Three Women): Modernism and the Art of Hesse, Krasner, and O’Keefe 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 13. 
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formulations as events.”21 Wagner postulates a multi-vocal understanding of modernism (defined 

as a discursive analysis of the work and strategies of each individual artist in relation to the wider 

field) that draws upon Kelly’s assertion that modernism is a discipline born out of an abstract 

concept. Thus, engaging with its values from a place of exclusion can be understood as a 

political position, and such a position is unique to each artist who performs this relationship. 

They are not grouped together through their common exclusion due to their gender. Instead, each 

is an autonomous operator who constructs an opposition to the dominant discourse to articulate 

her own artistic subjectivity. Focusing on Corse, Pashgian, and Nordman, I explore how issues of 

legibility related to gender affected the reception their work, leading to their exclusion from the 

exhibitions and publications that legitimized Light and Space practice within the discursive field 

of minimal abstraction. My project maps a more comprehensive definition of Light and Space—

and of women artists within it—using these artists as case studies that demonstrate the diverse 

production and ethos of experimentation that characterized the movement, while also exploring 

the social conditions that marginalized women artists’ work within Light and Space, as well as 

abstract work by women more broadly within the critical discourse.  

Corse, Pashgian, and Nordman have all expressed an aversion for group affiliations, as 

well as concern that to be included in such categories suppresses the specificity of their personal 

artistic production. In this argument, I rely on diffusion as a metaphor for the methodology 

necessary to articulate the contributions of these artists to the field of minimal abstraction. As a 

term, diffusion evokes the formal logic of Light and Space work, in which light becomes of a 

vehicle for perceptual effect: how the glow generated by an electric fixture or by natural light 

channeled from outside to inside through an architectural aperture permeates a space, or how 

                                                
21 Mary Kelly, “Re-viewing Modernist Criticism,” Screen 22, no. 3 (Autumn 1981): 41. 
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colored dye disperses in a mold filled with uncatalyzed plastic resin. Diffusion also functions as 

a descriptor for the process by which knowledge is disseminated, gesturing to the difficulties of 

situating these artists in relation to the artistic milieu of postwar art in California using the very 

archival methods that have suppressed their practice within the historical record. Until now, the 

impact of Corse, Pashgian, and Nordman on the field of minimal abstraction has remained 

ungraspable. Their contributions have slipped into the interstices of the frameworks used to 

define postwar light-based practice, and this project maps the networks of power that have 

facilitated their erasure. All this is not to say that the influence of these artists is outside the 

discursive field of minimal abstraction. While their practices may operate in opposition to the 

dominant discursive field, their contributions cannot be separated from it. Diffusion is 

generative, a process defined by its effects, rather than its origin. Corse, Pashgian, and Nordman 

must simultaneous operate from within the historical and formal constraints of abstract modern 

art and perform their relationship to a modernist construction of artistic identity that necessarily 

excludes them from its purview because they are women. Drawing on Henri Lefebvre’s 

articulation of “constructed space” as a model for artistic practice in which “socio-political 

contradictions are realized spatially,” I argue that women Light and Space artists use light to 

evoke a viewing experience that oscillates between perceptual uncertainty and spatial 

indeterminacy, making the spectator hyperaware of their own experience of viewing, through 

which the viewer must synthesize conflicting stimuli. 22  The subjectivity of the embodied 

spectator constructed by Light and Space work is unstable, and women artists mobilize this 

instability to draw attention to their own precarious subject position within a modernist model of 

artistic practice. The works created by Corse, Pashgian, and Nordman do not cohere; they shift, 
                                                
22 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Maiden, Mass.: Blackwell 
Publishing, 1991), 365. 
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reform, and respond to the conditions in which they are experienced. As Lefebvre contends, 

“[t]he contradictions of space thus make the contradictions ‘express’ conflicts between socio-

political interests and forces; it is only in space that such conflicts come effectively into play, and 

in so doing they become contradictions of space.” 23 Or, in this case, contradictions of space and 

light.

                                                
23 Ibid. 
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Chapter One 

White Light: Mary Corse and the Rise of California Light Painting 

 

Introduction 

In the summer of 1968, Artforum ran a piece on a young California artist named Mary 

Corse. Accompanying the article is a photograph, Corse’s face half-obscured, cast into shadow 

by the brilliant glow of a ten-inch square of fluorescent tubing balanced on her finger tips. The 

square emits a glow that appears generated by her touch; no visible wires or cords explain its 

origin (Figure 1.1). This photograph captures a major tension at this moment in Corse’s practice 

between the expressive potential of the “hand” of the artist and her interest in how industrial 

materials could be mobilized to expand the category of monochrome painting, recasting it as a 

vehicle for a perceptual experience of light. Corse’s delicate grasp of the square of light belies 

the dedicated experimentation behind the feat the photograph commemorates. In order to create 

light tubes that would illuminate without any visible wiring, she took a physics class at the 

University of Southern California, learning to make a generator that produced a field of static 

electricity that caused the the gas inside the light tubes to fluoresce. The generator was hidden 

inside a false wall in her studio, so that the light appears to originate from within the work itself, 

concealing the apparatus that causes the glow. While Corse referred to these works as paintings, 

the author of the article, Fidel Danieli, avoids the term, instead referring to Corse’s pieces using 

electric light as “pictorial constructions” or, alternatively, as “light structures.”1 He defines 

Corse’s work through description, recounting his experience of one of her light box works that 

hung on the wall: “A prime characteristic of this configuration and hence most of Corse’s work 

                                                
1 Fidel Danieli, “Greg Card, Mary Corse,” Artforum 6, no. 10 (Summer 1968): 43. 
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is the emphasis on a peripheral enclosure, an encompassing boundary around a more or less 

positive and energy-filled center.”2 However, Danieli description of the most recent of Corse’s 

work he saw (a suspended electric light Plexiglas piece flanked by a white wooden frame) seems 

to undermine this assertion. Danieli writes, “The light at the center is totally aggressive in its 

intensity, glares forward and escapes out the sides to cause a halation on the surface of the frame. 

In one of the really intelligent uses if the narrow edge of clear Plexiglas, light is transmitted to 

the seams describing her favored configuration as an intense white line in front of the panel.” But 

he also insists, “the darker grayish area around the edge of the panel helps control the inner 

floating sensation yet is high enough in key to convey the sense of weightlessness against the 

surrounding background.”3 He compares her work favorably with that of Irwin and Dan Flavin, 

noting that “work by Corse is just as convincing for one is inundated by an overwhelming optical 

bath of radiance.”4 Danieli oscillates in his descriptions, capturing the tension caused by Corse’s 

use of electric light. The light is generated by a central source, but is also diffuse, permeating 

beyond the material base of work. One omission from Danieli’s analysis is quite clear, he does 

not refer to Corse’s light boxes as “paintings,” as the artist did herself, because to do so would be 

to acknowledge an expanded definition of the medium, untethered from the traditional use of 

canvas and paint.  

In Modernist Painting (1960), Clement Greenberg argues that the “essence” of 

modernism can be found in “the use of the characteristic methods of a discipline to criticize the 

discipline itself—not in order to subvert it, but to entrench it more firmly in its area of 

                                                
2 Ibid. 
 
3 Ibid., 45. 
 
4 Ibid. 
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competence.”5 The issue of “competence” is predicated on a theory of the ontological conditions 

of painting, both what a painting is and what it should do. Greenberg’s argument for medium-

specificity created a bottleneck for abstract painters on both coasts, who found themselves 

responding to what seemed to be an increasingly limited range of formal options in their attempts 

to create a purely optical style of painting. West coast “light painters” reacted differently to these 

restrictive conditions than their east coast peers. Inspired by the new technical materials 

developed by the engineering and aerospace companies in Southern California, they redefined 

painting as any work that elicited a perceptual experience of light. Kirk Varnedoe outlines how 

abstract painting from the west coast transcended the opticality championed by modernist critics 

like Greenberg and Michael Fried; instead, what he terms the “Los Angeles aesthetic” is “not an 

optical style of painting, it is an actual optical experience” that “points to uncertainty, as opposed 

to anything essential or concrete.”6 This perceptual uncertainty, a blurring of the boundary 

between artistic form and embodied experience underpins the logic of California “light 

painting.”  

 

Abstraction, Gender, Double Displacement 

James Meyer’s proposal that postwar abstract work is best understood as “a field of 

continuity and conflict, of proximity and difference” encounters a series of roadblocks when 

applied to Corse’s artistic trajectory. Recalling Michel Foucault’s assertion that the “field of 

presence” manifested by scholarship is necessarily defined not only by extant criticism, but also 
                                                
5 Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting” (1960), in Modernism with a Vengeance, 1957-1969, vol. 4 
of Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, ed. John O’Brien (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1993), 85. 
 
6 Kirk Varnedoe, “Minimalism,” in Pictures of Nothing: Abstract Art Since Pollock (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2006), 113. 
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through an awareness of the omissions from this field, engaging with Corse’s work involves 

highlighting how her practice has been misframed within the critical dialogue surrounding 

minimal abstraction.7 I draw upon Michel de Certeau’s conception of “making history,” his 

argument that history is produced through practice (history as discipline) along with the result of 

this practice (history as discourse), to focus specifically on how such a discursive field is 

constructed.8 Mapping omissions from this field, whether contemporary (such as the immediate 

critical response to work and its inclusion in exhibitions) or secondary (such as later attempts to 

contextualize work within an artistic lineage), is an inherently speculative process. Corse’s 

absence within the discursive field of minimal abstraction is not solely function of the reception 

of her work, but also a result of her aversion to comparisons with other artists, which she 

believes inevitably obscure her artistic intent. One pitfall of attempting to situation Corse in 

relation to her contemporaries is potentially reinforcing the existing structural oppression of her 

practice by constructing an argument that foregrounds the work of an artist whose production is 

already more prominent within the historical discourse. In exploring Corse’s contributions to 

California light painting, I attempt to give equal weight to her project and that of her 

contemporaries, while also exploring her motivations for refusing to engage with and opting out 

of participation in networks of power that were implicitly sexist. Thus, I rely on Anne Wagner’s 

contention that the practice of a woman artist who works from within a modernist paradigm is 

rhetorical; she exists both inside and outside of modernism’s boundaries. Her practice must be 

performed in relation to what Mary Kelly has termed the “determinant discursive field” produced 

by the “specific practices of art criticism, by the art activities implicated in the critic/author’s 

                                                
7 Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Routledge, 2002), 
64. 
 
8 Michel de Certeau, The Writing of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), 21. 
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formulations, and by the institutions which disseminate and disperse the formulations as events.” 

9 In response to an environment that disregards her artistic intent in discussions of her work, 

Corse actively chooses to disengage with the wider network of artists making light-based work 

as a tactic to protect her autonomy and artistic subjectivity. 

Danieli’s linguistic gymnastics when describing the optical effects of Corse’s pieces are 

one example of how her monochrome project was made illegible within the wider movement by 

Los Angeles artists to expand the boundaries of painting, as well as how light painting was 

misframed more broadly within the discursive field of minimal abstraction. Contemporary critics 

relied heavily on ekphrasis to convey the experiential effects of Light and Space art. This was 

commonly accepted practice in reviews of abstract work from the period, where the experience 

of the spectator functioned as an essential component of critical interpretations of minimal 

abstraction. However, the foregrounding of the spectator’s experience also inevitably reinforced 

the latent biases of critics within the work they produced. 

This chapter focuses on Corse’s painting practice between 1964 and 1971, when she 

made her White Light series. Corse understood light itself to be the artistic material with which 

she worked. Her shaped canvases, columns, and light boxes were all part of a project to expand 

the formal boundaries of the monochrome beyond the pictorial frame. Through this 

experimentation, she developed an expanded definition of painting where the spectator became 

an essential component for the activation of her pieces. Corse’s practice has not been fully 

integrated into Light and Space’s development because she diverges from the historical narrative 

derived from discussions of the work of her male contemporaries: Robert Irwin, James Turrell, 

and Doug Wheeler. Following her electric light boxes, Corse returned to what appears, at first 

                                                
9 Mary Kelly, “Re-viewing Modernist Criticism,” Screen 22, no. 3 (Autumn 1981): 41. 
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glance, to be a more conservative painting style, whereas Irwin, Turrell, and Wheeler 

transitioned from their own light painting practices to making environmental light-based 

installation work. Corse’s deviation from this path has contributed to her erasure from the 

historicization of the work of California light artists. 

 

Reception History of Postwar Light Work 

By the mid sixties, light-based art was receiving curatorial attention in exhibitions at 

major museums, including the Carpenter Center for Visual Art’s Light as a Creative Medium 

(1965) in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the Walker Art Center’s Light/Motion/Space (1967) in 

Minneapolis, and the Whitney Museum’s Light: Object and Image (1968) in New York. 

Between the fall of 1967 and spring of 1968, the Pasadena Art Museum hosted a series of one-

artist shows focusing on the light painting of Turrell, Irwin, and Wheeler respectively. In 1969, 

the Wight Gallery at the University of California, Los Angeles held an exhibition called Electric 

Art. The show featured east coast, west coast, and European artists who used electric light 

elements in their practice. Corse was the youngest participant in the show.10 The programming 

for Electric Art included a lecture by Jack Burnham in which he addressed the destabilizing 

potential of light work for traditional definition of artistic mediums. “For centuries we have 

accepted paint, canvas, wood, and bronze according to their phenomenal attributes alone,” he 

stated. “The impulse to question was just not there. Yet the fact that we are questioning the 

consistency of light, has led us inevitably to question the nature of other mediums.”11 Light art 

subverted midcentury theorizations of medium specificity due to its slippery ontological 

                                                
10  One of Corse’s early wall-mounted light boxes was included in the show. 
 
11 Jack Burnham, “Six Canonical Variations on the Future of Light Art,” transcript of speech. Wight 
Gallery Papers at UCLA Special Collections, Box 182, Folder 4. 
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position: Is it material or effect? For light painters, it was both. They replaced the canvas with a 

variety of other supports that could express luminous phenomena. Irwin turned to plastic and 

metal discs; Wheeler and Corse explored the potential of fluorescent lights and Plexiglas; and 

Turrell used slides and a high intensity projector to create the illusion of three-dimensional 

shapes. All of these artists understood light as a material that could bridge illusionistic and real 

space, expanding painting beyond its traditional formal boundaries.  

 

Corse’s Position within the Discursive Field of Minimal Abstraction 

In what follows, I contrast Corse’s work with both a modernist medium-specific 

definition of painting and Donald Judd’s theorization of the “specific object,” which defined new 

minimal three-dimensional work as neither painting nor sculpture, but rather a category apart 

from the two mediums. I situate Corse in relation to other Los Angeles light painters, while also 

exploring the differences between her work and Dan Flavin’s use of light within the context of 

east coast minimalism. I chart how the highly technical aspects of Corse’s light boxes—the 

construction of electrical elements, development of a generator that created an electrical field, 

and assembly of Plexiglas enclosures—received little attention, while the use of technological 

elements and industrial materials were celebrated in work by men. Corse experimented with 

shaped canvases, painted columns constructed from plywood, light elements, Plexiglas, and 

reflective glass microspheres.12 She maintained that her work was painting when it occupied 

three-dimensions or was constructed out of tubes of fluorescent gas encased by sheets of plastic. 

Corse’s pieces manifested her conception of the monochrome as an artistic form existing in a 
                                                
12 Microspheres are small, reflective glass spheres that are often mixed with road paint. When illuminated 
by car headlights, they reflect the light, leading to their categorization as a “retroreflective” material. The 
bright glow that results is meant to help drivers keep within the appropriate lane. Microspheres may also 
be referred to as microbeads. 
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liminal space between painting-as-object and painting-as-experience. At stake in Corse’s work 

was, broadly, the definition of the monochrome and, specifically, how light and new technical 

materials could be used to radically redefine its terms. It is important to note that Corse has never 

expressed a sense of affiliation with a particular group or movement. She remains unconcerned 

with situating herself within any collective framework based on style, choice of materials, or 

geographic location. Her artistic exploration is fundamentally personal and conceptually distinct. 

She considers her practice to be apolitical and unrelated to the rise of identity politics that 

occurred in the Los Angeles area during the same period in which she made the White Light 

series. As a result of this belief, she evaded aligning her work with that of other light painters, as 

well as the burgeoning women’s liberation movement. In 1970, Corse and her then husband, 

Andy Eason, bought three acres of land in Topanga Canyon, about an hour outside of Los 

Angeles, and built a house on their property. The couple divorced shortly thereafter, but Corse 

continued to live in Topanga with her two small children.13 She had no interest in moving to the 

east coast, preferring the environment of Los Angeles where “you could have a lot of space 

between the artists” and were “left up to your own influences” instead of being overly concerned 

with what other artists were doing.14 This ethos has remained a constant in her practice. She 

continues to resist attempts by curators and critics to contextualize her work through 

comparisons to other artists, whether Los Angeles-based or otherwise. 

                                                
13 Topanga Canyon was home to a thriving community of artists who moved to the hills outside Los 
Angeles, including Wallace Berman, who moved to the area in 1965, and Peter Alexander, who bought 
property in 1970. Corse began a relationship with fellow Topanga resident Chris Burden in the late 
seventies, their relationship ended with an acrimonious split four years later. 
 
14 Mary Corse, “Oral History Interview with Mary Corse,” interview by Rani Singh, Getty Research 
Institute, J. Paul Getty Museum, transcript and video, April 21, 2011, IA.114-01, 7. In the interest of 
clarity given the similarity in naming conventions for oral history interviews by different institutions, I 
will refer to the institution for which the interview was conducted and the interviewee in secondary 
citations. Ex: Corse, Getty Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, page. 
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Corse’s Biography and Artistic Development 

Corse began making paintings and collages in high school, when she attended the private 

Anna Head School for Girls in Berkeley, California, which had recently moved to a new larger 

location on Telegraph Avenue. Her schedule included three hours a day of art classes, in which 

she would copy photographs of work by Willem De Kooning, Hans Hofmann, and Joseph 

Albers. Corse’s early influences included her art teacher at Anna Head, Antoinette (Toni) Boyd 

Keffeler, who had graduated from Chouinard Art Institute and inspired Corse’s interest in 

moving to Los Angeles to attend art school there. Corse’s teacher had been inspired in turn by 

Hans Hoffmann, who taught at Chouinard in 1931. Hofmann also became an important 

benefactor of the arts in Berkeley, willing the University of California at Berkeley a $250,000 

endowment and forty-five of his paintings upon his death in 1965. His donation became the basis 

for the collection of the University Art Museum and provided funds for the construction of a new 

building to house this collection on the Berkeley campus. The UAM building was completed in 

1969. While at Anna Head, Corse recalls studying Joseph Albers’s Interaction of Color, 

republished in an edition with 125 color plates in 1963. She was fascinated by “watching the 

color change” as she looked at a plate. 15 Corse recalls favoring painters who were interested in 

creating relational elements in their paintings: “Josef Albers does something; Hofmann, you have 

the push, pull.”16  

Corse began a degree at the University of California, Santa Barbara in 1963, but 

transferred to Chouinard the next year, where she received a BFA in 1968. While at Chouinard, 

Corse studied with Emerson Woelffer, who had accepted a position as head of the fine arts 
                                                
15 Mary Corse, “Interview,” interview by Alex Bacon, in Mary Corse (Los Angeles: Inventory Press, 
2017), 152. 
 
16 Corse, Getty Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, 3. 
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department at the school in 1960. Woelffer’s other students included Larry Bell, Ed Ruscha, Ron 

Cooper, and Doug Wheeler. During the same period, Robert Irwin was teaching painting courses 

at Chouinard; however, Corse does not recall taking any of his classes or interacting with him 

there. While working towards her degree, she became particularly interested in how the contrast 

between two juxtaposed colors could create a perceptual experience of light. She considers one 

of her early abstract works, Untitled (Red/Blue) (1964) (Figure 1.2), to be a breakthrough 

painting and recalls “[n]oticing how light seemed to flash along the meeting point between the 

red and blue passages.”17  

Corse’s work with color combined her interest in Albers’s study of the “discrepancy 

between visual effect and psychic effect”18 that resulted from the juxtaposition of colors and 

Hofmann’s conception of the “push and pull” where “space is pictorially realized through the 

intrinsic faculty of color to express volume.”19 20 In Octagonal Blue (1964) (Figure 1.3), she 

attempts to recreate the perception of the blue-toned light flash she experienced at the 

intersection of the two colors in her earlier red-blue piece by adding speckled silver to blue paint. 

This is the first time Corse incorporated a reflective material into her work, as well as the first 
                                                
17 Corse, “Interview,” 153. 
 
18 “Practical exercises demonstrate through color deception (illusion) the relativity and instability of 
color. And experience teaches that in visual perception there is a discrepancy between physical fact and 
psychic effect.” Joseph Albers, Interaction of Color (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 2. 
 
19 Hans Hoffmann, “Space Pictorially Realized Through the Intrinsic Faculty of the Colors to Express 
Volume,” in New Paintings by Hans Hofmann, exh. cat. (New York: Kootz Gallery, 1951). Reprinted in 
Hemul Friedel and Tina Dickey, eds., Hans Hofmann (Manchester, VT: Hudson Hills Press, 1998), 94–
95.  
 
20 Hofmann was a major influence for Greenberg’s theorization of opticality. Greenberg attended lectures 
at Hofmann’s School of Fine Arts in Greenwich Village in the summer of 1936. Drawing attention to 
Hoffmann’s exclusion from the 1958 New American Painting exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art, 
Greenberg referred to Hofmann as “a major fountainhead of style and ideas for the ‘new’ American 
painting.” Clement Greenberg, “Hans Hofmann,” in Art and Culture: Critical Essays (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1961), 189. 
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articulation of her painting practice as a process through which she was “consciously trying to 

put light in the painting.”2122 Corse soon decided that “color wasn’t necessary” and began making 

white paintings in order to elicit the purest experience of light.23 In Octagonal White (1964) 

(Figure 1.4), she erased all evidence of brushstrokes from the painted surface and added a gray 

outline of paint a few inches from the edge of an octagonal canvas. Corse explains her early 

shaped canvases as attempts to elicit the most coherent possible expression of a painted form: “I 

wanted the painting to be itself—the form, the painting, all itself—definitely away from a picture 

of something...So I think that is part of why I was shaping [the canvas].” For Corse, the purpose 

of the shaped canvas was to enhance how a painted shape “held” the space, meaning that the 

viewer would perceive coherency between the shape of the canvas and the painted surface.24 At 

this moment, her work is in dialogue with Michael Fried’s theorization of “shape,” which the 

critic had developed in response to recent work by artists including Frank Stella, Kenneth 

Noland, and Jules Olitski. In his analysis, Fried describes shape as a “medium” where a cohesive 

interaction between the “literal” shape of the canvas and the “depicted” shape represented in the 

painting creates an experience of “conviction.”25 This term becomes central to his argument 

                                                
21 Corse, “Interview,” 153. 
 
22 Frank Stella also experimented with metal in his paintings in his Aluminum series (1960) and Copper 
series (1960-1961). In contrast to Corse, who sought to put light “in” her paintings, Stella was interested 
in the reflective qualities of metal in the commercial paint he chose for these series of works. 
 
23 Corse, Getty Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, 3. 
 
24 Ibid. 
 
25 Michael Fried, “Shape as Form: Frank Stella’s Irregular Polygons,” in Art and Objecthood: Essays and 
Reviews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 77, 86. The first version of the essay served as the 
catalogue text for Frank Stella: An Exhibition of Recent Paintings, exh.cat. (Pasadena: Pasadena Art 
Museum, 1966). The show was on view from October 18-November 20, 1966. Also published in 
Artforum 5, no. 3 (November 1966): 18-24 as “Frank Stella’s New Paintings.”  
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outlining a literalist style of painting that remains rooted in but also seeks to expand beyond the 

the limitations of Greenbergian opticality. 

Fried contrasts the style he has outlined with the work of Judd and Bell, remarking, 

“Their pieces do not acknowledge literalness; they simply are literal [sic].”26 Fried’s 

characterization of Bell’s work in “Shape as Form” is based on knowledge of his trajectory 

towards work that occupied three dimensions (like Judd), but it is not an accurate 

characterization of Bell’s early paintings, which could be more easily affiliated with Fried’s 

analysis.27 There are clear parallels between Corse’s early paintings and those of Bell, who 

attended Chouinard from 1960-1962.  Fried had likely seen Bell’s work at his widely popular 

show at the Pace Gallery in 1965, which sold out on opening day. Over the course of Bell’s two 

years at Chouinard, the artist transitioned from making acrylic paintings on shaped canvases, to 

canvases that incorporated mirrored glass and schematics of three-dimensional shapes, to three-

dimensional constructions of vacuum-coated glass that were displayed on pedestals. In one of 

Bell’s early paintings, Homage to Baby Judy (1960) (Figure 1.5), the artist painted four light blue 

triangles and two lines that elicited a perceptual experience of two cubes, or alternatively, a 

horizontal columnar form. None of the planes are fully delimited by paint; instead, the 

                                                
26 Ibid., 88.  
 
27 Fried was more effusive the following year his praise of the work of California artist Ron Davis’s wall-
mounted works made from plastic (which he had seen in New York at Tibor de Nagy): “In at least two 
respects Davis's work is characteristically Californian: it makes impressive use of new materials—plastic 
backed with fiberglass—and it exploits an untrammeled illusionism. But these previously had yielded 
nothing more than extraordinarily attractive objects, such as Larry Bell's coated glass boxes, or ravishing, 
ostensibly pictorial effects, as in Robert Irwin's recent work. (In the first instance illusion is rendered 
literal, while in the second it dissolves literalness entirely.) Whereas Davis's new work achieves an 
unequivocal identity as painting.” Fried, “Ron Davis: Surface and Illusion,” in Art and Objecthood: 
Essays and Reviews, 176. Originally published in Artforum 5, no. 8 (April 1967): 37-41. Like Corse, 
Davis occasionally incorporated reflective metal flakes into his pieces. Fried’s acceptance of Davis’s 
work was predicated on its mobilization of illusionistic effect, while simultaneously avoiding the 
dissolution into an immaterial experience of light that the critic reads in Irwin’s work. 
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interaction of the shaped canvas, the fields of paint, and the painted lines lead the viewer to read 

the painting as a schematic representation of a geometric form. Corse also explored the 

perceptual threshold at which lines and planes of color became legible as a schematic of a three-

dimensional shape in Hexagonal White (1965) (Figure 1.6), where she painted two white 

triangles on a diamond-shaped canvas to create a schematic cube. In Hexagonal Wt. (1965) 

(Figure 1.7), she bisected a six-sided canvas, using a masking tape to block of a strip vertically 

through its center, which which she then removed to reveal a deeper layer of a brighter white 

paint, a process recalling the manner in which Barnett Newman created his famous “zips.”28 

Though the lighter strip of paint was the result of the subtraction of a layer of paint, it caused the 

canvas to appear to be two four-sided square forms in recessional space, abutting each other at 

the painted line.  

Like Bell, Corse’s reductionist paintings were quickly followed by a move into three-

dimensions. In 1965, she created several iterations of three-sided columns including Triangular 

Columns (Figure 1.8). Her columns are displayed pairs, with one plane of each column facing its 

twin with a few inches of space in between. After making these pieces, Corse experimented with 

various configurations before settling on a final arrangement where the two triangular forms 

were arranged to form a rectangle. The surfaces of the wood boards that make up the columns 

were coated with layers of joint compound, each of which was painted with a glossy acrylic paint 

that was then sanded down to an even, brushstroke-free surface. Corse considers the columns to 

be constructions that “came from the shaped canvases,” with two surfaces that face outward 

towards a spectator, and one that faces its counterpart on the other column.29 Seen together, the 

                                                
28 For an in-depth discussion of Newman’s development of the “zip” in his Onement series and the 
perceptual conditions induced by these works, see Yve-Alain Bois, “Perceiving Newman,” in Painting as 
Model (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1993). 
29 Corse, Getty Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, 3. 
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columns create a three-dimensional manifestation of the two illusionistic square forms of 

Hexagonal Wt. Instead of a line of paint (made by subtracting the top layer of paint from the 

canvas) there was actual space between the boards. Understanding the arrangement of the 

columns requires that a viewer walk completely around the work. Drawing upon the same logic 

that lead her to add silver flakes to the paint in Octagonal Blue so that the painting would create 

the effect of a field of light, Corse understands the painted surfaces of the columns to be emitting 

light into the surrounding space. She emphasizes the interaction of her triangular forms with their 

environment through their glossy surfaces; the columns reflect ambient light as the viewer moves 

in relation to the work. Corse also understands the painted planes of the columns that are facing 

each other to be responding to their counterpart. They are linked together via this responsiveness: 

they are not separate entities, but rather two aspects of the same work. Together, they function as 

a single entity.  

Corse’s belief that the white painted surfaces on her columns interacted with each other, 

and that this interaction united them into one form, presages her interest in what she would 

define in the 1990s as an “inner band,” a rectangular section of paint that differs in tone from the 

surrounding painted surface, creating the illusion of spatial depth within the flat canvas as a 

viewer moves horizontally in relation to the painting. Looking back at her early White Light 

pieces, Corse states that the “inner band” can be traced back to the columns: “in those columns 

I’d have two corners of the squ[are]…and two would face each other, so actually there was space 

between them. So it was actually an inner band, a band between them.”30 Her triangular columns 

are also the earliest manifestation of Corse’s interest in the prism in her work. Corse understands 

prisms both through the lens of physics as a structural form that can produce light because of its 

                                                
30 Ibid., 4. 
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refractory properties and as a metaphoric construction that articulates her theory of perception as 

a triangulation of work, viewer, and the surrounding environment. Her adoption of glass 

microspheres was based on a desire to materialize the relationship between ambient light, the 

viewer, and the surface of the work: “It’s that they prism instead of reflect. So it brings the light, 

the viewer, and the surface as in a triangle that moves around…You move around. It puts the 

experience in your perception because two people looking at the same painting are seeing two 

different things. So in other words, the painting is not on the wall. It’s your perception.”31   

 

Evolution of Corse’s White Light Series 

In 1966, Corse began the White Light series, in which she incorporated electrical 

elements for the first time. During her final years at Chouinard, Corse lived and worked in a 

studio at the intersection of Beverly Boulevard and Hoover Street in Los Angeles. The front 

portion of the building was a repurposed office that Corse turned into an apartment where she 

lived during her last two years at school. The large warehouse in the back functioned as her 

studio and exhibition space (Figure 1.9).32 The only place where a number of Corse’s white light 

works could be seen together was in her warehouse studio, visited by Danieli as part of his 

research for Artforum and documented in the short film White Light (1969) by her then husband, 

Andy Eason, in which the filmmaker followed Corse as she constructed a light box, overlaying 

her responses to his questions about the conceptual framework for these pieces onto the 

footage.33 Corse made extensive modifications to her studio, including wiring and false walls 

                                                
31 Ibid., 6. 
 
32 Ibid., 4. 
 
33 Andy Eason, White Light, directed and edited, with Mary Corse, narrator, 9 min. 10 sec. (Los Angeles: 
Eason Design Films, 1969). 
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that facilitated her use of electrical currents and electromagnetic generators. She also painted the 

concrete floor silver so that both the ambient light and the glow from her light boxes were 

reflected back into the studio space.  

Corse’s interest in shaped canvases proved to be short-lived. Inspired by what she 

considered to be the interactive light effects of her columns, she returned to more traditional 

quadrilateral shapes in her first electric light works. The early light boxes, like Untitled (White 

Light Series) (1968) (Figure 1.10), are encircled by painted white wood with deeply beveled 

sides that conceal and enclose the electrical circuit board. The effect of the deep bevel was to 

create a square of white light enclosed by white painted wood that floated in front of the wall. 

Corse does not understand the wood around the light element as a frame, but an element of the 

monochrome painting itself. As in her columns, she believes the painted white surface of the 

wood emits light as well. She draws attention to the space of the interaction between painting 

and environment in the series Untitled (Space Plexi + Painted Wood) (1966) (Image 1.11a-

1.11c). Each of the three works has a composition board backing that Corse painted white and 

carefully sanded to “get rid of any trace of subjectivity.”34 As the series progresses, the squares 

of painted wood remain 24-by-24 inches, but the depth of the backing and plastic enclosure 

(which remain of equal depth to each other) increases from an overall depth of  2 ½ to 4 ½ to 6 

inches, annexing an increasing amount of three-dimensional space. Corse understood the 

Plexiglas to function as a permeable boundary that encompassed “[a]ctual, literal space, not 

pictorial space.”35 She believes that the white paint manifests the same glowing light as electric 

                                                
34 Corse, “Interview,” 154.  
 
35 Ibid. 
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elements. Corse used Plexiglas to encase a space beyond the surface of the painting, signaling a 

perceptual zone that expanded the boundaries of the work of art beyond its material support.36 

 

Light Box Paintings 

Corse notes that the use of Plexiglas enclosures inspired her to add electrical elements, 

and that her first illuminated piece “came directly after the small square constructions.” She soon 

moved from wall-mounted pieces to light boxes that sat on pedestals or were suspended from the 

ceiling by microfilaments. She became focused on making works that transitioned from being 

“one-sided” to “two-sided [and] freestanding” where “[y]ou could go all the way around it.”37 

Danieli’s aforementioned Artforum article and Eason’s film provide us with the most 

comprehensive available record of this pivotal moment in Corse’s artistic development. Both 

Danieli and Eason visited Corse in her studio, where she had installed several White Light works, 

including painted columns and both wall-mounted and suspended light boxes. Corse modified 

light fixtures for her paintings, first using fluorescent bulbs stripped of electrodes and then tubes 

filled with argon gas. She assembled the square light elements by attaching each tube to an 

underlying scaffolding with wire. According to her, the technological elements are a part of the 

“material end of the piece” and “what gives it form.”38 Corse then installed the lighting element 

                                                
36 Ginger Elliot Smith reads Corse’s early Plexiglas encasements as a reference to the vitrine, and thus a 
nod to a re-oriented experience of viewing that draws attention to the division between the space where 
the work of art is created and the space of exhibition. In this analysis, she draws upon Leo Steinberg’s 
construction of the flatbed picture plane. I disagree with Smith’s contention because of Corse’s insistence 
that the Plexiglas draws attention to the space between the viewer’s eye and the material base of the 
painting that is occupied by the field of white light, but also serves as a permeable boundary through 
which the light can pass. Ginger Elliot Smith, “Technology and Artistic Practice in 1960s and 1970s 
Southern California” (Ph.D diss., Boston University, 2015). 
 
37 Corse, Getty Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, 5. 
 
38 Eason, White Light. 
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inside a white Plexiglas enclosure, the exterior of which she had sanded before inserting the 

enclosure within a larger clear Plexiglas box twice its depth. By sanding the surface of the 

interior box, she ensured that the glow from inside would project outward instead of interacting 

with the reflective surface of the transparent layer of Plexiglas. This construction harkens back to 

the Plexiglas encasements she affixed to her previous set of paintings on wood. The largest of 

her boxes, Untitled (1967) was 72 inches square and 10 inches deep (Figure 1.12) (Figure 1.13). 

She suspended it from the ceiling by four microfilaments so that it would appear to float, while 

still being connected to a generator concealed behind a false panel in the ceiling. A few months 

later, Corse began using Tesla coil generators to free the light encasements from cords or 

filaments that tethered them to the walls (or ceiling) of her studio and disrupted the illusion that 

the works were generating a field of light from within. 39  She took a physics class at the 

University of Southern California, a safety procedure required by Edmund Scientific, the 

company provided her with the materials to construct her own Tesla coils. The largest of these 

generators was nearly four feet tall and required her to wind a thin gauge copper wire around a 

central tube for four and a half hours. When attached to a power source, the conductive wire 

created the circuit that amplified the electromagnetic field produced by the coil (Figure 1.14). 

The field of energy produced by the Tesla coil ionized the gas within the fluorescent tubing 

several feet away, causing the gas molecules to shed electrons and glow. Corse was able to 

generate a light field without any apparent source other than the work itself. This advancement 

allowed her to more clearly articulate her understanding of how light manifests in her paintings: 

                                                
39 Tesla coils are resonance transformers that produce (and briefly store) electrical energy, creating an 
electromagnetic field in proportion to the size of the generator and strength of the applied electrical 
current. The current is amplified as it rotates upward along the conductive wire coiled around a 
cylindrical magnetized base. Nikolas Tesla invented this electromagnetic generator and patented the 
technology in 1891; thereafter, he spent the last decade of the nineteenth century demonstrating how to 
light up electric bulbs without any sort of connecting wire at exhibitions and world’s fairs.  
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the rectangular shape of the Plexiglas encasement alludes to the canvas as the underlying form of 

painting, but pigment is replaced by pure light. Unlike a canvas, which functions as a perceptual 

limit, the Plexiglas is both an encasement and a permeable boundary.  

Corse calls these works paintings, even though they are three-dimensional. Untitled 

allowed the viewer to walk around the piece and experience the glow of light from all sides. Her 

light boxes are both object and optical phenomena; the glowing light passes through the 

Plexiglas encasement. Despite Rosalind Krauss’s general aversion toward light-based works, 

Corse’s commitment to an expansion of painting as an artistic medium would seem to align her 

project with the critic’s theoretical model of the “post-medium condition,” where medium is 

reconstituted as “a set of conventions derived from (but not identical to) the material conditions 

of a given technical support, conventions out of which to develop a form of expressiveness that 

can be both projective and mnemonic.”40 41 Corse considers her White Light pieces an expansion 

of the expressive possibilities of painting, but also an engagement with the reductivist logic of 

modernism. She has pared away paint and canvas, leaving only what she considers the essential 

goal of painting: the expression of pure light. Krauss uses the term “projective” in the 

psychological sense, meaning that post-medium art draws from the spectator the experience of an 

associative relationship between a known medium and work whose “technical support” deviates 

from the traditional materials through which this medium has operated. Corse’s works manifest 

this metaphoric relationship through the formal effect created by the projection of light; the light 

from her fluorescent pieces appears as a field that seems to permeate the three-dimensional space 
                                                
40 Rosalind Krauss, “Reinventing the Medium,” Critical Inquiry 25, no. 2 (Winter 1999): 296. 
 
41 Krauss specifically argues against the perceptual effects created by Light and Space art, focusing on her 
experience of one of James Turrell’s light installations in “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist 
Museum,” October 54 (Fall 1990): 3-17. For an extended analysis of Krauss’s contention that Turrell’s 
light installation effects a “sensory deprogramming” that creates a “derealized spectator,” see chapter 
three. 
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occupied by the viewer. The light is generated by the work, but only legible through the viewer’s 

understanding of the light as having a presence in the room. The pieces create a network of 

exchange between the artwork and the viewer in which the light box projects (creates) the white 

light and the viewer perceives (creates) the experience of light that transcends the boundaries of 

the material support of the work.   

Given Corse’s attempt to produce the purest expression of painting as a medium, it is not 

surprising that she was troubled by any unexpected sensorial effect generated by the light works 

using electrical elements. She expressed concern with the inconsistency of the circuits she used 

in the early light boxes, noting that there is “some flickering, some subtle bands, and a little bit 

of sound.”42 The sound was a result of the Tesla coil’s oscillating electromagnetic field, which 

also produces a pulsing flicker within the fluorescent tubes as the field’s polarization shifts. This 

phenomenon undermined the artist’s attempt to create a “completely solid, even light.”43 The 

random and shifting distribution of the ionized argon molecules causes striations and dark 

patches within the bulbs. Furthermore, despite the uniform surface of her Plexiglas encasements, 

the underlying vertical framework of the light elements Corse constructed from commercially 

available fluorescent tubes was still faintly visible. Her dissatisfaction with the effect of her light 

boxes began to grow as she moved away from understanding her paintings as self-contained 

objects towards wanting her works to emphasize the temporality of spectatorship. Recalling her 

45-inch square piece, Untitled (Space +Electric Light) (Figure 1.15), Corse declares, “the viewer 

is still outside the object, [later] when I put in the light and the brushstroke, the viewer’s position 

and movement actually creates the painting. So the viewer becomes a part of the work, the light 

                                                
42 Corse, “Interview,” 154. 
 
43 Ibid. 
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is in the painting, that’s where perception had to get in—to be a kind of realism.”44 Her 

definition of painting began to evolve towards a privileging of the experience of the spectator 

over the material properties of her works, what Corse terms the “realism” of the space occupied 

by the viewer. Corse came away from her physics course at USC with a more esoteric 

understanding of perception itself: “I realized more and more that perception has to do with how 

we perceive reality…like the Heisenberg principle, where you can’t watch the wave and the 

particle at the same time, and so uncertainty comes in.”45 She became interested in making works 

that elicited an experience of perceptual ambiguity, while also changing in response to the 

surrounding environment. She discovered that industrial glass microbeads would provide the 

shifting effects of light she was seeking. Corse understood the microbeads as a material that 

embedded light in the surface of the painting, rather than just reflecting the ambient light of the 

surrounding space:   

[W]hen I was doing the light pieces, the plexi [sic] boxes, when I went back to painting 
realizing that, it was still about light and space. I wanted to put the light in the painting. 
So I went around trying to find out how to put the light in the painting and I tried all 
kinds of different paints and all that, and I came upon the glass microspheres they use on 
the white lines on the road, which light up at night when car lights hit them. And then I 
was finally able to truly put the light in the painting.46  
 

                                                
44 Ibid., 154-155. 
 
45 Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, also known as the indeterminacy principle, was developed in 1927 
by German physicist Werner Heisenberg. The principle is an underlying tenet of quantum mechanics, 
which states that the position of a specific electron and its velocity (movement through space) cannot be 
measured at the same time. The principle applies not only to attempts to measure particles, but also when 
constructing a theoretical model to mathematically determine the properties of an electron. 
  
46 Mary Corse, “Mary Corse with Alex Bacon,” The Brooklyn Rail, 
https://brooklynrail.org/2015/06/art/mary-corse-with-alex-bacon. This interview was republished in an 
edited form for Mary Corse (Los Angeles: Inventory Press, 2017). (Quote found in online interview.) In 
distinguishing these two forms of the interview I have referred to the text as “Interview” and the online 
version as “Mary Corse with Alex Bacon.” 
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 By 1968, Corse had returned to canvas and reintroduced the gestural brush stroke into 

her monochromes. Her technique has remained relatively constant since that time, though the 

size of the canvas and application of paint varies from work to work. Corse frequently paints 

vertical stripes of alternating tones of white on her large canvases. She applies many layers of 

paint, sanding after each coat to create a smooth white surface with tonal variations. Corse 

embeds glass microbeads in the still-wet paint by resting the painting on the ground; then, using 

a board with wheels that spans the width of the canvas, she rolls across the painting on her 

stomach quickly applying a layer of paint followed by a layer of microspheres. The optical 

effects produced by her painting technique mimic the striations inside the fluorescent tubes and 

the vertical bands of light and dark generated by the light elements in her boxes, reframing what 

she had considered technical glitches into formal qualities that reference the shifting viewing 

experience produced by the varying field of light in her earlier works. In the late sixties, she also 

reincorporated references to the history of abstract painting, specifically in her grid series, 

including Untitled (White Light Grid Series-V) (1968) (Figure 1.16). Over the course of the 

ensuing decades, the stripes in Corse’s paintings have become increasingly stylized, leading to 

the effect that I have mentioned previously, what Corse refers to as an “inner band.” She 

explains, “ I painted this band that's inside the painting, and it appears and disappears depending 

on where you are. So your perception creates the experience of this other dimension.”47 Through 

this painting method, Corse mobilizes the Light and Space perceptual techniques of optical 

uncertainty and spatial indeterminacy. The overlaying patterns of slightly irregular brush strokes 

creates a moiré effect, in which the human brain perceives the variation of brush strokes as a 

                                                
47 Corse, Getty Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, 6. 
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rippling optical field.48 At the same time, the spectator changes position in relation to the canvas, 

causing a shift in her experience of the interaction of the glass microbeads embedded in the 

painting’s surface with the ambient light of the surrounding space. When hit by a light beam, a 

microbead redirects the stream of light and reflects it back. The beads are tiny spheres, so this 

refraction occurs across a curved surface. Microspheres are not technically prisms. Prisms have 

flat polished surfaces that either reflect light, or, depending on their shape, can disperse light and 

break it down into its constitutive wavelengths. The human eye perceives this manipulation of 

the stream of light as a rainbow. Corse often uses the term prism to explain the effect of the 

microspheres, which, while not technically accurate from the perspective of physics, does 

underlay how she understands her works to function: the shifting effects of light in her paintings 

result from a triangulation between the painted surface, ambient light, and the movement of the 

viewer. The glass beads are barely perceptible to the human eye, except for the intermittent 

sparkles of light they produce. Corse’s paintings are not meant to be contemplated from a 

distance, instead a viewer is meant to move horizontally in front of the painted surface. As the 

spectator changes position, she perceives the refracted light from a different angle, leading to an 

experience of a shifting field of light and a glow that seems to emanate from within the painting. 

Corse believes the microbeads dissolve the division between the material base of the painting 

and the optical effect it produces, noting, “The glass microspheres painting, the light is coming 

from within the painting. It’s like light itself. Just the form of it is really this incredible purity. As 

                                                
48 The term moiré developed in France to describe a textile with a rippled or “watered” appearance, 
resulting from the pressing together two or more layers of textile. Because the warp and weft of the layers 
of thread do not align exactly when subjected to this process, the human eye perceives a shifting, 
variegated optical effect. According to the Oxford English dictionary, this term has been in use in English 
to describe a characteristic of textiles since the seventeenth century. Today, the term is more commonly 
used to describe the experience of a shifting pattern or wavy lines that occur when stripes are depicted on 
a pixel-based screen, such as that of a computer or television, or when the pattern of pixels on two such 
screens are overlayed in a new image, such as in a picture of a computer or television screen taken by a 
digital camera. 
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a viewer, in some instances, the edges just dissolve, and that whole idea of form, it really 

[d]issolves the form. The light dissolves the form.”49   

Corse’s conception of light is as a material that can dissolve divisions between viewer, 

work, and the surrounding environment aligns her monochrome project with the experiments 

with light conducted by other California light painters. Corse remains frustrated that despite a 

widespread awareness of her electric light works within the Los Angeles art community, there 

was “not even a phone call” from John Coplans or Walter Hopps about the possibility of her 

participating in Hopps’s show on light painting (eventually split into three solo shows for Irwin, 

Turrell, and Wheeler) at the Pasadena Art Museum.50 Her work was never situated in relation to 

the work of these other artists in critical reviews from the period. In the conclusion of this 

chapter, I will return to a discussion of the omission of Corse’s work from Hopps’s curatorial 

project at the Pasadena Museum, while also discussing how the autonomous evolution of Corse’s 

practice and her “return” to painting reflects her position at a crossroads between a modernist 

construction of painting as a medium and a growing interest in an embodied spectator articulated 

through her experiments with new potential forms for the monochrome.  

 

The Monochrome 

While I have noted the alignment of Corse’s work with Krauss’s construct of the post-

medium condition, Krauss developed this model decades later in response to the very debate 

                                                
49 Ibid. 
 
50 Mary Corse, Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, interview by Hunter Drohojowska-Philp, August 
10-December 14, 2013, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, transcript, n.p. In both her 
oral history interviews for the Getty Museum and the Smithsonian Museum of American Art, Corse 
begins to criticize her exclusion from the group of male artists making work that used electric light. 
Before completing her criticism, she stops short. Even after prompting from the interviewer in both cases, 
she avoids explicitly connecting her exclusion from exhibitions to the fact that she is female. 
 



 39 

about the boundaries of medium in which Corse’s monochrome project was embroiled. In the 

postwar period, the monochrome served as a flashpoint as artists and critics attempted to define 

its place within the discursive field of minimal abstraction. Greenberg provided an extended 

discussion of the boundary between painting and object, or art and “non-art,” in his essay for the 

Los Angeles County Museum of Art, “Recentness of Sculpture,” published in the catalogue for 

American Sculpture of the Sixties (1967). By the time Greenberg wrote this essay, his definition 

of a successful painting had shifted away from a discussion of style to a focus on the ontological 

boundaries of the medium. The essay was less a discussion of contemporary sculpture than a 

condemnation of avant-gardist tendencies in recent work that he saw as an unsuccessful 

negotiation of the formal qualifications that divided mediums.51 

Central to Greenberg’s argument is a growing ambivalence towards recent monochrome 

painting, which he understood as the product of literalist tendency in a new generation of artists 

flirting with the boundaries of “non-art” using the logic of the ready-made. He insisted that the 

monochrome’s potential for radicality had been exhausted, and thus a provocation of the 

boundary between art and non-art now required an incursion into real space: “since even an 

unpainted canvas now stated itself as a picture, the borderline between art and non-art had to be 

sought in the three-dimensional, where sculpture was, and where everything material that was 

not art also was.”52 Here, Greenberg referred back to a concession made in the essay “After 

Abstract Expressionism” (1962) where he allowed that “a stretched or tacked up canvas already 

                                                
51 See “Recentness of Sculpture: Minimalism and ‘Good Design’,” in James Meyer, Minimalism: Art and 
Polemics in the Sixties, 211-221 for an analysis of the transition in Greenberg’s criticism away from a 
discussion of medium-reflexivity and towards the qualitative criteria of “taste.” 
 
52 Clement Greenberg, “After Abstract Expressionism” in Clement Greenberg, The Collected Essays and 
Criticism Volume 4: Modernism with a Vengeance, ed. John O’Brian (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press: 1993), 131. Originally published in Art International 6, no. 8 (October 1962): 24-32. 
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exists as a picture—thought not necessarily as a successful one.”53 In “Recentness of Sculpture,” 

the major target of Greenberg’s ire was minimal art’s mixing of mediums to produce hybrid 

work, “straddling the line” between painting and sculpture or artwork and object.54 He dismissed 

this work by calling it “too much a feat of ideation, and not enough anything else.”55 For the east 

coast minimalists, Greenberg’s theory of medium reflexivity became a provocation to create new 

work that challenged his reliance on optical space as the purview of painting.56 For Light and 

Space artists—-both those whose works fell closer to a traditional definition of painting and 

those whose work was more closely aligned with sculpture—opticality would remain an 

important theoretical concern, given their focus on perceptual effects. The trajectory of Corse’s 

practice involved a diverse, simultaneous investigation of how different materials could manifest 

an experience of white light, but she was never interested in transcending painting. Instead of 

creating a new category, she understood her work as expanding the medium beyond the 

perceptual and conceptual boundaries of the canvas. It is here that Corse’s production would 

have crossed a bridge too far for Greenberg (had he ever commented on her), for he would 

lament the “exploding” of mediums as “painting turns into sculpture, sculpture into architecture, 

engineering, theater, environment, ‘participation’…the boundaries between art and everything 

                                                
53 Ibid. 
 
54 Clement Greenberg, “Recentness of Sculpture,” in American Sculpture of the Sixties, ed. Maurice 
Tuchman, exh. cat. (Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1967), 24. 
 
55 Ibid. 
 
56 For a discussion of the monochrome as the logical endpoint of the formalist and reductionist tendencies 
of Greenberg’s criticism see Thierry de Duve, “The Monochrome and the Blank Canvas,” in Kant After 
Duchamp (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), 199-279. 
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that is not art are being obliterated. At the same time scientific technology is invading the visual 

arts and transforming them even as they transform one another.”57  

 Despite Greenberg’s assertion that the monochrome had lost its ability to shock, the 

format became an essential experimental form for several branches of mid-century abstract 

painting. Lucy Lippard provided a tongue-in-cheek analysis of the state of monochrome painting 

for Art in America in 1967, pointing out that despite dire predictions, the monochrome had 

managed to reinvent itself several times for new conceptual purposes: “The art for art’s sake, or 

formalist strain, of non-objective painting has an apparently suicidal tendency to narrow itself 

down, to zero in on specific problems to the exclusion of all others. Each time this happens, and 

it has happened periodically since 1912, it looks as though the much heralded End of Art has 

finally arrived.”58 She identifies the monochrome or, as she terms it, the “monotone” work, as a 

strategy mobilized by several different strains of abstract painting practice, with a particular 

focus on Robert Ryman’s embrace of the form. Ryman’s multi-decade experimentation with the 

white monochrome is the closest parallel to Corse’s project, both in its idiosyncratic and 

experimental nature and in its duration. By 1962, Ryman had playfully edged his way toward the 

formal limit of painting (outlined by Greenberg in his discussion of the “tacked-up” canvas) by 

exploring various manifestations of canvas and paint, as well as tacks, staples, and wires used to 

mount paintings to the wall. Douglas Crimp casts Ryman’s work as a stripping away of the 

philosophical trappings from the medium: “His conception of painting is reduced to the stark 
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physical components of painting-as-object. The systemic, single-minded attempt to rid painting 

once and for all of its idealist trappings.”59 For Ryman, this supposedly reductivist paring down 

of painting to its basic elements expanded into a multi-decade investigation of the almost infinite 

number of material and conceptual explorations generated by this paradigm, what Robert Storr 

has called the “infinite fecundity” of Ryman’s practice.60  

Yve-Alain Bois has presented Ryman’s work as the manual “decomposing” of painting. 

Bois draws a similar conclusion to Lippard, noting that Ryman’s work is not a deconstructive 

process bent on negation, but rather “elaborates a kind of negativity that is not trapped in the 

dialectical vector of affirmation, negation, and sublation...Ryman’s dissolution is posited, but 

endlessly restrained, amorously deferred; the process (which identifies the trace with its 

“subjective” origin) is endlessly stretched: the thread is never cut.”61 Despite the generative 

formal potential of Ryman’s white paintings, the contextualization of the artist’s work within the 

discursive field of minimal art has presented critics with a challenge. Suzanne Hudson suggests 

that Ryman’s practice is “a-rhetorical,” by which she means “unconcerned with the discourse 

that seeks to pin it down,” noting that many critics have made the difficulty of responding to 

Ryman’s work a central feature of their analysis.62  Bois had already questioned whether such 

contextualization was even necessary, arguing that the formal qualities of Ryman’s work are 
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sufficient for expressing his intent:  “Aren’t his paintings themselves—preeminently anti-

illusionist, flatly literal—all the explanation the viewer or critic needs to penetrate their ineffable 

silence? Don’t they reveal what they’re made of, proudly, with a kind of routine generosity, 

thereby cutting short any attempt at associative reading? Simply, don’t they seem to suggest their 

own commentary, to define their own discursive terrain?”63   

Ryman was deeply embedded within a close-knit group of artists and critics affiliated 

with New York minimal art, including through his marriage to critic and curator Lucy Lippard in 

the early sixties. His affiliation with major figures in New York minimalism meant that his 

practice was referenced within this milieu, which allowed later critics to assume that their 

difficulties contextualizing him within this network was the result of an intentional strategy on 

his part. Ryman’s lack of engagement with the work of his peers, at least in regard to the 

evolution of his own painting practice, has been made intelligible in the historical discourse of 

minimalism through critical arguments that presuppose that understanding Ryman’s practice 

requires a singular focus on his own process of experimentation, as well as that the artist has 

purposely eschewed references to and the influences of other artists engaged with the wider 

discursive field. While the resistance of Ryman’s paintings to contextualizing analysis has been 

lauded, a similar theoretical inscrutability in Corse’s White Light works has impeded their critical 

reception. Corse’s self-directed artistic experimentation, in which a painting is produced almost 

solely in response to her experiential engagement with the formal stakes of the one that 

proceeded it, has not been intelligible as purposeful artistic strategy and choice within her 

practice. Recalling Wagner’s assertion that a woman artist must operate from outside the 

dominant historical discourse because of her gender, the difference between the reception of 
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Ryman’s and Corse’s monochrome projects comes into clearer relief. Ryman is assumed to be 

operating from within the dominant discourse, and thus isolating himself from the discursive 

critical environment of his contemporaries is implicitly understood as an artistic choice. In 

contrast, discussions of Corse’s work begin from a defensive position, assuming that to be 

legitimized within the discursive field of minimal abstraction, her work must be allied with that 

of other artists who are widely accepted to occupy legitimate positions within this network. 

 

Light and Space Art’s Relationship to Minimal Criticism 

The silence of most Light and Space artists about their creative intent means that most 

analysis of their work has relied on texts written by east coast minimal artist-critics to explicate 

west coast work, usually by noting how California practice diverges from of New York 

minimalism. I attempt to situate Corse in relation to the dominant critical models for the 

interpretation of postwar abstract work, but also create an affirmative discussion of her practice 

that emphasizes its autonomous development. In this pursuit, a historical asynchronicity 

develops: the most comprehensive interviews with Corse in which she explicates her 

monochrome project have occurred within the last decade, while the seminal texts of minimal art 

have been part of the discourse for more than fifty years. Thus, Corse’s comments on her White 

Light works are necessarily retrospective and inflected by her work since that time. 

Writing for Arts Yearbook in 1965, Judd analyzed the new trends in abstract art, noting 

the beginning of two diverging paths: “So far the most obvious difference within this diverse 

work is between that which is something of an object, a single thing, and that which is open and 

extended, more or less environmental.”64 No longer defined by a single medium, the first strain 
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of this new work (defined as “object”- or “single thing”-like) was hybrid and outlined in negative 

terms, “neither painting nor sculpture,” while still possessing elements of both.65 According to 

Judd, painting and sculpture had become “set forms,” while three-dimensionality functioned as a 

“space to move into,” the realm of what Judd defined as the “specific object.”66 Corse, by 

contrast, turned toward an “open and extended” definition of painting, rejecting material 

specificity and using various combinations of lighting elements, canvas, wood, Plexiglas, and 

paint to elicit the experience of glowing white light. Judd begins his critique of painting with a 

criticism of the relational aspects of the medium that undermine the focus on the underlying 

form: “Except for a complete and unvaried field of colour [sic] or marks, anything spaced in a 

rectangle and on a plane suggests something in and on something else, something in its surround, 

which suggests an object or figure in its space, in which these are clearer instances of a similar 

world—that's the main purpose of painting.”67 Citing the work of Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, 

Clyfford Still, Barnett Newman, Ad Reinhardt, and Kenneth Noland, Judd argued, “The shapes 

and surface are only those which can occur plausibly within and on a rectangular plane. The 

parts are few and so subordinate to the unity as not to be parts in an ordinary sense,” evading the 

main pitfall of painting, in which a work might become an “indefinable sum of a group of 

entities and references.” He further defined the rectangle as a “definite form, no longer a fairly 

neutral limit” that functioned as a “new beginning, in which new forms are often made from 
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earlier schemes and materials.”68 For Corse, the ontological question of the canvas as a 

delimiting feature (Judd’s “definite form”) was never at issue. For her, a painting is the 

phenomena it produces: it emits light and the experience of this light extends beyond the 

confines of the work’s material base. She implicitly refuses Judd’s model of the artwork as a 

self-contained entity, using new technology to postulate an electric future for the monochrome 

that alludes back to the conventions of the canvas while avoiding its material limitations. Her 

monochromes are both discursive and relational; her painted surfaces interact with one another 

as well as with the space around the work, while new work additionally references previous 

iterations (as in her column pieces that refer back to the logic of her combination of color and 

line from the earlier shaped canvases). 

Corse’s work demonstrates one of the characteristic divergences between the evolution of 

minimal three-dimensional work on the two coasts. She responds to the restrictive conditions of 

medium-specificity by proposing an expanded definition of painting that maintained an emphasis 

on opticality, something east coast minimal artists, particularly Robert Morris, considered an 

insurmountable formal obstacle. Morris believed painting was suffering from a “structural” 

problem: “If painting has sought to approach the object, it has sought equally hard to 

dematerialize itself on the way.”69 While Morris rejected this dichotomy, Light and Space 

painters reveled in the tension, making works that referenced not only the painted canvas but also 

the minimal object. Corse’s light boxes are an explicit manifestation of this strategy; they are 

three-dimensional shapes, the permeability of whose boundaries are made explicit by the optical 
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effect of light. Corse also rejects a literalist interpretation of art-as-object, instead 

anthropomorphizing her paintings: there is a “self of the object” that interacts with a viewer; 

surface effect is reframed as a triangulation of work, viewer, and surrounding space.70  

 

The Gendering of Corse’s Abstract Work 

In his Artforum review, Danieli largely embraced Corse’s focus on opticality and 

perceptual experience. He focuses his review on the light emanating from the boxes and 

describes the pieces using terminology that alludes to their similarity with painting (though he 

refuses to define them as such) while largely ignoring Corse’s use of industrial construction 

techniques. This evasion is implicit in the photo of Corse taken for Artforum, in which the 

glowing light from the square of fluorescent tubing illuminates half her face, showcasing her 

beauty, unlike Eason, who filmed her wiring electrical elements, soldering Plexiglas, and using 

power drills to mount and suspend her light boxes from the ceiling of her studio. Eason’s film 

opens with shots of her technical diagrams and her explanation of why she wired her works 

herself: “I build the electrical components because I like to understand exactly what’s going 

on.”71 On top of an extended sequence showing the complicated process by which Corse 

repurposed fluorescent tubes and individually wired them to a circuit board, Eason overlays 

Corse’s explanation of how her work was located in experience, as well as her belief that words 

are an insufficient vehicle for understanding her pieces: “An idea is defined in its form, and an 

artist’s idea is defined in the actual piece. And words are too deceptive. So words are very 
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difficult. That’s why it doesn’t really make any sense to talk about art at all because art is the 

experience. That’s the place it only has any reality. [The work] is in the experience.”72  

Danieli does focus on Corse’s process for making her Triangular Columns (1965) in 

detail, describing the labor required to create a completely smooth surface: 

Two pairs of identical triangular columns, elongated prismatic shapes, also give some  
indication of the rigorous demands of her craftsmanship.  The plywood sculptures are  
finished with gesso, applied layer after layer, finely sanded to an ivory-like finish that is  
less like a skin than the substance or material composition of the works themselves. This  
blend of form and painted surface was achieved by half a year of concerted physical  
effort. She has channeled her energies to a compulsive level of handcraft where no trace  
of the hand remains, submerged in devotion to perfection and total concentration.73 

 

In describing this work as the result of a “compulsive level of handcraft,” Danieli’s prose, 

however, betrays a gendered valence. He characterizes her work as meticulous and handmade, 

aligning it with craft production. For Danieli, the smoothness of the finish on Corse’s columns 

attempts to efface the hand of the artist and the evidence of her authorship. Surface effect 

became central to the redefinition of the concept of facture in the work of abstract artists in the 

postwar period, especially when related to the strategic adoption of industrial processes and 

finishes by minimalists, who linked their work with industrial production to refute the gestural 

expressiveness of the previous generation of painters and to construct artistic personas that 

privileged ideation over the creation. Danieli’s lack of attention to the context of Corse’s use of 

industrial materials is particularly puzzling given that he had recently curated Plastics: LA, a 

show focusing on new artistic applications of plastic at California State College in Los Angeles. 

This omission reveals implicit assumptions about gender that permeate the wider discussion of 

abstract work by women artists from the period. As Julia Bryan-Wilson has noted, around this 
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time, male artists, in particular Morris and Richard Serra, moved into a process-based practice art 

that “emphasized the procedures of its own construction” and “highlighted the performative act 

of making rather than presenting itself as a finished object.”74 This work aligned artistic 

production with the explicitly masculine realm of industrial labor. This is not to say that Corse’s 

choice to work with industrial materials is performative, as an artist, she is eminently practical; 

technical materials are a means through which to create light effects. Her labor is not the 

artwork. While a male artist’s use of technical materials and processes would be read as a critical 

act aligning him with industrial labor, sexism forecloses this potential avenue to women artists, 

whose gender was often read as an essentialized component of their identity.75 Because Corse is 

female, her subjectivity is marked as feminine, and Danieli does not interpret or include her use 

of industrial materials as a critique of a modernist model of artistic subjectivity. 

In May of 1968, the same summer that Corse’s work was featured in Artforum, 

Greenberg wrote a piece about Anne Truitt’s sculpture in Vogue magazine. This was not a 

review that included a description of specific work, but rather an attempt to capture the 

“sensibility” of Truitt’s art for the fashion magazine’s audience through his reminisces about her 

shows earlier in the decade at André Emmerich Gallery. Greenberg’s discussion does not 

explicate the evolution of Truitt’s practice, but relies instead upon generalities. She becomes the 

foil the critic uses to attack and disparage the New York minimalists. For Greenberg, it was the 

surface of Truitt’s sculptures, the merging of painting and three-dimensional form, that rescued 
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her works from the realm of everyday objects: “Her stepped boxes, ranging in size from that of a 

footlocker to that of a chiffonier, immediately posed the question of whether they were art, only 

to solve it the next instant with their painted surfaces, which acted and did not act like 

pictures…It was hard to tell, in Truitt’s art, where the pictorial and where the sculptural began 

and ended.”76 Greenberg defined Truitt’s sculpture as possessing a “presence” that functioned to 

unify the works into coherent forms the prior year in his essay “Recentness of Sculpture:” “It 

was hard to tell whether Truitt’s best works were primarily sculptural or pictorial, but part of 

their success consisted in making that question irrelevant.”77 Likewise, her ability to unify art 

and “non-art” is effective because she does not fall into the trap of hiding behind the size of the 

work. He concludes, “Here again the question of the phenomenal as opposed to the aesthetic or 

artistic comes in.”78  

Truitt’s practice challenged the established boundaries of painting and sculpture, like 

Judd’s specific object, but Greenberg constructs another framework for the analysis of Truitt’s 

work. In the Vogue piece, Greenberg criticizes the rise of “novelty art,” punning on the idea of 

rigor to assert that the minimalist were theoretically impotent: “Like Pop, Op, and Assemblage, 

most Minimal Art remains ‘soft,’ facile, and ultimately conventional underneath all the emblems 

of far-outness that it brandishes.”79 Paradoxically, Greenberg presents Truitt’s work as an 

alternative to minimalism, but also potentially as the first successful executor of the tenets of the 

movement. Greenberg’s endorsement of Truitt’s work relies on the interaction between the 
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colors and surface finish create a cohesive expression of a form. “The success of the given 

piece,” he stated, “depended on how its various silhouettes and surfaces, and chromatic divisions 

between surfaces interacted.”80 As the same time, he characterizes the surfaces of her sculptures 

as feminine. “Had they been monochrome,” he writes, “the ‘objects’ in Truitt’s 1963 show 

would have qualified as first examples of orthodox minimal art and with the help of 

monochrome the artist would have been able to dissemble her feminine sensibility behind a more 

aggressively far-out non-art look, as so many masculine minimalists have their rather feminine 

sensibilities.”81  This comment was most likely a criticism of Judd’s recent interest in reflective 

and brightly colored enamel and molecular metal coatings. As a result of Greenberg’s formalist 

focus, his discussion of Judd’s surface effects disregards the latter’s appropriation of industrial 

finishes, instead focusing on the shiny, colored surfaces these techniques produce, which 

Greenberg genders as feminine. Likely because of the destabilizing effect it would have had on 

his argument, Greenberg ignored that Truitt had been outsourcing the construction of the 

sculptural forms she used for several years by the time he wrote his article for Vogue. She had 

also experimented with different base materials, including aluminum sculptures that she later 

destroyed. Greenberg does, however, make much of her assembling her earliest works in her 

studio. 

Though he never addressed her work, Corse’s white columns, made two years before 

Greenberg’s article on Truitt, fulfill the specifications of a monochrome hybrid described by the 

critic. Danieli relates the work to handcraft by emphasizing the attention to detail necessary to 

create a completely smooth surface. Truitt employed a similar strategy for creating a glowing 
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surface finish. Both artists’ works involved multiple layers of painted and carefully sanded 

gesso. As James Meyer has noted, Greenberg recommended Truitt sand the surface of her 

sculptures. (The suggestion was relayed from Greenberg to Truitt by Kenneth Noland). This 

process created subtle effects of color and a luminous surface. Thus, Truitt developed “a strong 

alternative to the Specific Object—a blurring of painting and sculpture that was less and less an 

object” that seemed increasingly aligned with Greenberg’s aesthetics.82 Danieli’s discussion of 

Corse’s “pictorial constructions” and Greenberg’s description of Truitt’s works that “acted and 

didn’t act like pictures” are linked by the critics’ responses to work by women, which involved a 

particular fixation on surface effect.  

Following his dismissal of the work of the male New York minimalists, Greenberg 

establishes a painting-sculpture hybrid to recuperate Truitt’s work from his negative analysis of 

Judd, contending that surface effect pushes her sculptures out of the realm of objects and into the 

space of art. His argument focuses on a classic challenge for the modernist artist, whose self-

conscious production skirts the defined theoretical boundaries of the work of art, but ultimately 

uses this exploration to more firmly entrench its limits. However, Greenberg responds to Judd’s 

hybrid category that is neither painting nor sculpture with a category that is both.83 Thierry de 

Duve has examined Greenberg’s construction of a third category through Truitt’s work, calling it 

an instance in which “hybridization is allowed and even welcomed…In this way (and although a 

major concession has been made to Minimalism), room is provided for a particular kind of 

unorthodox Minimal art—generic, yes, but multi specific rather than unspecific. It is both 
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painting and sculpture.”84 Greenberg mocks the male minimalists for “feminine sensibilities,” 

implying that they are overly interested in the decorative techniques, but describes the same 

aspects of Truitt’s work as “pictorial” and does not attack her for a lack of intellectual rigor or 

ideological imprecision.  

Judd would publish a repudiation of Greenberg’s article the following year, taking special 

exception to the idea that if Truitt’s works had been monochromes they would have “qualified as 

the first orthodox examples of minimal art,” responding: “The last sentence is in the category of 

‘if the queen had balls she would be king.’”85 Judd was offended by the implication that his work 

demonstrates an interest in decorative techniques that could be read as feminine and also that a 

female artist could serve as the exemplar of the minimal movement. Both Greenberg and Judd 

assume that the standards by which Truitt’s work should be judged are not identical to those of 

the (implicitly male) minimal artist. In fact, the relationality of her work; its lack of object-like 

cohesiveness, makes it feminine. 

 I bring up Truitt not merely to juxtapose the reception of the production of two female 

artists working within the field of minimal abstraction, but also to address how she, like Corse, 

would return to canvas-based monochrome painting. In the mid seventies, Truitt made her 

Arundel series (1975) series of white monochromes.86 In these works, she sketched faint pencil 

lines on unprimed white canvas, which she then dabbed with white acrylic paint. Wagner 

analyzes the implications of Truitt’s “radical abstraction” in which the artist seeks to “catch the 
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threshold of consciousness” by determining the “point at which the abstract nature of events 

becomes perceptible.”87 Wagner uses Truitt’s daybook, the autobiographical journal she kept 

while making the series, to chart how the artist understood the process by which a viewer began 

to perceive the subtle details on the surface of her monochromes. Truitt referred to this moment 

as the “limen of consciousness,” which Wagner interprets as a metaphoric construction where 

“consciousness stands for the fascinating vividness of sight.”88 She argues that perception is the 

basis of Truitt’s monochrome works, and that the widely spaced pencil lines “catalyz[e]—pu[t] 

into physical operation—a particular mode of seeing” based on the artist’s exploration of the 

biological processes through which the human eye perceives light and color. What Wagner calls 

Truitt’s “threshold” is a way for a “woman artist” (a phrase Truitt abhorred) to foreground the 

experience of viewing her works, by focusing on the passage of time before the optical effects of 

her paintings fully manifest for a viewer. This requires a distinctly non-modernist vision of 

spectatorship, because the perceptual experience of the work develops and shifts as the viewer 

contemplates the painting.  

Truitt’s experiment parallels the intent of Light and Space work, especially painting like 

Corse’s, in which a viewing experience is explicitly temporal because the appearance of the 

work of art changes as it is being viewed. The sense of an illusionistic three-dimensional space 

occurs over a long period of viewing; it cannot be immediately grasped. The most famous 

example of this phenomena within Light and Space art is Irwin’s “dot paintings,” where a 

glowing red-gold field appears in front of the painted canvas only after an extended period of 
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observation. (I will return to the importance of Irwin’s “dot painting” series for the development 

of Light and Space art shortly.) Wagner notes that Truitt’s monochromes produce an optical 

experience that is “[l]ess a place than a moment, it is not so much where a change takes effect, 

but when. A moment in time, a moment in vision, where time and vision are one.”89 For my 

purposes, I am less interested in the moment at which an observation of one of Truitt’s Arundel 

paintings takes on greatest coherency, but rather that this experience is ephemeral and begins to 

degrade in the moment when the spectator becomes aware of their own experience of viewing. A 

traditional understanding of the illusionistic space of painting is that such optical space is 

recessional, whereas the Light and Space style of painting relies upon the illusion of a projected 

field of light and color. The “monochrome” works of Irwin, Truitt, and Corse create an optical 

experience of light that is projective and inherently unstable. Discussing the minimalist’s 

interpretation of new painting in “Specific Objects,” Judd provides a very limited purview for 

painting that subverts the modernist paradigm of the canvas: “Except for a complete and 

unvaried field of color or marks, anything spaced in a rectangle and on a plane suggests 

something in and on something else, something in its surround, which suggests an object or 

figure in its space, in which these are clearer in stances of a similar world—that's the main 

purpose of painting.”90 He describes such space as “behind” or “inside” the perceptual limits of 

the canvas; color may “pulse” but it is largely defined by the front plane of canvas as a 

perceptual limit.91 Even in the case of works like Reinhardt’s, he describes the viewer’s 
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experience as one of perceiving “sections cut” from a larger field of optical color.92 Morris 

constructs a different experience of spectatorship that bifurcates the effects of color and light, 

assigning color to the illusionistic space of painting and light effects to the actual three-

dimensional space occupied by sculpture: 

The transcendence of color over shape in painting is cited here because it demonstrates 
that it is the most optical element in an optical medium. It is this essentially optical, 
immaterial, non-containable, non-tactile nature of color that is inconsistent with the 
physical nature of sculpture. The qualities of scale, proportion, shape, mass, are physical. 
Each of these qualities is made visible by the adjustment of an obdurate, literal mass. 
Color does not have this characteristic. It is additive. Obviously things exist as colored. 
The objection is raised against the use of color that emphasizes the optical and in so 
doing subverts the physical.93   

 

While color is illusionistic, Morris calls the “consideration of light…the least physical element, 

but one that is as actual as the space itself” because “sculpture undergoes changes by the 

incidence of light.”94 Under Morris’s definition, Corse’s work is more closely aligned with 

sculpture than painting. However, for Corse, light remains an illusionistic effect. She references 

the refractory properties of the prism as a metaphor for understanding how her work functions as 

a triangulation between artist, work, and viewer. Corse’s light paintings generate light (making 

themselves), the viewer perceives the work (making the work through their perception over 

time), and the experience of seeing the work metaphorically references the subjectivity of the 

artist herself (who made the work come into being). Unlike most canvas-based painting, which 

assume a spectator who remains largely immobile and contemplates the piece from a distance, 

Corse’s work requires movement. The full effect of light on the surface of the canvas cannot be 

                                                
92 Ibid., 183. 
 
93 Robert Morris, “Notes on Sculpture: Part II,” in 225. Originally published in "Notes on Sculpture, Part 
II," Artforum 5, no. 2 (October 1966): 20-23. 
 
94 Ibid. 
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perceived merely by turning the head to create a shifting visual field; the motion of the body is a 

necessary component for the production of light.  

 

The Tension between Light and Minimal Theory in the Work of Dan Flavin 

Light art is a destabilizing force within the discursive field of minimal abstraction, 

bringing to the foreground unresolvable tensions between the literalist strain of minimal theory 

that favors the production of a self-contained object and light-based pieces that attempt to elicit 

the experience of a porous boundary between a work and its surrounding environment. In New 

York, Dan Flavin was a formative early presence for minimalism due his friendship and 

theoretical engagement with Judd and Frank Stella. However, his use of light challenged Judd’s 

theorization of the role of materiality and self-containment in minimal work. Describing Flavin’s 

early icon series, made between 1961 and 1964, Judd admits, “I want a particular definite object, 

I think what Flavin wants, at least first or primarily, is a phenomenon.”95 In order to integrate 

Flavin’s fluorescent constructions with his own object-based theory of three-dimensional 

minimal practice, Judd emphasizes how Flavin “appropriated the results of industrial 

production,” by using industrially-produced light fixtures.96 Judd situates this practice as a new 

iteration of the readymade that elevated the light bulb to an art object, emphasizing Flavin’s 

focus on the modular nature of fluorescent tubes (his use of repeating patterns) and the bulbs’ 

industrial origins (he sometimes left on the production stickers). Much of the analysis of Flavin’s 

work has taken Judd’s interpretation at face value. Critics tend to focus on Flavin’s works where 

fluorescent tubes were mounted on the wall, such as the diagonal of May 25, 1963, of which 
                                                
95 Donald Judd, “Aspects of Flavin’s Work,” in Donald Judd: Complete Writings 1959-1975, 200. 
Originally published in Dan Flavin, exh. cat. (Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, 1969). 
 
96 Judd, “Specific Objects,” in Donald Judd: Complete Writings 1959-1975, 187. 
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Flavin made nine iterations. I will focus specifically on the iteration of this work dedicated to 

Robert Rosenblum (Figure 1.16). Furthermore, analysis of Flavin’s work rarely address that his 

early light works using only fluorescent bulbs overlap with the late pieces from his icons series 

(1961-1964) that combined painted surfaces and light elements, like icon v (Coran's Broadway 

Flesh) (1962) (Figure 1.17).  

The tension produced by Flavin’s use of light, which situated his work between object 

and phenomenon, outside a literalist interpretation of the minimal work as object, provides an 

opening into an underexplored vein of light-based practice within the field of minimal 

abstraction. Like Flavin, California light painters exploited the potential of this liminal position, 

using the tension between the work of art and its perceptual effects to redefine the boundaries of 

painting. Hal Foster addresses Flavin’s oeuvre to explore how an overreliance on the “literalism” 

of Judd’s theoretical framework of the specific object has led to a sublimation of illusionism’s 

continuing influence in minimal art.97 Foster analyzes two conflicting interpretive conditions for 

Flavin’s pieces, arguing that the viewer is “held in tension between the material object and the 

immaterial light,” creating an experience of undecidability (as opposed to a dialectic) that 

functions as a purposeful evasion of the cooptation of Flavin’s work into any theoretical model 

for the perception of minimal work. Foster refers to this strategy as Flavin’s “irony.”98 Outlining 

                                                
97 “In my own literalism (which was deepened by the literalism of process, body, and site-specific art), I 
did not attend to how this illusionism, however transformed, is also preserved in minimalism, even 
expanded by it…” Hal Foster, “Dan Flavin and the Catastrophe of Minimalism,” in Dan Flavin: New 
Light, eds. Jeffrey Weiss and Briony Fer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 133-134. 
 
98 “In contradistinction to the maxim of Frank Stella, what you see is never quite what you see with 
Flavin: our perception of his colors can change with position or time, and we often see complimentary 
colors that are not “there” at all. This undecidable aspect of his work is one reason why its tension 
between illusionism and anti-illusionism is not a dialectic, a term that suggests a developmental logic 
foreign to Flavin (as he thought) as well as a potential resolution that his irony works to undercut.” Ibid., 
135. 
 



 59 

multiple articulations of this divide, Foster parses out an alternative narrative for light art in 

minimal practice:  

[W]ith Flavin minimalist anti-illusionism begins to be trumped as an expanded field of 
illusionism, or, more precisely, with Flavin, this trumpeting becomes available and, for 
some artists, desirable. This line of advanced art, then, moves beyond the frame of 
painting and off the pedestal of sculpture into a realm less of specific objects than of 
pictorial space unbounded and writ large.99 

 

According to Foster, irony functions as a legitimizing technique for Flavin who is able to enact 

the unification of art and non-art, while also distancing himself from this act. Indeed, Flavin 

referred to his arrangements of fluorescent tubes as propositions, and ownership of the work was 

not determined by physical possession of certain fluorescent tubes, but rather by the authorized 

schematic drawing that accompanied the work. Within his analysis, Foster contrasts the legibility 

of Flavin’s critique with the work of Irwin and Turrell where “the cause is often obscured by the 

effect.”100  

The contention that effect-based light work “obscures” its underlying material form is a 

negative only within the literalist strain of minimal art wherein the underlying form is of primary 

importance. Corse, Turrell, Wheeler, and Irwin understood optical effects to be of at least the 

same importance as the material support of their work and did not consider these two aspects of 

their pieces to be incompatible or in conflict. Comparing the work of California light painters 

with Flavin’s early icon works—pieces in which the artist mounted commercial bulbs on painted 

wood and Masonite backings, juxtaposing a field of light and an experience of color on a painted 

                                                
99 Ibid., 142. 
 
100 “What does Flavin mean here? Perhaps not only that the pan and its shadow “hold” the radiance of the 
tube, fasten it down physically—a holding that contrasts with work by Irwin and Turrell where the cause 
is often obscured by the effects—but also that his viewers are held by the tension between the material 
object and the immaterial light: each ironizes the other in a way that resists our deciding for one as 
primary. In this respect Flavin is an ironist more than a literalist, or rather he finds an ambiguity in 
literalism that holds both work and viewer in tension.” Ibid., 134. 
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surface—is more productive. These works allude to the function of the icon in the Byzantine 

mosaic tradition, in which the glow from the stylized golden background of the mosaic 

symbolized the influence of religious figures in a heavenly space interacting with the earthly 

worshippers who sought their intervention. Flavin limited the purview of this analogy, clarifying 

that his icons “open up the space in front, where the beholder lives and moves” to the “picture-

space” of the icon. In Flavin’s icons, color is expressed through the paint along with the glow 

from the lighting element. The perception of colored light is in tension with the material base of 

his light constructions, which protrude from the wall and serve as a mounting surface for 

commercial light bulbs.  

Like Corse’s light boxes, Flavin’s works are complete when seen in their illuminated 

state, and the artist avoided drawing attention to the tethering of his constructions to an electrical 

source by having the cords concealed within the gallery wall. In icon V (Coran’s Broadway 

Flesh) (1962), he affixes commercial bulbs around the exterior of a three-sided wood 

construction that functions like a canvas. The title connects the abstract light piece with the 

bright lights, commercialism, and carnal pleasures available in Times Square in the sixties. Corse 

used white fluorescent tubes and then tubes filled with argon gas, which generate a cool blue-

toned white light; in contrast, Flavin soon used bulbs coated with a variety of different colors. He 

would combine multiple colors in a single piece, leading to ambient color mixing where the glow 

from two bulbs overlapped. In contrast to Flavin, Corse built her light fixtures by hand. She 

understands her role as an artist not as an appropriator of industrial products, but rather through a 

modernist construct of the artist as an author who transforms raw materials into a painting. 

Anna Chave asserts that Flavin’s choice of material is not a neutral engagement with new 

technology, but rather a strategic legitimizing technique, writing that minimal artists “availed 
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themselves of the cultural authority of the markers of industry and technology” by appropriating 

industrial materials—like the fluorescent tube—and exhibiting them as art.101 Since Light and 

Space artists were largely received as a provincial manifestation of minimalism by New York 

artists and critics, their work was not legible as critique in this context, instead, it was understood 

as poorly executed or conceptually unrefined. Women were subject to the additional issue of 

gender bias, since the modernist artist was implicitly male and the history of appropriation of 

everyday mass-produced objects into the museum setting reached back to Marcel Duchamp’s 

readymade. The appropriative logic of the readymade relies upon a consensus by critical 

stakeholders that the artist was an authority figure who could legitimize non-art by inserting it 

into a high art context. Chave explores the masculinist implications of this operation in her 

discussion of Flavin’s the diagonal of May 25, 1963 (To Robert Rosenblum). In Chave’s 

analysis, male artists try to appropriate not only industrial materials, but also the the aura of 

masculinity that surrounds such materials. Through such attempts they end up revealing that they 

are compensating, in this case in response to a modernist construction of artistic subjectivity, 

where the artist’s “dependence on technological artifacts for his work may evince the sense of 

impotence visited on the once sovereign, universal (read: male) subject by the ascendancy of 

technology.”102 Flavin pokes fun at the conflation of technological materials with male virility, 

exploiting the priapic connotations of the single fluorescent tube mounted on the wall at a forty-

five-degree angle. the diagonal of May 25, 1963 (to Robert Rosenblum) also presents a paradox 

of categorization within the parameters of east coast minimal art. Flavin took minimalism’s 

                                                
101 Anna Chave, “Minimalism and the Rhetoric of Power,” Arts Magazine 64 (January 1990): 44.  
 
102 In a 1965 performance in his studio, Bruce Naumann responded to Flavin’s provocation, positioning a 
fluorescent tube between his legs as one of many ways he explored the relationship between tube and his 
body. He would repeat the performance for his 1969 video Manipulating a Fluorescent Tube. 
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interest in industrially-produced materials to its its logical extreme when he imported unmodified 

fluorescent light fixtures into the realm of high art by mounting them on the walls of the Green 

Gallery. At the same time, the diffusion of light from the tubes on the wall creates an optical 

field that reads as a painterly effect, which is out of step with minimalism’s move away from the 

paradigm of painting towards three-dimensional work.103 The reception of Flavin’s light 

mockery and occasional willful obstructionism is received quite differently from the reticence 

and avoidance of engaging with art theory evinced by west coast light painters. Like Ryman, 

Flavin’s position within east coast minimalism is unassailable; thus, his divergence from 

minimal orthodoxy is understood as critique. The stability of Flavin’s and Ryman’s positions 

within east coast minimal discourse extends to how their practice is discussed within the wider 

discursive field of minimal abstraction, where they are seen as counterpoints to Judd and Morris. 

In contrast, the west coast light painters sense the precariousness of their positions within this 

discourse, as a result, they insist that their work not be compared to east coast artists or their west 

coast peers. The practical difficulties that arise as a result of the refusal of west coast artists 

artists to allow their work to be contextualized through comparisons significantly impacts how 

the work of these Californians are displayed and discussed. The consequences of this refusal 

become apparent with the exhibition of the work of Turrell, Irwin, and Wheeler at the Pasadena 

Art Museum in the late sixties. 

 

Light Painting at the Pasadena Art Museum 

                                                
103 Flavin actively obscured his relationships and engagement with other minimal artists in critical texts. 
Including requesting that Bruce Glaser remove his contributions to an interview Glaser conducted with 
Stella, Judd, and Flavin. The piece was then edited by Lippard and ultimately published under the title 
“Questions to Stella and Judd.” 
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 Between the fall of 1967 and spring of 1968, the Pasadena Art Museum curated three 

eponymous exhibitions—Jim Turrell (September 9-October 9, 1967), Robert Irwin (January 16-

February 18, 1968), and Doug Wheeler (May 28-June 30, 1968). In a series of interconnected 

texts written in the brochures that accompanied the shows, Coplans explicated each artist’s work, 

but also drew connections between the underlying concerns of these artists whose interest in light 

as material “arises not out of some idea concerning new media or the marriage of art and 

technology, but as an extension of their concept of painting,” arguing for a focus on this work for 

its “implicit quality as painting and not for any novelty of medium.”104 Coplans develops a 

theoretical framework by building upon his definition of light painting over the course of the 

three essays. The critic argues, “[m]edium is transcended in this new work, whether they are 

making objects that are technically painting or sculpture is a matter of indifference.” He 

considers the artists to be part of a trend, but refuses to categorize their work as a movement.105 

They are the descendants of post-painterly abstraction, but they are “far more radical than the 

stain painters who minimize the substance of paint by staining it into the weave of the canvas. In 

the work of these artists every element becomes optical. Thus, the physical substance of matter is 

either eliminated or made to look as if it does not exist.” “[T]heir medium is not new materials or 

technology,” he adds, “but perception.” He locates the radicality of their work in the refusal to 

conform to an existing tradition, categorizing the work as “willfully inaccessible…less of an 

attempt to overthrow painting than a revolt against the prevalent style of perception and feeling 

current in American art.” However, he does not consider light painting a theoretical response; it 
                                                
104 John Coplans, Doug Wheeler, exh. cat (Pasadena: Pasadena Art Museum, 1968), n.p. 
 
105 “Obviously [Doug Wheeler’s] use of light connects his work to both that of Turrell and Irwin; but 
quite apart from the very great differences between the work of these artists, it must be emphasized that 
each has arrived at their own particular esthetic [sic] independently, without one being influenced by 
another. Moreover, although these artists use light as medium, there is emphatically no such thing as a 
light movement in Southern California.” Ibid. 
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is rather a “revolt expressed intuitively,” resulting from each artist’s extended individual 

experimentation.106  

For these artists, disavowing any specific formative influence can be understood as a 

strategy for evading their marginalization within the critical discourse of minimal abstraction. 

The refusal of west coast artists and the critics who engaged most closely with this type of light-

based practice to link the development of the light painters to a proximate predecessor, or any 

contemporary, represents two of the manifestations of what Harold Bloom theorizes as the 

“revisionary ratios” of the “anxiety of influence.” The first strategy widely used by these artists 

is what Bloom termed the “clinamen” or “misprision of an existing artistic form.”107 California 

light painters swerve away from the doctrine of medium specificity. Their expansion of the 

category of painting relies on assigning existing artistic terminology new meaning. Painting is 

defined not by medium or material, but rather by qualities of the perceptual experience it 

induces. Another strategy Bloom identifies for the young artist is “kenosis,” in which the artist 

manifests “a movement towards discontinuity with the precursor,” responding to what Bloom 

frames as the “family romance” of artistic production. This is accomplished through an “act of 

self-abnegation.” 108 For light painters, this occurs in their frequent references to an extended 

period of isolated artistic experimentation in their studio, as well as by situating the origin of 

their practice in the realm of technical or industrial production. This origin story allows these 

artists to cast their work as a break with tradition and the canon. However, the strategies Bloom 

                                                
106 Ibid. 
 
107 Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1997), 14. Robin Clark notes the aptness of Bloom’s theoretical model of the establishment of an artistic 
lineage for poets in relation to the actions of the California light painters in Phenomenal. 
 
108 Ibid., 90. 
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identifies ultimately prove to be dialectical, as the young artist’s break with an older generation 

becomes mythologized, lauded, and then ultimately pointed to as evidence of the seriousness of 

their commitment to their practice and a reason for their reintegration into the very system they 

appeared to have disavowed. This cycle recurs because there is a family of artists and critics that 

will welcome back the prodigal son. The younger artist must already be assumed to be an 

integral part of the discourse for their decision to opt out to be read as a sign of rebellion. In 

contrast, women artists are relatively unmoored within the discursive field of minimal 

abstraction. One instance in which the consequences of the isolation of a woman artist’s work 

from a familial artistic lineage surfaces in Greenberg’s analysis of Truitt’s practice. The critic 

insists that Truitt’s work was not minimal, or paradoxically, she was the only true minimalist, 

while still avoiding situating her practice as in dialogue with that of other artists affiliated with 

the term. Greenberg’s text does not perform a legitimizing function for Truitt; in fact, he doesn’t 

bother to describe any particular sculpture, instead making authoritative pronouncements based 

on his general recollections of previous exhibitions of her work. Instead of focusing on the 

nuance of her artistic production, he flattens her practice into a blunt instrument he can use to 

take a swing at the New York minimalists. Another, somewhat less egregious, example of this 

style of analysis is Danieli’s article about Corse’s work, in which he makes no reference to the 

wider context of her practice in relation to other California light painters who were part of 

Hopps’s well-publicized series of light painting shows on view in Pasadena, except for a passing 

reference to the similarity of her work to Irwin and Turrell. Danieli does his best to describe 

Corse’s practice without situating her work in conflict with the established norms of modernist 

formalist criticism. He does not read Corse’s divergence from these models as the work of a 

young rebellious artist who is challenging conventions. Instead, he doesn’t acknowledge these 
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differences at all, instead relying on description and connecting Corse’s practice (though 

superficially) with better-known California artists.  

Corse’s double displacement as both a Californian and female artist effected an erasure of 

her work from the discursive field of light painting. As a result, she became particularly 

protective about maintaining her artistic autonomy. When asked in 2010 about her engagement 

with other California artists in the sixties, she quipped, “I didn’t want to bring up the LA 

mafia.”109 Reflecting back on that time, she also explained her reticence to align her work with 

the women artists who banded together as part of the burgeoning women’s liberation movement 

because she did not consider her abstract work to be an extension of her identity as a woman:  

The idea of being a woman, or even more than the idea of it, actually being a woman, in 
those days for me was probably even a bigger problem because I didn’t want to connect 
any Women’s Lib or any politics to the art. So even though I liked Judy Chicago a lot, 
and thought she was very smart, I didn’t participate in the Women’s Lib type things, so 
they weren’t too fond of me. Then the guys, forget that. So again, it was good. You 
know, I was a little bit of a nut, maybe, or whatever, and it left me to my own ... and I had 
two sons to raise also. What other woman artist—do you know another woman artist that 
raised two kids in those days?110  
 
Because she was largely isolated from the network of galleries and exhibitions that 

promoted light painting, Corse’s understanding of how her work functions as painting is 

idiosyncratic. In particular, she did not transition to the environmental practice that Irwin, 

Turrell, and Wheeler begin to favor in their light-based work in the early seventies. Here I return 

to Wagner’s contention that a woman artist’s relationship to her own practice is “necessarily 

rhetorical” within a modernist artistic discourse that is “produced at the level of the statement, by 

the specific practices of art criticism, by the art activities implicated in the critic/author’s 

formulations, and by the institutions which disseminate and disperse the formulations as 
                                                
109 Corse, Getty Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, 18. 
 
110 Ibid., 8.   
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events.”111 Corse strategically reframes a modernist construction of authorship by creating a 

work of art that is contingent on the experience of viewing. Dematerialized practice holds little 

appeal for her, given that her artistic autonomy and position as an author is more unstable within 

the critical and social conditions in which she works than those of her male colleagues.  

 

The Evolution of Light Painting on the West Coast 

Light painting evolved within the context of a different series of formative exhibitions 

than those that are treated as touchstones for the development of east coast minimalism. Thus, a 

more nuanced analysis of the influence of shows and exhibitions in the Los Angeles area 

provides insight into the milieu in which light painting evolved. One of the earliest formative 

shows for this group of artists was Four Abstract Classicists, organized by Jules Langsner and 

Peter Selz. The show was originally scheduled for exhibition at the Pomona College Gallery, but 

opened instead at the San Francisco Museum of Art, then travelled to the Los Angeles County 

Museum of History, Science, and Art in Exhibition Park (the precursor of the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art) in July of 1959. Four Abstract Classicists featured the work of Karl 

Benjamin, Lorser Feitelson, Frederick Hammersley, and John McLaughlin, four abstract painters 

living in California and working in a post-Abstract Expressionist style, which Langsner 

characterized as defined by geometric shapes and fields of color where forms are “flat, finite, 

rimmed by a hard clean edge.”112 Lawrence Alloway retitled the show California Hard-Edge 

(the title Langsner originally conceived of for the exhibition) when he oversaw its travel to 

England and Ireland. Alloway also credited Langsner for developing the term “hard-edge” in his 
                                                
111 Kelly, “Re-viewing Modernist Criticism,” 41. 
 
112 Jules Langsner, Four Abstract Classicists, exh. cat. (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum, 
1959), 10. 
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catalogue essay for Systemic Painting (1966) at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum. In his 

essay for the Systemic Painting catalogue, Alloway significantly expanded the purview of the 

“hard-edge” style, describing it as a “new development which combined economy of form and 

neatness of surface with fullness of color.”113 He noted the instability of the terminology defining 

the goals of non-objective painting, acknowledging the critical slippage in the definition of the 

term opticality in this context: “Optical has, at present, two meanings in art criticism. In 

Greenberg’s aesthetics color is optical if it creates a purely visual and non tactile space. It is one 

of the properties of ‘Color Painting,’ the term Greenberg applies to [Morris] Louis and [Kenneth] 

Noland in 1960….The other meaning of optical, and its best known usage, is as the optical in Op 

Art, meaning art that shifts during the spectator’s act of perception.”114 However, the seeds of 

Alloway’s interpretation of the rise of Op Art as an “art that shifts during the spectator’s act of 

perception” were already present in Langsner’s original essay, which stressed the oscillation of 

forms and color in the work of the California artists that Langsner featured were in “continuous 

flux.” The California hard-edge painters are “not frozen in an instant in time” but rather make 

work that takes place in “space-time”: “at one moment a form announces its presence, and the 

next moment it slips away only to reassert itself again.”115 Corse understood the evolution of her 

painting as a response to the limitations of the  hard-edge style. “I became hard edge,” she noted, 

“but hard edge, as itself, wasn’t interesting. To repeat the form that the object was, I would end 

up using, well, finally the grid, which is just a repetition of the form you already have, so it keeps 

                                                
113 Lawrence Alloway, “Systemic Painting” in Gregory Battcock, ed., Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, 
50. Reprinted from Systemic Painting, exh. cat. (New York: The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 
1966). 
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itself…I’m interested in the painting bringing in movement and time and doing something.”116 

Corse’s disinterest in a work that “keeps to itself” marks her divergence from the hard-edge 

style. As early as Untitled (Red/Blue) she foregrounds the potential for juxtaposed colors to elicit 

a perceptual effect beyond what is painted on the canvas. 

Corse made Untitled (Red/Blue) in 1964, the same year that Greenberg’s Post-Painterly 

Abstraction show was held at the new Los Angeles County Museum of Art. In that catalogue, 

Greenberg included an essay with the same title in which he laid out a theory for the new trend 

of abstract painting that had developed in the wake of Abstract Expressionism.117 Though 

Greenberg avoids situating this essay as a critique of other styles of work, it responded at least in 

part to the development of minimalism. On both coasts, artists began challenging the limits of 

“Modernist Painting,” in which Greenberg had argued, “Three-dimensionality is the province of 

sculpture, and for the sake of its own autonomy, painting has had above all to divest itself of 

everything it might share with sculpture.”118 In “Post-Painterly Abstraction,” Greenberg praised 

the “openness and clarity” of “post-painterly” work, especially the use of subtle washes of color 

on unprimed canvas. He connected this work directly to Abstract Expressionism, insisting that 

they “won their ‘hardness’ from the ‘softness’ of Painterly Abstraction.”  

In 1966, Philip Leider and Lucy Lippard complicated Greenberg’s theorization of 

opticality in recent painting through the show Robert Irwin/ Kenneth Price. The exhibition paired 

Irwin’s early dot paintings with the shifting textured surfaces of Kenneth Price’s ceramic 

                                                
116 Corse, Getty Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, 3. 
 
117 In fact, Greenberg did not select the California artists who were included in the show. Those artists 
were chosen by James Elliot, curator at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. Editor footnote, John 
O’Brian, in “Post-Painterly Abstraction,” 195. 
 
118 Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” 88. 
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sculptures. Leider contradicts Greenberg’s assertion that “the irreducible essence of pictorial art 

consists in but two constitutive conventions or norms: flatness and the delimitation of flatness,” 

and that the observance of these two norms is sufficient as a definition of painting.119 Leider 

presents Irwin’s “dot paintings” as an alternative. The dot paintings were not self-reflexive, and 

they did not foreground the materiality of the canvas like the “post-painterly” works composed 

of washes of color on an unprimed canvas that Greenberg favored, instead, these paintings 

created an optical illusion.  

At first glance, Irwin’s dot works appear to be white monochromes. Upon continued 

observation, however, the spectator notices that the canvas is covered with tiny alternating dabs 

of red and green paint. These dots are almost imperceptibly closer together in the center of the 

canvas and dissipate slightly towards the edges, with the green dots fading out sooner than the 

red dots to create a halation effect.120 Irwin painted the dots by hand without taking 

measurements, a task which he characterized as a meditative process. He made a number of 

paintings that experimented with different arrangements of dots in search of the configuration 

that most clearly manifested the effect of atmospheric color he was seeking. Describing the dot 

paintings, Los Angeles Times art critic William Wilson waxed poetic, remarking on how the 

paintings “blush” in response to a viewer’s stare as slowly a golden-red field appears and seems 

to hover several inches in front of the canvas.121 The paintings reproduce poorly (or not at all) in 

print media because they depend upon the brain’s simultaneous interpretation of the alternating 

                                                
119 Greenberg, “After Abstract Expressionism,” 30. 
 
120 Because the field effect of Irwin’s “dot paintings” cannot be reproduced in a photograph, I have not 
included an image. 
 
121 William Wilson, “Review: Robert Irwin/ Kenneth Price, Los Angeles County Museum of Art,” Los 
Angeles Times, July 11, 1966, 10.  
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dots of pigment and an experience of a field of color emerging from the canvas. The optical 

effect generated by the dot paintings is not a uniform field of color, but rather an unstable 

oscillating effect that comes into being in the viewer’s mind, achieves a peak manifestation as a 

saturated halo of color, and then subtly loses some coherency, settling into a less vibrant 

experience of the illusion. Lippard describes the experience of Irwin’s dot works as both optical 

and temporal: 

Monotone painting can be said to exist in time as well as in space, for it demands much 
more time and concentration than most viewers are accustomed or, in most cases, are 
willing to give. Among the most extreme examples are the recent white paintings of 
Robert Irwin. After an interval of time the patient viewer begins to perceive in Irwin’s 
“blank” surfaces tiny dots of color which form a haloed, roughly circular form. The 
square canvases are ever so slightly bowed so that the surface slips away into the 
surrounding space, and they stress the atmospheric central area rather than the traditional 
properties of the rectangular support.122  
 

The surface of the painting “slips away into the surrounding space,” uncoupling the experience 

of color from the canvas. Thus, Lippard is willing to affiliate these works with “monotone” 

painting, despite Irwin’s use of multiple colors of paint on the surface of the canvas. Lawrence 

Weschler extends Wilson’s anthropomorphization of Irwin’s dot paintings, giving the experience 

an erotic valence. Weschler describes these works as causing an “uncanny frission” in which the 

painting and viewer become mutually responsive: “a mute white canvas suddenly changes its 

aspect—there is a moment of tart disclosure, almost like that in [Arthur] Rimbaud’s ‘The 

Knowing Girl’—and we in turn blush back. There is a shudder of engagement.”123 For Weschler, 

the experience of Irwin’s dot paintings is both physiological and affective. The painting responds 
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to the viewer, like a woman who blushes when she notices that she is being observed.124 In this 

context the viewer is cast as male, while the painting is the feminized observed. Weschler does, 

however, accord the two participants in this exchange a mutually affective response.  

To enhance the experience of the field of color hovering in front of the canvas, Irwin 

attended closely to the painting’s physical support, constructing shaped canvases that bowed 

forward to increase the experience of a glowing field of color that diffused out from the 

painting’s center. Irwin uses three-dimensional space to increase an optical effect, he notes that 

the viewer “did not see [the canvas] as being curved,” but instead “sensed its added physicality,”  

experiencing this modification only on “a tactile level.”125 In her analysis of the “dot paintings,” 

Lippard presages Irwin’s jump to the use of actual light in his work: “By reintroducing energy 

and illusionism and by de-emphasizing the picture support, he deliberately breaks the rules of the 

formalist academy. But since distance from the canvas is necessary for ultimate enjoyment, and 

since the viewer’s optical experience is finally one of amorphous light-energy, Irwin’s effects 

might be better achieved by the use of actual light.”126  

By the time he curated Robert Irwin/ Kenneth Price, Leider was already beginning to 

diverge from the model of medium specificity Greenberg set forth in “Modernist Painting” 

towards a theory of spectatorship that reflects an interest in atmospheric effect. Leider 

characterizes Irwin’s work as a transition from a critical experience of viewing towards the realm 

                                                
124 Corse’s monochromes were anthropomorphized in a distinctly sexist and homophobic manner by art 
critic Pepe Karmel in 1995. In a review of Corse’s work, he comments on her use of black glitter chips, 
which she began to incorporate into her abstract canvases the 1980s. “The glittering black chips look like 
sequins on a cocktail-party dress,” he states. “Seeing them applied to a severe grid format is like seeing 
Ad Reinhardt in drag, teetering along on spike heels.” Pepe Karmel, “Women Inside and Outside the 
Grid,” New York Times, December 15, 1995, C37. 
 
125 Irwin, quoted in  Lawrence Weschler, Seeing is Forgetting The Name of the Thing One Sees, 52. 
 
126 Lippard, “The Silent Art,” 57. 
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of pure experience: “In Irwin’s painting, the point of modernist art shifts from an exploration of 

the elements essential to the medium to the elements essential to the conveying of the experience 

of art, which is to say, away from Critique [sic] and back to the point of it all.”127 At issue in this 

contention is Leider’s theorization of painting as a perceptual experience that is not directly 

represented on the canvas versus an understanding of the canvas as an essential conceptual and 

perceptual boundary. In spite of Leider’s pedigree as a modernist and formalist critic, he 

responds to Irwin’s dot paintings by legitimizing their time-based and unstable perceptual 

viewing experience. He identifies three “risks” in Irwin’s paintings: 1) the experience of time 

that is necessary before a viewer can perceive the painting; 2) the reintroduction of atmospheric 

space into modernist painting, which represents a “violation of the picture plane as a two-

dimensional surface;” and 3) the dissolution of the painting’s effect (potentially a multiplicity of 

viewing experiences, or a viewing experience that only coheres under specific circumstances): 

“At optimal viewing distance…all is light and space…Up close, the painting is an empty 

stage.”128  

Leider, who was founding editor of Artforum, was already in dialogue with Fried about 

the latter’s theory of objecthood as a paradigm for understanding new abstract work while 

writing the catalogue essay for Robert Irwin/ Kenneth Price. In fact, it is Leider, as managing 

                                                
127 Philip Leider, Robert Irwin/ Kenneth Price, exh. cat. (Los Angeles: LACMA, 1966), 3.  
 
128 Leider states, “First of these risks is the introduction of, and insistence upon, the element of time, 
which would appear to impose, quite arbitrarily, a sequential structure on an art form to which such a 
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editor, who made the decision to publish “Art and Objecthood” in the summer 1967 issue of 

Artforum.129 Leider’s use of the metaphor of art encroaching into the space of theater alludes to 

Fried’s critique of the “theatricality” of minimal work that violates the ideal experience of a 

work of art, a transcendental “presentness,” where “at every moment the work itself is wholly 

manifest.”130 Fried’s essay, “Art and Objecthood” initiates a paradigm shift that divides 

phenomenological spectatorship of minimal art from an optical modernist viewing experience 

that exists outside of time.  

Pamela Lee coined the term “chronophobia” to describe a “marked fear of the temporal” 

in sixties art. This “chronophobic impulse,” she argues, “names an insistent struggle with time, 

the will of both artists and critics either to master its passage, to still its acceleration, or to give 

form to its changing conditions.”131 She locates Fried’s anxiety about the conditions of temporal 

experience of a work of art that he elucidates in “Art and Objecthood” in a shift towards a 

durational experience of spectatorship that manifests in the perception of the minimal sculptural 

object: “The object produces an experience that manages to be both anticipatory and repetitive, a 

time that is at once proleptic and endless.”132 Irwin’s dot paintings certainly demand a temporal 

viewing experience, but they are not objects. The field of color appears to occupy three-

dimensional space, but this is a hallucinatory effect created by the mind as it struggles to process 

conflicting sensory information. Irwin’s dot paintings cannot be fully explained by Alloway’s 

                                                
129 Larry Bell’s glass cube Memories of Mike (1967) appeared on the cover of this issue of Artforum. 
 
130 Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” in Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago: 
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131 Pamela Lee, Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2004), 7-
8. 
 
132 Lee, Chronophobia, 44. 
 



 75 

definition of Op Art or Fried’s (negative) articulation of the perceptual conditions elicited by a 

minimalist object. Irwin’s early painted works are the predecessors of California light painting, 

in which artists including Corse, Irwin, Turrell, and Wheeler would extend the illusionistic 

optical effect of a light field elicited by Irwin’s dot works using electric light, which could 

generate a similar perceptual effect with greater consistency. This move would lead the west 

coast light painters to contend that light itself was the material base of their work.  

While much of the discussion of Light and Space art has focused on installation pieces 

created by Irwin, Turrell, and (more recently) Wheeler from the early seventies onward, such 

analyses frequently disregard the long periods of experimentation with industrial materials and 

technical processes that preceded these artists’ installation work. To say that this work is 

“dematerialized” is to disregard the specific attention paid by these artists to the materials they 

used to elicit effects of light and color, and further, that these artists do not consider light to be 

immaterial. Light is both material and effect, and this tension permeates their practice. When 

Irwin, Turrell, and Wheeler transition toward installation work, the pieces they develop are 

directly tied to the exhibition spaces in which they are created and housed. The paintings they 

have constructed to elicit light effects are replaced by the experience of such effects within 

spatial confines of the gallery. The museum becomes a container for their light-based work. 

Many of these collaborations between artist and museum collapsed when when the artists felt 

that their intent had been compromised by institutional intervention. That such collaborations 

repeatedly failed to come to fruition demonstrates both the tenuousness of these agreements and 

the skepticism of these artists about the control wielded over their new environmental work by 

curators and museums. The fact that Corse’s work did not receive the institutional imprimatur 

enjoyed by her three male contemporaries clarifies the social and institutional conditions that 
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lead her to determine that a return to a canvas-based painting practice would most clearly 

articulate her perceptual stakes, while also protecting her authorial control and artistic autonomy.  

 

Robert Irwin, James Turrell, and Doug Wheeler at the Pasadena Art Museum 

 Following close upon the heels of his “dot paintings,” Irwin created his “disc paintings,” 

the focus of his show at the Pasadena Museum. He further complicated the category of painting 

by replacing canvas as the material base of his works with lens-like hemispheres of aluminum or 

plastic mounted on a metal armature that projects eighteen inches from the wall, such as Untitled 

(1968) (Figure 1.19). He sprayed the discs with multiple layers of white paint, concentrating on 

the apex of the disc. Thus, the white paint that was grainy and densest in the center and became 

more diffuse towards the edges. The paint layered on the translucent disc created the effect of a 

floating field of white bisected by a horizontal metal band. Irwin’s intent was to amplify the 

experiences of  perceptual uncertainty and spatial indeterminacy that were already present in his 

dot works. “At the edges [of the discs] I made a very slight color and value change, to lose the 

edge in the shadow space, formed by having the circle out from the wall eighteen inches, and 

lighting it with four floods,” Irwin explained. “The edge then became lost in the shadows so that 

you perceived this indeterminate physicality with different levels of weight and density, each on 

a different physical plane. It was very beautiful and quite confusing, everything started 

reversing.”133 This arrangement created a redoubling of the circular form as a shadowy presence 

(Figure 1.20 “I did a series of circles on plastic for the obvious reason,” Irwin explains, “the 

transparency, which made it really easy to make that transition between physical and so-called 
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non-physical space. What you had there was an alteration in the whole premise of perception, 

questioning your concepts of ‘real.’”134  

Perceiving these works involves a slippage—an oscillation between the experience of the 

disc form in physical space and the optical phenomena, which Irwin referred to as “non-

physical.” Coplans articulates how a viewer’s awareness of the disc and light effects shifted 

when the painting was lit: “The result of the cross illumination combined with the ambient light 

is that the shadow, the disc, and the outer area of the illumined wall are seen as an entry. Thus 

the three elements—wall, shadow, and paint disc—are all equally positive; the shadow, in fact, 

sometimes becomes almost more positive than the disc.”135 Writing for Arts Magazine in 1968, 

Melinda Terbell136 connected the optical experience of Irwin’s disc works with his earlier dot 

paintings, locating them on a trajectory towards dematerialization: “While one could not 

perceive the earlier [dot] paintings without considerable concentration, in these an even more 

intense visual effort is required in order to experience the whole effect, which is the illusion that 

the painting dematerializes completely—actually becomes one with—a part of the walls beside it 

and the space in front of it.”137 Two years later she would insist, “Irwin’s medium is light as 

much as paint or plastic.”138  
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The work Turrell showed at the Pasadena Art Museum represented the most radical 

position on the primacy of opticality and perception in west coast light painting. The artist 

transitioned away from the use of a material base altogether, and instead relied on a projection 

system for his Cross Corner Projections, the first of which (and several subsequent iterations) 

were called Afrum, beginning with Afrum (White) (1966) (Image 1.20) (other colors soon 

followed). Turrell developed the prototype for Afrum using a slide projector that he modified 

with a quartz-halogen bulb. He then switched to using xenon light in modified projectors he 

assembled with Leonard Pincus from the electric light company L.P. and Associates. The project 

was refined during the multi-year collaboration between Irwin, Turrell, and Ed Wortz of the 

Garrett Corporation, convened under the auspices of LACMA’s Art and Technology exhibition. 

Though the artists terminated their collaboration before the show, news of this project inspired 

Hopps sto offer both artists solo shows at the Pasadena Museum instead. Afrum uses two high 

intensity projectors installed in opposite corners of a square room and two template slides with 

cut outs that function as apertures that each project an overlapping quadrilateral shape on the 

opposite wall. The intersection of the two projected shapes combined with the reflected light off 

the wall created the illusion of a floating white cube wedged into the corner of the gallery space. 

The light bouncing back from the walls makes the cube appear to glow from within. The size and 

scale of the piece is variable, dependent upon the dimensions of the room in which it is 

exhibited. Turrell contends that these works remains painting, despite being created by two 

projectors: “What happened then is that I got more interested in the plumbing of hypothetical 

space and the idea of the presence or quality of light. [Afrum] was more a painting in the sense 

that you have a painting on a two-dimensional surface that alludes to perhaps three dimensions 
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or unsolvable three-dimensional things.”139 Like Corse, Turrell believes the essential component 

of the work is the expression of light, which is the material basis of the piece manifested in 

space. For Turrell, the idea of perspective is in and of itself conceptual, and he does not consider 

the projections to be illusionistic, as it is possible to perceive both the cube and its dissolution 

into a field of light, depending on the perspective of the viewer and her movement through the 

exhibition space. He contrasts it with the illusionism of traditional painting: “I’m not concerned 

that the viewer knows how the piece is achieved. The work is not trompe l’oeil in that sense.”140 

Viewers could easily trace the beams back to the projector and extrapolate how the effect of the 

cube was produced, understanding that it was their perceptual faculties that read the projections 

as a three-dimensional shape. Corse’s choice to conceal the generators that powered her light 

boxes is an aspect of the visual rhetoric she constructs to create the illusion that her works 

generate a glow from within and are constantly in the process of producing an optical effect. 

Turrell’s anti-illusionism undergirds his description of light as material. It has “a physical 

presence” and is “solid” rather than purely atmosphere. Yet he struggles with the issue of 

temporality. He acknowledges that his works don’t “solve up” in three dimensions, but remains 

unwilling to attribute temporal qualities to his painting. 141 

The last of the three shows of light art at the Pasadena Museum was Corse’s Chouinard 

contemporary Doug Wheeler. Corse received an MFA from Chouinard in 1968, while Wheeler 

completed his BFA there in 1965. In his 1968 show at the Pasadena Museum, Wheeler first 
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showed what he refers to as his “fabricated pieces,” composed of Plexiglas boxes housing a 

square neon light element. Included in the exhibition were Untitled (1966) and Untitled (1967), 

which were installed within a gallery where Wheeler had painted the wall and floors a shade of 

white that he felt would best showcase his work (Figure 1.21). These pieces were composed of a 

quarter-inch clear Plexiglas panel that Wheeler sprayed with three layers of paint: bright white, 

black, and then bright white again. On the front of the beveled edge of this enclosure, he sprayed 

a half-inch strip of the same three layers of paint, leaving a slight margin at the edge of the 

Plexiglas unpainted. Neon tubes were mounted inside the Plexiglas a few inches from the front 

and sides.142 The light source was occluded by the painted Plexiglas, a glow emanating from 

behind the softened edges of the central square and diffusing outward onto the wall on which the 

piece is mounted two and a half inches from the wall. Wheeler was quite specific in his choice of 

fluorescent tubes in the fabricated pieces, using only a blush-toned warm daylight neon. Soon 

afterward, he would begin to make pieces that included a cool blue-toned white neon light as 

well. In 1965, Wheeler created his “light canvas” works, like Untitled (1967) (Figure 1.22) in 

which he primed a white canvas, oversprayed it using the same process as he had in previous 

works, and embedded the canvas in a beveled Plexiglas enclosure with a neon light element 

concealed behind. Like Corse, Wheeler is making light paintings using different materials 

simultaneously. In his works, Plexiglas is never left unpainted, the light element emits a glow 

that is filtered through a painted surface and emerges, modified, into the space occupied by the 

viewer, taking on a function similar to that of a scrim or a lighting filter that softens the light and 

creates a diffuse atmospheric effect. Corse uses the translucency and its permeability of 

Plexiglas, but she understands it as a metaphoric manifestation of her view that the painted 

                                                
142 Email from Doug Wheeler to Robin Clark, June 20, 2010. Published in Phenomenal, Robin Clark, ed. 
Phenomenal: Light, Space Surface (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 77, footnote 6. 
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surface of the canvas emits light. It is this difference that leads Wheeler towards increasingly 

environmental manifestations of light, while Corse returns to canvas-based painting.  

 

Move into Environmental Work by Male Light Painters 

In an interview with Time magazine conducted in conjunction with his Pasadena show, 

Wheeler described the intent of his Light Paintings, presaging his wall-sized Light Encasements, 

which would be shown at the Fort Worth Art Center Museum the following year: “I want the 

spectator to stand in the middle of the room and look at the painting and feel that if you walk into 

it, you’ll be in another world.”143 Turrell had voiced a similar sentiment the year prior following 

his Pasadena show: “My works are not for looking at, but looking into; not the displacement of 

space with mass; but the working of space, not objects in a room, but the room.”144 Summarizing 

the three exhibitions, Coplans draws attention to the paradigm shift that has occurred in the work 

of California light painters: 

By using light as a primary means within a spatially controlled environment, their intent 
is to transcend the objectness of things in order to gain more direct contact between the 
viewer and the experience to be perceived. Thus the art experience is literally embodied 
in a setting that guarantees the perceptual constancy of the body as a whole. The 
phenomenon of the human body is paramount, and their primary aim as artists is to 
reshape or change the spectator’s perception of the seen world.145 

 
After seeing the three shows at the Pasadena Art Museum, Henry Hopkins of the Fort 

Worth Art Center Museum and Eduard de Wilde of the Stedelijk Museum offered the three 

artists a travelling show in which each would devise a site-specific installation piece (created 

especially for each museum) that expanded upon the questions they had raised in their solo 
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shows. This proposition, in which their work would be exhibited simultaneously, albeit in clearly 

delineated rooms, became a point of serious contention between Irwin, Turrell, and Wheeler, and 

the conflict that resulted caused cordial relations between the artists to fracture. The Pasadena 

series proved to be the last time the three artists would agree to participate in an exhibition 

setting in which their practices were even nominally linked. Turrell pulled out during the 

planning stages of the Fort Worth show. Hopkins moved forward with the two remaining artists 

and Robert Irwin/Doug Wheeler: New Works was staged at the Fort Worth Art Center from April 

1 to 28, 1969 and then picked up by the Stedelijk Museum from October 17 to November 7. The 

artists created completely new site-specific works for their stop in Amsterdam. Wheeler then 

opted out of the third leg of the intended tour. Thus, Irwin became the subject of a solo show at 

The Corcoran Gallery in Washington, DC.  

Jane Livingston, then assistant curator at LACMA (and simultaneously working on the 

Art and Technology exhibition), provided the introductory text for Robert Irwin/Doug Wheeler. 

She described Irwin’s and Wheeler’s new work as “environmentalism.” Like Coplans’s 

discussion of the Pasadena shows, Livingston chooses her phrasing carefully when drawing 

attention to similarities between the projects, noting in the first line of her text that “[t]he 

dissimilarities, of intent, of means and in appearances, in the work of Robert Irwin and Doug 

Wheeler are more striking and more significant than those shared features in their art which in 

part have led to their being exhibited together on this occasion.”146 For the show, Irwin installed 

a series of disc paintings, now in a variety of colors, while Wheeler installed his first wall-sized 

light environment, in which he expanded the logic of his Plexiglas light boxes, but enlarged it so 

that a large Plexiglas surface extended to the edges of a wall of the exhibition space, creating the 
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experience of a large glowing field of light. Describing the artists’ pieces Livingston notes, 

“Nearly all of the new work of Irwin and Wheeler requires a prolonged viewing period; one must 

be willing at some point to relent wholly to the presented circumstances, rather than studying 

detail or mechanism for clues to the artist’s intention. He is asked to grasp an environmental field 

of dispersed incident and to partake of it.”147  

 

Corse’s Return to Canvas 

At the same time that Irwin and Wheeler were exhibition in Fort Worth and Amsterdam, 

Corse showed a wall-mounted light box in UCLA’s 1969 Electric Art show, and a large 

suspended light box work at the 1970 Whitney Annual in New York.148 Despite this exposure, 

her canvas-based works achieved greater recognition; in 1971, one was shown in New Work by 

Los Angeles Artists (also known as 24 Young Los Angeles Artists) at LACMA149 and at the 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, from whom she received a Theodoran Award. The 

Guggenheim acquired Untitled (Light Painting) (1971) (Image 1.23), which was donated to the 

museum by the Theodoran Foundation and appeared in Ten Young Artists: Theodoran 

Awards.150 Light Painting…is an eight-foot square canvas coated with glass microspheres with a 
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small unpainted square chip at each corner.151 Corse left the squares unpainted because the cross 

shape “creates a tension between the whole surface and pulls it together,” preventing the optical 

effect of the field of light bleeding out at the corners of the canvas.152 Like Irwin, she required a 

specific lighting scheme where the angle of the lamps “lit the painting as a solid field.” 153 The 

technological material, the microsphere, becomes the conduit that triangulates and unifies the 

painted surface, viewer, and surrounding environment. Reflecting on her painting purchased by 

the Guggenheim for the Theodoran Awards, she connects the work’s scale with a potential to 

connect with a more universal consciousness, demonstrating the continued influence of 

spirituality on her works: “[The] last big painting that I did, I really was wanting there to be 

something bigger: the universal, the infinite, something bigger than us sometimes, to experience 

a light and space bigger than us.”154 Following Corse’s description, it is possible to understand 

her monochromes in relation to the discursive field of minimal abstraction through what 

Foucault refers to as the “paradoxical direction of a materialism of the incorporeal.” From this 

perspective, Foucault defines an event within such a system as: 

[N]either substance nor accident, neither quality nor process; the event is not of the order 
of bodies. And yet it is not something immaterial either; it is always at the level of  
materiality that it takes effect, that it is effect; it has its locus and it consists in the  
relation, the coexistence, the dispersion, the overlapping, the accumulation, and the  
selection of material elements. It is not the act or the property of a body; it is produced as  
an effect of, and within, a dispersion of matter.155  
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The overwhelming focus on the “dematerialized” or environmental effects of Light and Space 

practice does a disservice to analysis of the early work of the light painters by obscuring the 

tension they seek to evoke between embodied perceptual experience and the optical effects 

generate by their light-based work. This framework is particularly destructive to the intent of 

Corse’s light paintings, in which an awareness of the necessary juxtaposition between the body 

and that which exists outside provides what she considers to be an expansion of human 

consciousness.   

  Corse’s light paintings are always in the process of their own making, whether through 

the glow produced by the light boxes or the refraction of light by the glass microspheres into 

surrounding space. Materiality and its dissolution are held in constant tension in Light and Space 

work, and Corse returns again and again to descriptions of such an experience as one of 

transcendence. She considers a higher state of human consciousness (like that promised by 

Buddhist philosophy) an “abstracted” state: “I’m really concerned with pure abstraction, and the 

human state we live in, which is quite often an abstract state.”156 In her search for a higher, 

abstracted plane of consciousness, she separates her artistic production from her personal identity 

or politics. “[I was] very much a Women’s Lib-ist,” she explains, “but I didn’t want the art, the 

work, to be associated, and I think that got mixed up. I didn’t want to do women art—women’s 

shows, just like I didn’t want to do blond shows, or, you know, American, necessarily, shows, or 

something, you know? I didn’t want the art to have political attachments.”157  

Corse sees her return to painting as a decision that divides her practice from that of the 

Light and Space artists: “That’s something that I like about painting and why—even though I’m 
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seen as related to the Light and Space group, because it happened at the same time and all that—

I’m a painter, because I got rid of the extra dimension. The more you can get rid of, the better. 

Two dimensions is less than three dimensions.”158 She understands this paring away of 

experiential conditions not only as an extension of the reductive tendencies of modernism, but 

also as a response to the discourse of the minimal object: “I wanted to get rid of objectness. But 

the things you can’t get rid of, for me, are the things that are still there. Subjectivity, time ... 

subjectivity brings in time, takes time, takes light, dimension.”159 The spectator is not engaging 

with an autonomous work, but rather creating it anew in the process of perception. By describing 

her work as painting, she is able to draw upon an expressionist model, explaining, “I want to 

learn about myself from my work.”160 This contrasts with the distanciation performed by Judd 

through his use of technical materials and outsourcing the production of his work. Instead of 

using industrially produced materials exclusively, she integrates the (industrially produced) glass 

microbeads into her gestural paintings, emphasizing facture and her role in the production of the 

light that comes from within the work. As Corse explains, “You can’t get rid of subjectivity in 

the painting. You can get rid of color. You can get rid of polka-dots, or objectness, obviously.”161  

The microbeads become a way to “put time into the paintings,” creating an embodied experience 
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of spectatorship that exists in tandem with her own creative process.162 While Corse dislikes 

what she perceives as a subordination of the personal in service of a political goal in the feminist 

art movement, she also emphasizes the importance of an individual and embodied experience of 

her work. This is not the “proleptic and endless” time proposed by Lee as the perceptual 

experience of the minimal object, but rather a sense of time determined by individual agency.163  

It is important to reiterate that the California artists who have been the focus of my 

analysis understand their work to be painting, rather than sculpture, despite the incursion of these 

works into three-dimensional space both optically and physically. While, as mentioned 

previously, there are overlaps with the model of spectatorship for minimal sculpture proposed by 

Morris, who contends that when observing a minimal sculpture: “[The viewer] is more aware 

than before that he himself is establishing relationships as he apprehends the object from various 

positions and under varying conditions of light and spatial context.”164  Morris proposes that 

such work is “more sensitive to the varying contexts of space and light in which it exists.” He 

continues, “It reflects more acutely these two properties and is more noticeably changed by them. 

In some sense it takes these two things into itself as its variation is a function of their variation.” 

165  However, in Morris’s model, the relationship between work of art and viewer is influenced 

by “varying contexts of space and light,” but depends on the experience of a gestalt, in which the 

viewer “changes the shape [of the work] constantly by his change in position,” while maintaining 

                                                
162 Carolina A. Miranda, “The 'whoa' moment and Mary Corse: The painter who toys with light is finally 
getting her due,” Los Angeles Times, November 2, 2017. http://latimes.com/entertainment/arts/miranda/la-
et-cam-mary-corse-kayne-griffin-corcoran-20171102-story.html 
 
163 Lee, 44. 
 
164 Robert Morris, “Notes on Sculpture: Part II,” in Battcock, Minimal Art, 233. 
 
165 Ibid. 
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a coherent understanding of an embodied but autonomous perceptual experience on the part of 

the viewer.166 Morris constructs a duet between work and spectator, while Corse creates an 

interconnected network based on the logic of the prism: the artist generates the work, the work 

generates the light, and each viewer generates the work anew through their perception. Recalling 

Foucault’s construction of the “materialism of the incorporeal” as a model for understanding 

Corse’s work, it is “at the level of materiality that it takes effect, that it is effect; it has its locus 

and it consists in the relation, the coexistence, the dispersion, the overlapping, the accumulation, 

and the selection of material elements.”167 Corse seeks to elicit a perceptual experience that 

evokes both a sense of the work’s materiality and dematerialized effect; it is an experience that is 

simultaneously corporeal and incorporeal. The viewer’s sense of their own perceptual 

experience, and by extension, their sense of coherence as a viewing subject, diffuses and then 

coheres again, never stable. Corse refutes the potential for such a stability of subjecthood, 

insisting that the viewer is produced as much by their environment as the work is produced by 

the viewer’s perception. 

Over the next four decades, Corse kept moving forward with her light-based practice, 

despite the obstacles and shifting artistic trends. Interviewing Corse for the Smithsonian in 2013, 

Hunter Drohojowska-Philp asks why she kept painting despite the prevalence of a critical 

environment that heralded the “death of painting.” Corse reflects wryly, “I was dead. I was a 

painter, I was bad. I was a women, I was bad. [Laughs.] I was young, I was bad. I was a mother, 

I was bad.”168 When asked asked how she kept going, Corse reflected, “Well, that's where my 

                                                
166 Ibid. 
 
167 Foucault, “The Order of Discourse,” 69. 
 
168 Corse, Archives of American Art Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, n.p.  
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passion is. [Y]ou learn you don’t need the support. You get inner support. Better to have some 

support.”169 For more than forty years, her support has been internal, her belief in painting as a 

generative and expanding medium, a vehicle through which she communicates with the viewer 

through the experience of white light.  

                                                
169 Ibid. 



 90 

Chapter Two 

 California Color: Helen Pashgian’s Plastic Resin Sculpture 

 

Introduction 

On May 21, 1971, the Baxter Art Gallery at the California Institute of Technology 

presented the work of its first class of artists-in-residence: Robert Bassler, Peter Alexander, 

David Eldridge, and Helen Pashgian. The Institute Art Program (IAP) debuted during a period of 

pedagogical experimentation at Caltech focused on interdisciplinary collaboration. Like other 

California universities, Caltech was responding to an influx of students as the baby boomers 

entered their college years. The exhibition was part of a concerted effort by the university to 

“[g]ive Caltech students a direct experience with creative art and to exploit the increasingly 

important relationships between art and science.”1 IAP was one aspect of the school’s initiative 

to expand its engagement with the liberal arts. The plan included the development of a 

humanities program with funds from private donors and the (newly-formed) Andrew W. Mellon 

Foundation, the purchase and installation of public sculpture on the campus, and invitations to 

artists to use the resources of the university to make new work. Caltech provided studios for its 

artists-in-residence in the vacated Earhart Laboratory of Plant Biology, which was slated for 

eventual demolition, reflecting the administration’s ambivalence about facilitating an artist 

residency at a highly specialized technical school.  

The university’s first foray into institutionally-sponsored fine arts classes was meant to 

foster community—enrollment was open to students, faculty members, and families of the 

teaching staff—but also remained largely separate from the administrative structures that 

                                                
1 “Andrew W. Mellon Foundation,” Baxter Art Gallery Records, 1968-1990, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution. Box 1, Folder 6. 
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governed the rest of the curriculum. The Mellon grant funded a program director and assistant 

who oversaw class enrollment and addressed artist requests. The residency was unpaid, but the 

Earhart Laboratory’s flexible layout and environmental controls were ideal for working with 

plastic resin. The artists-in-residence were expected to collaborate with faculty and make use of 

the technical expertise of the university’s staff.  

Pashgian was in-residence at Caltech between 1969 and 1971, during a moment of great 

transition for the university. While there were a limited number of female graduate students at 

the school in the late sixties, Caltech only began accepting undergraduate enrollment 

applications from women in the fall of 1969, leading to the inaugural mixed-gender class the 

following year. The school began a concerted integration effort several years in advance of this 

transition, which included constructing dorms for female students. The expansion plan led to a 

reorganization of the departments on campus, new buildings, and eventually the repurposing of 

the Earhart building as artist studios occupied both by artists affiliated with the IAP and faculty 

members. The university’s interest in gender parity did not extend to the residency program 

itself; Pashgian was the only female participant in the pilot program. Pashgian mobilized her 

personal network and connections to the Pasadena community, including long-standing family 

connections with professors at Caltech, to facilitate her artist residency. She also brought the 

work of her friend Peter Alexander to the attention of the IAP, leading to Alexander being 

offered the residency and studio space as well.2 The Institute provided Pashgian with valuable 

technical expertise that expanded her understanding of the properties of plastic resin and its 

potential as an artistic material, while also affording access to industrial finishing equipment that 

allowed her to increase the scale of her work. Her time at Caltech was a formative experience 

                                                
2 Conversation with the artist, October 7, 2015. 
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that influenced her engagement with other California artists working with plastic and shaped her 

understanding of the relationship between art and technology.  

 

Lack of Representation of Women in Art and Technology Exhibition 

 Inspired by the postwar technology boom, many artists on both the east and west coasts 

began collaborating informally with partners from the engineering and aerospace industries, 

exploring how industrial processes and technical materials could inspire artistic work. By the 

mid sixties, these collaborations became more formalized. In New York, 9 Evenings: Theatre 

and Engineering, a series of performances at the 69th Regiment Armory that ran from October 13 

to 23, 1966, showcased ten months of collaboration between Bell Laboratories and a group of 

artists, performers, and musicians organized by Robert Rauschenberg and Billy Klüver. The 

series led to the founding of Experiments in Art and Technology (E.A.T.) in 1967, which 

facilitated further artistic projects using new technology. Motivated by the success of 9 Evenings 

in New York, Maurice Tuchman and Jane Livingston began a curatorial project at the newly 

opened Los Angeles County Museum of Art the same year, pairing artists with engineers at 

prominent local companies to create works of mutual interest. According to Tuchman, artists 

were approached “largely on the basis of the quality of their past work and interest in specific 

technological processes.”3 Invitations to collaborate were extended to several of the 9 Evenings 

participants, including Öyvind Fahlström, Robert Rauschenberg, and Robert Whitman, as well as 

Pop artists Andy Warhol and Claes Oldenburg. The curators also reached out to California 

artists, including Robert Irwin and James Turrell, who together began exploratory research for a 

project with Ed Wortz of the Garrett Corporation focused on creating an artistic piece that would 
                                                
3 Maurice Tuchman, A Report on the Art and Technology Exhibition of the Los Angeles County Museum 
of Art, exh. cat. (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1971), 12. 
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incorporate an anechoic chamber into the final exhibition at LACMA. In his introduction to the 

show’s catalogue, Tuchman explains, “I became intrigued by the thought of having artists 

brought into these industries to make works of art, moving about in them as they might in their 

own studios.”4  

Though a number of women on the west coast (including Pashgian) were engaged in 

informal collaborations with engineers and chemists, no work by women was included in the 

LACMA exhibition.5 Livingston notes that the museum received seventy-eight unsolicited 

proposals as word travelled through the Los Angeles art community, including a “high number” 

by women artists.6  Yet not even a single project by a woman was executed, despite the generous 

funding provided by LACMA for the program. The complete exclusion of women from the 

exhibition raises questions about Tuchman’s bias and inability to imagine a female artist who 

could “move about” within the male-dominated environment of an aerospace or engineering 

company. Furthermore, Tuchman focused the majority of attention on artists with name 

recognition, a factor that persistently, if inadvertently, excluded many female artists, as it was 

easier to persuade companies to enter relationships that would generate good publicity. 

Around this time, there were many exhibitions featuring collaborations between artists 

and industrial partners, and shows specifically featuring plastic work were particularly popular. 

Some of the shows that occurred while Pashgian was in-residence at Caltech include Plastics: LA 

at the California State College in Los Angeles in 1968, Made of Plastic at the Flint Institute of 

Art the same year, Plastics and New Art at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Philadelphia in 
                                                
4 Ibid., 9. 
 
5 A schematic for an unrealized project by the artist Chana (Davis) Horowitz, was included in the Art and 
Technology catalogue, an issue to which I will return in greater detail. 
 
6 Jane Livingston, A Report on the Art and Technology Exhibition of the Los Angeles County Museum of 
Art, exh. cat. (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1971), 19. 
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1969, A Plastic Presence, which was first installed at the Jewish Museum in New York in 1969 

and travelled to the Milwaukee Art Center in Wisconsin and the San Francisco Museum of Art 

the following year, Pace Gallery’s A Decade of California Color in 1970, and The Last Plastics 

Show (ironically named) at the California Institute of Arts, Valencia, CA in 1971. Pashgian’s 

work was included in Made of Plastic, A Plastic Presence, and The Last Plastics Show along 

with Resin Sculpture Exhibit at the Baxter Art Gallery in 1971, where she and Alexander 

presented work at the end of their Caltech residencies. 

 

The Critical Response to Los Angeles Plastic Resin Sculpture 

Pashgian’s abstract plastic resin works were part of a wider trend in Los Angeles postwar 

sculpture known colloquially as “finish fetish.” Artists working in the style used painting 

equipment developed for auto body shops and surfboard fabrication as well as plastic resins 

developed for industrial production to make unabashedly sensuous sculptures that generated new 

experiences of shape, translucency, and color. Along with Pashgian, the most well-known 

California artists working with plastic included Peter Alexander, Ron Davis, Fred Eversley, 

Craig Kauffman, and De Wain Valentine. John Coplans described how the “bright new 

materials” used in this work created a “sense of ambience [that] manifests itself in the handling 

of subject matter, in the overall treatment (by the incorporation of aspects of the intensely 

reflective quality of California light) and in the relative newness of all surfaces (Los Angeles 

proliferated within living memory).”7 Such work was frequently referred to as “finish fetish,” but 

this moniker focuses attention on only one aspect of plastic resin sculpture: the reflective and 

polished surfaces these artists favored. However, the group was equally interested in the 
                                                
7 John Coplans, Ten from Los Angeles, exh. cat. (Seattle: Seattle Contemporary Art Council of the Seattle 
Art Museum, 1966), 9. 
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potential of the material to create atmospheric color effects. The bifurcation of “finish fetish” 

from the work of the “light painters,” who, as noted in chapter one, frequently incorporated 

plastic into their work as well, is largely the result of an unproductive siloing of west coast work 

by art critics using definitions of painting and sculpture that had already been abandoned by 

California artists. As previously noted, reviewers fell back on traditional definitions of medium, 

identifying work mounted on the wall as painting and classifying pieces that sat on the floor or 

were displayed on pedestals as sculpture, while the artists themselves tended to transition easily 

between two- and three-dimensional work because they understood light to be the underlying 

material of their practice.  

Drawing upon James Meyer’s characterization of postwar abstract art as a “discursive 

field,” in which work “comes into view, is set into relief, when considered in a differential 

relation to the others,” this project considers finish fetish and light painting as two intersecting 

veins of Light and Space practice that operate within the wider discursive field of postwar 

minimal abstraction.8 For California artists working with cast plastic, the incredible malleability 

of the material became a defining feature of their work. In order to more clearly encapsulate this 

focus, I will avoid “finish fetish” as a moniker and instead refer to these artists as “plastic resin 

sculptors,” with the additional caveat that sculpture functions as a highly unstable term in this 

context.  

Plastic resin sculptors and light painters both relied on new technical materials and 

industrial processes in their pursuit of experiential light effects. Kirk Varnedoe identified 

perceptual uncertainty as the defining characteristic of California work, which he calls “West 

Coast Minimalism.” Varnedoe argued that the experience of these pieces “points to uncertainty” 
                                                
8 James Meyer, Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the Sixties (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 
4. 
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because “[o]ne does not know what is concave or convex, present or absent, tangible or 

intangible.”9 Varnedoe’s analysis was based on the group of artists I have called the California 

light painters, but his formulation is equally applicable as a description of the perceptual effects 

sought by the plastic resin sculptors. However, the language for describing the particularly 

confounding juxtaposition of optical and embodied perception that California plastic work elicits 

has not been fully articulated. Even recent scholarship on west coast minimal abstraction usually 

analyzes only the optical effects of these pieces, rather than how they occupy space and respond 

to the surrounding environment. Rachel Rivenc describes the shifting between a sense of three-

dimensional shape composed of translucent color and a highly polished and reflective surface 

that characterize an engagement with plastic resin art as an impression of “spatial 

indeterminacy,” where the material causes the “dissolution of the edges of artworks and the 

consequent blending of work and environment.”10 In what follows, I explore how west coast 

artists mobilized experiences of perceptual uncertainty and spatial indeterminacy to elicit an 

embodied viewing experience that differs from that formulated by New York minimal artists. 

For women artists on both coasts, discussions of facture, color, and surface finish were 

particularly fraught, because a focus on these qualities was much more likely to be interpreted as 

decorative (i.e. craft and therefore not intellectually serious). Female artists working with 

technical materials also confronted institutionalized sexism; they had difficulty finding 

collaborators working in the male-dominated engineering and aerospace industries, and they 

were less likely to gain gallery representation and inclusion into exhibitions that foregrounded 

plastic as a material and technically-inflected exhibitions more generally. I analyze the social 
                                                
9 Kirk Varnedoe, “Minimalism,” in Pictures of Nothing: Abstract Art Since Pollock (Princeton, NJ: 
University of Press, 2006), 113. 
 
10 Rachel Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles: Materials, Processes, and the Birth of West Coast Minimalism 
(Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2016), 11. 
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conditions that marginalized the work of women, comparing Pashgian’s response to these 

obstacles with the strategies used by two other women who worked within the paradigm of 

minimal abstraction: Lucy Lippard and Judy Chicago. In 1966, Lippard curated the proto-

feminist Eccentric Abstraction show at the Marilyn Fischbach Gallery in New York. In it, she 

championed an alternative style of minimal art, showcasing work that could not be easily 

integrated in the dominant critical model that framed such work in New York. The show had a 

significant effect on Lippard’s thinking over the next decade as she moved towards a more 

explicitly feminist position in her curatorial practice and writing. I also trace Judy Chicago’s 

transition from an artist making abstract work using technical materials to spearheading the 

Feminist Art Program at the California Institute of the Arts, where she created an alternative 

pedagogic structure meant to facilitate an intellectual environment in which women artists could 

learn from each other and develop a feminist practice. The trajectories of these two women 

towards political action have been situated as formative moments for the rise of postminimal art, 

while, in contrast, Pashgian’s work cannot be easily reconciled with this narrative because she 

rejected participation in any group where her art might become politicized. This chapter analyzes 

the conditions of her refusal and how her continued interest in abstraction led to the effacement 

of her practice from critical discussions of California art. Drawing, once again, upon Anne 

Wagner’s contention that a woman artist’s relationship to her practice, to “working as a woman,”  

is necessarily rhetorical, I analyze how Pashgian positions herself in relationship to modernism 

as a “vocabulary of representation,” which, as Wagner notes “could only ever be communicated 

and made available through institutionalized means situated in the public sphere.”11 Thus, I 

explore how Pashgian’s artist residency functions within a wider set of socio-political conditions 
                                                
11 Anne Wagner, Three Artists (Three Women): Modernism and the Art of Hesse, Krasner, and O’Keefe 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 13, 21. 
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in galleries, museums, and educational institutions that suppressed the integration of work by 

women artists into the discursive field of minimal abstraction. 

 

Pashgian Background and Early Work 

Pashgian was born in Pasadena, California in 1934. In contrast to many Light and Space 

artists, who moved to the region as adults, her family had deep ties to the Pasadena community, 

where they had lived for three generations. With the exception of the time she spent living on the 

east coast while in school, she has lived in Southern California for her entire life. Pashgian’s 

early training was not as an artist, but rather as an art historian. While a student at Pomona 

College in the early fifties, she took her first art history class with the Rembrandt scholar 

Seymour Slive. Pashgian credits Slive with inspiring her interest in Dutch Renaissance painters’ 

depiction of light.12 After receiving her bachelor’s degree in 1954, she took education classes at 

Barnard College between 1956 and 1957. Shortly thereafter, she moved to Boston and was 

accepted into the Ph.D. Program at Harvard University to study Dutch painting with Jakob 

Rosenberg. During a year delay before beginning her studies at Harvard (she applied to the 

program late and was accepted for the following year), Pashgian enrolled in a master’s program 

at Boston University, where she wrote a thesis on Rembrandt van Rijn’s etching A Scholar in his 

Study (ca. 1650-63) (Figure 2.1).  

This work is frequently referred to as “Faust,” despite a lack of evidence directly 

connecting the etching with the legend of a German scholar who makes a pact with the devil, 

                                                
12 “I don’t know, I can’t define what it was, but he had a magic that no professor I ever had afterwards 
had … He and I think this also had to do with light. He used to flash the photographs on the screen—in 
the case of the ruff in some of the paintings of Frans Hals, he would make us look at how the light defined 
the ruff … and how the brushwork was almost abstract.” Helen Pashgian, Oral History Interview with 
Helen Pashgian, interview by Hunter Drohojowska-Philp, July 11, 2012, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution, transcript, n.p. 
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bartering his soul for knowledge and power while on earth. The print shows a man surrounded 

by scholarly paraphernalia who is confronted by a glowing orb. The orb is inscribed with 

Christian and Kabbalistic symbols, signifying its otherworldly origins. Rembrandt makes 

extensive use of drypoint to depict the rays of light that illuminate the man’s face and the objects 

that surround him. Pashgian’s early experimental paintings, made while living in Boston, reflect 

her interest in the subtractive logic of etching and the way in which her academic work 

permeated her artistic practice. In order to create the effect of light rays, Rembrandt used a burr 

to deeply incise lines into the surface of the printing plate. The incisions do not fill with pigment 

when the plate is printed, and the absence of ink reads as beams of light. Pashgian attempted a 

similar subtractive effect in her paintings. Using a palette knife, she covered the canvas with a 

thick layer of titanium white paint and then overlayed the white paint with several other colors 

applied the same way. Using a clean knife or squeegee, she scraped through the surface layer of 

paint: “I got these amazing colors...and I thought wow, this is great. I mean, it was terrible. But... 

to me the sensation of doing it and the act and making the mark on the canvas was really 

terrific...because these thin colors had the white glowing behind it.”13  Pashgian recalls feeling an 

extreme aversion toward the Abstract Expressionist style favored by other artists with whom she 

shared studio space and remembers that these artists vehemently discouraged her interest in 

transparent color.14 

                                                
13 Ibid. Few examples of these works remain, and none have been exhibited in forty years. The technique 
Pashgian used did not allow the paint to cure completely; the thick layers of paint subsequently cracked.  
14 “My other colleagues on another floor in the building who were painting on [sic] what was the correct 
mode in those days which was abstract expressionism [sic], doing heavy, dark impastos; rich, thick, red 
and black and yellow sort of à la Clyfford Still and artists like that and then mixing in dirt and sand. I 
thought that was awful. I had no interest. They said, ‘Well, this is the way you have to paint. Look at Art 
News, look at Art in America—-New York painters are doing this.’ They said, you can’t work with 
transparencies. Nobody does transparencies. We were only in our early 20s. We didn't know what we 
were doing. But they were following the party line and I wanted to work with transparent. They said, oh, 
how stupid. You might as well work with water color [sic] which is, you know, beneath the pale, that 
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Pashgian ultimately chose not to commit to the long period of study that would be 

necessary to complete a dissertation. After two years teaching in Boston, she returned to her 

hometown of Pasadena to focus on her artwork. It was at this time that Pashgian began to 

experiment with plastic. Inspired by the work of the Color Field painters, she began making 

paintings that were thin washes of oil paint and turpentine, which she soon replaced with pours 

of polyester resin: “I was very interested in some of the color field painters, particularly [Helen] 

Frankenthaler and Morris Louis because of the translucency and because of the layering of thin 

paint over other paint and of the way the colors came through. And I was also very curious about 

when you moved in front of them, how they changed… As you move, how does the object 

change and alter your perception about its space and your space as a viewer.”15  

Pashgian credits the light and natural environment of Southern California with inspiring 

west coast artists’ experiments with new industrial materials. She clarifies this is not the “golden 

light” adored by the film industry, but rather “a harsh shimmering ‘white light’ that glints off 

cars and other metal surfaces, and the bright glare of white buildings.”16 Pashgian locates the 

origin of her fascination with distortion in her memories of childhood experiences staring into 

tide pools at the beach on her family vacations to Crystal Cove in Laguna Beach, California: “I 

can remember looking into the pools and seeing things; and then either the tide or the wind or my 

submerged finger would ripple the surface, and then all the light on the bottom would start to 

                                                                                                                                                       
worst thing you could do.” Helen Pashgian, Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, interview by 
Emma Richardson, Catherine Taft, and Rani Singh, April 8,  2010, Getty Research Institute, J. Paul Getty 
Museum, video recording and transcript, 2012-IA.100-01, 8.  
 
15 Pashgian, Archives of American Art Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, n.p. 
 
16 Helen Pashgian, “A Matter of Refinement: Conversations with Helen Pashgian” in Helen Pashgian, ed. 
Carol S. Eliel (New York: Prestel Publishing, 2014), 17. 
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play.”17 In 1965, Rex Evans Gallery presented her first solo show featuring paintings based on 

the light effects she experienced looking into tide pools. While a number of her works sold at the 

first show, her next two shows in 1966 and 1967 were less successful. She continued to exhibit 

with Rex Evans until the gallery’s closing in 1972, then moving to Felix Landau. She was also 

represented by Jill Kornblee, who facilitated Pashgian’s first New York shows in 1969 and 1971.  

In the late sixties, Pashgian began transitioning away from work on canvas, using small 

vials of plastic resin, readily available at a local craft store, to make spheres that she placed 

inside the mirrored interiors of miniature boxes. The reflection of the colored plastic off the 

mirrored interior created kaleidoscopic light effects.18 She refers to the expression of color within 

these containers as a “trapped view”: “you would look in, and see something and then it would 

disappear.”19 She then started to craft three-dimensional sculptural forms that required larger 

quantities of plastic, which necessitated reaching out to industrial suppliers. Pashgian repurposed 

common household containers to make molds for her sculptures, including the bowl of a salad 

dryer (chosen because it was made of unreactive polyethylene) and old milk cartons.20 The 

irregular and rounded shapes of her early pieces result from this experimentation with different 

molds and casting techniques.  

In Untitled (ca.1968-1969) (Figure 2.2), donated by the artist to the Norton Simon 

Museum, Pashgian pours three colors of resin: one layer each of red, blue, and green (the colors 

of the additive light spectrum). Unlike some forms of traditional sculpture, Pashgian’s works do 

                                                
17 Ibid., 18. 
 
18 There are no examples of these works still extant. 
 
19 Getty Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, 21. 
 
20 Ibid. 
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not have an ideal view (or views); because they are spherical, there is no primary or privileged 

angle. As a viewer shifts position in relation to the piece, the orb presents various shades of the 

three colors of plastic, as well as purple and pink tones that result from the light filtering through 

the different layers of resin. The viewer maps the relationship of the sculpture to the surrounding 

space by perceiving the effects of light both on the surface and filtered through the work. The 

diffusion of the light that permeates the piece makes the sculpture appear to glow.  

In Untitled (1969) (Figure 2.3), now owned by the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 

Pashgian began by casting a small cylinder of acrylic, which she baked in the oven until it 

became soft enough to bend. Next, she inserted the bent cylinder into a larger mold filled with 

uncured resin and the catalyst. After the resin was partially set, she inverted this mold over 

another container. Pashgian used two different shades of pinkish purple resin; the diffusion of the 

liquid resin and the mixing of the two colors was captured and frozen as the plastic cured. The 

plastic rod embedded inside the dome distorts the light as it passes through the piece, so that light 

is reflected back across the curved surface of the cylinder. Pashgian highlights the importance of 

the spectator as an active participant in an exhibition context: “The lights are static, the piece is 

static, you are doing the moving, and as you move your head around they begin to change inside 

and other shapes form.”21 Because Pashgian inverted the mold during the casting process, the 

dye is more diffuse towards the bottom of the sculpture, making the base seem less substantial. 

At the same time, the illusionistic effect of the deeper color and greater opacity of the dye at 

what became the apex of the sculpture creates a sensation of solidity and weight.  

 Plastic resin begins in a liquid (unsaturated) state, and the addition of a catalyst causes 

the formation of chain polymers. The ester molecules within the resin become excited and begin 

to link together, causing the resin to harden. This process generates heat in proportion to the size 
                                                
21 Ibid., 30. 
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of the piece; the larger the work, the hotter it becomes and the longer it takes to solidify. The 

color continues to diffuse throughout the liquid resin until the plastic cures completely. To 

enhance the diffusion and blending of colors before the sculptures completely catalyzed, 

Pashgian experimented with different set times for the plastic and different quantities of dye. The 

material allowed Pashgian to simulate the optical effects of paint poured in three-dimensions: the 

liquid color froze in place as the resin set. Plastic is not a material with a set of inherent qualities; 

it is almost infinitely malleable and can take the shape of any vessel in which it is cured. A 

plastic piece, like the cylinder Pashgian inserted into uncured resin, does not remain separate, but 

is rather chemically fused within the surrounding resin, creating an indivisible whole. After the 

resin hardened, Pashgian refined the shape of her sculptures with an electric sander, then used 

increasingly fine grades of sandpaper to buff the surface to a glossy sheen by hand. When 

sanding was complete, the finished sculptures were usually between six and nine inches in 

diameter. The reflective surfaces create two oppositional perceptual effects: the reflection of 

ambient light and an amplification of translucency of the piece due to the unblemished surface 

that allows light to permeate the form. Pashgian notes that the sanding was an “arduous” process, 

where the “attempt was to finish them so there were no scratches, so the surface itself begins to 

disappear in the eye of the viewer. You don’t notice it but you look directly through it. You look 

directly into the piece.”22  

Pashgian believes these sculptures should be observed from different angles through 

movements of the head and a shifting field of vision. She states, “[T]he ideal way to show them 

is close to the wall and the more the wall is flooded with light, the more light emerges from the 

                                                
22 Helen Pashgian, From Start to Finish: De Wain Valentine’s Gray Column, Getty Conservation 
Institute, filmed between September 13, 2011 and March 11, 2012 at the J. Paul Getty Museum of Art, 
video, 29:15, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jOtrW0JyzJo. 
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piece, because they’re complex pieces and because they’re rotund.”23  Her spherical works are 

frequently displayed on Plexiglas pedestals about four-feet tall, so that they are “a little below 

eye level” for a viewer of average height. The pedestals emphasize the roundness of the 

sculptures and allow them to be viewed from all sides, including above (Figure 2.4). Pashgian 

likes how the Plexiglas pedestals seem to disappear when viewed from a distance, so that her 

sculptures “appear to be floating in space.24  This exhibition strategy evolved out of Pashgian’s 

collaboration with Jack Brogan, the primary fabricator for the Light and Space artists. Brogan’s 

skills were multifaceted. He assisted Larry Bell with the application of the molecular metal 

coating to the interior of his glass cubes and served as the primary installer for Irwin’s scrim-

based post-studio works. Alexander introduced introduced Pashgian to Brogan, with whom she 

began collaborating while at Caltech. Brogan first developed Plexiglas pedestals for Bell to  

better display the artist’s translucent cubes. This display strategy became a subject of controversy 

during Bell’s 1965 show at the Pace Gallery, where the pedestals were widely disapproved of by 

east coast minimal artists and critics. Sol LeWitt recalls wondering if the pedestals were the 

“Emperor’s clothes” that the spectator was “not supposed to look at.”25 Lippard lamented that the 

pedestals distracted, creating a “sculpture in three parts” with the box, pedestal, and metal joints 

that linked the panes of glass together.26 Frances Colpitt has noted that these critiques result from 

a minimalist understanding of sculpture as an object. The addition of the pedestal creates a 

                                                
23 Pashgian, Getty Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, 4. 
 
24 Ibid., 3-4. 
 
25 Frances Colpitt, Interview with Sol LeWitt, undated, cited in footnote 186 of Minimal Art: The Critical 
Perspective (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1990). 
 
26 Lucy Lippard, “New York Letter: Recent Sculpture as Escape," Art International 10, no. 2 (February 
1966): 52. 
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“metaphysical disjunction” that “signals the illusionistic quality of the mounted work of art.”27 In 

fact, Bell’s cubes and Pashgian’s orbs are purposefully illusionistic. The viewer perceives colors 

based on their own position in relationship to the work, and all of this is dependent upon ambient 

light. Coplans responded with a practical explanation for the pedestals, noting that “Bell’s glass 

constructions demand the entry of light through the bottom to gain maximum luminosity and the 

desired quality of spatial intangibility.”28 Sculpture that rests on the floor emphasizes a 

relationship between work and ground, but both Bell and Pashgian were making pieces that 

required an engagement with the surrounding atmosphere. Bell responded to critiques of his 

work at Pace by bringing his three-dimensional work into better alignment with an east coast 

model. In his next show at Pace, Bell’s new sculptures were displayed on the ground. 

 

The Evolution of Plastic as an Artistic Material in Postwar Los Angeles 

Plastic resin sculptors had relatively limited access to the technical information for plastic 

casting developed by industrial suppliers. Plastic products became more widely available during 

World War II and ubiquitous thereafter, when the material began to replace metal in a wide array 

consumer goods. During the war the military had made significant advances in plastic 

technology, such as developing vacuum-cast acrylic sheeting designed for airplane cockpit 

covers and gunner enclosures.29 When engineering and aerospace companies converted their 

                                                
27 Colpitt, Minimal Art: The Critical Perspective, 35. 
 
28 John Coplans, Five Los Angeles Sculptors: Sculptors Drawings/Los Angeles New York, exh. cat. 
(Irvine: Art Gallery, University of California, Irvine, 1966), 35. 
 
29 See Rachel Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles: Materials, Processes, and the Birth of West Coast 
Minimalism for an extended discussion of the development of industrial uses for plastic and technical 
specifications related to the production of the work of Craig Kauffman, Larry Bell, John McCracken, and 
Robert Irwin. 
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facilities to peacetime production, it was immediately clear that the malleability of plastic 

presented economic opportunities for manufacturing companies that could afford to develop a 

research arm and invent patentable resin formulations that improved upon some aspect of the 

material (clarity, structural integrity, etc.) or the efficiency of the curing process. Many 

companies developed proprietary formulas, and access to the chemical compositions of various 

resins was restricted to company employees. There was little data available to artists regarding 

best practices for using the material. Most plastic resin was produced in large quantities and 

processed using industrial equipment, whereas the plastic resin sculptors worked on a much 

smaller scale. This lead to what Pashgian describes as a “hunt and peck” mentality. 30 Light and 

Space artists working with plastic resin commonly used one of two fabrication strategies: 

Pashgian, Alexander, Eversley, and Valentine used molds to shape the resin, while Kauffman 

(like Doug Wheeler and Robert Irwin in the construction of their light paintings) preferred 

vacuum-formed plastic, in which prefabricated plastic sheets were heated and molded into new 

shapes. Many plastic resin artists including Pashgian, Eversley, Kauffman, and Chicago visited 

Hastings Plastics, and the store’s proprietor, Norry Hastings, on Colorado Boulevard in Santa 

Monica to source larger quantities of resin than were available in most craft stores. The 

technology was also evolving quickly, the development of more stable formulas drastically 

increased the casting possibilities available to artists as the sixties progressed.  

The properties of plastic resin also complicate attempts to describe this new work within 

the traditional models of sculpture that had developed using wood, metal, and stone. The 

malleability of the pre-set or heated plastic is in direct contrast to the hardness and durability 

after it is cooled. Traditional sculpture has long been divided into two categories: additive and 
                                                
30 “Interview with Helen Pashgian,” Helen Pashgian: Light Invisible, exh. cat. (Los Angeles: Los 
Angeles Museum of Art, 2014), 19. 
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subtractive. Plastic resin sculpture can be either, and, in Pashgian’s work, it is both. The basic 

shape of a plastic resin piece is usually created using a mold and then refined through extensive 

polishing. The same process may result in the soft spherical shapes of Pashgian’s ovoids, 

Eversley’s swirling disks, or the sharp-angled polyhedrons favored by Alexander. Extensive 

buffing creates the smooth, glossy, and transparent surface brings out the intended optical 

experience of an oscillation between ambient light reflecting off the surface of a piece and an 

experience of shifting translucent color.  

Despite the creative potential of plastic resin as an artistic material, it was also 

immediately clear to Pashgian that working with the material was risky; it was “highly toxic, 

gave off noxious fumes, and shrank decidedly when cured.”31 Describing her early experiments, 

Pashgian notes the “treacherous variables” involved when working with the material: 

The working [scientific] knowledge came quickly, mostly in the multiple failures that  
piled up. If the material was over-catalyzed, there were cracks. If it was under-catalyzed,  
it was gooey and runny. If there was moisture in the air, all bets were off. Even if the  
atmosphere was dry, I had to control the temperature. If it went lower than the high 60s  
or above the 80s, I was in trouble, because the material wouldn’t respond. Or it if was  
very hot, I had to use less catalyst. Polyester resin … was very, very unforgiving. There  
was never partial disaster—always total. Unlike some materials, this material could not  
be reworked. There were many potentially treacherous variables that had to be addressed  
for there to be any possible measure of success.32  
 
Pashgian maintained cordial but somewhat distant relations with the Ferus Gallery artists 

who were also experimenting with the material, including Irwin and Kauffman. She believes the 

secretiveness (on both sides) resulted from the artists’ interest in protecting the specific technical 

details of their processes, which had developed out of a significant amount of personal 

                                                
31 Ibid. 
32  Pashgian, “A Matter of Refinement: Conversations with Helen Pashgian,” 21. 
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experimentation.33 Several Ferus artists working with plastic set up studios in the Venice Beach 

area, where abandoned shipping warehouses were ideal for large-scale work using technical 

materials.34 Vivian (Kauffman) Rowan remembers the Venice scene as a “boy’s club,” an 

attempt by the artists to exercise control in a chaotic and changing art scene, especially when the 

Ferus Gallery shifted focus to include the exhibition of more east coast work: “[the Ferus artists] 

didn’t have much control over their careers or their lives. They could control what was 

immediately around them, though, and boy did they.”35 This geographic proximity amplified the 

insular “boys club” mentality, with these artists visiting each other’s studios and spending time 

together at Barney’s Beanery in West Hollywood. Pashgian felt separated from the Venice group 

both by geography and by gender: “I lived more on [the east] side of town and the guys who 

lived in Venice saw each other much more often. It was considered just a guy’s group. It was 

‘the guys,’ you know. I was the odd person out.”36  Brogan, with whom many of these artists 

collaborated in the fabrication and installation of their work, also maintained a studio in Venice 

on Lincoln Boulevard. 

Pashgian connects her early experimentation with plastic resin to the “working 

discipline” she gained as an art historian, taking detailed notes recording the different variables 

of each attempt. She describes her work with plastic resin as requiring a “decided focus not 

                                                
33 In 1966, Valentine patented the chemical composition of a slower-drying plastic resin developed with 
the engineers at Paramount Plastics that allowed him to cast massive plastic works. 
 
34 Artists associated with the Ferus Gallery who had studios in Venice included Irwin, Bell, and 
Kauffman. Valentine, Alexander, and Eversley also had studios in the area. 
 
35 Vivian (Kauffman) Rowan in conversation with Morgan Neville (2004), in Kristine McKenna, The 
Ferus Gallery: A Place to Begin (Göttingen, Germany: Steidl, 2009), 174. Rowan was married to Craig 
Kauffman between 1959 and 1966. She then began working as Irving Blum’s assistant in 1967. 
 
36 Pashgian, Getty Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, 27. 
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unlike what would be needed to uncover an iconographical maze in an etching of Rembrandt” 

and the ability to “transfer previous disciplines into a new way of thinking and working.”37 Her 

casting technique was based on experimental research through which she expanded her 

knowledge of the behavior of plastic resin under various conditions, developing practices to 

more consistently elicit specific optical effects.  

 

Pashgian’s Development at Caltech 

With Caltech’s resources (rather than a large Venice Beach studio), Pashgian was able to 

increase the scale of her work from the intimate size of her early sculptures to large plastic discs. 

Her studio in the Earhart Laboratory was outfitted with the safety precautions for molding plastic 

resin, including a ventilation system and access to large industrial-grade sanders. At Caltech, she 

created five three-foot plastic discs (two were eventually exhibited) and a large five-foot disc 

(Figure 2.5). The smaller discs were cast in circular molds into which she poured a thin layer of 

plastic resin. While her earliest experiments from Caltech show a clear delineation between the 

colors, the diffusion of the colored resin out from the center toward the edges of the disc 

becomes subtler and more atmospheric in her later pieces. In the largest disc, which Pashgian 

referred to as the Great Sphere, the negative image of a square is surrounded by a field of color. 

Pashgian describes how light activated this piece: 

It was a big flat [sic], a five-foot diameter, and I don’t remember how I’d done it but I’d 
pour this thin layer. So at the center it was about two-and-a-half to three inches thick. At 
the bottom there was a foot on it that went into a base[,] a three or four-foot square base 
and it had a foot that went down into it that you couldn’t see. Then the five-foot diameter 
disc rose. It had a very, very subtle square image in the center that you didn’t see at the 
beginning that feathered out. Then the edge feathered out on the sides to about an inch. 
Then as it went up to the top it became paper thin and so it became thinner and thinner 

                                                
37 Pashgian, “A Matter of Refinement: Conversations with Helen Pashgian,” 20. 
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and thinner. The idea was to put it on the pedestal out from a wall and to wash the wall 
with light […] so the edges would dissolve.38 

 

In contrast to Irwin, Pashgian understands her discs as sculptural pieces (with pedestals), but 

both artists believed light was essential to activate the intended perceptual experience of these 

works. In Pashgian’s large disc, the light permeated the plastic and the slightly less opaque 

central square comes into clearer focus, creating the illusion that the square is contained within 

an atmospheric field of color. As the disc thins toward its edges, more light comes through the 

plastic, creating an increasingly translucency that mimics a dispersing field of light or smoke. 

The best known photographs of this work, whose location is unknown, show Pashgian buffing 

the disc with sandpaper while wearing a kerchief over her hair (Figure 2.6). However, the 

majority of the polishing for the three-foot plastic discs was done by Pashgian on Caltech’s 

industrial sanding equipment.39  

The day before the artist-in-residence exhibition, Pashgian found herself without enough 

time to finish sanding her largest disc.40 Alexander recommended she reach out to Brogan’s 

team, who were familiar with the process for creating a meticulous surface finish for plastic resin 

pieces, having previously assisted Valentine. It took Brogan and three other men to lift the 

sculpture and take it back to his workshop in Venice, where they sanded and buffed the surface 

using industrial belt grinders—working overnight—so that it could be installed the next day. 

According to Pashgian, meticulous polishing is essential to the experience of plastic resin 

sculpture: “On any of these works, if there is a scratch … that’s all you see. The point of it is not 

the finish at all. The point is being able to interact with the piece, whether it is inside or outside, 
                                                
38 Pashgian, Getty Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, 29. 
 
39 Conversation with the artist, October 7, 2015. 
 
40 Resin Sculpture Exhibit, with work by Pashgian and Alexander, ran from May 21 to June 30, 1971. 
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to see into it, to see through it, to relate to it in those ways. But that’s why we need to deal with 

the finish, so we can deal with the piece on a much deeper level.”41 Unfortunately, the large 

sculpture was seen only by early visitors to the final exhibit of Pashgian’s work during her 

residency. The piece, which had required four men to transport and install, was stolen out of the 

Baxter Art Gallery only a week after the exhibition opened. No other work was taken. 

While at Caltech, Pashgian forged friendships with a number of faculty members 

including the physicist Richard Feynman, who maintained a painting studio next door.42 After 

showing him one of her orb sculptures in its unfinished state, Feynman invited her to visit the 

high-energy physics lab and use the lathe constructed by the lab to finish circular components for 

the moon landing rockets. Despite a warning by the engineer in charge of the machinery that the 

lathe could catch her long hair, pull in her head, and that she could be “cut into a thousand 

pieces,” Pashgian wrapped up her hair and proceeded. 43 She recalls the difficult labor required to 

operate the machinery: “My arms were very strong then, and I could turn it around, turn it 

around and turn it around. And then I’d look at it, turn it around, turn it around. And so I was in 

there working on it by myself.”44 At the same time she recalls her pleasure in co-opting the 

technology for an artistic purpose: “But that was very interesting because it was another thing—

another way that I was using a high-tech—one of the highest-tech instruments for a very low-

                                                
41 Pashgian, in From Start to Finish: De Wain Valentine’s Grey Column. 
 
42 Feynman also served as advisor for LACMA’s Art and Technology project. 
 
43 Pashgian, Archives of American Art Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, n.p. 
 
44 Ibid. 
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tech purpose. It was an aesthetic purpose. I was not using this machine for its actual purpose, 

which was to do things that would go in the moon shots.”45  

As a result of her friendship with Dr. Nicholas Tschogel, professor of chemical 

engineering at Caltech, Pashgian also began to attend monthly luncheons with staff from the 

school and Jet Propulsion Laboratories (JPL), which was then a private company that functioned 

as an extension of the school. There was significant overlap between the faculty of Caltech and 

the employees of JPL. By forging relationships with the scientists and engineers at Caltech, 

Pashgian inserted herself into this institutional network, circumventing the social structures that 

obstructed her access to scientific knowledge related to the casting of plastic resin. Pashgian 

understood her artistic process as similar in structure to a scientific experiment, but with 

ultimately different goals: “the scientist is interested in looking for answers to a series of 

problems … [t]he artist is also looking for an answer, but it is for aesthetic means only and not 

for some use or to further the theoretical end of a scientific discipline.”46 She was eventually 

invited to present to the (all-male) group at one of the informational luncheons. Pashgian 

believes seeing her use of plastic opened up new considerations about the applications and even 

the qualities of plastic for the other lunch guests: “I think the other chemists and the ones who 

were at JPL—many of whom began as chemical engineers—I think they were very, very 

interested at what these pieces, that looked very simple and kind of luscious at first, were in fact 

[a] very complex built environment.”47  

                                                
45 Ibid. 
 
46 Ibid., 17. 
 
47 Pashgian, Getty Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, 19. 
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However, she also confronted hostility within the Caltech community. During her 

presentation, Pashgian recalls one of the scientists becoming so angry that he left the room 

before she had finished. One of the small sculptures she brought contained a cylinder whose edge 

directly abutted the curve of the round shape that encased it. The effect Pashgian had created 

appeared to be in direct contradiction to the conclusion reached in the theoretical dissertation 

their ruffled colleague had written about the structural impossibility of such a construction, given 

current plastic resin technology.48 This anecdote, which Pashgian often repeats when discussing 

her time at Caltech, allows her to delineate the tension between theoretical methodology favored 

by the scientists and engineers working with plastic resin and her own intuitive and practical 

approach. Pashgian’s handmade orb did not exactly execute the geometric construction that was 

the concern of the theoretical scientist. Her deviation from geometric precision drew attention to 

the difference between theoretical and practical knowledge. The problem of the integrity of the 

resin became moot as the chemical composition and structural integrity of plastic resins 

improved over the ensuing decade. 

 

Light and Space Sculpture within the Discursive Field of Minimal Abstraction 

 

While James Meyer has provided a detailed analysis of significant east coast exhibitions 

within the discursive field of minimal abstraction, the specific context in which plastic resin 

sculpture evolved on the west coast has not been integrated into this reception history. Here, I 

focus on an alternative reading of several formative exhibitions for Los Angeles postwar 

                                                
48 Ibid., 18. 
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sculpture, taking as a starting point Light and Space’s focus on the potential of new technical 

materials to elicit unexpected experiences of color and illusionistic surface effects.  

 American Sculpture of the Sixties, organized by Maurice Tuchman at LACMA between 

April 28 and June 5, 1967, was one of the most expansive and comprehensive exhibitions of 

postwar minimal abstraction organized during the decade. Meant to showcase the museum’s 

recently completed campus, the show included 166 works by eighty artists installed both inside 

the galleries and outside on the grounds of the museum’s Norton Simon Sculpture Plaza. Many 

of the works chosen for the show were massive and shipped in at great expense, and twenty-five 

were built on site. Though the decade was not yet over, Tuchman framed the show as an 

“anthology” of new sculptural work in the sixties that had developed as a result of the “quite 

unanticipated emergence of a genuinely independent American sculpture.”49 While there was not 

a unifying theme—in fact, the show was specifically intended to showcase the great diversity of 

new work—Tuchman contended that these sculptors were united by a “fresh grappling with 

formal and thematic ideas and a receptivity to the possibilities opened by new materials and 

processes.”50  

The lack of a cohesive framework for contextualizing the sculptures, the variety of work, 

and the sprawling exhibition covering a large area of the museum’s campus overwhelmed many 

visitors, and the show was largely considered a critical failure.51 However, the catalogue 

included essays by a number of the decade’s most influential critics, who tried to grapple with 

                                                
49 Maurice Tuchman, “Introduction,” in American Sculpture of the Sixties, exh. cat. (Los Angeles: Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, 1967), 10. 
 
50 Ibid. 
 
51 For an expanded discussion of the failure of American Sculpture of the Sixties within a wider context of 
contemporary exhibitions see Richard J. Williams, After Modern Sculpture: Art in the United States and 
Europe, 1965-70 (New York: Manchester University Press, 2000). 
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the explosion of new three-dimensional work. In addition to the first publication of Clement 

Greenberg’s “Recentness of Sculpture,” there were essays on the evolution of three-dimensional 

work by Lawrence Alloway, Wayne Anderson, Dore Ashton, John Coplans, Max Kozloff, Lucy 

Lippard, James Monte, and Barbara Rose. A recognition of an increasing permeability between 

the realms of painting and sculpture can be found in Greenberg’s previously mentioned anxious 

condemnation of “mixing the mediums, straddling the line between painting and sculpture” in his 

text for the catalogue.52 Lippard’s similar, but decidedly more optimistic contention, was that 

there was now a “structural ‘third stream’” focusing on “the relationship of painting and 

sculpture as physical objects, as vehicles for formal or sensuous advance, and as vehicles for 

color.”53 In “The New Sculpture and Technology,” Coplans, who frequently wrote about west 

coast work in Artforum, dismisses the debate over medium altogether, arguing that new technical 

materials have upended this discussion: 

Now, however, whether a work is two- or three-dimensional is irrelevant. Nor is it critical  
anymore whether a work carves, encloses, divides or displaces space, or whether the  
surface is painted or not. Factors of this nature are merely incidental. The surface  
qualities of the material, on the other hand, are important. Obviously there are better  
means available today to utilize color, light, sound and movement, and the new  
technology is employed to these ends, regardless of the havoc that might be wreaked on  
traditional discrete categories.54 

 
Coplans’ emphasis on the importance of “surface qualities” as opposed to how new work 

“carves, encloses, divides, or displaces” space reflects west coast artists’ interest in using new 

technical materials and processes to evoke optical perceptual experiences, which is contrary to 

                                                
52 Clement Greenberg, “Recentness of Sculpture,” in American Sculpture of the Sixties, 24. 
 
53 Lucy Lippard, “As Painting is to Sculpture: A Changing Ratio,” in American Sculpture of the Sixties, 
31.  
 
54 John Coplans, “The New Sculpture and Technology,” in American Sculpture of the Sixties, 23. 
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the focus on an engagement with a discrete, self-contained object argued for by minimal artist-

critics like Robert Morris and Judd.  

American Sculpture of the Sixties overlapped with another show that attempted to address 

the role new materials in three-dimensional work, Barbara Rose’s A New Aesthetic, which she 

curated at the Washington Gallery of Modern Art in Washington, DC. The show featured a 

mixture of east and west coast artists.55 In it, Rose presented a theoretical model for 

incorporating the optical effects that result from the use of technical materials and processes into 

her literalist conception of the new three-dimensional work. Rose was invited to curate the show 

by Walter Hopps, who had recently relocated to DC. At the time, Hopps was overseeing 

curatorial projects on both coasts, including preparation for the three light painting shows his 

previous place of employment, the Pasadena Art Museum, and Rose’s project at the Washington 

Gallery of Modern Art. The Washington Gallery was a bastion of Color Field painting and the 

location of the 1965 Washington Color Painters retrospective, featuring Morris Louis, Kenneth 

Noland, Gene Davis, Thomas Downing, Howard Mehring, and Paul Reed. Rose’s show two 

years later included Larry Bell, Ron Davis, Dan Flavin, Donald Judd, Craig Kauffman, and John 

McCracken. She, like Coplans, argues that new abstract work cannot be categorized by medium. 

“Because the new work is colored, like painting, and three-dimensional, like sculpture,” she 

wrote, “the tendency is to think of it as a hybrid form, born of the marriage of painting and 

sculpture. But further investigation of the artists’ intentions will establish that it is neither hybrid, 

nor does it exist ‘between’ the arts, like the various types of intermedia.”56 Rose’s contention that 

the work is neither painting nor sculpture aligns her model with Judd’s theorization of the 

                                                
55 A New Aesthetic was on view between May 6 and June 25, 1967. 
 
56 Barbara Rose, A New Aesthetic, exh. cat. (Baltimore: Garamond-Pridemark Press, 1967), 9. 
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“specific object,” which she references to support her neither/nor construction. Rose alludes to 

Judd’s discussion of the “objectivity” and “obdurate identity” of new technical materials.57 Her 

assertion that there is an objectivity in the perceptual experience of industrial materials functions 

as a rhetorical strategy implying that the interpretation of such works should be equally 

objective. She further extends this contention to her discussion of the role of color. Color, Rose 

argues, is “fused and becomes a part of the material, instead of appearing as another distinct 

element. Such a fusion of qualities into an indissoluble whole or unity is at the heart for the new 

aesthetic.”58 Because it cannot be separated from the perception of color, she contends, light 

itself—“real light, either natural or artificial”—is a “disembodied pure element.” She then 

clarifies, “not reflections of light, nor light-producing colors, but actual daylight or neon filtered 

through transparent or translucent containers.”59 The purpose of transparency or translucency is 

to “maximize the role of light as a denotative factor.”60 A New Aesthetic was Rose’s attempt to 

develop a new “actual and concrete” definition of color that could counter the modernist focus 

on color as an aspect of the opticality of painting and incorporate it into the framework of the 

“new sensibility” in abstract work that she had identified in her article “ABC Art,” published two 

years prior. In that text, she described the new work by Judd and Morris as possessing “some sort 

of presence or concrete thereness” that “often seems no more than a literal and emphatic 

                                                
57 “Materials vary greatly and are simply materials—Formica, aluminum, cold-rolled steel, Plexiglas, red 
and common brass and so forth. They are specific. If they are used directly they are more specific. Also, 
they are usually aggressive. There is an objectivity to the obdurate identity of a material.” Donald Judd, 
“Specific Objects,” in Donald Judd: Complete Writings 1959-1975 (New York: New York University 
Press, 1975), 187. Originally printed in Arts Yearbook 8 (1965): 74-82. 
 
58 Rose, A New Aesthetic, 9. 
 
59 Ibid., 10. 
 
60 Rose, A New Aesthetic, 8. 
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assertion of [the work’s] existence.”61 Because light is an optical effect imbricated directly with 

color, she argues that it must be understood as “denotative.” The use of this term is somewhat 

puzzling, unless put in juxtaposition with how connotation functions as a figurative aspect of 

language. Denotation is a direct description, while connotation alludes to the feelings or ideas the 

work suggests to the viewer. Rose uses “denotative” to signal that light should be understood as 

a material like any of the industrial materials she describes, an inherent property of the work, not 

an experiential effect. 

 Her framework begins to break down when the technical processes used by the artists 

she included in the show are analyzed in detail. While Rose’s assertion that color is an inherent 

property of the material reflects her experience of viewing one of Judd’s works that incorporates 

colored plastic sheeting, it holds less well when applied to McCracken, whose planks are coated 

with an industrial acrylic (which Rose notes), or Kauffman, whose vacuum-formed Plexiglas 

sheeting is spray-painted, or Bell, who applies a thin translucent molecular metal coating the 

interior of his glass cubes. In order to apply her model of literalist color to Bell’s work, Rose 

emphasizes that the color is “optically coated onto and fused with the glass.” 62  Extending her 

argument that light too must be understood through the lens of a literalist materiality; she 

contends, “atmospheric and light effects become actual and concrete as opposed to allusive and 

metaphoric.”63 Pashgian’s plastic sculptures, which were not included in the show, were more in 

line with Rose’s description of “actual and concrete” color than the artists Rose featured. Though 

                                                
61 Barbara Rose, “ABC Art,” in Minimal Art, ed. Gregory Battcock, Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology 
(New York: E.P. Dutton, 1968), 275; 291. Originally published in Art in America (October-November 
1965): 57-69. 
 
62 Rose, “A New Aesthetic,” 11. 
 
63 Ibid. 
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Pashgian would have disagreed with the premise of Rose’s show, the artist’s interest in freezing 

colored dye in the process of diffusion engages color as an inherent quality of plastic resin. The 

major difference between Rose’s formulation and Light and Space artists’ understanding of how 

technical materials and light function in minimal abstract work is that Rose begins her analysis 

from the assumption that the art object is the locus from which interpretive meaning is generated, 

while the Light and Space artists focus on the processes through which their work is created 

(both through the artists’ use of industrial production techniques and the necessity of a viewer 

who experiences the perceptual effects produced by these materials).  

Rose’s description of her experience of Bell’s boxes does not align with the theoretical 

model she proposes. “[T]he color in Bell’s boxes,” she notes, “actually changes as the viewer 

observes the object. Because the highly polished mirrored surface refuses to allow the eye to rest 

or focus on any spot, the eye is forced to continually examine and re-examine the reflective 

surfaces of the cube...The slightest change in the viewer’s angle of vision causes a new set of 

reflections and rainbow-like iridescent color flashes to appear and then vanish.”64 Such shifting 

colors result from the changing angle of the viewer’s visual field in relation to the light in the 

exhibition space, but they are also an optical illusion, caused as the brain registers different 

wavelengths of light. Rose’s argument that light is a “disembodied pure element” is contrary to 

the view of the Light and Space artist, for whom the experience of light is necessarily embodied 

and inextricable from light’s role as an artistic material.65 Rose’s theorization of color in A New 

                                                
64 Ibid. 
 
65 While Rose presents a literalist argument for the interpretation of color and light in postwar abstract 
work in A New Aesthetic, when she focuses her attention specifically on Los Angeles-based work, her 
analysis is quite different. In 1966, a year prior to her catalogue essay for A New Aesthetic, Rose wrote 
“Los Angeles: The Second City” for Art in America, in which she outlines her conception of the 
differences between minimal abstract work on the two coasts. I will return in detail to this later in this 
chapter in my discussion of California-specific critical analyses of postwar abstract work. 
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Aesthetic presupposes that these artists seek out materials that will elicit a consistent perceptual 

effect that they have envisioned a priori, presuming a framework for minimal abstract art that 

privileges ideation. Plastic resin sculptors do exactly the opposite. As Carol Lindsley points out, 

west coast artists working with plastic resin let their experimentation lead them to a final form: 

“The materials themselves are often the direct inspiration for the artist to find new ways to put 

plastic into art; the motivation to make art may come directly from a fascination with the 

potential of material.”66  

 

Receiving and Perceiving Judd in Southern California 

Lindsley’s characterization accurately describes the stakes of Pashgian’s early 

experimentation with plastic in her own studio as well as while she was in-residence at Caltech. 

Pashgian’s understanding of the material properties of plastic explains why she interprets Judd’s 

work quite differently than did Rose. Pashgian reads Judd’s work through the paradigm of the 

Light and Space artist who mobilizes industrial materials as a means for realizing new effects of 

light and color. Pashgian encountered Judd’s work at Ferus in Los Angeles as well as when she 

showed with Jill Kornblee in New York. She recalls, “Ferus showed Judd, and I saw a lot of 

Judd shows in New York. And I particularly liked his boxes on the floor looking into—I love—

talk about material and talk about finish. I mean the polished steel ones, the polished aluminum 

ones, and the perfection of the colored acrylic. They were really, I thought, extremely beautiful. 

And I thought his work was closely related to California work as far as perception goes.”67   

                                                
66 Carol Lindsley, “Plastics into Art,” Art in America 56, no. 3 (May–June 1968): 114. 
 
67 Pashgian, Archives of American Art Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, n.p. 
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The two types of work by Judd that Pashgian references are those to which she would 

have had the most consistent direct access in her hometown. In 1966, Judd gifted the Pasadena 

Art Museum Untitled (1966) (Figure 2.7), four galvanized iron shapes with an aluminum tube 

painted with blue acrylic lacquer. The piece had appeared earlier that year in the Primary 

Structures show organized by Kynaston McShine at the Jewish Museum. At first glance, 

Untitled appears to be four cubes suspended from a metal bar, but the reality is more 

complicated. The aluminum tube is inset so that it is flush with the front and top planes of the 

iron sheeting. The piece juxtaposes industrial materials with different optical properties: the 

painted aluminum and the subtly irregular reflective surface of the galvanized metal. While 

Untitled is displayed mounted on the wall, in Primary Structures a piece with the same 

construction (with the aluminum tube painted a different color), also untitled, was displayed 

nearby on the floor. The hollowness of the aluminum tube is visible in both pieces, while the 

hollowness of the galvanized boxes is obscured in both display arrangements. The other instance 

in Primary Structures where such a juxtaposition occurred was Morris’s Untitled (L-Beams) 

(1965), where one beam was positioned with a side resting on the ground, while the other was 

flipped so that it looked like an inverted v-shape. These beams were painted plywood (though 

Morris would commission later iterations in both stainless steel and fiberglass). Corrine Roberts 

notes the conceptual difference between Morris’s and Judd’s intent, reading Morris’s beams as a 

single work, while noting that Judd’s were “almost identical” but “did not relate to each other.”68 

Robert’s analysis sets up a juxtaposition between Judd’s and Morris’s work based on the 

parameters of perception each artist then favored: Morris’s repetition of the same shape (with a 

change in orientation) functions as part of a larger conceptual exploration of the relationship of 

                                                
68 Corinne Robins, “Four Directions at Park Place,” Arts Magazine 40, no. 8 (June 1966): 24. 
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form to space, while Judd’s works are understood as self-contained and distinct objects. 

Pashgian, however, sees Judd’s galvanized metal piece as a vehicle for perceptual effects.  

As Pashgian attests, she was was most fascinated by the “perfection” of Judd’s Plexiglas 

work. The Pasadena Art Museum acquired a “stack” work as part of a project to build up their 

contemporary American collection in advance of the transition to a new, larger building in 1969. 

William Agee, who organized Judd’s first large-scale exhibition at the Whitney Museum in 

1968, joined the Pasadena Museum’s staff as Director of Exhibitions and Collections and 

facilitated the solo show of Judd’s work that opened at PAM in May of 1971. The museum 

acquired Untitled (1969) (Figure 2.8), a “stack” work where the top and bottom surfaces of each 

of the modular boxes is reflective stainless steel, while the other three planes (on the front and 

sides) are made from translucent blue Plexiglas.69 The installation instructions for the stack work 

are particularly responsive to the conditions of display: the pieces are modular and the number of 

included pieces can be reduced in order to make sure the proper spacing is maintained between 

each of the units in relation to the dimensions of the room where it is installed. The stainless steel 

surfaces reflect the ambient light in the surrounding space and the translucent blue Plexiglas 

creates a sense of lightness and floating color. The Pasadena Museum’s acquisition of Judd’s 

stack work in 1969, and the subsequent solo show there in 1971, occurred during the same period 

when Pashgian was using Caltech’s industrial equipment to increase the scale of her discs and 

make larger works that elicited atmospheric optical effects. Her first exposure to the new works 

in the Pasadena Museum’s collection overlapped with her own period experimentation with 

machines and techniques used for industrial fabrication, coloring how she understood Judd’s 

work. 

                                                
69 Conversation with the artist, October 7, 2015. 
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Judd’s solo show in Pasadena resulted from his friendship with Larry Bell, and Bell was a 

formative influence for Judd’s interest in transparent materials. In 1966, Judd met Bell at a party 

hosted by Frank Stella and Barbara Rose, and the two artists quickly developed a mutual 

admiration for one another’s work. Judd became the first artist to buy one of Bell’s boxes, and 

the two remained in touch despite the latter’s return to California shortly thereafter. Judd’s 

donation of a stack piece to the Pasadena Museum resulted from a series of personal connections, 

including the artist’s relationships with both Agee (from his show at the Whitney) and an 

ongoing correspondence and series of visits with Bell. Judd even acknowledges Bell’s influence 

directly by dedicating the catalogue for the Pasadena show to him. 

 In the catalogue interview for Judd’s 1971 Pasadena exhibition, Plagens quizzes the 

artist about the implications of his use of colored materials including Plexiglas. In response, Judd 

describes his conception of the viewer’s experience of his “stack” piece in the Pasadena 

Museum’s collection:  

The use of plexiglass [sic] exposes the interior, so that the volume is opened up … the 
viewer has a clear idea of the volume because he knows how thick the walls are even 
though it can’t be seen into. It’s fairly logical to open it up so the interior can be viewed. 
It makes it less mysterious, less ambiguous. I’m also interested in what might be called 
blank areas, or just plain areas, and what is seen obliquely, like the stack with the 
plexiglass [sic] top and bottom. When viewed frontally, the sides are seen obliquely, so 
the color and the plane and the face are somewhat obscure compared to the front. It’s the 
other way around when seeing the side. In most of my pieces there are not front or 
sides—it depends on the viewing position of the observer.70 

  
In this passage, Judd describes plastic as a material that makes plain the construction of his three-

dimensional forms while also emphasizing the multiplicity of possible perspectives for viewing 

the work. Transparency of material and transparency of vision are aligned, as plastic makes the 

form “less mysterious, less ambiguous,” an anti-illusionistic experience of real space. This is in 
                                                
70 Donald Judd in “Interview with Donald Judd,” in Don Judd, exh. cat. (Pasadena: Pasadena Art 
Museum, 1971), 36. 
 



 124 

line with Judd’s conception of Plexiglas as an industrial product where “color is embedded in the 

material,”  a factor emphasized by his use of prefabricated sheets of colored Plexiglas sourced in 

New York’s Chinatown.71 The displacement of the labor of production to an industrial fabricator 

further reinforces this model. The implication of clarity (or transparency) in meaning reinforces a 

conceptual interpretation of these works, where artistic agency is located in ideation rather than 

fabrication.  

Anna Chave has argued that minimal artists “availed themselves of the cultural authority 

of the markers of industry and technology,” while also distancing themselves from the 

production of their work. In so doing, they effectively “den[ied] the art’s identity as a private 

statement,” while “masking the mechanisms by which it has been elevated or empowered as a 

public statement of first importance.”72 Chave interprets the use of industrial materials by 

minimal artists as a distanciation technique. They detach themselves from the actual making of 

their pieces and replace facture with industrial production to obscure their own subjectivity and 

privilege within the discourse of minimal art. In contrast, the plastic resin sculptors mimic 

industrial production techniques on an individualized scale. Though facture has been displaced to 

an extent by the catalyzation process, the resin pour and the combination of colors is chosen by 

the artist for each piece. Pashgian creates custom molds for her sculptures, mixes the resin 

herself, and combines different colors of dye to create an experience of a confounding and 

shifting interior space. A work cannot be replicated because of the many variables that affect its 

making. Each piece is a combination of the artist’s execution and environmental conditions like 

temperature and humidity; a piece cannot be replicated. The embodied viewing experience 

sought by the plastic resin sculptors is similarly individualized. It is dependent on the viewer’s 
                                                
71 Ibid. 
 
72 Anna Chave, “Minimalism and the Rhetoric of Power,” Arts Magazine 64 (January 1990): 51-52. 
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movement and the ambient light in the environment where the piece is displayed. The 

complexity of Pashgian’s works, with multiple colors of dye, inserted plastic forms, and unusual 

shapes magnifies the specificity of each viewing experience because of the variation in 

perceptual effects that occur as the viewer shifts position in relationship to the work, 

experiencing different combinations of color and shape.  

Pashgian was not the only one to recognize the sensuous appeal of Judd’s use of plastic. 

In “Allusion and Illusion in Donald Judd,” Rosalind Krauss analyzes the same two series of 

Judd’s pieces that had inspired Pashgian, though she reaches different conclusions about the 

phenomenological experience elicited by these works. Krauss wrote this article in 1966 during 

her first year as a critic at Artforum, when the magazine’s office was located above the Ferus 

Gallery in Los Angeles (though Krauss saw Judd’s work in New York at the Leo Castelli and 

André Emmerich galleries). She focuses on the confounding experience of viewing one of Judd’s 

wall-mounted galvanized metal pieces, noting the illusionistic effect of the aluminum bar, which 

appears to be a support when viewed frontally. But when the spectator observes the piece from 

an oblique angle, she explains, it becomes clear that it is actually the three boxes that are 

mounted on the wall, and the aluminum bar has no structural function. Thus, it is not possible to 

instantly apprehend such a piece’s relationship to the exhibition space; rather, the work 

necessitates extended observation. Krauss goes on to note the perceptual challenge that Judd’s 

use of Plexiglas poses to a literalist interpretation of the role of industrial materials in his 

practice, specifically focusing on the importance of a viewer’s embodied perceptual experience 

of the work. She writes, “the strength of the sculptures derives from the fact that grasping the 

works by means of a list of their physical properties, no matter how complete, is both possible 

and impossible.” Instead, these works function as “objects of perception, objects that are to be 
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grasped in the experience of looking at them.”73 A work that can only be “grasped in the 

experience of looking,” by foregrounding perception, necessarily makes the viewer aware of her 

own body perceiving in space and time. Where Rose insisted that Judd’s works were concrete, 

with their meaning stemming from their material properties, Krauss argues that the meaning of 

these works is created through the experience of viewing.  

A decade later, in “Sense and Sensibility: Reflections on Post 60s Sculpture,” Krauss 

describes the phenomenological experience of minimal work (her focus is east-coast centric) as a 

“metaphorical statement of the self understood only through experience.”74 Challenging the 

periodization of sixties work as either minimal or post-minimal, she argues for a common 

“sensibility” throughout. Using Richard Serra’s Prop sculptures as an example, she suggests that 

minimal and postminimal work share a methodology of perception, which she describes as “a 

continual coming into coherence of the body, in the guise of a form that was constantly seen in 

the act of cohering.”75 She also highlights a return to the foregrounding of facture in abstract 

practice in the late sixties. Analyzing Serra’s Casting (1969), she notes that the “finished work of 

art is a result of the process of forming, or making, or creating…proof that such a process has 

gone on.”76 The spectator, she argues, is able to extrapolate how the work was made and 

incorporate this knowledge into her own perceptual experience. In Krauss’s model, abstract 

process art compels an awareness of both the temporal and material conditions of the work’s 

construction within the experience of its perception. Pashgian’s plastic orbs from the mid sixties, 
                                                
73 Rosalind Krauss, "Allusion and Illusion in Donald Judd," Artforum 4, no. 9 (May 1966): 24. 
 
74  Rosalind Krauss, “Sense and Sensibility: Reflections on Post 60s Sculpture,” Artforum 12, no. 3 
(November 1973): 49. 
 
75 Ibid., 50. 
 
76 Ibid., 46. 
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in which evidence of the artist’s pours and combinations of colors are frozen within the catalyzed 

plastic, fit well within the paradigm Krauss constructs. By the late sixties, however, Pashgian had 

refined her casting process and incorporated industrial machinery into the production of her 

work. Her later orb and especially her disc pieces cannot accurately be described as process art. 

In the disc series, it is impossible to extrapolate how the work was made. Even for an engineer 

with specialized knowledge of plastic resin, the process by which Pashgian made these works 

would remain opaque, given her creative cooptation and “misuse” of Caltech’s machinery. In 

contrast to process work, in which the viewer is invited to reconstruct how the piece is made, one 

of the pleasures of experiencing plastic resin work is the sense of awe it inspires. This results 

from the sensorial confusion produced by the resin. The material has only a short history as an 

artistic material and almost all viewers lack even basic technical knowledge about how plastic is 

cast. Pashgian’s trajectory among the plastic resin sculptors is unusual in that her early works 

regularly capture diffusion effects in the hardened plastic. While the evidence of the process of 

making in her works was partially a result of her experimentation with a difficult material, it also 

provides the viewer with a different perceptual experience than was common in plastic resin 

sculpture. While Krauss heralds a return to facture and work that foregrounds its own 

construction towards the end of the sixties, the plastic resin sculptors were using increasingly 

technical and professionalized casting methods that improved the clarity of the plastic and the 

evenness of the effects of a color and surface they produced. While Krauss posits a transition 

towards a foregrounding of facture away from minimal art’s interest in industrial fabrication, the 

plastic resin sculptors were increasingly mobilizing industrial techniques. Notably, Krauss does 

not address how east coast artists like Serra and Judd began to assume a performative 
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relationship to industrial labor through process-based work, an issue to which I will return 

shortly. 

 

Artistic Lineage  

Krauss’s meditation on the conditions of spectatorship in “Sense and Sensibility” also 

leads her to challenge the temporal boundaries art critics have used to periodize postwar abstract 

sculpture. She contends that these boundaries are more permeable than the accepted 

historicization would suggest, leading her to consider how an artist’s work is legitimized more 

broadly within the discursive field of minimal abstraction (still, her analysis is confined to a 

discussion of east coast minimal work):  

Each art act is in its turn accounted for in so far as it deepens the logic of a particular 
formal convention, or as it supplants one convention with another, or as it attempts to 
transgress the notion of convention altogether. No matter what the stance of a given art 
towards the acts that preceded it, the description of its meaning is generally entrenched 
within the hermetic logic of paternity—of the sets of aesthetic lineage that make up the 
history of Modern art. Meaning the present becomes a coefficient of the past; explanation 
is circumscribed by the profile of a historicist model.77 

 

Mira Schor has termed this phenomenon “patrilineage,” noting the continued prevalence of 

comparative criticism that legitimizes new work (by both male and female artists) by linking it to 

established male critics and artists in exhibition reviews, catalogues, and critical texts.78 Female 

artists are almost never cited as legitimizing figures, and almost certainly will not be if the artist 

that is the main focus of an analysis is male. In fact, before the 1970s, constructing a matriarchal 

lineage would be nearly impossible give the dearth of women artists who were considered major 

canonical figures, creating a self-perpetuating loop in which women remained marginalized.  

                                                
77 Ibid., 44. 
 
78 Mira Schor, Wet: On Painting, Feminism, and Art Culture (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
1997), 100. 
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A similar mechanism was at play for Californians because east coast critics addressed Los 

Angeles artists as peripheral figures for minimalism, and their reviews of west coast work 

reflected this bias. While east coast minimalists provided critical texts and manifestos to 

accompany non-figurative work, or, as in Judd’s case, worked simultaneously as critics, many 

Light and Space artists, including Pashgian, rarely provided context for their work beyond a 

description of its potential perceptual effects. (Irwin is a notable exception, as his extensive 

notebooks are filled with thoughts on the theoretical underpinnings of his practice.) Light and 

Space artists generally developed an antagonism towards the critical apparatus that 

miscontextualized their work and frequently labeled it vapid or derivative. Photographic 

reproductions of their work in art magazines and exhibitions captured only the shells of these 

pieces, which manifest perceptual changes through movement and ambient light effects. Reviews 

of California work filled the vacuum left by the artists’ reticence to provide an analysis of their 

own practice with nothing more than well-worn stereotypes about the California lifestyle. This 

issue was not confined to background or contextualizing information; it also slipped into the 

formal analysis. In Krauss’s description of Judd’s plastic sculpture, she uses tactile perception as 

a metaphor for how his work transcends a catalogue of its formal qualities. They are “objects that 

are to be grasped in the experience of looking at them.” In contrast, the foregrounding of optical 

effects by plastic resin sculptors had the strange effect of causing critics to eschew a detailed 

analysis of an embodied experience of these works and instead oscillate between a discussion of 

haptic sensations and reflections based on generalizations and (usually negative) clichés about 

how this art related to the west coast “atmosphere.” One example is Barbara Rose’s 

characterization of the Los Angeles art scene in her 1966 article for Art in America, called “Los 

Angeles: The Second City”: 
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The most striking aspect of Los Angeles art is its pervasive eroticism… hardly a painter 
or sculptor escapes it. One cannot call this element sensual, and one hesitates even to 
qualify it as sensuous, although the emphasis on polished, slippery surfaces in sculpture 
and creamy or touchable textures in painting, not to mention the erotic nature of the 
forms themselves seems to call for such a description. On the contrary, the eroticism of 
the art only appears to reflect the charged, generalized sexuality of the ambience, with its 
nearby beaches crowded by acres of tanning flesh and colonies of body builders.79 

 
In contrast, California-based critics emphasized the conceptual elements of west coast practice 

using industrial materials. For instance, Philip Leider highlights west coast artists’ interest in 

mechanized, industrial production. He names these Californians the “Cool School,” arguing that 

their work with industrial materials is purposely inaccessible, even withholding, while 

simultaneously parodic:  

A hatred of the superfluous, a drive toward compression, a precision of execution which  
extends to the production of any trifle, an impeccability of surface, and still, in reaction, a 
new distance between artist and work of art, between artist and viewer, achieved either by 
jocularity, parody, the inclusion of irreverent touches and symbols, or, above all, by the 
precise, enclosed nature of the work of art itself: where an Abstract Expressionist canvas 
begs to be touched, a construction of Larry Bell’s, for example, cries: “Hands Off!”80   
 

Similarly, Plagens foregrounds the fabrication skills necessary to create work in plastic resin, and 

aligns this expertise with the technical mastery necessary to cast bronze or sculpt marble. He 

refers to this work as the “L.A. Look.” Plagens explains, “The patented ‘look’ was elegance and 

simplicity, and the mythical material was plastic, including polyester resin, which has several 

attractions: permanence (indoors), an aura of difficulty and technical expertise, and a 

preciousness (when polished) rivaling bronze or marble.”81  

 

                                                
79 Barbara Rose, “Los Angeles: The Second City,” Art in America 54, no. 1 (January-February 1966): 
111. 
 
80 Philip Leider, “The Cool School,” Artforum 2, no. 12 (Summer 1964): 47-48. 
 
81 Peter Plagens, Sunshine Muse: Art on the West Coast, 1945-1970 (New York: Praeger, 1974), 121. 
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Contextualizing Plastic Resin Sculpture within the Discursive Field of Postwar Art in California 

The Ferus Gallery was the epicenter of the “L.A. Look” and the evolution of the gallery 

played a major role in defining plastic work. Hopps founded Ferus with Ed Kienholz and Bob 

Alexander in 1957. He left the gallery in 1962 and took a position as the curator at the Pasadena 

Art Museum, where he became director two years later. After Hopps’s departure, the gallery, 

now under the management of Irving Blum, significantly pared down its stable of Los Angeles 

artists in order to show more artists from the east coast, including Stella, Judd, and Warhol. 

However, Ferus did continue to represent some of the most well-known artists making work 

using industrial processes, including Irwin, Kauffman, and Bell. Blum’s restructuring of the 

gallery engendered an atmosphere of competition but also intense loyalty between the remaining 

California artists. 82  

Capitalizing upon this environment, Plagens turned the narrative about the use of 

industrial materials by west coast Ferus artists into a mythos, depicting Irwin, Kauffman, and 

Bell as rebels who critique the insularity and pretentiousness of modern sculpture and the 

fetishization of traditional sculptural materials (such as bronze or marble) with their insouciant  

“generically cool, semitechnological, industrially pretty art ” in shiny candy colors.83 This 

description aligned the plastic sculptors at Ferus with the shiny surfaces, eye-catching hues, and 

associations with mass production in the Pop shows Blum brought to the gallery, which included 

the first exhibition of Warhol’s soup can paintings and a second solo show featuring his silver 

                                                
82 “[The California Ferus artists] were very, very isolated ... and at the same time very critical of each 
other … You have to remember that they were the only audience they had. They kind of relied on each 
other, and they were extremely positive, one to the next; they were critical, yet supportive at the same 
time.” Interview with Irving Blum conducted by Joanna Phillips and Lawrence Weschler between 
December 27, 1976, and January 3, 1979, “Los Angeles Art Community: Group Portrait,” UCLA Oral 
History Program, Department of Special Collections, UCLA Research Library, transcript, n.p.  
83 Plagens, Sunshine Muse, 121. 
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spray-painted silkscreens of Elvis.84 Around the same time, Hopps organized the first major 

American survey of Pop, The New Painting of Common Objects, for the Pasadena Art Museum 

in September 1962.85 In the show, artists including Warhol, Jim Dine, and Roy Lichtenstein 

depicted commercial packaging in a deadpan style. The artists replaced the subject matter of 

works of art usually exhibited in a museum setting with replications of the brightly-colored 

containers that well-known brands used to mass market consumer goods.86 Leider draws 

connections between Pop art’s winking nods to mass production and the Cool School artists’ 

employment of “jocularity [and] parody” through their use of slick commercial surfaces and 

saccharine color. Rose also picks up on the resonances with Pop in her discussion of Kauffman’s 

work in “Los Angeles: Second City,” where she notes the gaudiness of Kauffman’s colors, 

calling his palette the “unmistakable stamp of a landscape in which billboards are the most 

prominent landmarks.”87 Looking back on the era from the following decade, Plagens would 

wonder if in that moment the Los Angeles “ambience” was “not preemptively Pop in itself.”88 In 

a Los Angeles where Pop’s appropriation of mass-produced consumer objects (with which the 

rise of plastic goods was closely aligned) had become a particularly prominent feature of recent 

                                                
84 Andy Warhol: Campbell’s Soup Cans ran at Ferus from July 9 to August 1, 1962. Warhol’s solo show 
at Ferus ran from September 30 to October 26, 1963. 
 
85 New Painting of Common Objects ran at the Pasadena Art Museum from September 25 to October 19, 
1962. 
 
86 See Alexandra Schwartz, “‘Second City’: Ed Ruscha and the Reception of Los Angeles Pop,” October 
111 (Winter 2005): 23-43. See also Cecile Whiting’s comprehensive survey of the rise of Los Angeles 
Pop art in Pop Art L.A.: Art and the City in the 1960s (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2005). 
 
87 Rose, “Los Angeles: The Second City,” 111. 
 
88 Plagens, Sunshine Muse, 139. 
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popular shows, the abstract work of the plastic resin sculptors became implicitly associated with 

a Pop ethos. 

  

Gender and Pathology in Descriptions of Abstract California Work  

During the same period when plastic resin sculpture was becoming popular on the west 

coast, Hopps began planning the first American retrospective of the work of Marcel Duchamp. 

By or of Marcel Duchamp or Rrose Sélavy opened at the Pasadena Art Museum in the fall of 

1963 to great fanfare.89 Los Angeles became the epicenter for the most comprehensive exhibition 

of Duchamp’s work in United States to that point, and the artist made an extended visit to the 

city. Hopps’s show at PAM focused on Duchamp’s development of the readymade and the 

transmogrification of mass-produced commercial objects into art. Andreas Huyssen has mapped 

the mechanism by which a rebellious young artist can critique the stodginess and traditionalism 

of his predecessors by challenging the established boundary between high art and mass culture, 

what he describes as “modernization displaced into the aesthetic realm.”90 As noted above, 

California critics often aligned plastic resin work with such a model, as in Plagens’ argument for 

the L.A. Look, where he noted that the Ferus artists had unseated bronze and marble as the 

established materials for sculpture through their use of new technology. 

Huyssen also posits that artists who execute such a displacement often do so by 

gendering mass cultural forms as feminine. The male modernist artist constructs an “imaginary 

femininity” (such as Gustave Flaubert’s appropriation of the form of the romance novel in 

Madame Bovary or Emile Zola’s depiction of the life of a department store saleswoman as an 
                                                
89 By or of Marcel Duchamp or Rrose Sélavy ran from October 8 to November 3, 1963. 
 
90 Huyssen, “Mass Culture as Woman: Modernism’s Other, in After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass 
Culture, Postmodernism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986),” 57. 
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anti-heroic modernist narrative in Au Bonheur des Dames) that “grounds their oppositional 

stance vis-à-vis bourgeois society,” so they can then sublimate the feminized forms of mass 

culture into new artistic material.91 Mass culture is cast as the feminized other that can only 

become art when it is appropriated and re-formed. The paradox is that such a rebellion requires 

institutional support for legitimization and is ultimately reintegrated into existing power 

structures. The Duchamp retrospective at PAM had a special focus on Duchamp’s feminine 

persona, Rrose Sélavy, with Duchamp and his alter-ego receiving joint billing in the show’s title. 

The exhibition included works like Duchamp’s perfume bottle, Belle Haleine, Eau de Voilette 

(1921), in which the artist merely replaced the label on a bottle of perfume that was widely 

available and marketed with one of his own making featuring his alter ego depicted in a 

photograph by Man Ray. The foregrounding of Duchamp’s feminine persona who appropriated 

and rebranded existing commercial objects was juxtaposed with a wider focus on Duchamp’s 

ready-mades, including a reconstruction of Duchamp’s first ready-made Bottle Rack (1914). (In 

this case, reconstruction meant sourcing a bottle rack that resembled the original and placing it in 

the gallery.)  

While Duchamp’s strategic appropriation of a feminine subject position to explore the 

boundary between high art and commercial production was was legible within the critical 

discourse about Pop art in the era, the use of gendered language by critics to describe abstract 

California work gestures to the unstable position occupied by these artists within the discursive 

field of minimal abstraction. West coast artists of both genders were often subjected to the type 

of conflation of their identity with their work that commonly befell women. Plastic resin 

sculpture was characterized as both appropriative, as in Leider’s description of the Cool School 

                                                
91 Ibid., 45. 
 



 135 

artists adopting techniques from industrial production to craft an “impeccability of surface” that 

created a “new distance between artist and work of art” that functioned through parody, as well 

as feminine, as in Plagens’s description of the work as “pretty” or Joseph Masheck’s scathing 

critique that west coast artists were just “hip young drop-out types hanging out in Venice, Calif., 

making fancy baubles for the rich.”92 California artists were almost never described as 

intellectual or critical, but rather cast as sensation-seeking and driven by base instincts. In 

addition to Masheck’s critique, recall Rose’s description of California art as inflected by a 

“pervasive eroticism” that appears to “reflect the charged, generalized sexuality of the ambience, 

with its nearby beaches crowded by acres of tanning flesh and colonies of body builders.”93  

Amelia Jones has elucidated how productive the appropriation of a feminized persona 

was for both Warhol and Duchamp. Positioning themselves as a feminized other allowed these 

artists to “dislocate the alignment of artistic subjectivity so crucial to art historical structures.”94 

For women artists working in Los Angeles, the prevalence of a Pop paradigm and a resurgent 

interest in the appropriative strategies of the historical avant-garde were particularly ineffectual 

for articulating their own artistic subjectivity. As Huyssen notes, a woman is not able to effect 

the “reification of self in the aesthetic product” because “[t]he male … can easily deny his own 

subjectivity for the benefit of a higher aesthetic goal, as long as he can take it for granted on an 

experiential level in everyday life.”95 A female artist cannot mobilize the frisson effected by 
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93 Barbara Rose, “Los Angeles: The Second City,” 111. 
 
94 Amelia Jones, “‘Clothes Make the Man’: The Male Artist as a Performative Function,” Oxford Art 
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Warhol or Duchamp by acting through a feminine persona because her subjectivity was already 

conflated with her gender, and her gender was already conflated with mass cultural production. 

However, as Huyssen notes, this style of avant-garde critique, with its “attack on the autonomy 

aesthetic, its politically motivated critique of the highness of high art, and its urge to validate 

other, formerly neglected or ostracized forms of cultural expression,” would also open up a space 

into which a feminist critique could evolve as an extension of the way that these strategies drew 

attention to the art establishment as a legitimizing apparatus.96 

Criticisms of California art were also sometimes couched in language that associated west 

coast work with emasculation and psychological disorder, such as Masheck’s criticism of the 

“luxuriously flaccid color” favored by the plastic resin sculptors.97 Pashgian expresses a 

particular discomfort with the term most frequently used to describe plastic resin work, “finish 

fetish,” noting its “vaguely pathological” implications.98 Robert Pincus-Witten described 

California artists as subject to a “pervasive narcissism,” which he considered the result of 

“stylistic inbreeding.”99  This metaphor gestures to the insularity of the west coast artists and 

implies that that this strain of work, at least as a manifestation of minimal art, was an intellectual 
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and creative dead end, impotent in comparison to the work being made in New York. In 

Postminimalism (1977), Pincus-Witten juxtaposes artists on the two coasts by attributing 

different intentions to their practice, separating the “characterological” work of west coast 

sculptors from the “morphological” work by their New York-based peers, which he argues is 

“[t]ersely the distinction is between being and doing.”100 Pincus-Witten implies that California 

artists are their work, while east coast artists make theirs. New York artists maintain a critical 

distance from their production, while California work is an extension of the environment in 

which it is produced. The formal qualities of west coast art were used as supporting evidence for 

a focus on the psychology of the artist, as opposed to east coast work, in which the formal 

qualities of the work were seen as part of a theoretical argument about the relationship between 

an abstract work of art and its spectator.   

 

Gender and Artistic Subjectivity within the Discursive Field of Minimal Abstraction 

 For female artists working in the early to mid-sixties, the prevalence of formalism as the 

major model of art criticism repressed any discussion of the social and political realities that 

impacted women’s work. In 1966, Lippard’s Eccentric Abstraction exhibition at the Fischbach 

Gallery provided the first alternative to the hegemony of the increasingly literalist branch of New 

York minimalism. In an article published in Art International, Lippard articulated the motivation 

for her curatorial intervention, assembling a group of artists who “refuse to eschew imagination 

and the extension of sensuous experience while they also refuse to sacrifice the solid formal 

basis demanded of the best in current nonobjective art,” thus allowing for the “reconciliation of 

                                                
100 Pincus-Witten, Postminimalism, 70. 
 



 138 

different forms, or formal effects, a cancellation of the form-content dichotomy.”101 She situates 

this work in relation to both the sensual allusiveness of Surrealism and the winking irony of Pop 

art. The article evolved both out of her curatorial intervention and the lectures she gave on the 

development of the theory underlying this project at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and 

at The University of California, Berkeley in the summer of 1966. Lippard would later 

acknowledge the show was an attempt to integrate women artists more fully into the wider 

discourse of minimalism: “I found a lot of women doing this kind of sensuous geometric work—

far more than I’d encountered on similar searches for other styles, and in addition, I, a woman, 

was doing the show because this kind of work appealed to me personally.”102 By the mid-

seventies, Lippard expressed her frustration with her previous attempt to legitimize work by 

women using the framework of minimal and formalist criticism, which she had come to believe 

devalued the personal, embodied experience of women artists:  

In 1966 I wrote for the “Eccentric Abstraction” catalogue that metaphor should be freed  
from subjective bonds, that “ideally a bag remains a bag and does not become a uterus, a  
tube is a tube and not a phallic symbol, a semisphere is just that and not a breast.” At that  
time I neither cared nor dared to break with that attitude, which was part of a Minimally  
and intellectually oriented culture in which I was deeply involved…I am still emotionally  
and contradictorily torn between the strictly experiential or formal and the interpretative  
aspects of looking at art. But the time has come to call a semisphere a breast if we know  
damn well that’s what it suggests, instead of repressing the association and negating an  
area of experience that has been dormant except in the work of a small number of artists,  
many of them women.103 
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Despite Pincus-Witten’s willingness to rely on generalized (and sometimes 

pathologizing) stereotypes to separate east and west coast abstract work, he does provide a 

nuanced analysis of how Eccentric Abstraction opened up a new space in which women artists 

could articulate their subject position in relation to abstract art. Pincus-Witten pinpoints the 

origin of “postminimalism” in Lippard’s show: “The new style’s relationship to the women’s 

movement cannot be overly stressed; many of its formal attitudes and properties, not to mention 

its exemplars, derive from methods and substances that hitherto had been sexistically tagged as 

female or feminine, whether or not the work had been made by women.”104 Pincus-Witten 

suggests that the gendering of certain artistic “methods and substances” as feminine reflects a 

potential avenue for artists of any gender to manipulate the conflation of their body and artistic 

subjectivity, which he describes an artistically fruitful form of narcissism. Using the term coined 

by Lippard in her description of Eccentric Abstraction, Pincus-Witten described this experience 

as “body ego” in his analysis of the work of another California artist whose had shown in 

Eccentric Abstraction: Bruce Nauman. Pincus-Witten expands the parameters set out by Lippard 

to further explain his contention that California work was inherently narcissistic, shifting the 

focus from the subjective experience of the viewer of a work of art to its creator: “Lippard was 

referring to the capacity of the viewer to empathetically respond to unfamiliar forms in visceral 

terms. Yet the term ‘body ego’ suggests another possibility—that the work may be the means 

whereby the artist employs his body or sections thereof, his lineaments, his personal possessions, 

or even his name, and in so doing transforms himself into a self-exploitable tool or the raw 
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material of artistic presentation. He becomes, in a certain sense, his own object trouvé—hence 

narcissistic.”105  

The “Cool School” artists of the Ferus Gallery exploited this “body ego” through their 

performative relationship to their practice and in particular in the identities they constructed for 

self-promotion. Ferus’ publicity materials depict these artists as engaged with hot rod and biker 

culture and cast their use of materials from auto body shops and the techniques used to make 

boats and surfboards as acts of rebellion against a stodgy east coast artistic establishment. Many 

Ferus artists also assumed hyper-masculine personas to advertise their work. Examples of this 

type of promotion include the 1962 publicity photo picturing the Ferus group posed on top of a 

motorcycle (Figure 2.9) and the cover of the exhibition The Studs (1964), featuring Ed Moses, 

Robert Irwin, Ken Price, and Billy Al Bengston (Figure 2.10). Such almost absurdly 

stereotypical performative manifestations of masculinity allowed these artists to capitalize on the 

frisson between a critical apparatus that read their penchant for bright colors and materials 

commonly associated with mass-produced consumer goods as evidence of a feminine sensibility 

and the hyper-masculine personas they cultivated. The extent to which this ethos permeated the 

work of many of the original California Ferus artists can be seen in the ostensibly abstract plastic 

sculpture of Kauffman. Kauffman’s vacuum-formed plastic works show an 

anthropomorphization of the material that aligns his work with male anatomy. Kauffman’s 

plastic resin sculptures developed from his “sensual-mechanical” drawings, which were inspired 

by Duchamp’s eroticized mechanomorphs. He moved from these drawing to paintings that 

incorporated advertisements and allusive bodily forms. Shortly thereafter, Kauffman began 

making large-scale priapic shapes from vacuum-formed plastic. The bodily implications of these 
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works was clear: a critic described one of Kauffman’s plastic works in Arforum as “an erotic 

thermometer or a phallus designed in a wind tunnel” (Figure 2.11).106  Thus, male California 

artists found a way to articulate an artistic subjectivity in relation to the gendering of their 

abstract work as feminine through the construction of performatively masculine artistic personae. 

Lippard’s formulation of Eccentric Abstraction, by contrast, sowed the seeds for potential 

feminist practice by drawing attention to how abstract work using technical materials could 

allude to bodily forms, and, by extension, the embodied subjectivity of a woman artist. Though 

Pashgian’s insertion of plastic rods into a larger plastic resin forms could be read as feminine 

counterpoint to Kauffman’s priapic plastic constructions, Pashgian understands her work to be 

completely abstract, without any allusions to the specific body of the spectator or artist, gendered 

or otherwise. Pashgian works through the logic of the Light and Space artist, whose primary goal 

is to elicit sensory experiences of perceptual uncertainty and spatial indeterminacy.  

 

Judy Chicago: The Feminist Finish Fetishist 

Despite their protectiveness about the techniques they used to make their three-

dimensional work, the plastic resin sculptors were generally more collaborative and less 

isolationist than their light painter peers. For the artists of the Ferus gallery, this meant banding 

together to promote their work and constructing a sense of group identity that projected an aura 

of masculinity. Attempts to integrate their practices with a wider group of artists was more 

fraught for women, including Judy Chicago (then Judy Gerowitz) and Pashgian, because the 

dominant narrative of the meaning of plastic resin work and the type of artist who made it was 

tied so closely to Ferus. Additionally, women confronted more resistance in their attempts 
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integrate themselves into the overwhelmingly male environments in which they could increase 

their technical expertise. While Pashgian worked to promote her plastic work and engage with 

scientists and engineers on the Caltech faculty and working at JPL, Chicago attempted to 

integrate herself into the more blue collar male-dominated space of the body shop, learning how 

to apply industrial finishes like those used on hot rods that she incorporated into her art. These 

two artists ultimately chose different paths for their practice when confronted by sexism, 

Pashgian chooses to opt out of group affiliations with her contemporaries almost entirely 

(though, as discussed, she maintained personal relationships with artists of her acquaintance), 

while Chicago chooses to construct an alternative artistic community.  

One of Chicago’s earliest works using the techniques she learned at the mechanic’s shop 

was her brightly colored Rainbow Pickett (1965) (Figure 2.12), a series of six pastel plank forms 

made from canvases coated with latex paint that had been stretched over three dimensional 

plywood frames. The resulting forms abutted the wall of the exhibition space at a diagonal, 

arranged in descending order of size. The piece was first shown in her solo show at Rolf Nelson 

Gallery in Los Angeles in January of 1966 and then selected by Kynaston McShine for inclusion 

in Primary Structures, where it was installed in the entrance lobby of the Jewish Museum.107 

Robert Morris referred dismissively the use of bright colors and reflective surfaces in pieces 

from Primary Structures as “candy box art,” recalling the accusations of commercialism that 

characterized discussion of the bright colors used by other California artists.108 Expanding upon 

                                                
107 At this time, Mary Corse was making columnar works that she understood to be paintings manifest in 
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the use of industrial paint finishes, Chicago created two series of abstract works that obliquely 

alluded to the female body made using the industrial processes. Like Lippard, Chicago would 

eventually become disillusioned with the potential of abstract work to be understood as an 

articulation of her identity as a woman: “I still felt I had to hide my womanliness and be tough in 

both my personality and my work. My imagery was becoming increasingly more ‘neutralized.’ I 

began to work with formal rather than symbolic issues. But I was never interested in formal 

issues as such. Rather they were something my content had to be hidden behind in order for my 

work to be taken seriously.”109 Chicago frames her abstract period as performative. It was a 

strategic way to integrate herself into the community of Los Angeles minimal abstract artists, for 

whom a formalist model of criticism provided the legitimizing structure that linked new 

materials and industrial processes to a wider art historical narrative.  

In her Pasadena Lifesavers series (1969-1970), including Pasadena Lifesavers Red #5 

(1970) (Figure  2.13), Chicago attempts to combine her interest in technical materials and 

industrial processes with a winking nod to the female body. She airbrushed four brightly colored 

octagonal forms (in other Lifesavers the forms were hexagonal) onto sheets of clear acrylic. The 

shapes were composed of a series of triangular forms that created the illusion that they projected 

forward. The apex of the triangles came together into a darkened areola. In the later Lifesavers, 

Chicago moved towards more abstract torus shapes that more closely resembled flotation 

devices. In her Dome series (1968-1970), which overlapped with the Lifesavers, Chicago made 

sets of acrylic semispheres that recall breasts. Works like Domes #1 (1968) (Figure 2.14) were 

sprayed-painted or airbrushed on the curved inside surface, creating the appearance of a semi-

translucent half orbs composed of shifting iridescent colors. They were displayed in groups of 
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three on transparent or mirrored tabletops that required looking down on the plastic semispheres 

from above. This series was featured in Chicago’s one-artist show at the Pasadena Museum in 

1969.110  

Chicago’s Domes series are the closest corollary among the California plastic resin 

sculptors to Pashgian’s spheres and ovoids.111 In this period, the two women were making work 

that employed similar rounded forms, which were particularly unusual within the wider 

movement. Despite the formal similarities between Pashgian’s and Chicago’s work, the latter’s 

construction process was more similar to the bowed acrylic bases Irwin commissioned for his 

disc paintings, though the two artists differed in the production techniques they used to achieve 

rounded plastic shapes. Chicago blew the rounded plastic forms herself, demonstrating her 

mastery and technical skill, while Irwin outsourced the making of the double-bowed plastic 

hemispheres to a small-batch fabrication shop. In contrast to Irwin, who painted the top surface 

of the dome, allowing for the texture of the paint to become part of the optical effect that created 

an experience of a floating field, Chicago painted the underside of her semispheres, so that the 

smooth, reflective plastic surface overlaid the paint. Chicago makes clear that the experience of 

color manifested by the Domes bridges the divide between form and atmosphere: “Color has 

become sculptural in the domes—i.e. Instead of being on the surface of the piece like a skin, it is 

totally integrated with the shape and inseparable from it. […] It is not a sculpture that is painted, 

but a colored sculpture that is atmospheric and an entity in and of itself. The color glows, reflects 

light, and is indeterminate in position.”112  

                                                
110 Judy Gerowitz ran at the Pasadena Art Museum from April 28 to June 1, 1969. 
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remember being specifically familiar with the Domes series. Conversation with the artist, October 7, 
2015. 
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At the same time as Chicago was making her Dome and Lifesaver works, she was also 

experimenting with creating ephemeral experiences of color and shape in her Atmospheres 

(1969-1974), in which she took pictures of pyrotechnic displays she staged that created colored 

smoke. The trajectory of her work at this point was running parallel to that of Irwin, Turrell, and 

Wheeler, who were at that time moving toward the more environmental practices discussed in 

chapter one. In 1969, Chicago staged Grand Gala Smoke Extravaganza (alternatively known as 

Multi-Colored Atmosphere) at the Pasadena Art Museum. 113 She generated smoke (using 

fireworks) that made it appear as if the new building housing PAM was on fire. Chicago’s smoke 

piece at the museum was an expression of her displeasure with the first show scheduled for the 

new building, which was a one-man exhibition featuring Richard Serra, and particularly a large-

scale post-studio construction piece that included a number of massive pieces of timber titled 

Sawing: Base Plate Measure (12 Fir Trees) (1969).114 Serra’s installation included twelve red 

and white fir logs that had been split into thirds. The logs were each nearly twenty-feet in length 

and four-feet in diameter. When installed, they would be displayed on a massive concrete slab. 

When Chicago created Grand Gala Smoke Extravaganza (Figure 2.15), a construction team was 

already reinforcing the floor of the gallery to support Serra’s work and preparing to bring the 

timber for the exhibition into the gallery. The reason for Chicago’s aversion to the piece becomes 

clear in Plagens’s characterization of the relationship of Serra’s work to the museum itself. 

Plagens focuses on the “penetrative” nature of Serra (and Morris’s) recent work: “[t]he museum 

functions as a vagina, the invited artist a penis. The museum, a pampered spinster by breeding, 

has discovered the thrill of getting herself roughed up in fleeting encounters with difficult 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
113 Grand Gala Smoke Extravaganza was staged on January 10, 1970.  
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artists… The more difficult the posture (outsize logs in a cul-de-sac), the greater the burden (tons 

of material), the more critical the inconvenience (demands of manpower), the greater the 

titillation.”115 Julia Bryan-Wilson notes how this statement demonstrates the conflation of art 

work with industrial labor “went beyond the sphere of art making, as blue-collar labor like 

construction and steel work was steeped in a rhetoric of masculinity.”116 Plagens genders of the 

empty space of the museum as feminine, and particularly as a woman who fantasizes about being 

ravaged by a post-studio artist who traffics in large-scale construction projects. His criticism was 

meant to mock the hyper-masculine personae these artists cultivated, but it nevertheless exposes 

how projects like Serra’s were characterized within the critical discourse. It was within this 

environment that Chicago crafted her smoke piece form PAM. This abstract work became a 

vehicle through which she could lambaste Serra’s macho posturing. The invasiveness and 

inconvenience of Serra’s project contrasts with the ephemerality of Chicago’s. Her work is 

temporary and occurs outside the museum, with the smoke eventually dispersed by the wind, 

while Serra’s demonstrates his mastery over the natural environment, from which he could pull 

raw material (trees turned into timber), and the museum, through which he could transform the 

logs into artistic and sculptural material by inserting them (using construction equipment) into 

the gallery. That is not to say that the implications of Chicago’s piece with its allusion to setting 

the museum on fire is non-violent. Her event is large-scale and dramatic, demonstrating her 

increasing displeasure with the sexist culture of the Los Angeles art world. 

Chicago soon chose to opt out entirely of the macho environment of the auto body culture 

that had been co-opted by Ferus’s “Cool School” artists. She became disenchanted, realizing that 
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if her work was abstract and interpreted solely using a formalist model, her critical intent would 

be entirely illegible. She also began to distance herself from the conditions of exhibition and 

display in California that rewarded the cooptation of industrial labor into the museum. Chicago 

began to parody this posturing, drawing attention to its performative nature, especially in two ads 

posted in Artforum in 1970. In the first, an advertisement for her one person show that that 

appeared in the October issue, she divested herself of her last name, legally changing it to 

Chicago, the place of her origin, from Gerowitz, which was the name of her deceased husband 

(Figure 2.16). In the ad, which announced her show sponsored by the Jack Glenn Gallery at the 

California State University, Fullerton, she included two headshots in which she was wearing 

dark glasses. Accompanying the headshots was the text, “Judy Gerowitz hereby divests herself 

of all names imposed upon her through male social dominance and freely chooses her own name: 

Judy Chicago.” Below, the text continued, “Judy Gerowitz One Man Show Cal State Fullerton 

October 23 thru November 25,” with “Gerowitz” crossed out and replaced by “Chicago” and 

“man” replaced by “woman.”117 In the second ad, which Artforum ran without charge in the 

December issue (Figure 2.17), she poses cockily in the corner of a boxing ring wearing gloves 

with a shirt that reads “Judy Chicago,” provocatively announcing her impending fight with a 

masculinist art world.118 Chicago then transitioned from making abstract work to pedagogic 

projects, attempting to create an alternative environment and network of support where women 

could collaborate and produce work whose symbolic intent was aligned with feminism. 

Pashgian’s Caltech residency occurred simultaneously with Chicago’s development of the art 

school-based Feminist Art Program. Both artists mobilized the resources of California 
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universities to create new models of artistic practice to extend their practice beyond the 

traditional creative space of the artist’s studio.  

 

The Woman Artist and the Art Worker in the Museum 

Bryan-Wilson has explored how Morris’s 1970 solo exhibition at the Whitney Museum 

of American Art and Serra’s show at PAM the same year theatricalized artistic labor. She 

explains, “[I]n concert with the radicalization of artistic labor as a form of work,  process took on 

a more precise meaning and was applied to art that emphasized the procedures of its own 

construction: that is, work that highlighted the performative act of making rather than presenting 

itself as a finished object.”119 Bryan-Wilson is quick to note that the manifestation of the trend 

towards process-based work and the concomitant focus on the labor of the artist was not 

ideologically neutral. Both Morris and Serra legitimized their new work by aligning artistic labor 

with the literal labor of industrial production. The laboring body is here posited as specifically 

masculine, and Morris explicitly took on the role of the construction boss who directs a group of 

assistants in the movement of raw materials using heavy machinery. At the same time, 

LACMA’s Art and Technology program aligned its artists with another masculinist model of 

labor, the white collar scientist or engineer. The cover of the catalogue makes clear that the show 

lacked both gender and racial diversity, all of the artists and engineers featured on the cover were 

male, and the overwhelming majority of the project participants were white (Figure 2.18). 

The exclusion of women artists from shows focused on industrial materials and processes 

played a formative role in the development of a formalized apparatus for feminist artists and 

protests in Los Angeles. The treatment of Channa Horowitz (then Channa Davis) became a 
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flashpoint for women artists in Los Angeles, eventually leading to organized protests of their 

exclusion from major exhibitions at LACMA, specifically the museum’s multi-year project 

facilitating artistic experimentations using technical materials. Horowitz proposed a light 

environment piece for inclusion in Art and Technology, a work that would “employ time and 

light in choreographed movements based on a modular grid system,” to be titled “Suspension of 

Vertical Beams Moving in Space.”120 A reproduction of the plan she submitted was featured in 

the catalogue, the only project by a woman even mentioned in conjunction with the exhibition. 

However, Horowitz was never invited to enter into a partnership with a company to realize her 

work, nor was her photograph included in the catalogue cover: a collage that featured headshots 

of participating artists and engineers. The exhibition catalogue was titled A Report on the Art and 

Technology Exhibition of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and mimicked the conventions 

of a business report to shareholders. It included contract templates that defined the collaborations 

between artist and corporation as business agreements between two entities (which, indeed, they 

were). The participating companies had the right of first refusal to acquire the product of the 

collaboration at the end of the program. If they were not interested, full ownership transferred to 

the artist. The exclusion of women from such agreements highlights how sexist assumptions 

about the ability of women to operate within a business environment transplanted into the 

museum that was beginning to engage the idea of art as labor  

In response to the exclusion of women from LACMA projects, the Los Angeles Council 

of Women Artists (LACWA) formed to address the gender disparity in shows at the museum. 

According to Horowitz, during a LACWA event in the museum’s Bing Auditorium, Tuchman 

responded to the raising of the issue of insufficient effort on the part of the museum to fully 
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include Horowitz’s project by stating, “I would never allow a woman to work in industry for the 

Art and Technology show.”121 Tuchman’s inability to conceive of Horowitz integrated into such 

an industrial or corporate space explains why her proposal was not accorded the same 

consideration as those of male artists. Acting as an agent of the museum, Tuchman was 

unwilling to facilitate a formal partnership between a female artist and the corporations that had 

agreed to participate in the exhibition, or even commit museum resources to realize a technical 

project proposed by a woman. Yet there were already successful precedents for such 

collaborations in the very show that Tuchman cited as the impetus for the Art and Technology 

project. In 1966, Lucinda Childs’s Vehicle and Yvonne Rainer’s Carriage Discreteness—created 

for the 9 Evenings: Theatre & Engineering festival—involved collaborations with engineers 

from Bell Laboratories to create performance environments where dancers’ movements triggered 

light and sound effects. E.A.T. and Bell Laboratories also provided support for Carolee 

Schneemann’s Snows (1967), in which the artist created a series of pieces that involved colored 

light panels and an audience-activated electronic switch system that set off new aspects of the 

performance. 

In June of 1971, LACWA submitted a document titled Los Angeles Council of Women 

Artists Report, chronicling the widespread gender disparity in Los Angeles County Museum’s 

exhibitions during its first decade: 

Women represent 53% of the population. Yet at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 
between 1961 and 1971, only 4% of the works shown in group shows have been done by 
women. (Of 713 artists show, only 29 have been women.) Of the fifty-three one-artist 
shows at the museum in this time, only one was devoted to a woman artist. On June 1, 
1971, a count of the works on display in the Ahmanson wing of the museum revealed 520 
by men, 285 anonymous, and exactly 5 (less than 1%) by women.122 

                                                
121 Statement by Channa Horowitz, issued by the Soloway Jones Gallery, April 10, 2007. 
 
122 “Los Angeles Council of Women Artists Report,” June 15, 1971, The Getty Research Institute, J. Paul 
Getty Museum of Art, 2003.M.46. 
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The formatting of this response as a report, with its the reliance on empirical evidence relayed in 

a detached and business-like tone, responds to Tuchman’s framing of the museum as a business 

partner and facilitator for the Art and Technology show. In response, LACMA scheduled Women 

Artists: 1550-1950, curated by Anne Sutherland Harris and Linda Nochlin. This was an attempt 

to address the gender disparity in exhibitions, but it did not entail a systemic plan to investigate 

the conditions that had lead to such a gap. Statistical analysis and public protests were already 

being used on the east coast by Women Artists in Revolution (WAR), originally a subgroup of 

the Art Workers’ Coalition, who began protesting museum shows in 1969 for excluding women 

artists. In 1970, the Ad Hoc Women Artists’ Committee submitted a report to the Whitney 

Museum to protest the exclusion of women from the Whitney Annual. While consciousness-

raising events and protests led to an increase in the exhibition of work by women in major 

museums, this strategy still did not address the underlying power structures that impacted the 

recognition of women’s work.  

 Judy Chicago refocused her practice on pedagogy and consciousness raising through her 

leadership of the Feminist Art Program (FAP) at Fresno State College (now California State 

University, Fresno) in 1970 and then at California Institute of the Arts (CalArts) in 1971. The 

new program understood art making art as a social and pedagogic practice. It was also gender 

segregated, involving a twenty-five member women-only class, including Mira Schor, whose 

conception of an alternative lineage of women artists arose in part from her experience in the 

program. The women transformed a condemned residence at 533 N. Mariposa Street in Los 

Angeles into Womanhouse, a showcase of installation work and performances that reframed 

domestic space. In Womanhouse (co-organized by Miriam Schapiro) the production of the work 

itself is part of a dialogic engagement with other women artists and the exhibit space meant to 
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develop an artistic practice rooted in feminism. The group was isolated from the rest of the 

CalArts student population, and the Womanhouse space was only open to the public from 

January 30 to February 28, 1972. The house and the majority of the work the class had produced 

within it were demolished shortly thereafter. The pedagogic structure of FAP was designed to 

induce group subject formation; the students were politicized into feminist artists, working 

towards a common goal of increasing awareness about the repressive social structures that 

disadvantaged women as artists. This curriculum was based on techniques used by the Women’s 

Liberation Movement. Chicago describes the four purposes of the discussion group within the 

pedagogical program of the Feminist Art Program: 1) to witness women’s common experience 

through consciousness raising, 2) to facilitate the building of a female environment, 3) to include 

the presentation of positive female role models (historical and contemporary, including Chicago 

herself and her co-director Schapiro), and 4) to grant permission to student artists to be 

themselves and make art out of their experience as women.123 The hierarchical model of art 

school education was replaced with a “circular teaching method,” where each session of the class 

began in the living room of the house with a discussion of group issues: “mutual aesthetic 

consent to encourage the most profound artistic needs of the group.”124 The pedagogy of the 

CalArts program pluralized the subject position of the feminist artist, making artistic production 

dependent upon collaborative discussions and production, and providing an alternative to the 

self-contained (implicitly male) modernist artist in general, and the sexism of the Ferus Gallery 

model of the hyper masculine artist in particular. This goal was made clear in the poster for the 

                                                
123 Janis L. Edwards, “Womanhouse: Making the Personal Story Political in Visual Form,” Women and 
Language 19, no.1 (Spring 1996): 42. 
 
124 Miriam Schapiro, “The Education of Women as Artists: Project Womanhouse,” Art Journal 31, no. 2 
(Summer 1972): 268. 
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original iteration of Chicago’s Feminist Art Program at Fresno State. Parodically labeled “Miss 

Chicago and the California Girls” (Figure 2.19), with each girl posed mock-seductively wearing 

a sash like those worn by beauty queens that identified her city, the broadsheet provided an 

ironic counterimage to the infamous Ferus “studs” poster. 

 

Conclusion 

While Pashgian was friendly with some of the artists associated with Womanhouse, 

notably Shapiro (who lived in Pasadena at the time), and attended some of the women artists’ 

events at LACMA, she was not interested in the politicized model of artistic production they 

developed: 

I had already been working for many, many years and I developed my own—what I was  
interested in exploring on my own. I wasn’t interested in their kinds of politics. I’m glad  
they did what they did when they did it. I think it was an important thing in many ways,  
but I was never part of that and I certainly was not going to be dictated to about what my  
subject matter should be, being a woman.125  
 

As a woman who developed her practice in the decade before the rise of second wave feminist 

politics, Pashgian was justifiably wary of any group affiliation that might subsume her personal 

artistic autonomy under its banner. She felt discomfort with creating work from a pluralized 

subject position where the political goals of feminism, including consciousness raising and 

explicating the social and cultural conditions that oppressed women, were the primary goals of 

new work. Chicago and Lippard turned towards politicized group action to highlight the 

networks of power in exhibition spaces and educational institutions that repressed the 

contributions of women and to create, in turn, an alternative network to support women as artists. 

They moved away from abstraction, believing that it could not function as a vehicle for explicit 

                                                
125 Pashgian, Getty Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, 46-47. 
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political critique, that the ambiguity and potential for abstract work to be rendered illegible or 

excised from its social context was ultimately an impediment to its potential to produce social 

change.   

Nevertheless, Pashgian’s Caltech residency still functions as a response to the exclusion 

of women from networks of power in the postwar era. Her residency engages the logic of what 

Michel de Certeau has termed “making-do.” She intervenes into the space of a pedagogical 

institution where scientific advancement was inextricably intertwined with the power and money 

associated with the military-industrial complex, as well as a realm populated almost exclusively 

by men. While the Art and Technology program worked to facilitate collaborations between 

companies and artists, the companies functioned as gatekeepers, fielding multiple proposals 

before selecting an artist for a collaboration. In the same way, Certeau notes, scientific research 

is itself based on the concept of lineage, couched within the philosophical construct of the 

scientific method, creating a false appearance of neutrality through internal dissidence: 

“scientific institutions belong to the system which they study, they conform to the well-known 

genre of the family story (a ideological criticism does not change its functioning in any way; the 

criticism merely creates the appearance of a distance for scientists who are members of the 

institution).”126 Experimentation within this context is confined by the logic of the investigative 

structures affiliated with institutional power.  

By engaging with these conditions, Pashgian’s residency provided her with the 

opportunity to oppose the “effects of power which are linked with knowledge, competence, and 

qualification: struggles against the privileges of knowledge” by circumventing the power 

structures that were implicitly restricting her access to the material with which she had chosen to 

                                                
126 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 41. 
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work. 127 Indeed, insisting on continuing to use a technical material like plastic, despite the 

difficulties in acquiring the technological knowledge it requires is in itself a critique of these 

conditions. Foucault describes an intervention into institutional space using the metaphor of a 

“chemical catalyst” (a chain reaction that cannot be halted once begun), “so as to bring to light 

power relations, locate their position, and find out their point of application and the methods 

used. Rather than analyzing power from the point of view of its internal rationality, it consists of 

analyzing power relations through the antagonism of strategies.”128 On a practical level, the 

residency gave Pashgian access to high tech tools and finishing techniques that would have been 

otherwise unavailable, as well as providing the opportunity to forge relationships with members 

of the school’s faculty. Yet, at the same time, it also reinforced her belief that artists and 

engineers were at cross purposes because of the motivations behind their work. Pashgian 

expresses skepticism about Caltech’s attempt to conflate of the goals of the artist and the 

scientist, as well as the trend for projects that facilitated collaboration between artists and 

scientists more generally:  

I’ve told this story many times to many people, many museums come up against the  
science because everyone was in love with the idea of science and art merging or 
melding, or technology and art. It never really did meld and merge very well. There were 
many trials. But actually theoretical scientists work from a different starting point and a 
different ending point, and artists do the same. We make something out of our ignorance. 
We find what we need to know to make the object, let’s say. But we are making 
essentially a useless object for other purposes.129  
 

Her recourse to descriptive terms that allude to the formal logic of her sculpture, the “merging or 

melding” of forms and color that occurs within the resin, reinforces how she frames the social 

conditions in which she works through the logic of her artistic practice. She co-opts the resources 
                                                
127 Ibid., 78. 
 
128 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” Critical Inquiry 8, no. 4 (Summer 1982): 780. 
 
129 Pashgian, Archives of American Art Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, n.p. 
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of a masculinist institutional environment, as well as the principles through which it reinforces 

its own legitimacy: the scientific method with its research and repeated experimentation, to make 

an “essentially a useless object” that cannot easily be subsumed back into the logic of the 

institutional space that facilitated its creation.  

The plastic resin sculpture is an unstable “object” at best. The atmospheric effects of light 

and color elicited by plastic work led critics to project onto it their fantasies about an exoticized 

California and their fears about the disintegration of minimal work into diffuse sensorial 

experience. Plastic resin sculpture was also gendered, cast as a feminized other by east coast 

critics who could then argue such work could not be integrated into the patrilineal genealogy of 

minimal theory. Responding to this construction, male Light and Space artists created hyper-

masculine personas to create ironic distance from their work and reify industrial material into 

high art—time-tested legitimizing strategies used by the modernist artist—in order to solidify 

their own unstable position within the discursive field of minimal abstraction. Far from a useless 

object, plastic resin sculpture was, rather, a cipher. 

Pashgian could not so easily mobilize the modernist strategies adopted by her male peers. 

Her trajectory appears similar (the same focus on the intersection of art and technology and 

interest in collaboration with industrial partners), but the valence of her choices are necessarily 

inflected by her gender. This is the rhetorical position that Wagner articulates as the inevitable 

situation of a woman who attempts to work from within a modernist paradigm. Even when she 

operates from within modernism’s tenets, her subjectivity situates her work outside of its 

confines. She cannot occupy the position of the modernist artist seamlessly, but must rather 

perform her relationship to its values. The invisibility of women Light and Space artists like 

Pashgian within the wider discursive field of minimal abstraction in Los Angeles is the result of 
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a network of power that cannot conceive of a female artist walking about within its confines. As 

Tuchman mentions, the process by which artists were selected for the Art and Technology 

exhibition was their inclusion in other exhibitions that featured art using technical materials. The 

feedback loop created by decisions like Tuchman’s is tautological: despite the above-mentioned 

instances of Childs, Rainer and Schneemann, few women had been included in previous shows 

featuring the intersection of art and technology, so few women would be included in future 

exhibitions with a similar theme. Judith Butler describes this mechanism as a “material effect”:  

“Materiality” designates a certain effect of power, or rather is power in its formative or  
constituting effects. Insofar as power operates successfully by constituting an object 
domain, a field of intelligibility, as a taken-for-granted ontology, its material effects are 
taken as material data or primary givens. These material positivities appear outside 
discourse and power, as its incontestable referents, its transcendental signifieds. But this 
appearance is precisely the moment in which the power/discourse regime is most fully 
dissimulated and most insidiously effective. When this material effect is taken as an 
epistemological point of departure, a sine qua non of some political argumentation, this is 
a move of empiricist foundationalism that, in accepting this constituted effect as a 
primary given, successfully buries and masks the genealogy of power relations by which 
it is constituted.130  
 

As long as the process by which such exclusion occurs remained shielded behind the legitimizing 

apparatus of the network of critics and art spaces in the Los Angeles area, the invisibility of work 

by women was not understood as a suppression of their work, but rather a natural effect of their 

inability to produce work of quality. This logic compounds, leading to the erasure of the 

contributions of women Light and Space artists from the historical discourse. Feminist art 

provided a potential model for sidestepping this framework, but does so with a cost that Pashgian 

is unwilling to accept: having her work understood foremost as a reflection of a political 

movement as opposed to her personal subjectivity. The question is, then, how to oppose this 

erasure through her individual practice. Pashgian’s strategy combines a modernist focus on the 

                                                
130 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of ‘Sex’” (New York: Routledge, 2014), 9. 
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material base of her work and a postminimal construction of this work’s relationship to the 

spectator. Using plastic resin, she can literally freeze in place the process by which her works are 

made, while also creating objects of perception. The material of her work encapsulates both the 

process of making and the process of perception, radically recasting the role of the spectator, 

who is both witness to her creative process and an autonomous actor who remakes the piece 

through her own viewing experience. 
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Chapter Three: 

One Day Only: Maria Nordman at the University Art Museum 

 

Introduction 

In 1979, the University Art Museum at the University of California, Berkeley (UAM) 

hosted a series of artistic projects commemorating a decade of exhibitions and programming in 

their first campus home, a Brutalist concrete building with cantilevered galleries spiraling out 

from a large central atrium, designed by San Francisco architect Mario Ciampi.1 In 1963, the 

artist Hans Hoffman donated forty-five paintings and a $250,000 endowment earmarked for the 

development of a modern art museum on the Berkeley campus. Construction began in 1967, and 

the building was finished two years later. As part of the museum’s ten-year anniversary 

celebration, curator Mark Rosenthal invited four artists: Carl Andre, Daniel Buren, Robert Irwin, 

and Maria Nordman, to create new work in—or, more accurately, out of—the museum itself as a 

part of a series titled Andre, Buren, Irwin, Nordman: Space as Support. In the introduction to the 

exhibition catalogue, Rosenthal outlined his curatorial vision:  

Carl Andre, Daniel Buren, Robert Irwin, and Maria Nordman have sustained the  
formalist belief that all artistic decisions must be motivated by a consciousness of the  
artwork as a physical entity but have enlarged the context of their actions. Instead of  
creating works in which spatial relationships are bound up in the self-contained art object,  
these artists have integrated their gestures with large spaces. By doing so, they have  
reached an ultimate conclusion, one in which pictorial space is exchanged for actual  
space in a radical redefining of formalism.2   
 

                                                
1 The University Art Museum became the Berkeley Art Museum in 1996, when the museum merged its 
collection with the Pacific Film Archive. 
 
2 Mark Rosenthal, Andre, Buren, Irwin, Nordman: Space as Support, exh. cat. (Berkeley: University Art 
Museum, 1980), 4. 
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 Rosenthal frames the show as an extension of Clement Greenberg’s conception of the 

“support,” from which the title of the exhibition was drawn.3 By portraying these projects as 

scaled-up versions of a formalist vision where “pictorial space is exchanged for actual space,” 

Rosenthal’s introduction posited that the museum functions as a neutral vessel, that the Berkeley 

works remain “in the world,” a convergence of “art and life” that avoids “analogy, metaphor, and 

representation.” He proposed that the projects of these four artists “take the space as a given” and 

“derive the essence of their meaning from the site for which they are created,” where the 

building functions as “a found object.”4  

In the catalogue essay, “The Bonds Between Art and Architecture,” Germano Celant 

expanded upon the theme introduced by Rosenthal, referring to these projects as environments, 

in which “the sphere of an artwork also includes its containers (frame, pedestal, walls, floor, 

placement, decor, lighting and the like) which influence our notion of it to such a point that from 

now on we must consider not only the artistic product but the complementary field containing 

and determining it.”5 Celant situated the artists’ projects in relation to minimalism, describing 

Andre, Buren, Irwin, and Nordman’s works as the result of a “gradual de-emphasis on the art 

object and the increased importance on context evolved from minimalism’s salient, formal 

                                                
3 “Realistic, naturalistic art had dissembled the medium, using art to conceal art; Modernism used art to 
call attention to art. The limitations that constitute the medium of painting—the flat surface, the shape of 
the support, the properties of the pigment—were treated by the old masters as negative factors that could 
be acknowledged only by implicitly or indirectly. Under Modernism these same limitations came to be 
regarded as positive factors, and were acknowledged openly.” Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” 
Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism Volume 4: Modernism with a Vengeance, ed. 
John O’ Brien (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 86. 
 
4 Rosenthal, Space as Support, 4. 
 
5 Germano Celant, “Bonds Between Art and Architecture,” in Andre, Buren, Irwin, Nordman: Space as 
Support, exh. cat. (Berkeley: University Art Museum, 1980), 12. 
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characteristics.”6 However, over the course of the series it would become clear that the four 

artists defined the “context” of their pieces very differently. Andre, Buren, Irwin, and Nordman 

were known for their antagonism towards the museum as a contextualizing and historicizing 

apparatus, and their abstract installations challenged Rosenthal’s contention that the museum was 

a neutral vessel that functioned as both a literal and theoretical frame. I explore how each artist’s 

abstract installation responded to the University Art Museum as a built space, while also 

challenging the institutional power of the museum by making work that could only be fully 

understood through direct experience. While institutional critique usually involves an 

intervention by an artist who makes makes visible to the visitor the museum’s power and 

influence; in Space as Support, Andre, Buren, Irwin, and Nordman also actively obstructed the 

workings of the museum behind the scenes. Documentation, explicatory diagrams, and 

accompanying texts became their battleground. Instead of collaborating with the curatorial staff 

to develop the documents that would function as the archival record of their projects, they 

thwarted the creation of such contextualizing material. This chapter explores how Andre, Buren, 

Irwin and Nordman mobilize refusal and purposeful opacity within their practice, beginning with 

their early work in the sixties through their installations as a part of Space as Support. At 

Berkeley, these four artists, then at mid-career, created installations that gestured to the evolution 

of their post-studio practice over the previous decade. 

 

Abstraction and Light Art within the Genealogy of Institutional Critique 

Space as Support functions within a lineage of exhibitions where the architecture of the 

museum inflects the critical discourse about the political and social potential of abstract 

installation work. Within this discussion, light art becomes a flashpoint. Attempts to determine 
                                                
6 Ibid., 14. 
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the ontological conditions of light-based practice and describe the perceptual effects generated 

by such work opens up an avenue through which the tensions between the different branches of 

abstract installation practice that developed out of the field of minimal abstraction. In this 

chapter, I chart the development of this discourse, contrasting the 1979 Space as Support series 

with two other exhibitions: Thomas Messer’s Sixth Guggenheim International Exhibition, which 

ran from February 12 to April 11, 1971, and A Selection of Minimal Art from the Panza 

Collection: Carl Andre, Dan Flavin, Sol LeWitt, Robert Morris, Bruce Nauman, Richard Nonas, 

James Turrell, and Lawrence Weiner, featuring work from the collection of Count Giuseppe 

Panza di Biumo installed by Suzanne Pagé at the Musee d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, 

from July 12 to November 4, 1990. The two shows serve as bookends, separated from Space as 

Support by a decade on either side, demonstrating the critical conditions which informed the 

parameters of Rosenthal’s show, as well as how the way the evolution of the discourse of 

environmental light art that followed obscured the intent of Nordman’s light interventions. By 

analyzing the shifting critical reception of abstract installation practice over a period of three 

decades, and especially how light art has been contextualized within the discourse of installation 

art, I plot the continuing impact that the application of a model of spectatorship developed in 

response to east coast minimal work has had on the historicization of Light and Space 

installation practice, especially in obscuring the potential of such work to function as critique.   

In his analysis of the Sixth Guggenheim International Exhibition, Alexander Alberro 

critiques the “supracontextual” curatorial model employed by Thomas Messer for the show, in 

which the museum “attempted to engage new [artistic] trends by making them consistent with its 

own interests.” In order to frame these works within the context of New York minimalism, 

Alberro argues, the museum proposed that each artist create a site-specific piece, which allowed 
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the organizers to “institutionalize” this work and “circumscribe these new art forms within the 

same object-oriented lexicon of the New York avant-garde.”7 This object-oriented paradigm was 

intended to assure that the “challenges of avant-garde art were confined to the aesthetic realm, 

and directed only toward attacking and critically dismantling the assumptions inherent in 

preceding art trends.”8 Because the majority of this work was abstract, the curator wielded 

significant power over the interpretive structure applied to the pieces. There was little discussion 

of the diversity of opinions held by these artists about the relation of their pieces to the spectator 

and the space of the museum. Messer constructed a framework for the show that evacuated this 

work of potential social or political commentary that could be seized upon and decried by the 

new generation of neo-conservative art critics who were then gaining prominence. 

In order to make these tensions visible, Alberro discusses Buren’s conceptual 

intervention and Flavin’s light installation, both created specifically for the Guggenheim show. 

Buren’s work featured two large-scale swaths of woven cotton canvas depicting his characteristic 

8.7 centimeter-wide stripes in blue and white. One of the pieces of cloth, 1.5 meters high by 10 

meters wide, was suspended between two buildings across East 86th street, while the other, 10 

meters across and 20 meters long was suspended from the ceiling of the Guggenheim, occupying 

the (usually empty) central space of the rotunda. The artist painted two white stripes around 

borders of each piece of cloth, which influenced the title of the work: Painting-Sculpture (Figure 

3.1). His fabric “used their context as a support/stretcher,” and the interior piece relied on the 

                                                
7 The use of the term “site-specific” in the context of Messer’s show differs from how the term is defined 
by Robert Irwin. Thus, I avoid the term site-specific in relation to the pieces installed at the University Art 
Museum, instead referring to these works as post-studio and installation projects. 
 
8 Alexander Alberro, “The Turn of the Screw: Daniel Buren, Dan Flavin, and the Sixth Guggenheim 
International Exhibition,” October 80 (Spring 1997): 64-65, 68. 
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“architectural order” of the museum to frame its meaning.9 Buren’s installation soon became the 

center of public relations controversy and was removed before the exhibition opened. Alberro 

proposes that the true root of this controversy was how Buren’s intervention subverted the 

museum architecture to create a social and political critique, though the museum staff asserted 

that their decision resulted from a concern about the way Buren’s piece interfered with the 

potential viewer’s perception of other work in the show. Alberro points particularly to how Frank 

Lloyd Wright’s modernist design for the Guggenheim building, including the scarcity of walled-

off galleries, the spiraling ramp, and empty central atrium space, led the “spectacular building 

itself becoming the most significant art work,” an argument that is reinforced by the curatorial 

team’s contention that Buren’s piece overwhelmed the intended effect of Wright’s design.10  

Alberro notes that the only artist whose work seemed directly affected by the argument 

the curatorial team presented was the untitled light installation created by Dan Flavin. Flavin’s 

piece was composed of thirty-two light fixtures that occupied nine niches on the sixth-level ramp 

of the museum. The artist installed warm-toned yellow, pink, and white lights on the walls that 

partitioned the gallery niches and cool-toned blue and green lights installed inside (Figure 3.2). 

Thus, the niches were linked together by the diffusion of warm toned light and the usual way the 

viewer would interpret the relationship of the art in the museum to the architecture (with the art 

displayed in the recessed space) was inverted, the light emanated from the back of the niche into 

the central space. The work, though untitled, appeared with a lengthy dedication: “to Ward 

Jackson, an old friend and colleague who, when, during Fall, 1957, I finally returned to New 

York from Washington and joined him to work in this museum, kindly attributed.” Through this 

                                                
9 Ibid., 71. 
 
10 Ibid. 
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attribution, Flavin showcases his bona fides as part of the New York minimal art scene, 

including his arrival in the city and connection to other artists who made their start working in 

one of the city’s museums. Ward Jackson was an abstract painter and a long-term Guggenheim 

employee, who eventually became the first head of the Guggenheim’s archive in 1973. Flavin 

and Ward met while working in the mailroom at the museum.11 As Alberro notes, it was equally 

possible to view Flavin’s work as overwhelming that of other artists, but while Buren’s work was 

censored, Flavin was awarded the exhibition’s $10,000 purchase prize.  

The question of why these two works were interpreted differently by the show’s curator, 

eventually leading to the censoring of Buren’s work, provides insight into Messer’s discomfort 

with the potential for installation work to function as critique. While the censoring of Buren’s 

work was the most explicit example of Messer’s attempt to exert control over how the works 

included in the Sixth Guggenheim international were interpreted, Flavin (and indeed all of the 

artists in the show) were also subjected to a flattening of their artistic subjectivity and critical 

intent through Messer’s assertion that this work should be understood only through the lens of 

formalism.  

A decade later, Buren uses his signature stripes to create an installation for the University 

Art Museum in Berkeley, where the modernist (this time Brutalist) architecture of the museum, 

complete with a large central atrium provided an opportunity for the artist to revisit some of the 

themes of his censored installation at the Guggenheim. In Rosenthal’s framing of the Space as 

Support projects, Buren’s installation was now set up in relation to the work of two light artists, 

Irwin and Nordman, who had developed their understanding of light as artistic material, not in as 

                                                
11 Donald Judd, Lucy Lippard, Robert Mangold, Robert Ryman, and Sol LeWitt famously worked at the 
Museum of Modern Art and met during their employment there. 
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an outgrowth of New York minimalism, but during the nascent stages of the Light and Space 

movement in Los Angeles. 

 

The Late Capitalist Museum 

The other bookend for my discussion of how light-based installation art, and Light and 

Space installation work in particular, has been framed by curators and critics is Rosalind 

Krauss’s analysis of the 1990 show,  A Selection of Minimal Art from the Panza Collection. 

Recalling a suggestion by Pagé that she contemplate the interaction of the fields of light cast by 

two of Flavin’s installation pieces on the walls of the galleries, as opposed to focusing on a 

specific work, Krauss contends that this exhibition, and others like it, have caused a 

disintegration of the coherency of the specific, embodied spectator proposed by New York 

minimal work. Krauss expresses concern that a method of viewing that elicits a focus on the 

“space-beyond which we are not yet in, but for which the light functions as the intelligible sign,” 

created a condition where the viewer was no longer experiencing a work of art, but rather of an 

“oddly emptied yet grandiloquent space of which the museum itself—as a building—is somehow 

the object.”12 For Krauss, the inclusion of an environmental light installation by James Turrell in 

what was promoted as an exhibition of minimal work serves as a metaphor for the disintegration 

of the conditions of embodied spectatorship elicited by minimal art. Instead of a viewing subject 

“radically contingent on the conditions of the spatial field, a subject who coheres, but only 

provisionally and moment-by-moment, in the act of perception” this new work elicits an 

ahistorical and purely perceptual experience, “unballasted by past knowledge and coalescing in 

the very moment of its encounter with the object” that could “break up entirely into the utterly 

                                                
12 Rosalind Krauss, “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum,” October 54 (Fall 1990): 4. 
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fragmented, postmodern subject of contemporary mass culture.”13 The perceptual conditions of 

Turrell’s work, in which the experience of a coherent field of light is produced through the 

viewer’s perception, but the optical experience of light remains shifting and unstable, becomes 

the formal allegory through which Krauss routes a narrative about the disintegration of the 

embodied spectator into a “derealized” (postmodern) subject.14 This type of spectator is a 

symptom of the evolution of the “late capitalist museum”. 

One notable difference between the UAM projects and the exhibitions at the Guggenheim 

and Musee d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris was that at Berkeley the work of each artist was 

featured separately. Nevertheless, the Space as Support projects were conceptually linked by 

Rosenthal’s decision to publicize them as part of a series and record all four projects in one 

catalogue. In chapter one, I addressed a similar curatorial strategy by Walter Hopps, who split his 

proposed group exhibition of California light painters into three solo shows for Irwin, Turrell, 

and Doug Wheeler because of the artists’ concerns that a group show would undermine the 

intended perceptual experience they cultivated in their works and create a curatorial framework 

that inaccurately represented the autonomous development of each artist’s practice, while also 

commissioning essays by Peter Plagens that built upon the text for the preceding show to create a 

narrative about rise of light-based painting in the Los Angeles area. As discussed in chapter one, 

Plagens was also careful to repeatedly note that each artist’s use of light was conceptually 

distinct and based on a period of individual and isolated artistic experimentation. My argument 

in this chapter extends my previous analysis of the strict control California artists exerted over 

the ways their work was documented and exhibited, proposing that west coast post-studio work 

                                                
13 Ibid., 9, 12. 
 
14 Ibid. 
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arose in response to Los Angeles artists’ concerns about the misunderstanding and 

misrepresentation of their work within the discursive field of minimal abstraction.  

I present the light-based post-studio work of Nordman as a counternarrative to the 

concerns Krauss raises about Turrell’s light field works, which she contends exemplified the 

disintegration of the model of embodied spectatorship that had developed through minimal art by 

creating a spectator that was disembodied and historically untethered. The dominant historical 

narrative of Light and Space installation work has been based on a teleological model, reading 

backwards from Turrell’s and Irwin’s environmental pieces to explain their earlier abstract work. 

This is a deterministic and self-perpetuating system that renders illegible the more complicated 

exploration of light as artistic material that occurred among the group of artists who made light-

based post-studio work in California beginning in the late sixties. The focus on the 

environmental aspects of Turrell and Irwin’s installations has also obscured the importance of 

new technology and industrial materials as inspiration for this work. The ephemerality of many 

of the post-studio light works created by these artists, which were installed for a limited time and 

unevenly documented (or, in the case of Nordman’s works, left undocumented at the specific 

behest of the artist), has led to significant gaps in the way that this branch of Light and Space 

practice has been historicized, especially obscuring how such abstract installation work could 

function as a potent vehicle for institutional critique.15 Post-studio Light and Space work is, 

paradoxically, the most well-known strain of California postwar light-based practice, but also an 

                                                
15 In chapter one, I explored how the origins of light art in California could be read through the paradigm 
of the Los Angeles light painters, but it is equally possible to explore the evolution of light-based practice 
in California through the work of artists who used natural and artificial in their manipulations of the 
architectural space of their studios and eventually California galleries and museums. These artists 
included Nordman, Eric Orr, and Michael Asher. Turrell’s practice aligns him with both of 
methodologies. Nordman and Asher both refused to have their work included in Robin Clark’s 2011 
Phenomenal exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego. See Robin Clark, Phenomenal: 
Light, Space Surface (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 174. 



 169 

area where many critics and historians have engaged with these artists from an isolationist 

perspective. This is undeniably the preference of the artists themselves, who insist that their 

individual artistic trajectories not be compared to their contemporaries. This concern is the result 

of decades of having their work contextualized in relation to east coast minimal practice. 

However, this model has also led to a lack of analysis of how this work functions as part of a 

larger movement in California light art in the postwar period.  

The cornerstone of this chapter is the last project of the Space as Support series, in which 

Nordman turned the museum into a container for the light of the summer solstice. 6/21/79 

Berkeley, Dawn to Dusk exemplifies Nordman’s idiosyncratic practice, including her insistence 

on first-hand experience, distrust of archival documentation, and antagonism towards 

institutional structures. As both a woman and a California-based artist, Nordman’s work is 

particularly susceptible to being subsumed into a genealogical model where it will be 

miscategorized and mishistoricized in relation to east coast postminimal work, or even within 

discussions of Light and Space practice, where, until recently, scholarship has focused almost 

exclusively on Turrell and Irwin. This chapter explores Nordman’s understanding of light as a 

material, not only as a formal element, but also a perceptual experience with wider significatory 

and metaphoric potential within a field of social relations. In 6/21/79 Berkeley, Nordman enfolds 

the audience into the work itself, blurring the boundary between creator and viewer.  

 

Attenuation of the Discursive Field of Minimal Abstraction 

In previous chapters, I have relied on James Meyer’s construction of a “discursive field” 

of minimal abstraction in order to frame the parallels and divergences between east and west 

coast postwar artists, extending this model to my discussion of how gender bias affected women 
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artists and curators who worked in relation to such a paradigm.16 By the late seventies, however, 

when the Space as Support series took place, this field has diffused and become difficult to map 

within an increasingly globalized network of art institutions and exhibitions. In this chapter, I 

will turn to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s rhizomatic model of historical analysis as an 

alternative, uncoupling the structure of my analysis from a model “defined by a set of points and 

positions, with binary relations between points and biunivocal relationships between positions,” 

thus allowing for an engagement with this work that “operates by variation, expansion, conquest, 

capture, offshoots” as part of an “a-centered, nonhierarchical, non-signifying system.”17 By 

taking as a starting point a specific moment in which installation work by these four artists was 

contextualized within the framework of the Space as Support project in Berkeley, I intend to map 

their individual responses to Rosenthal’s proposal that the artist engage with the museum as 

“support,” as well as how each artist’s work diverges conceptually and formally from the three 

others, paying specific attention to how such decisions by the two Light and Space artists 

function as an extension of their earlier light-based abstract practice developed in the Los 

Angeles area in the sixties. The structure I have chosen is meant to mirror the strategic refusal 

mobilized by many Light and Space artists from the sixties through the present. Light and Space 

artists continue to reject the inclusion of their work in group shows and exhibit antagonism 

towards curators and critics who they believe undermine their authorial control. Light and Space 

artists are willing to opt out rather than compromise, even when this decision means not 

appearing in an exhibition or a remaining completely outside the critical discourse. Analyzing 

this choice using the very tools these artists reject means accepting that some aspects of their 

                                                
16 See James Meyer, Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the Sixties (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2004). 
17 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian 
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 21. 
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intentions will remain unknowable and unrecorded within the archival record and critical 

discourse that relies on this material. This is not a failure of the discourse, but rather the explicit 

aim of these artists to maintain their artistic autonomy. 

Nordman’s Biography and the Conditions of 6/21/79 Berkeley 

In advance of 6/21/79 Berkeley, the final installation of Space as Support, invitations to 

Nordman’s event were sent to the museum’s members:  

From dawn to dusk on the summer solstice (June 21), for that one day only, the  
University Art Museum, Berkley will be the site of an extraordinary work of art, the  
fourth and final installation in the series Space as Support. From 5am to 9pm the  
Museum will be open for viewing a work by the internationally known artist Maria  
Nordman.18 
 
The duration of Nordman’s piece was by far the shortest of any of the projects in the 

series. Nordman requested that the museum be emptied of artwork, a logistical obstacle for an 

event that lasted less than twenty-four hours.  The curatorial staff eventually agreed to deinstall 

all of the art on the ground level. The floors of the two central galleries (Gallery A and Gallery 

B) were covered with a matte, white vinyl, which Rosenthal described as a material that 

“collects, contains, and reflects light in the central spaces” of the museum.19 Nordman made 

clear that her modifications to the museum were not overlaid on top of the existing structure, but 

rather became an extension of the architecture, noting that the “materials placed in the building 

became temporarily a part of its surfaces.” She referred to the vinyl coating as “ground paint,” 

evoking similarities between the modified floor of the museum and a primed canvas. She also 

covered glass doors of the ground floor galleries with colored acetate, specifically noting that the 

vinyl floor covering and plastic films on the windows were ephemeral “removable” 
                                                
18 University Art Museum Mailing for 6/21/79 Berkeley, Maria Nordman Artist File, Museum of Modern 
Art Archive, Museum of Modern Art, New York.  
 
19 Space as Support, 8. 
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interventions.20 Light from the glass door that led into Gallery A was blocked out with opaque 

black acetate, while the other doors were covered with colored films. In the other gallery, Gallery 

B, these films were red, blue, and green. The same colors of films were applied to the museum’s 

three entrances. For the duration of the piece, all electric lights were turned off and the protective 

UV glazing was removed from the building’s skylights, allowing the full spectrum of light from 

the longest day of the year to suffuse into the central atrium. A photograph of light permeating 

the interior of the museum was published as the cover of the March 1980 issue of Artforum 

(Figure 3.5). Like other Light and Space artists, Nordman had a contentious relationship to the 

publication of her light-based work in the magazine. The photographic attribution is unusual for 

Artforum, reading, “One photograph from a series of six photos of a condition at The University 

Art Museum, Berkeley, June 21, 1979, one cycle. Work by Maria Norman. Photo credit: John 

Friedman.”21 The specificity with which Nordman describes her work as a “condition” and her 

insistence that the photograph chosen is simply one from a set are issues to which I will return in 

greater detail in my discussion of the role of photographic documentation more generally within 

the context of Nordman’s oeuvre. 

In 6/21/79 Berkeley Nordman literalizes the conceit of Space as Support, turning the 

museum’s windows and doors into apertures for the filtering and focusing of natural light. As the 

sun moved across the sky; the streams of light shifted. Colored bands became visible as the sun 

cleared the horizon, became longest and brightest when the angle of the sun aligned with the 

films on the museum entrances, and then shortened and began to diffuse into ambient white light 

as the sun reached its apex. Then, the process reversed as the sun began its descent. Nordman 

used the three colors of the additive color system (red, green, and blue) that, when combined, 
                                                
20 Ibid., n.p. 
 
21 Inside cover of Artforum 18, no. 7 (March 1980). 



 173 

produce white light. As the projected beams of light shifted in response to the changing 

orientation of the sun to the building, they created secondary colors of light through the 

overlapping beams. At the same time, white light (a composite of all the colored wavelengths of 

light) constantly streamed into the atrium from the uncovered skylights.  

In a short series of statements Nordman provided to describe her work in the Space as 

Support catalogue, more prose poem than artist statement, she outlined her intent: 

The place is open an hour before—to half an hour after the presence of direct sunlight 

To any person in the presence of any other person 

To the contextual light and sound 

Of a multilevel place with works from other times and places. 

No electric lights are used in any part. 

The given light is also on the floor 

The doors and all parts of the place are open to passage. 

The skylights are cleared of filters.22 23  

As laid out in this statement, the piece does not consist in the modifications to the museum 

building, nor the shifting colors of light. Rather it is the experience of “any person in the 

presence of any other person /To the contextual light and sound.” By entering the building, a 

spectator was more than a participant in the piece, they were the piece itself.  Nordman requested 

that the ground floor entrances be propped open from sunrise until sunset, and for no museum 

guards to regulate the flow of visitors. Anyone who wished could enter the building. Recalling 

                                                
22 Space as Support, n.p. 
 
23 Because Nordman carefully composes the specific words and the structure of her descriptions, 
considering the accompanying text a part of the piece itself, I have chosen to reproduce them both in their 
entirety and with the format she approved for the Space as Support catalogue. 
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his experience of the work as a young curator at the University Art Museum, Michael Auping 

describes its framework: “The event began in darkness and ended in darkness, with innumerable 

stages of light in between. Described today, it sounds quixotic, even corny, but it was, in fact, a 

remarkable sixteen hours.”24  

This chapter examines the evolution of Nordman’s use of light from her early films, to 

her modifications of her studio space, and finally her transition to post-studio practice. 

Contextualizing 6/21/79 Berkeley is particularly difficult because much of Nordman’s early 

production is no longer extant. Attempts to document her work were often curtailed or 

circumscribed by Nordman herself. Many of the perceptual effects the artist favored rely on an 

experience of light in a darkened space and could not have been captured on film, even if she had 

allowed it. Nordman frequently authorized only photographs of the exterior of buildings in which 

she had constructed an installation. Thus, this project relies on a close analysis of the extant 

reception history of Nordman’s pieces, as seen in situ by various critics and curators. This 

methodology is not merely an attempt to address the lacunae caused by a lack of documentation 

of Nordman’s oeuvre, but also to engage Nordman’s own understanding of her work as manifest 

in the experience of the spectator. Her Berkeley piece begs the question: how can an artist’s 

work be framed within the context of an artistic discourse as a site of historical knowledge when 

she actively undermines the mechanisms by which her work could be incorporated into this 

system? 

Nordman was born in Görlitz, Germany in 1943 and emigrated to the United States in 

1946. She maintained a permanent residence in Santa Monica, California during the sixties and 

seventies, but achieved more recognition in Europe, where she was frequently described as a 

                                                
24 Michael Auping, “Stealth Architecture: The Rooms of Light and Space,” in Phenomenal: Light, Space 
Surface, 93. 
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German-American artist. She studied at the University of California, Los Angeles between 1961 

and 1967, receiving a bachelors of fine arts in architecture and then masters of fine arts from the 

university. In her master’s program, she studied sculpture and began making film installations. In 

FILMROOM EAT (1967-present) (Figure 3.3) and FILMROOM SMOKE (1968-present) 

(Figure 3.4)25 a visitor is presented with instructions before they enter the room where the film is 

projected: 

   YOU ARE INVITED TO ENTER— 

   TWO PERSONS AT A TIME 

The “filmroom” includes two silent black-and-white 16mm films projected onto the wall of the 

exhibition space, separated by a partial wall that the bisects the room vertically. One screen 

shows a fixed view of the man and woman at a table shot using a tripod, while the other screen 

shows footage from a handheld camera. On both screens, a man and a woman devour a large 

chicken, first using utensils and eventually just their hands. The hand-held camera zooms in on 

the bird as it is dismembered by the couple, then changes focus to the faces or hands of the actors 

as they eat. An item of furniture, echoing a similar piece of furniture within the film, is placed in 

front the static projection, linking filmic space with the space occupied by the viewer. For the 

film, Nordman employed two actors who were strangers. They had responded to a casting call at 

the university. According to the artist, the actors were chosen by chance and introduced to each 

other just before filming.  

In FILMROOM SMOKE, the same two actors appear in alternate scenes, each smoking 

and sitting in a chair that has been placed incongruously on the sand at a beach. Waves begin to 

lap at the furniture, the progression of the water apparent in the fixed view on the left screen. 

                                                
25 The formatting of these titles maintains the formatting preferred by Nordman. Given her preference, I 
have chose not to italicize. 
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Again the other screen shifts focus, showing close up shots of the faces of the actors as they 

exhale. The room where the film is projected also contains a chair, but like the table from 

FILMROOM EAT, it is not the same furniture as on the screen and does not necessarily 

resemble the original armchair. These film works were originally intended to be seen only by 

those who had participated in their making: the two actors also the only viewers. This insularity 

created a closed loop in which those who were depicted in the projection would be the only ones 

able to see themselves represented on screen.26 However, nearly fifty years later, Nordman 

modified the viewing conditions. Consistent with her interest in the chance encounter of her 

work, any two people, or a single person, can enter and experience a filmroom. As implied in the 

dating of the work, Nordman does not consider the filmrooms to be self-contained or complete, 

but rather works that are made as they are perceived. In these pieces, the space of projection and 

the space occupied by the viewer are collapsed, thus she uses the portmanteau “filmroom” 

instead of film or installation. Nordman chose the term “room” because of its connotations of 

habitation, as well as an environment that serves a particular function.27  

 Nordman’s choice of materials in 6/21/79 Berkeley are an extension of her training as a 

filmmaker and her interest in creating an environment where the viewer participates in the work, 

as opposed to passively experiencing a screen. She turned the University Art Museum into a film 

projector on an architectural scale, restricting the flow of sunlight into the building using the 

glass doors as apertures, with the colored acetate functioning like a film strip. However, the 

building also serves as a screen: the colored light is reflected onto the white vinyl floor and wall 

                                                
26 Nordman presented FILMROOM EAT as her MFA thesis at UCLA. It was viewed and evaluated by 
the faculty. Thus, the insularity of the proposed structure was not maintained in its first realization in 
1967. 
 
27 Conversation with the artist, September 26, 2016. 
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coverings. As in her filmrooms, the viewer is embedded within the apparatus through which the 

film is constructed. At Berkeley, the experience of the work was not restricted to a multiplicity of 

two; it was expanded to a full cohort of museum visitors. 

Between 1967 and 1971, Nordman made work in, or rather out of, her studio in a 

storefront at 1014 Pico Boulevard, exploring the permeability of the boundary between private 

and public space, as well as between a work of art and the surrounding environment. This series 

of experiments exist on a continuum that blurs the boundary between distinct works of art; 

rather, they are all linked by her conception of her studio as a workroom, where built space could 

be modified and manipulated to express light effects. For Untitled (1969- ), Nordman built six 

movable walls on wheels that could be rearranged inside her studio. The walls of the studio were 

painted the same black as the moveable walls, four of which were eight feet-by-eight feet and the 

two others were four feet wide by eight feet high. According to Nordman, “every area before and 

behind the walls [of the studio] are open to people and daylight.” Nordman considered the 

possibilities for the walls to be arranged “inmidst [sic] the arriving light” to have an unlimited 

number of interpretations.28 In Window Frame Rectangle (1971, realized in modified version in 

1973) (Figure 3.6), she raised her studio’s floor to the height of the large display window that 

faced the street, then covered the window’s glass with a reflective coating that reduced the 

amount of natural light that filtered into the interior. This arrangement also allowed visitors to 

watch passers-by unobserved. While someone inside the studio could see out onto the street, a 

person who looked in would see only their own reflection looking back. At night, this experience 

was inverted; Nordman turned on a work-light inside her studio, making the interior visible to 

anyone on the street. Alternatively, the interior might be left dark, so it could be illuminated by 
                                                
28 Maria Nordman, De Sculptura, Works in the City: Some Ongoing Questions (Munich: Schirmer/Mosel, 
1986), 15. 
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the headlights of passing cars.29 Nordman emphasizes the multiple functions of her workspace, 

as a theater enclosing an audience watching the everyday life of west Los Angeles, the space in 

which she made work, and also as the work itself. Describing Window Frame Rectangle, Jan 

Butterfield, who viewed several of Nordman’s early room pieces, anthropomorphizes the artist’s 

studio: “it took during the daytime and gave away at night.”30 By illuminating the interior of her 

studio to allow for passersby to see in, Nordman acknowledges the necessity of the viewer as an 

aspect of her own creative process. Her interest in the potential chance encounter with her work 

was expanded to include not only a pedestrian on the street but also the passing driver. However, 

soon after this piece, Nordman rejected the use of artificial light. 

Nordman’s fascination with the architectural function of glass recurs in a number of 

works from this period. In a review of 6/21/79 Berkeley written for Artforum, Celant notes her 

continued interest in using glass as a “transparent plane of connection between inside and 

outside.”31 He ties her interest in glass to the brief period in 1969 that she spent as a studio 

assistant for the architect Richard Neutra, who worked most frequently in Southern California, 

creating buildings that capitalized on the consistent natural light in the area through all four 

seasons. However, Nordman’s manipulations of glass surfaces usually modified the transparency 

                                                
29 Around the same time that Nordman began making modifications to her studio, James Turrell 
purchased the derelict Mendota Hotel, which functioned both as his studio and the site of his earliest 
light-based works that included modifications to architectural space. Following his solo show at the 
Pasadena Art Museum in 1968, Turrell began constructing The Mendota Hotel Stoppages. The artist 
covered the street facing windows of his studio and made a series of apertures that would allow light from 
different external sources, including passing cars and traffic signals, to filter into the interior space. The 
Stoppages were first were executed using artificial light sources from 1968-69, and then revised by the 
artist to rely solely on light from external sources in the surrounding environment in 1970. The modified 
building functioned as Turrell’s studio until 1974. 
 
30 Jan Butterfield, The Art of Light + Space (New York: Abbeville Press, 1993), 100.  
 
31 Germano Celant, “Urban Nature: The Work of Maria Nordman,” Artforum 18, no. 7 (March 1980): 63. 
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of the material (the removal of the UV filters from the skylights at the University Art Museum is 

a notable divergence from this practice). She manipulates natural light through the application of 

reflective coatings, as in Window Frame Rectangle, or colored acetate in 6/21/79 Berkeley. Glass 

acts as a filter, either reflecting the light or absorbing particular wavelengths, and she explores 

the potential for glass to perform different functions in different contexts. 

Despite her refusal to publicize her work in any way, Nordman’s early studio pieces did 

not languish in obscurity. By the early seventies, word of mouth led many people associated with 

the Los Angeles art community to visit Nordman’s works in situ. Butterfield recalls her own visit 

and participation in an early unnamed piece.32 She describes a tense period of waiting, sitting on 

a tatami mat facing the artist in her studio: “At some point, a decision was reached, and Nordman 

moved slightly to reveal a small door behind her.”33 After climbing through a low-ceilinged 

tunnel, Butterfield emerged into darkness: “The darkness was total—a rich palpable darkness 

that was the darkness of night or sleep, the darkness of the mind’s eye. Its effect on me was 

overwhelming, but it was my response. I found the initial impact of the work overpoweringly 

claustrophobic, but this was my response; for others it was warm and enfolding.”34 Eventually, 

when her eyes adjusted, Butterfield noted a pinhole of light: “As the room became lighter, walls 

and corners began to define themselves. What appeared to be a scrim veiling a deep void became 

                                                
32 Nordman has rejected the accuracy and validity of Butterfield’s Art of Light + Space as a chronicle of 
her work. Nevertheless, I have chosen to record some of Butterfield’s descriptions of her personal 
experience of the artist’s pieces, because I believe this position aligns with the parameters of the structure 
Nordman created for her own practice, in which she elicits personal narratives from viewers about their 
experience of her light pieces. Nevertheless, I wish to issue a disclaimer that, in the opinion of the artist, 
any recollection of an encounter with her work is not a definitive record, but rather a manifestation of the 
work realized through the experience of the viewer. 
 
33 Butterfield, 97. 
 
34 Ibid., 98. 
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a thin wall of light with all the corporeality of a real wall, but far more luminous.” Butterfield’s 

response to this change in her experience of optical phenomena then became self-reflexive as she 

became “fully aware of perceiving myself perceiving the room.”35 Each viewer was left to 

determine the meaning of the work on their own, any attempts to engage Nordman becomes a 

rhetorical game where a “question is answered with a question again and again, until the 

questioner is forced to contemplate his or her own response—to search there for meaning. 

Nordman deflects all why questions as metaphysical—and unanswerable.”36  

 

The Evolution of Nordman’s Post-Studio Practice 

Galleries, museums, and then unassuming commercial buildings soon replaced 

Nordman’s studio as the physical and metaphorical locus of her creative expression. An early 

post-studio work, Saddleback Mountain (1973) (Figure 3.7), was designed for the Fine Arts 

Gallery at the University of California, Irvine. In the piece, a visitor crawled through a twenty-

two-inch-wide entrance into a gradually widening corridor fifty-two-feet long and five-feet wide. 

At the same time the ceiling height increased until it reached sixteen feet. What appears to be an 

opening at the end of the corridor was actually an eleven-by-sixteen-foot mirror, in which the 

viewer sees herself in front of a vista that included the nearby Saddleback Mountain. The mirror 

reflects the view from an window-shaped cut into the side of the gallery, creating an experience 

that conflated the natural environment outside the gallery with the gallery goer’s experience of 

their reflection within the exhibition space. Once the viewer realized that they were facing a 

reflection and turned to their left, they would see a wall of light that seemed to emanate from the 

mirror, but was actually created by an aperture in the opposing top corner of the room that 
                                                
35 Ibid. 
 
36 Ibid., 96-97. 
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bounced natural light off the reflective surface, creating the optical effect of a dense wall of 

light.37 A critic writing for Avalanche magazine noted that the structure of the room also 

functioned like a “directional mike” that focused the natural sounds entering the gallery.”38 In 

this work, Nordman again used the window as a framing device to delineate inside and outside, 

but here the juxtaposition is mediated: the visitor is not seeing the vista itself, but rather a 

reflection of the vista onto the mirror, flattened into an optical image. Experiencing the long dark 

corridor followed by a sudden encounter with a bright reflective surface disorients the viewer, 

evoking the perceptual effects that Edmund Burke cites as characteristic of an experience of the 

sublime, where the “the quick transition from light to darkness or darkness to light” creates a 

synthesis where “two ideas, as opposite as could be imagined, reconciled in the extremes of both; 

and both in spite of their opposite nature are brought to concur.”39 When the viewer confronts the 

mirror upon reaching the end of the darkened tunnel, the illusion is not readily apparent. 

Disoriented by the transition between darkness and light, her first experience is an image of her 

own body overlayed onto the natural environment. The forced perspective of the mirror shows 

her an image of her body dwarfed by the natural landscape. 

Burke addresses the “terribleness” of darkness as a function of the sublime that leads to 

the generation of an optical experience of light: “[W]e are involved in darkness; for in such a 

                                                
37 This phenomenon is noted by Melinda Terbell in her description of Saddleback Mountain in “Cups, 
Ballet, Funny Video,” Art News 10 (December 1983): 72-73. 
 
38 “Maria Nordman at Irvine,” Avalanche Magazine 8 (Summer/ Fall 1973): 68. Ginger Elliot Smith has 
noted that Saddleback Mountain was a pivotal work for Nordman’s developing interest in pedagogic 
interventions and projects at educational institutions. See Smith’s analysis of Nordman’s “lecture 
performance” to University of California, Irvine students in conjunction with Saddleback Mountain  in 
which Nordman meditated on the nature of geological time in Ginger Elliot Smith, “Technology and 
Artistic Practice in 1960s and 1970s Southern California” (Ph.D. diss., Boston University, 2015). 
 
39 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful 
(Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2015), 102. 
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state, whilst the eye remains open, there is a continual nisus to receive light; this is manifest from 

the flashes and luminous appearances which often seem in these circumstances to play before 

it”40 In an interview conducted by Hal Glicksman and Barbara Haskell for the Saddleback 

Mountain installation, Nordman describes her experience of sensory deprivation in an anechoic 

chamber while researching coherent light models at the Max Planck Institute in Munich in 1968 

in similar terms: “I was emitting everything myself into a black and soundless space. My eyes 

were projecting white onto the void; my ears were playing my body sounds.”41 Nordman 

understood these effects to be the creative expression of her own perceptual system, a closed 

loop of experience in which her mind generated and experienced perceptual effects 

simultaneously. Like Irwin and Turrell, Nordman focused on the potential of an anechoic 

chamber to create an experience of total darkness. This is a secondary effect of the primary 

purpose for which Bell Labs in New York developed first developed these rooms. The chamber 

was designed to dampen sound, but the insulation has the same effect on electromagnetic waves, 

including those waves that make up the visible light spectrum. One effect of the sensory 

deprivation in such an environment is perceptual misfires, such as the experience of flashing or 

glowing light not generated by external stimuli. Nordman understands such an experience as a 

way to “create chaos with [her] own senses.” She describes her body as performing the function 

                                                
40 Ibid., 118. 
 
41 Maria Nordman, interviewed by Barbara Haskell and Hal Glicksman in Maria Nordman: Saddleback 
Mountain (Irvine: University of California, 1973), n.p. The concept of coherency in particle physics 
involves predicting the spatial and temporal correlation between different waves of light. Nordman’s 
interest in coherency was a function of the theory to predict the optical effects of light, whether as a 
diffuse field or an apparently solid sculptural intervention into the space of a room. 
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of the cinematic apparatus: “I began to realize that I was emitting everything: that my eyes were 

actually a screen, emitting light instead of receiving it.”42  

Nordman’s framing of the anechoic chamber as tool that made her aware of her own 

experience of embodied perception, differs markedly from the interests of Irwin and Turrell 

conducted under the auspices of Art and Technology show. Turrell and Irwin used the anechoic 

chamber to create a replicable experience of sensory deprivation that would serve as the basis for 

scientific experiments related to manipulating optical perception and ultimately induce a 

replicable experiential effect for their (ultimately unrealized) project for the Art and Technology 

program.43 In collaboration with Edward C. Wortz, head of life sciences at Garrett Corporation, 

Irwin and Turrell spent six months recording the reactions of test subjects in the anechoic 

chamber at the University of California, Los Angeles. They then added in a biofeedback study 

using EEG machines to attempt to induce alpha brain waves (or a meditative state). Wortz 

considered the intensely focused experience of the study participants on any sort of external 

stimuli following a sensory deprivation experience as similar to the focused concentration of 

Irwin while making his early line paintings, where over a period of months the artist spent “hours 

on end holed up in his studio staring at two lines on a canvas.”44 The Art and Technology 

catalogue includes one response to a questionnaire given to the test subjects leaving the chamber, 

written by an unnamed twenty-five-year-old woman. When asked “How did the room feel?” she 

answered, “Hard to put a shape to it. Flat in front of me. Hallucinations had shallow depth. On 

                                                
42 Nordman in Saddleback Mountain, n.p. 
 
43 See Donna Conwell and Glenn Phillips, “DURATION PIECE: Rethinking Sculpture in Los Angeles,’” 
in Pacific Standard Time: Los Angeles Art, 1945–1980, ed. Rebecca Peabody, Andrew Perchuk, Glenn 
Phillips, and Rani Singh (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2011), 218. 
 
44 Lawrence Weschler, Seeing is Forgetting The Name of the Thing One Sees: A Life of Contemporary 
Artist Robert Irwin (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008 [1982]) (expanded edition), 135. 
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looking straight ahead, I felt light converging on the sides as if from behind, but when I turned it 

was even darker.” She goes on to describe the experience after the light extinguished as 

“shooting back through a tunnel.”45 By having visitors crawl through a long, narrow entrance 

tunnel of the Saddleback Mountain installation, Nordman spatializes the type of optical effect of 

the anechoic chamber described by Irwin and Turrell’s study participant. The artist also evokes 

the potential rapid oscillation of the body’s interpretation of these optical effects through a 

spatial paradigm: darkness is emptiness, but also confinement; light is open space, but also solid 

field or wall. 

 

Nordman’s Subversion of the Artist Interview 

Beginning with Saddleback Mountain, Nordman began to strategically manipulate and 

reframe the way that her practice was documented, expanding upon her habit of refusing to 

answer questions about her work (or deflecting them back onto the viewer/critic) by enacting this 

relationship in the context of the artist interview. Her interview with Haskell and Glicksman is a 

game of cat and mouse between the artist and her two ostensible questioners. Nordman turns 

inquiries about her work back onto her two interlocutors, forcing them to provide their own 

                                                
45 For an extended discussion of Turrell and Irwin’s experiments using an anechoic chamber see Dawna 
Schuld, “Lost in Space: Consciousness and Experiment in the Work of Irwin and Turrell,” in Beyond 
Mimesis and Convention: Representation in Art and Science, eds. Matthew C. Hunter and Roman Frigg 
(Amsterdam: Springer Verlag, 2010), 220-244 and Schuld’s dissertation “Nothing to Look At: Art as 
Situation and Its Neuropsychological Implications” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2009). Turrell’s 
notes from the anechoic chamber experiments he conducted with Irwin and Wortz were published in the 
Art and Technology catalogue. In them, Turrell imagines an unrealized piece in which visitors waited in  
time in an anechoic chamber before being seamlessly moved (by hydraulic lift) into a space where they 
would be confronted by a light installation meant to elicit the experience of a “Ganz field” (usually 
referred to as a Ganzfeld effect). Wortz described the proposed piece in the Art and Technology catalogue 
as a “visual field in which there are no objects you can take hold of with your eye. It's a complete 360 
degree field, or at least has to include total peripheral vision, and it's entirely homogeneous in color, white 
in our case. Its unique feature is that it appears to be light filled. That is, light appears to have substance in 
the Ganz field [sic].” Report on Art and Technology, 136-137. 
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description and interpretation of Saddleback Mountain, while she provides little to no 

information about her creative process and intent. Nordman’s refusal to contextualize her work 

and her reliance on a radically viewer-centric model of perceptual experience became a defining 

feature of her post-Saddleback production. Her insistence that every spectator’s experience is 

simultaneously the authoritative record for historicizing her work and that the work of critics 

holds no greater weight is made clear in the parameters she sets for the Irvine interview. 

Speaking first, Nordman states, “Let me reverse the usual order of interviews and ask you what 

you remember about my earlier pieces since they aren’t here anymore.”46 Instead of a traditional 

artist’s interview, in which an artist explains the intention behind their work, the interview 

consists of Nordman eliciting descriptions from the curators of her early pieces that were no 

longer extant, as well as their own conclusions about the differences between various works. In 

response to a question from Nordman about the 1971 studio piece Window Light Rectangle, 

Haskell notes the strong effect of the “external environment,” particularly passing cars: “There 

was a real one-to-one correlation between what went on outside, and the sense, the light 

experience inside.”47 When Glicksman compares Nordman’s work to paintings by Mark Rothko, 

the artist redirects, insisting that she did not want the “feeling of a painting at all.”48 She clarifies, 

“[P]ainting started out as a part of architecture[,] now it is something that demands intense 

concentration.”49 When asked by Glicksman what explanation should be provided to visitors 

                                                
46 Draft transcript of Saddleback Mountain interview with Maria Nordman, conducted by Hal Glicksman 
and Barbara Haskell, July 18, 1973, Hal Glicksman Papers, Getty Research Institute, J. Paul Getty 
Museum, 2009.M.5, Box 8, Folder 4, n.p. 
 
47 Ibid. 
 
48 Ibid. 
 
49 Ibid. 
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before they view her work, Nordman answers: “absolutely nothing … they can give me an 

explanation when they come back.”50 In addition to the unorthodox style of the interview, 

Nordman also edited the transcript before approving its publication, largely excising sections 

where she had provided any context for her artistic production. 

In 6/21/79 Berkeley, Nordman expanded her reframing of the exhibition catalogue 

beyond the artist’s interview to the catalogue’s formatting itself. She turns what is supposed to be 

the definitive explication of her piece into an open and interactive system. The first page of her 

section of the catalogue is blank, except for a title listing the artist and the name of the piece: 

“Notations on a work,” “MARIA NORDMAN,” and “6/21/79 Berkeley.”51 Nordman resists the 

conventional structure of the exhibition catalogue as a site for pontification by experts. By 

including a blank sheet, she invites attendees to write in the catalogue, recording their own 

experience where a critical analysis elucidating the artist’s intention would typically be found. 

This recalls a similar strategy used by Kynaston McShine for the 1970 Information show, in 

which he provided only a short contextualizing essay, but no analysis, instead inserting two 

blank pages after his introduction.52 The top of the first page of Information read: “BLANK 

PAGES FOR THE READER. PLEASE PROVIDE YOUR OWN TEXTS AND IMAGES.” On 

the bottom of the second empty page was a quote from Andy Warhol: “In the future everyone in 

the world will be famous for fifteen minutes.”53 While McShine cultivated a cheeky relationship 

with his readership through his abdication of the role of mouthpiece of the Museum of Modern 

                                                
50 Ibid. 
 
51 Space as Support, n.p. 
 
52 Information was on view at the Museum of Modern Art from July 2 to September 20, 1970. 
 
53 Kynaston McShine, Information, exh. cat. (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1970), 141-142. 
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Art, Nordman is extremely sincere. On the page following the blank section in the Space as 

Support catalogue, she outlined the relationship between spectator, artist, and work: 

On making a record of the instance of a work. (Having taken place 6/21/79 Berkley) 

I propose to give the unknown speaker the first word 

The work could be of any person who is present 

Any person in the presence of any other person 

(The possible presence of one or more unknown persons is a public instance.)54  

In this declaration, Nordman reframes the role of an exhibition catalogue as a primary source 

document: the spectator is recast as “speaker,” and the catalogue becomes a space for individual 

experience and reflection instead of a location to preserve the contextualization of the work by a 

voice of critical authority. She announces that the work is instantiated by the “presence,” or even 

the “possible presence,” of someone who perceives it. This brief statement is followed by three 

footnotes that outline the triangulation of interwoven ideas that provide the conceptual 

underpinnings of 6/21/79 Berkeley: “instance,” “record,” and “work.”   

The prevalence of footnotes in Nordman’s description reflected her deep concern with 

precision of language when defining her practice. One footnote describes the “structure” of the 

work, focusing on the dual definitions of the piece: “Structure is defined as arrangement of 

possible approach and openness as to choice of use (which may or may not redetermine the given 

material structure).”55 She defines “instance” as the situating of a spectator within the temporal 

and spatial conditions of her piece: 

L’Instansia: a being present  

                                                
54 Ibid. 
 
55 Ibid. 
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Stanza: a room 

Focusing on the linguistic origins of “stanza,” Nordman associated it with the framework of a 

built environment (the room) and viewer’s presence (or potential presence) as a witness. Her use 

of the term “stanza” also evoked the definition of the term in poetry, where the stanza serves as 

the framework and container for verse. In a comment clarifying the meaning of “record” for her 

piece, Nordman objected to the exhibition catalogue’s focus on codifying her work: “Print in this 

case can produce the illusion of permanence, of something which is unchanging while being 

read, while in fact, reactions continue to be made. Adjectives belong to each person and are still 

being given (every adjective at once).”56 The catalogue is not cast as a historical record, but 

rather a record of the viewer’s experience that remains in the present tense as an experiential 

condition. In Nordman’s section of the Space as Support catalogue, pagination ceases, 

unmooring the text from the contextualizing convention of numbered pages that would imply a 

continuity between Nordman’s project and the others described therein. Nordman’s concern over 

the potential for her work to be undermined through comparative analysis became more 

pronounced after Butterfield included Nordman in her 1993 text, The Art of Light + Space, 

which featured chapters on nine different artists.57 For Nordman, such comparisons are 

fundamentally unacceptable because the juxtaposition of her work with other work inevitably 

creates a false interpretive structure that exists outside her own carefully developed parameters. 

Nordman’s final footnote explicating the tripartite aspects of of 6/21/79 Berkeley relates 

to the term “work,” which she defines as an event that is “intended for the context of migration 

                                                
56 Nordman, Space as Support, n.p. 
 
57 Butterfield provided an essay for the pamphlet that was distributed during Nordman’s Berkeley solstice 
event in 1979, but their relationship soured with the development of Butterfield’s book project. The other 
artists featured in Butterfield’s book were Robert Irwin, James Turrell, Doug Wheeler, Bruce Nauman, 
Eric Orr, Larry Bell, DeWain Valentine, Susan Kaiser Vogel, and Hap Tivey. 
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of a person present, who choses or produces (workings of) an action that could change with 

perceptual changes in the person’s time and place. The term work accepting every term at 

once.”58 All of Nordman’s “works,” including her Berkeley piece, are in the process of creation 

for the entire time that they are extant. She applies the same logic to the dating of her work on a 

historical scale. Thus, appellations include open-ended dates. Instead of providing a historical 

marker of her completion of a piece, her dating structure reflects the entire length of time it has 

been possible to experience a work.59 Paradoxically, she also considers her works to be extant 

from the moment of their conception, even if the piece has yet to be realized, is never realized, or 

is only realized in the form of a schematic drawing or written proposition.60 Even if the piece is 

not being exhibited, the fact that it maintains that potential to be shown keeps its appellation 

open-ended. The Berkley piece is anomalous because it is temporally and geographically 

circumscribed to daylight hours of June 21, 1979. However, according to Nordman, it could be 

realized again, if it was possible to do so at the same location; this would not be a new work, nor 

would it be a reconstruction, instead it would function as an extension of the original work.61  

 

Nordman Beyond the Studio and the Gallery 

While Nordman began creating installations for museums and galleries in the early 

seventies, she also continued making works that extended the logic of her early studio pieces and 

remained embedded within an urban environment. In 4th and Howard Street, San Francisco, 
                                                
58 Space as Support, n.p. 
 
59 A similar strategy can be seen in the work of Doug Wheeler, who appends an addition to the title of his 
light environments that includes abbreviated references to the original date and and location where the 
work was exhibited and a record of each subsequent location and date where the work is installed. 
 
60 Conversation with the artist, September 26, 2016. 
 
61 Ibid. 
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1975, she left ajar the door to a storefront located in derelict section of the city where old 

commercial buildings were slated for demolition to make way for a new convention center. It 

was up to the viewer to discern which building housed her piece, as the exact location remained 

unpublicized. This detective work was made significantly easier if the visitor arrived when 

someone else entered or emerged from the building, which became increasingly likely as word of 

the project spread. After crossing over the threshold and walking down a darkened corridor, the 

visitor emerged into a dimly lit room. As her eyes adjusted to the low level of light, she would 

begin to perceive a thin wall of light bisecting the room. The light streamed into the space 

through a one-inch-wider cut Nordman made from floor to ceiling. On one side of the “wall” of 

light, the room was painted black, on the other side it was painted gray. Alfred Frankenstein, art 

critic for the San Francisco Chronicle, described the effect of the room as a “serene opaqueness” 

where it was “as though the air had become palpable...like the graying out of space painters used 

to employ to set off figures or emphasize atmospheric perspective.”62 While Frankenstein, like 

Glicksman, perceives a connection between Nordman’s architectural interventions and the 

experience of painting, Nordman has always been quick to define these pieces as “sculptural” 

modifications of the building, in which a wall of light was added to the existing architecture. 

Butterfield notes that the work induced an experience of perceptual contradiction: “Rationally, it 

was clearly empty, yet perceptually it was full.”63 While Nordman rarely references her 

architectural training, it appears in the way she treats natural light as a building material. One of 

the viewers captivated by Nordman’s work in San Francisco was Count Giuseppe Panza, who 

                                                
62 Alfred Frankenstein, “Nordman’s Hidden Work of Magic,” San Francisco Chronicle, November 15, 
1975. 
 
63 Butterfield, Art of Light + Space, 102. 
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commissioned an installation by the artist for his estate, the Villa Menafoglio Litta Panza in 

Varese, Italy, shortly thereafter. 

Nordman contracted with Count Panza to create two installations in the former stables at 

the villa, for which she included detailed technical specifications with measurements for the 

construction of walls and apertures in the space to create a place in which two walls of light 

divided the room into three sections (Figure  3.8). As in her San Francisco piece, the walls of 

light became visible after the visitor’s eyesight had adjusted to the darkened space and could 

distinguish the distinct fields of light entering the room from the outside. Her Varese works 

included several of the same modifications to the existing space that she would request for her 

work at Berkeley, including the application of a matte white paint to both the floor and the walls, 

as well as the removal of any electric light fixtures. 

Here, I wish to briefly diverge to consider how Nordman’s interest in modifying built 

space, and her San Francisco piece in particular, differs from Gordon Matta-Clark’s Splitting 

(1974). Nordman and Matta-Clark would both create large scale projects for Documenta 6, in 

1977. Matta-Clark constructed a large outside hanging arrangement of rope titled Jacob’s Ladder 

on the outskirts of Kassel, and Nordman made modifications to an abandoned store located on 

Heckerstrasse in the city center. It is not clear when Nordman became aware of Matta-Clark’s 

practice, but she does not appear to have known about Splitting, made a year prior to 4th and 

Howard Street, San Francisco. Matta-Clark used a chainsaw and construction equipment to 

bisect a suburban single family home in Englewood, New Jersey, after which he modified the 

building’s foundation so that the pieces of the divided house would tip further away from the 

center axis, creating a split that widened towards the roof. Like the San Francisco store chosen 

by Nordman, the house was scheduled for demolition to free up valuable real estate in a 
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gentrifying area. While Matta-Clark made a film documenting the process of cutting and 

modifying the house, Nordman maintained secrecy around her work’s construction. There is no 

record of how or when she modified the building on Howard Street. While Matta-Clark 

documented his work through photographs and film, allowing this documentation to serve as the 

record of his ephemeral pieces in exhibition settings, Nordman made sure that there was no 

definitive documentation of her piece using photographs and film, and sometimes no record of 

the interiors of the buildings where she constructed her pieces at all. Nordman’s work only 

existed (and continues to exist) in the memory of those who saw it.  

While Nordman provided little explanation for how or why she chose the locations for 

her pieces, the importance of the piece within a wider social context appears within the koan-like 

descriptions of works she included in the first volume of her artist book, De Sculptura, Works in 

the City: Some Ongoing Questions, where she describes it with a sentence fragment: “By the 

Mars Hotel, where people live in abandoned buildings (1975).”64 For Documenta 6 in 1977, she 

found a storefront with two existing entrances on opposite sides of the building. A spectator 

could enter through either of these doors, echoing the logic of Nordman’s filmrooms that 

allowed for a chance encounter between two people who found themselves within a room 

together. Inside the door the viewer confronted an abrupt turn into an interior corridor, and the 

viewer (or viewers) eventually ending up in a large central space that was dimly lit by the light 

that filtered around the corner and through the hallway (Figure 3.9). In a 1979 piece staged in 

Los Angeles at the intersection of Washington Boulevard and Beethoven Street, 12839 

Washington Boulevard (at Beethoven), on view the same summer as her Berkeley work, she cut 

into the ceiling of a store building (Figure 3.10). Inside, the space was divided into two rooms, 

                                                
64 Nordman, De Sculptura, 12. 
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and the only light streamed in from the cuts in the ceiling. Nordman blocked out any other light 

that might enter the space by covering the large display windows with a reflective mirrored 

coating similar to that she had used several years prior on the large window of her own studio. 

Wade Saunders described the piece for Art in America:  

Unlocking a door I walked into an unmarked space about 15 feet deep by 11 wide by 10  
high. Dots momentarily floated in front of my eyes. A narrow wall protruded from either  
side to demarcate a second room, longer and slightly narrower. In this back zone the air  
was palpable, like radiant white smoke, like bad summer smog. Depth was hard to fix;  
the room felt cool, with seemingly curved walls. I knew the room was rectilinear but my  
eyes wouldn’t see it that way. As my eyes adjusted to the uniform semibrightness, the  
back wall became flat and separate, like a giant white painting, and the upper junctures of  
wall and ceiling were discernible. Each surface now appeared to be a white or off-white  
of different value, with occasional fugitive sensations making them look pastel. My  
perception of the space changed depending on the light outside, and changed if the  
treated door were left ajar instead of being closed.65 
 
 

Like the viewers of Nordman’s earlier pieces, Saunders becomes particularly aware of how his 

perception of the darkened room shifted as his eyes adjusted. He describes this experience as the 

ability to “examine your seeing as if it was not a part of you.” After his eyes adjusted to the 

interior, he again became aware of the noises coming from outside, recalling that he was still 

adjacent to the activity of a city street. Saunders also draws attention to the context in which 

Nordman’s piece was installed. The critic also notes the social context in which Nordman’s work 

was installed, the storefront was vacant because the landlord had recently doubled the rent, 

leading the barber who had previously occupied the space for three decades to move his 

business.66 The location chosen by Nordman, at the intersection of Washington and Beethoven, 

also alluded to the intersection of her American and German identities. The area she chose was 

home to a large German immigrant population. While the door to her installation was open 
                                                
65 Wade Saunders, “Maria Nordman on Washington Boulevard,” Art in America 67, vol. 3 (December 
1969): 120. 
 
66 Ibid. 



 194 

during the day, in order to see the space at night, it was necessary to secure a key to the space 

from the German delicatessen across the street.  

While embodied perceptual experience is an essential component of Nordman’s room 

works, she also frequently created schematics and drawings. It is important to note that she 

considered these plans to be manifestations of her piece, as opposed to representations of pieces 

that were yet to be built. Nordman created a schematic drawing for 6/21/79 Berkeley showing 

outlining the temporal and geographic parameters of her work. The drawing shows a circle 

subdivided into several sections. Bisecting the circle is a line on which Nordman has noted the 

latitude and longitude of the museum as well as the date (Figure 3.11). Running perpendicular to 

the first line is a darker line circumscribes the temporal boundaries of the event. Noted next to 

the intersection of the line with the circle is “5 am” and next to the right intersection of line with 

the the circle she has written “9 pm,” representing the arc of the sun across the sky in Berkeley 

on the day of the solstice. The semicircle representing the hours of darkness is denoted by a 

thicker line, and sections are demarcated for sunrise and sunset, when the light in the building 

would be less intense due to the oblique angle of the sun in relationship to the museum and little 

light would enter the museum through the large overhead skylights. Nordman considers both the 

descriptions of her pieces and the schematic drawing she creates to be enfolded into her 

overarching understanding of her practice as sculpture. This is a highly conceptual definition, in 

which the passage of time and the actions of the people within the geographic location she has 

circumscribed become the work itself.  
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Abstracting the Museum: Daniel Buren’s Installation at the University Art Museum 

Nordman’s interest in plans, scores, and diagrams overlapped with the conceptual 

concerns of Daniel Buren’s Berkeley piece, Stalactic/Stalagmitic: A Drawing in situ and Three 

Dimensions, the first installation of Space as Support, on view between January 17 and February 

18, 1979 (Figure 3.12). Buren’s piece was an iteration of his use of striped paper to draw 

attention to the museum as an institutional structure. In this work, created with assistance from 

Chris D’Archangelo, Buren used striped paper to emphasize two architectural components of the 

University Art Museum’s Brutalist architecture.67 One of these elements was a readily apparent 

functional element of the building: the distinctive concrete railings, and the other was a structural 

element that was largely obscure to occupants: the six axes that were the geometric basis from 

which Ciampi plotted the design for the museum’s spiraling, cantilevered galleries. First, Buren 

applied 8.7 centimeter-wide stripes (here alternating blue and white) to the top surface of the 

concrete railings. The stripes highlighted the structural logic of the architecture, drawing 

attention to the echoes between the interior ramps and exterior terraces, as well as the lack of 

right angles in the building plan. In his artist statement, Buren describes the effect of the striped 

paper: “Every railing following the accesses from floor to floor and from outside to inside (see 

also the terraces on the back of the Museum) are covered systemically with the material cut 

specially in order to fill the top of these rails…One could say that the walls originating on the 

floor, everywhere in the Museum, are stalactic in character.”68 The sheets of striped paper were 

cut to match the width of the top surface of the concrete barriers, leading to an occasional 

disjunction if the actual dimensions of the railing exceeded the dimensions of the support wall 
                                                
67 In the early seventies, Chris D’Arcangelo worked as a studio assistant for De Wain Valentine polishing 
his large-scale plastic resin sculptures. He took his own life on April 28, 1979. 
 
68 Daniel Buren, “Some Remarks,” in Space as Support, 22. 
 



 196 

below. By applying the paper to the surface of the railings parallel to floor, the artist magnified 

the sense of downward motion experienced by a viewer who looked over the ledge atrium space. 

This viewer would see the stripes repeating over and over on the lower level railings. 

The complement to Buren’s horizontal “stalactic” intervention was the vertical 

“stalagmitic” application of striped paper focused on making visible the six axes that were the 

conceptual basis for the structure of the building, which, according to Buren, “are now well 

hidden by the architecture.”69 Buren describes the purpose of the vertical strips of striped paper 

differently: “For the axial members, the paper is cut parallel to the stripes. The size of each is 

given by the dimensions of the axis where it visibly crosses the ceiling, supporting the skylights. 

These lines assert the axes, and show their orientation within the building. We also could also 

say they are stalagmitic in character.”70 When the geometry of the axis intersected with one 

building’s architectural elements, such as a wall) it was covered with paper. When the axes 

intersected with an architectural element that was contrary to this plane (such as a floor), Buren 

noted this as well: “When, for technical reasons, a line is shown on the floor, it is a direct project 

of its absent position on the ceiling. The projection, instead of being the paper glued in order to 

show its front (recto) stripes, is glued to show its back (verso), thereby indicating the white of the 

paper.”71 According to Rosenthal: “the overall effect of these stripes is to form an interrupted or 

staggered frame representing each axis, consisting of the vertical and horizontal boundaries. The 

process of creating each of the four lines of the frame is completed when each part of the line, 

                                                
69 Ibid. 
 
70 Ibid. 
 
71 Buren, “Some Remarks,” in Space as Support, 22. 
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theoretically straight, that could be touched is covered with the striped paper.”72 The artist 

imagines the experience of a visitor, who becomes aware of the structural logic of the building 

when confronted by an architectural element that the artist has papered with stripes: “Each time 

the viewer finds himself in front of a vertical line, or standing on a white line on the floor or 

below a line glued on the ceiling, he is in alignment with one axis of the building.”73  

In his curatorial essay, Rosenthal notes that Buren expresses “a conceptualist’s disdain 

for aesthetics.” Instead, Buren draws attention to what he considers the “false neutrality” of the 

museum space: “Rather than reveal only the structural attributes of the building, Buren makes 

prominent the ponderousness of the site and its commanding presence.”74 Stalactic/Stalagmitic: 

A Drawing in situ and Three Dimensions highlights the structural oppositions inherent in the 

building’s design: the interplay between vertical and horizontal surfaces and the juxtaposition 

between interior and exterior space, as well as exposing the underlying geometric logic that 

produces the sense of rotation resulting from the spiraling arrangement of the galleries. His piece 

functions as an in situ drawing, with the striped paper sketching out the geometric basis for the 

building’s form—but at 1:1 ratio—with the drawing overlaying the building itself 

By 1979, when Buren exhibited as part of Andre, Buren, Irwin, Nordman: Space as 

Support, his interest in simultaneously interrogating a museum’s institutional and architectural 

framework was well established. At his first solo show in 1968, Buren papered over the door of 

the Apollinaire Gallery in Milan, restricting access to the exhibition space and foreclosing the 

exhibition by obstructing the gallery’s entrance. The following year, at Wide White Space in 

                                                
72 Rosenthal, Space as Support, 5. 
 
73 Buren, “Some Remarks,” in Space as Support, 22. 
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Antwerp, Buren affixed striped paper to the concrete plinth on the exterior of the building, 

emphasizing the building’s foundation and the metaphoric potential for this architectural element 

to be read as a critique of the “foundation” of the institution itself. In 1975, he expanded the use 

of striped paper to make visible the ongoing contextualization of works through curatorial 

intervention, drawing attention to the the museum’s exhibition history in À PARTIR DE LÀ 

Starting from There at the Städtisches Museum Mönchengladbach. In that piece, Buren applied 

striped paper to the walls and then added striped paper cut-outs signifying the locations where 

now-absent paintings had been hung in previous exhibitions. In UP AND DOWN, IN AND OUT, 

STEP BY STEP, A SCULPTURE (1977), installed at the Art Institute of Chicago, Buren papered 

over the risers of the steps of the museum’s Grand Staircase. This work directly emphasized the 

function of the staircase, highlighting its purpose: conveying spectators into the museum’s 

exhibition space, while simultaneously transforming staircase into a large sculpture, itself a work 

of art. Buren notes the symbolic implications of drawing attention to these architectural 

elements:  

[E]very place radically saturates (formally, architecturally, sociologically, politically) the  
object (work/piece) shown with its own meaning. Art, in general, refuses to be implicated 
a priori. It, therefore, pretends to ignore or reject the Draconian role imposed by the 
museum (by the gallery) a role which is both cultural and architectural. To show this limit 
(this role) the object presented and its place/frame must implicate themselves 
dialectically.75 
 
There are many parallels between Buren’s Stalactic/Stalagmitic at at the University Art 

Museum in Berkeley and his piece for the Sixth Guggenheim International nine years earlier. 

Both the Guggenheim and University Art Museum were built within the tradition of 

experimental modernist architecture. The buildings have a strong presence and unusual layouts, a 

                                                
75 Daniel Buren, “Notes on Work in connection with the places where it is installed,” Studio International 
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result of architects who used the malleability of concrete as a building material to experiment 

with ambitious designs. In the case of the University Art Museum, the affordability of concrete 

was also attractive to educational institutions, and by the late seventies, concrete buildings 

(frequently in the Brutalist style like Berkeley’s museum) were fixtures on college campuses.76 

Alberro notes that the design of the Guggenheim privileged the building as a space to be 

experienced, as opposed to a built environment meant to best facilitate the exhibition of art. This 

issue became explicit when the curatorial team commissioned installation works for the Sixth 

International. The Guggenheim’s architecture imposed limits on the installations the artists could 

construct as a result of the unusually shaped and difficult to modify exhibition spaces rotating 

around the large open atrium. Both the Guggenheim and the University Art Museum had a 

central skylight that competed with the artwork for attention and spiraling ramps that 

circumscribed a visitor’s movement through the building, while also creating a sense of narrative 

as the spectator moved upward along the ramps’ trajectory. At UAM, by the late seventies, UV 

filters were applied to the skylights so that natural light would not damage or fade light-sensitive 

work. Buren’s installation at UAM was a complicated and metaphoric interrogation of the 

relationship between the appearance of the built space of the museum and the idealized concept 

of the architectural plan. Buren did not paper over non-structural aspects of the building that did 

not appear in the original plan, such as the carpet or sheetrock walls that were added after the 

museum opened to ameliorate the difficulties of installing art on its concrete walls and the 

                                                
76 For a discussion of the symbolic value of concrete as a material for modernist, and particularly 
Brutalist, architecture as part of a postwar utopian vision of civic architecture see Adrian Forty, Concrete 
and Culture: A Material History (London: Reaktion Books, Ltd., 2012) and Mark Pasnik, Chris Grimley, 
and Michael Kubo, Heroic: Concrete Architecture and the New Boston (New York: Monacelli Press, 
2015). 
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echoing of footfalls in the building. He considered these additions attempts to dissemble and 

conceal the oppressiveness of the building’s architecture.77 

Although the comparison is not mentioned by Buren specifically in the catalogue, the 

artist’s intervention instantiates the logical fallacy portrayed in Jorge Luis Borges parable “On 

Exactitude in Science,” in which the cartographers of a vast empire try to achieve perfect 

accuracy by constructing a map that covered the territory it represented at a 1:1 ratio.78 The result 

of this impossible project is the collapse of represented and real space. In Simulation and 

Simulacra (published three years after Space and Support), Jean Baudrillard would use this 

parable to develop his theory of postmodernism in which the abstraction (“precession of 

simulacra”) becomes the territory itself, creating the conditions of hyperreality.79 While Buren’s 

intervention makes manifest the abstraction of the architectural plan, he does so by drawing 

attention to the disconnect between its idealized geometry and the experience of the built space. 

The metaphoric intention of this comparison is to bring to light the difference between the 

idealized conception and perceived experience of the building, as well as to expose the museum 

as an institutional structure that is actively dissimulating its role as a locus of power that controls 

the context through which the work contained within will be interpreted. However, Buren’s 

concept does not ultimately create a coherent system perceptible to the viewer. Instead, it 

                                                
77 Daniel Buren in conversation with Mark Rosenthal, January 1979. 
 
78 “In that Empire, the Art of Cartography attained such Perfection that the map of a single Province 
occupied the entirety of a City, and the map of the Empire, the entirety of a Province. In time, those 
Unconscionable Maps no longer satisfied, and the Cartographers Guilds struck a Map of the Empire 
whose size was that of the Empire, and which coincided point for point with it.” Jorge Luis Borges, “On 
Exactitude in Science,” in Collected Fictions, trans. Andrew Hurley (New York: Viking Press, 1998), 
325. 
 
79 Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulations (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1981), 1. 
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elevates the schematic included in the catalogue as a site of greater truth than the museum 

visitor’s embodied experience.  

 

Sculpture as Placemaking: Carl Andre’s Installation at the University Art Museum 

In contrast to Nordman and Buren, Carl Andre’s project installed under the auspices of 

Space as Support eschews the use of any contextualizing diagrams. All information about the 

process by which the work is constructed is confined to Rosenthal’s catalogue essay. The only 

supplementary material is seven photographs. Anglelimb was made from 12’’x 12’’x 36” blocks 

of redwood timber. The timber was laid out a sixty-nine degree arc that spiraled out from the 

central point of the atrium. The radial limb from the center that defined this rotation is the angle 

limb for which the project was named. The lumber was laid with the shorter sides touching; the 

inner edge directly abutted the next piece, while a gap of a half inch separated the outer edge of 

each block from the one adjoining. Thus, the spiral increased in size as it rotated upward along 

the museum’s ramps. Andre had begun making arc-shaped works only a year prior, but the 

material he chose for his Berkeley piece (redwood timber) appears in some of his earliest work. 

The Space as Support catalogue depicts the line of blocks winding along the floor of the 

museum. There is no photograph taken from the highest floor showing the overall effect of the 

timber arcing through the building. Five of the photographs are closely cropped so that they are 

largely filled by the blocks and the glossy floor, making it impossible for a reader to determine 

how the pieces of wood in each photograph relate to each other. In one photograph, the name of 

Andre’s solo exhibition, Carl Andre: Sculpture, 1957-1977, on view at the University Art 

Museum between May 9 and June 25, 1979, at the same time as Anglelimb, appears on the wall 

near the entrance (Figure 3.13). The final photograph shows the line of timber curving in front of 
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the glass entry doors. While Andre originally ordered one hundred identical timber blocks, he 

rejected thirteen that he considered too irregular, so the completed piece was smaller than the 

version he had planned. If Andre had not rejected some of the pieces, the timber arc would have 

extended out towards the edges of the museum’s floor, making it impossible to avoid stepping on 

or over his work order to move about the gallery. Even in its smaller incarnation, Anglelimb 

significantly obstructed a visitor’s movement on the ground floor of the museum and attempts to 

enter and exit the building. Rosenthal notes that Andre had no interest in the “behavioral” aspects 

of his piece and that any effect that the piece had on the movement patterns of the museum’s 

visitors was not pertinent to the piece itself.80 In this sense, Andre literalized the implication of 

self-containment and insularity of the museum as a support. The spiraling arc of timber 

responded only to the geometric logic of the museum’s floor plan, while the relationship of 

viewers to the installation did not factor into the artist’s consideration for the piece at all 

More problematic for the curatorial staff than the effect Andre’s piece had on museum 

traffic was the artist’s rejection of the idea that he was part of the Space as Support series at all. 

Anglelimb was commissioned by UAM to accompany Andre’s traveling retrospective. The 

circumstances under which Rosenthal made Andre aware of his curatorial decision to affiliate 

Anglelimb with the Space as Support project became an area of contention between curator and 

artist. Andre asked that all references to Anglelimb be excised from the documentation created 

for his retrospective, effectively effacing the work from his oeuvre. As a result of the dispute 

between the artist and curator, Rosenthal added a preface to the Space as Support catalogue with 

a statement from the artist: “Permission was never obtained by the University Art Museum to 

                                                
80 Rosenthal, Space as Support, 7. 
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include my work in an exhibition called ‘Space as Support.’”81 Why contextualizing Anglelimb 

as an aspect of Space as Support was particularly objectionable to Andre becomes clear when the 

piece is read in dialogue with the retrospective of Andre’s early work that was on view at the 

same time. Anglelimb recalled Andre’s early Element series, which was made with the same size 

pieces of prefabricated lumber. This connection was made explicit in the installation of the 

travelling retrospective. The curatorial staff installed Pyramid (1959), an early stacked wood 

piece (first reconstructed for his 1970 solo show at the Guggenheim Museum, and reconstructed 

in 1977 for the show that travelled to UAM), on a concrete ledge at the entrance to the museum. 

Ostensibly, this curatorial decision was approved by Andre at the time. The timber from 

Anglelimb wound its up the museum’s ramp past Pyramid, implicitly linked Andre’s early work 

to his later pieces. I contend that Rosenthal’s framing of Andre’s installation within the paradigm 

of the museum as “support” became a bridge too far for the artist, because the title implied that 

Anglelimb should be read as a narrative device for the retrospective, instead of an autonomous 

work. Thus, Andre’s intent would be subordinated by the curatorial context. In 1966, Andre 

defined the conditions of his minimal sculpture: 

The course of development: 

Sculpture as form 

Sculpture as structure 

Sculpture as place.82 

His rejection of the museum as a “support” is consistent with his revisiting of these conditions 

for his practice in the brochure he wrote to accompany his retrospective show, published by the 
                                                
81 Space as Support, n.p. 
 
82 David Bourdon, “The Razed Sites of Carl Andre: A Sculptor Laid Low by the Brancusi Syndrome,”  
Artforum 5, no. 2 (October 1966): 15. 
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University Art Museum, “Notes on a Question Frequently Asked, Never Satisfactorily 

Answered—Sculpture as Structure, Sculpture as Form, Sculpture as Place.” In it, he adds to his 

original definition of sculpture, focusing on how his work functioned as post-studio practice: 

sculpture as form  sculpture as structure  sculpture as place 

sculpture as a formmaking sculpture  sculpture as 

structuremaking  sculpture as placemaking 

sculpture as forming  sculpture as structuring 

sculpture as placing 83  

Descriptive phrases become verbs. Sculpture is no longer only a place: it makes a place; it is the 

process of placing. The sculpture is the work, and the work of its making. The implication that 

the museum was in some sense the support of the piece would upend this self-contained model. 

Given this framework, it is not surprising that Andre provided no schematics. Andre’s 

conception of “place” as a primarily a tactile, haptic condition, rather than a visual or conceptual 

one, circumscribed the role of UAM’s architecture in his piece. The geometric parameters for the 

work created the limited conditions of its display (place), but the work requires no perceiver for 

its completion. 

Nordman and Andre share a poetic conception of the function of words in relation to their 

sculptural practice. Andre imbues them with the characteristics of material as opposed to 

signifiers for their attendant concepts. He stacks words like he stacks and arranges modular 

construction materials. In contrast, Nordman foregrounds the experiential quality of her pieces in 

her texts, using short descriptive passages. The person perceiving her work is not a passive 

spectator or observer, but rather “the unknown speaker” who enters while the work is in 

                                                
83 Carl Andre, “Notes on a Question Frequently Asked, Never Satisfactorily Answered,” Carl Andre: 
Sculpture, 1957-1977, exh. brochure (Berkeley: University Art Museum, 1979). 
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progress, and after entering, is an aspect of the articulation of the work.84 Thus, mediated forms 

of documentation such as print and photography that distance the perceiving and participating 

body from the work cannot capture the full experience of one of her pieces, but can be 

considered part of the wider manifestation of the work.  

However, transfer of photographs of her pieces into contextualizing sources not of her 

own making, implies that such photographs are no longer one aspect of the work, but rather the 

definitive record of the piece. Similarly to Andre, Nordman also considers words to be potential 

sculptural material. In the seventies, she began producing her own series of artist’s books in 

which she aggregated the photographs of a number of her site-based works. She explains the 

ongoing project as a “partial documentation of more than one work in which I am engaged.”85 In 

keeping with the understanding of the entirety of her artistic project as an ongoing sculptural 

practice, the books are displayed vertically on Plexiglas stands within exhibition spaces (though 

they can be removed from these pedestals and read), functioning both as vehicles that convey 

information about her work and sculptures in their own right. Many can only be read where 

Nordman is present or her work is exhibited. All of her artist’s books can only be viewed by 

natural light, or more recently, using a solar flashlight. The preface to the first volume of her 

book De Sculptura reads: “To the one who holds this page, who gives this writing a particular 

time.”86 She understands the books as both artworks in their own right and extensions of the 

works that are described within their pages. In her texts, Nordman modifies the arrangement, 

spacing, size, and, in later works, color of the words. As in her light installations, the only colors 

                                                
84 Space as Support, n.p. 
 
85 Nordman, De Sculptura, 6. 
 
86 Ibid. 
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used are red, blue, and green, along with black and white. The size and spacing of the words 

reflects her understanding of these texts as utterances coming into being as they are read. The 

variations in size and spacing correlate to the emphasis and volume that should be attributed to 

the word. Nevertheless, her writings do not function as a score in the traditional sense. Each time 

that someone reads her texts, Nordman believes that the reader is recreating the piece that the she 

describes or references. The texts are tethered directly to the works that they describe, acting as 

conduits through which the reader is able to experience a manifestation of Nordman’s temporally 

and geographically circumscribed works. The accompanying material include in her books 

provides little documentation or context for her pieces and never provides material that could be 

construed as an overview or complete picture of a particular work. She notes that she has often 

asked that the only material “published without [her] collaboration at the time that a work is 

there,” is writing, floor plans, and images of the “outside context” of a piece.87  In the books, 

Nordman includes closely focused photographs that depict beams of light in an interior space or 

exterior shots (the “outside context” documentation she has approved) of seemingly 

unremarkable buildings. In the texts, she does not describe the logic of her works or their 

execution, instead, she provides short evocative descriptions of the locations and frequently the 

social conditions that serve as the environments underlying her works. The rooms she 

constructed for Count Panza are described as “In what was once built as a stable (1976-)” and 

6/21/79 Berkeley becomes “In conjunction with the historical collection of a university 

(1979).”88 The underlying logic of the books relies on Nordman’s belief in a collective creative 

consciousness. The reader is linked to Nordman’s artistic process by reading her book. In the 

same way that a visitor to a work like 6/21/79 Berkeley becomes enfolded into the creation of her 
                                                
87 Ibid., 6. 
 
88 Ibid., 17. 
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piece through their own experience of it, the reader, though separated both spatially and 

temporally from a piece, becomes an aspect of the work as well. In some books, the reader (who 

Nordman frequently also refers to as the “person”) is invited to hold the translucent paper up to 

the sun to create her own experience of colored light.  

Like Andre, Nordman strictly controlled the photographic documentation of her 

installation in the Space as Support catalogue. However, her understanding of 6/21/79 Berkeley 

as a work that was created through its perception lead her to a different set of strategies. The 

photographs of Andre’s Anglelimb are unattributed, emphasizing Andre’s autonomous control 

over the interpretive conditions of his work. In contrast, Nordman allowed John Friedman, 

noting that he was familiar with her earlier work, to take a series of photographs throughout her 

piece (Figure 3.14). She wrote and organized all of the pages in her section of the catalogue, 

which is indicated on the title page that begins her section of the text. She selected nine 

photographs by Friedman and arranged them in a in a three-by-three grid on a single page of the 

catalogue. The artist titled the page “FRAGMENTS,” thus emphasizing the provisional nature of 

the photographs as a record of her work that is purposefully incomplete. The photographs are 

accompanied by a line of text that states, “single photos, and those not proofed by the artist are 

not ‘functional with the nature of the work,’”89 as well as a statement by the photographer that he 

“took as many photos as possible to make each one less important.”90 This format once again 

recalls Nordman’s two-projection filmrooms, in which the action was filmed simultaneously by a 

camera on a tripod and a handheld camera, undermining the implication of an ideal perspective. 

                                                
89 Nordman, Space as Support, n.p. 
 
90 “Photographer John Friedman has studied earlier works of Maria Nordman. His position toward 
making a record of this work: ‘I took as many photos as possible to make each one less important.’ Three 
different fragments are given 1. In the context of gallery with the historical collection. 2. The entrance 
with opposing sets of doors. 3. Gallery A.” Space as Support, n.p. 
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Five of the photographs are nearly illegible in the catalogue, which contains only black and white 

images. The same images appear in color in the December issue of Artforum that year. They 

show only light from windows and doors framed in the middle distance. In one photo, visitors 

enter the museum, backlit by the light that streams through the glass entrance doors. In another, 

Friedman captures people milling about on the ground floor of the museum. Only one 

photograph captures UAM’s collection (which was still installed on the higher floors), but the 

picture depicts the works without the spotlighting with which they were usually displayed. As 

noted earlier, beginning in 1970, Nordman forbade the use of artificial light sources for the 

display of her work. The use of flash photography or photographic lighting would have been 

antithetical to this dictum. Friedman’s reliance on natural light gives the photographs an amateur 

quality. His documentation takes up one page, the same amount of space provided for the 

individual viewer to record their own recollections. This structure reinforces Nordman’s 

contention that all experiences of the work, whether by the chance viewer or the documentary 

photographer commissioned to record the event, are equal. Nordman also emphasized the 

inadequacy of this documentation to capture the communal aspects of her piece, noting that 

“[r]ecords as to songs and conversations, movements of each person do not exist.”91 Beyond 

restricting the documentation of her socially-inflected works, she revels in the knowledge that 

the experience of each individual who visited will remain unknowable to any wider audience. 

Each visitor carries a unique and unreplicable memory based on their own subjective experience 

of 6/21/79 Berkeley. Despite occurring on a single day in 1979, the piece continues to exist as 

long as it is remembered. 

 

                                                
91 Nordman, Space as Support, n.p. 
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Site-Conditioned: Robert Irwin’s Installation at the University Art Museum 

Early in his career, Irwin shared Nordman’s belief in the insufficiency of photographs as 

a method for experiencing his work, though his position on this issue began to evolve in the 

1970s. His deep antipathy towards photographic reproductions stretched back at least as far as 

his 1965 “Statement on Reproductions,” published in Artforum, in which the artist outlined his 

position that all “non-objective” painting demanded “personal [sic] sensual involvement.”92 He 

reiterated this position in a letter to the editor of Artforum scolding the magazine for featuring a 

photograph of one his light paintings on the cover in 1968, noting that it “appeared without my 

permission and against my personally expressed wishes.”93 For his installation at the University 

Art Museum, displayed between March 4th and April 29th, 1979, Irwin responded to the 

building’s distinctive architecture, making what Rosenthal described as a “structure within a 

structure.”94 The artist installed three banks of industrial white fluorescent tubes made up of six 

parallel rows. The first bank was sixteen feet above the ground, with two more banks of lights 

above (Figure 3.15). The first level of fluorescent tubes were set at a diagonal from the northwest 

corner of the lowest gallery, branching out in six parallel rows forming the base of a series of 

enlarging triangles radiating outward from that corner. The fluorescent tubes were also installed 

outside, under the concrete overhang that shaded the doors to the museum. The next set of lights 

followed the height of the gallery ceiling and extended out onto the terraces and into the central 

atrium of the building, where they were suspended from above, in contrast to the previous level, 

where the lights had been mounted on the ceiling. The third bank of lights was hung six feet 

                                                
92 Robert Irwin, “Statement of Reproductions, “ Artforum 3, no. 9 (June 1965): 23. 
 
93 Robert Irwin, Letter to the Editor, Artforum 7, no. 2 (October 1968): 4. 
 
94 Rosenthal, Space as Support, 6. 
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higher than the lobby level lights (the height of the ceiling of a gallery with a southeast facing 

corner), thereby creating an opposing symmetrical arrangement between the first and third banks 

of light. Irwin’s arrangement of fluorescent bulbs highlighted the angular planes of the building’s 

interior and spliced the large central atrium into many smaller geometric shapes. 

Irwin made his Berkley piece nearly a decade after his 1970 decision to abandon his 

studio to “go anywhere, anytime, in response” and make work that could “attend directly to the 

nature of how [the situation] already was.” Inherent in this transition was Irwin’s realization that 

his work could not exist apart from its context, leading the artist to ask, “How is it that a space 

could ever be considered empty when it is filled with real and tactile events?”95 He developed a 

series of definitions to articulate the gradations of the interaction between his work and the site in 

which it was created. Irwin articulated four possible paradigms: 1) site-dominant work, which 

“embodies the classical tenants of permanence” and can be evaluated  by “referencing their 

content, purpose, placement, familiar forms, materials, techniques, etc.”; 2) site-adjusted work, 

which is likely to be abstract, but still made in the studio with considerations for the 

“adjustments of scale, appropriateness, placement, etc.” within the museum; 3) site-specific 

work, which is “conceived with the site in mind,” and where the “site sets the parameters and is, 

in part, the reason for the sculpture,” but the art is still “keyed to the oeuvre of the artist;” and 4) 

site-conditioned/determined work, in which “the sculptural response draws all of its cues 

(reasons for being) from the surroundings” and is determined by Irwin’s “intimate, hands-on 

reading of the site.”96 Given the gradations of these possible relationships between the artist’s 

                                                
95 Robert Irwin, “Notes Towards a Model,” in Robert Irwin and Matthew Simms, Notes Toward a 
Conditional Art (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2011), 154. Originally published in Robert Irwin, 
exh. cat. (New York: Whitney Museum of Art, 1977). 
 
96 Ibid., 154-155. 
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work and the site of its installation, I have avoided calling the Space as Support projects site-

specific. Irwin considers his Berkeley installation to be a site-determined work. 

 Like Nordman, Irwin conceives of his engagement with a site to be a type of “sculptural 

response” that could include a variety of interventions based on “aesthetic sensibility, levels and 

kinds of physicality, gesture, dimensions, materials, kind and level of finish, details, etc.; 

whether the response should be monumental or ephemeral, aggressive or gentle, useful or 

useless, sculptural, architectural, or simply the planting of a tree, or maybe even doing nothing at 

all.”97 Irwin’s early interventions into museum and gallery spaces were largely subtle: a change 

in lighting, modifications to the room’s ceiling, or the addition of nylon rope or a translucent 

scrim. The Berkeley installation is unusual, but not singular, within Irwin’s oeuvre because of its 

stark repeating rows of fluorescent fixtures. Rosenthal notes that Irwin used the “apparent” 

(visual) corners at the ceiling level of each floor instead of the “actual” (architectural) corners as 

the starting point for the installation of the lights, creating an expanding triangular area that 

bisected the atrium at the ceiling level of each story of the museum and drew attention to 

building’s angular steeped skylights. In contrast to Buren, who privileged the conceptual logic of 

the architectural plan and intervened into the built space by overlaying a schematic of the 

building onto its actual form, Irwin based on the logic of his piece on what a viewer would 

perceive of the architecture when inside the museum. Melinda (Terbell) Wortz described the 

effect of the bays of fluorescent light in the University Art Museum, contrasting it with the 

experience of one of Flavin’s installations: “Whereas Flavin typically uses fluorescent lights to 

alter or dissolve the architectural structure in which they are installed, Irwin employed the 
                                                
97 “Being and Circumstance: Notes Toward a Conditional Art,” in Notes Toward a Conditional Art (Los 
Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2011),  217-218. Originally published in Being and Circumstance: Notes 
Toward a Conditional Art (Larkspur Landing, CA: Lapis Press in conjunction with the Pace Gallery and 
the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 1985). 
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fixtures here to point the viewers toward a fuller awareness of the architectural structure they 

occupied.”98 It was not until the museumgoer reached the top gallery that the overarching logic 

of Irwin’s installation became clear: the banks of light formed an equilateral triangle in the open 

space of the atrium. For Wortz, Irwin’s gesture challenged the physical confines of the museum 

and the conceptual model of Rosenthal’s show: “Irwin’s work seemed literally to break through 

the museum’s walls—that is, the boundaries of support implied in the exhibition’s title.”99  

Irwin’s earliest post-studio work, Fractured Light—Partial Ceiling Scrim—Eve Level 

Wire, installed at MoMA, combined fluorescent tubes and natural light to subtly modify the 

environment of an infrequently-used, out of the way third-floor gallery.100 The ceiling of the 

room was a bank of skylights, but the skylights had been covered with an egg crate insulation 

layer that blocked out the light. Under this layer of insulation were a set of fluorescent fixtures 

that illuminated the room. Irwin cleaned the skylights but left the foam layer, allowing more 

natural light to come through, though the light was still diffused by the insulation. He put in new 

fluorescent fixtures, alternating between a warm-toned pinkish bulb and a cool-toned bulb that 

gave off a greenish light. Though the light of both types of bulb would appear white if installed 

on their own, by installing them together Irwin drew attention to the difference in tones. The 

light from both kinds of bulbs and natural light blended together in the gallery. For Irwin, this 

                                                
98 Melinda (Terbell) Wortz, “Surrendering to Presence: Robert Irwin’s Esthetic Integration,” Artforum 20, 
no. 3 (November 1981): 64. 
 
99 Ibid. 
 
100 Fractured Light—Partial Ceiling Scrim—Eve Level Wire was on view from October 24, 1970 to 
February 16, 1971. Jack Brogan frequently assisted with the installation of Irwin’s post-studio works, 
including Fractured Light—Partial Ceiling Scrim—Eve Level Wire at the Museum of Modern Art in 1971 
and Scrim veil—Black rectangle—Natural light at the Whitney Museum in 1977 discussed below. 
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was the “decisive gesture” of the piece, and “everything else merely complemented it.”101 The 

influence of this early piece on his Berkeley installation appears in the juxtaposition the natural 

light filtering in from the skylights and the bright artificial light from the fluorescent tubes. Irwin 

expressed frustration that the opening of the University Art Museum show occurring in the 

evening because visitors could not experience the effect of the juxtaposition of natural and 

artificial light.102 

Irwin’s Berkeley piece alludes to some of his earliest work, his Line Paintings (1962-

1964), which were on view at UAM in Robert Irwin/MATRIX 15, from October 31 to December 

31, 1978, just two months prior to his Space as Support installation. The MATRIX program, 

overseen by Michael Auping, had been founded only a year earlier and featured small 

exhibitions featuring the work of living artists. Notably, Irwin refused to allow reproductions of 

the early paintings included in the MATRIX show in exhibition materials, even though he had 

not forbidden the reproduction of these works in catalogues or art magazines when he first made 

them in the early sixties. Irwin had, however, maintained careful control over the the context 

where his line paintings were exhibited during that time, including withdrawing from 

Greenberg’s 1964 Post-Painterly Abstraction show at LACMA, after Irving Blum arranged the 

artist’s participation without his knowledge. In his letter to Greenberg declining to participate, he 

wrote, “there are differences of opinion that demand I stay outside of your classification” in 

order to allow for “clarifying those differences for myself and future work.”103 By 1965, Irwin 

had become vocal about his opposition to having his work photographed, as demonstrated in his 
                                                
101 Weschler, Seeing is Forgetting, 151. 
 
102 Ibid., 194. 
 
103 “Letter to Clement Greenberg,” April 2, 1964, Clement Greenberg Papers, 1937-1983, box 4, folder 1. 
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC. 
 



 214 

“Statement on Reproductions,” published in Artforum, where he stated that all non-objective art 

demanded “personal sensual involvement as the only accurate human communication.”104 

Lawrence Weschler wrote the description of Irwin’s work for the MATRIX brochure, noting that 

Irwin forbade reproductions because, as stated by the artist, the pieces only “work” when seen 

because they “command an incredible presence.”105 Weschler defends Irwin’s refusal, arguing, 

“an image of the canvas is exactly what this work is not about.”106  

Rosenthal also connected Irwin’s early paintings to his Berkeley installation: “The 

Berkeley work represents a resumption of  interest in the qualities of the line, except that the 

field has become an entire building.”107 Irwin’s explicit foregrounding of the interaction between 

levels of bright, linear fluorescent light fixtures lends credence to Rosenthal’s interpretation.  

Before arriving at Berkeley, Irwin had recently created a piece that responded the 

distinctive architecture of the Whitney Museum of American Art’s building, designed by Marcel 

Breuer. Irwin created a site-conditioned work that responded to the stream of natural light from 

the distinctive angular window facing Madison Avenue. Irwin called the piece Scrim veil—Black 

rectangle—Natural light. 108 The artist (with assistance from Jack Brogan) installed a scrim from 

the ceiling to midpoint of the gallery and painted a thick black line across the bottom of this 

divider, as well as along the walls of the room at the same height. These slight interventions 

created three separate zones delineating different experiences of the natural light that filtered into 
                                                
104 Irwin, “Statement on Reproductions,” 23. 
 
105 Robert Irwin quoted in Lawrence Weschler, Robert Irwin: MATRIX/Berkeley 15, exh. brochure 
(Berkeley: University Art Museum, 1979), n.p. 
 
106 Ibid. 
 
107 Rosenthal, Space as Support, 6. 
 
108 Scrim veil—Black rectangle—Natural light was on view between April 16 and May 29, 1977. 
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the gallery. The black line echoed black border that framed the glass in the window, emphasizing 

the window’s cant within the deep sill. Thus, the window became the focal point for two 

potential conceptual interpretations of the piece: 1) the scrim and black lines extended the 

architectural logic of the window into the gallery space or 2) the piece depicted an abstraction of 

the structural logic of illusionistic space in representational painting, with the window standing 

in for the vanishing point. However, the ultimate meaning of this work was located in the 

perceptual experience of the viewer. The stark contrast between Krauss’s description of Irwin’s 

work using the space of the room and natural light and Turrell’s electric light piece displayed 

electric light piece made by Turrell and displayed in the Panza collection show (both articles 

were published in 1991) elucidates the way in which a critic’s focus on an east coast-centric 

model of perception developed in response to the abstract minimal work produced there would 

influence responses to Light and Space installation work decades later. In her 1991 analysis of 

Irwin’ piece, Krauss acknowledges that the perceptual goals of Irwin’s Light and Space work 

diverged from the intent of the east coast minimal artists: 

By 1997, with Irwin’s show at the Whitney Museum, the disjunction between his position 
and that of the Minimalists was spectacularly clear. They were making objects; he was 
“finding phenomena.” Irwin was trying—with one line taped down the middle of a floor; 
with one suspended stretch of almost invisible scrim; with the imperceptible change of a 
room’s cylindrical columns as one is recast as square—to package “consciousness,” to 
articulate a given space articulate a given space as resonant with “experience” in all its 
multidimensionality: the experience of structural relationships of the spatial volume; the 
experience of light, of movement, of sounds; the experience of myself not so much 
experiencing this experience as expanding into it.109 
 
At first read it is difficult to understand why Krauss was comfortable with a sense of 

“expanding into” the space of Irwin’s Whitney installation and adverse to the “sensory 

reprogramming” of Turrell’s electric light ganzfield. The difference is in the way in which 
                                                
109 Rosalind Krauss, “Overcoming the Limits of Matter: On Revisiting Minimalism,” in Studies in 
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Turrell’s field elicits an experience of perceptual uncertainty by “producing the illusion that it is 

the field itself which is focusing, that it is the very object facing one that is doing the perceiving 

for one.”110 While Krauss was willing to acknowledge the potential for an experience of 

perceptual uncertainty to be incorporated into the theoretical model she constructed for 

installation practice, the sense of spatial indeterminacy that Turrell seeks to elicit through his 

fields of light are unacceptable within her paradigm. Recalling Rachel Rivenc’s construction that 

minimal abstract work of the plastic resin sculptures created the experience “dissolution of the 

edges of artworks and the consequent blending of work and environment” is also present in 

Turrell’s work in electric light.111  Because Krauss reads the sense of spatial indeterminancy 

created by Turrell’s piece as robbing the spectator of perceptual agency, she condemns it. 

Understanding why the critic has such different reactions to these two pieces requires returning 

to 1979, when Krauss first articulated her conception of “sculpture in the expanded field,” which 

she presented almost simultaneously with Nordman’s Space as Support project in the spring 

1979 issue of October. Krauss defined the expanded field of sculpture as a structuralist 

formulation in which the “modernist category sculpture is suspended,” with other categories held 

in tension by their binary relationship to sculpture’s potential expansions (landscape/not 

landscape and architecture/not architecture).112 Though Krauss acknowledges the differences in 

the experience of spectatorship constructed by the works of minimal artists and Irwin’s light 

installation, the Whitney piece, in which she reads a coherent experience of spectatorship, posits 

less of a challenge to the oppositional structure Krauss constructed that maintained the 
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conceptual coherency of the categories she proposed in “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” 

which her interpretation of the modernist goals of medium-specificity. The work of Light and 

Space artists that achieved most recognition within the discursive field of minimal abstraction 

(and the expansion of this work into installation practice) is that which could be most easily 

understood within an east coast-centric paradigm. In contrast, a work like Nordman’s Space as 

Support piece engages with the Light and Space artist’s expansion of the conceptual boundaries 

of a modernist understanding of the work of art. Medium functions not as a set of fixed 

properties, but rather as a permeable container, a series of propositions to engage. Thus, 

Nordman’s light-based installation practice was partially illegible in relation to a model of 

spectatorship that took for granted that the expansion of a modernist viewpoint in abstract 

installation practice would focus on eliciting an experience of coherency. 

 It is often overlooked that the installation on the fourth floor of the Whitney was not the 

only one piece Irwin made in as part of his exhibition there. His other site-conditioned works 

were installed in the city itself. These interventions included Black plane, where artist painted a 

black square on the asphalt between the crosswalks at the intersection of 42nd Street and 5th 

Avenue; Line rectangle, in which the artist suspended nylon rope between Building Four and 

Building Five of the World Trade Center complex, creating a square between the two buildings 

that framed the Twin Towers; Black planes—light and shadow (Park Ave.), a photograph shot 

from a helicopter that captured the skyscrapers on Park Avenue with light streaming between the 

buildings; Line rectangle—Mercury vapor lamps (Central Park), also an aerial photograph, that 

showed the vapor lights that bordered Central Park; and an unrealized piece, Grid, meant to be 

installed on Park Avenue between 51st Street and 57th Street. Irwin’s interest in annexing space 

and converting it into the material of his work recalls the less controversial half of Buren’s 
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project at the Guggenheim in 1970, where Buren suspended a large piece of cloth canvas printed 

with blue and white stripes bordered with white paint across East 86th Street.  

 

Shifts in Nordman’s and Irwin’s Responses to the Historicization of Their Work  

While practical considerations were likely a major factor, the University Art Museum’s 

choice to specifically coordinate the travelling exhibitions of both Andre’s and Irwin’s early 

work with the Space as Support projects complicates Rosenthal’s contention that the framework 

of Space as Support was a formalist vision of architectural space that “avoided analogy, 

metaphor, and representation.”113 By contending that Irwin’s installation returns to the optical 

concerns of his early pieces, now transformed into an intervention in three-dimensional space, 

Rosenthal acknowledges that Irwin’s installation is self-referential and in dialogue with his 

previous work. Irwin’s decision to prohibit the publication of images of his line paintings in the 

Berkeley exhibition brochure shows the artist himself reading his early work through the lens of 

his later experimentations with light effects and applying his concern about photographic 

reproduction to work that had not been fully articulated when his line paintings were first 

exhibited. Yet, there is no record of a conflict between Rosenthal and Irwin about the inclusion 

of photographs of his installation in the Space as Support catalogue. Unlike Nordman, who 

created a set of inviolable prescriptions for the conditions under which photographs her work 

could be used, Irwin considered the specific conditions of each work and made a determination 

about appropriate documentation. The formatting of Irwin’s Whitney catalogue shares many 

similarities with Nordman’s early artist books. Included in the Whitney catalogue is Irwin’s first 

publication of “Notes Towards a Model,” in which the artist laid out his distinctions between the 
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four types of post-studio work, as well as a series of architectural plans, schematics and 

photographs of Irwin’s pieces manifest in the city. Sheets of black or white tissue paper are 

superimposed over the pages on which the plans are printed to indicate that Irwin had intervened 

and modified the experience of light and space in the depicted area. The catalogue also includes 

documentary photography from all of his previous post-studio pieces. Irwin explained the 

overarching framework that linked these pieces in a one-paragraph description posted the wall of 

the Whitney:  

New York Projections, this Whitney Museum project, is intended to act out (in on-site  
installations), illustrate (in aerial photographs of New York), and develop the  
argumentation (in the catalog essay) for perception as the essential subject of art.  
Assuming that context is not only the bond of knowledge, but the basis of  
perception/conception, this exhibition has been developed contextually. By holding the  
most essential contextual thread (those elements taken from perception and used in “art,”  
i.e., line, shape, and color, etc.) and removing in turn each of the additional contextual  
threads (imagery, permanence, method, painting, sculpture, etc.) which have come to be  
thought of as usual in the recognition of what is art, we arrive at the essential subject of  
art. In effect, this is accomplished by a principal change in the relationship of the  
indicator (object of art) and what is indicated (subject of art), from their acting as one in  
the art object to their being one in the aesthetic perception of the individual observer.114 
 

This statement demonstrates the evolution of Irwin’s relationship to photographic documentation 

of his work over the previous decade. In addition to the series of site-conditioned pieces Irwin 

developed with the Whitney, the museum also featured a show focused on his early painting 

from between 1958 and 1971 (including his line, dot, and disc paintings). However, the 

catalogue does not include any photographs (or even references) to these pieces. In contrast, the 

only manifestation of two of his site-conditioned works for the Whitney, Black planes—light and 

shadow (Park Ave.), and Line rectangle—Mercury vapor lamps (Central Park), are the aerial 

photographs that capture a birds-eye view of the overall logic of these large-scale works from 

above. Irwin assigns three purposes to the New York Projections: they “act out (in on-site 
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installations), illustrate (in aerial photographs of New York), and develop the argumentation (in 

the catalog essay)” the artist’s foregrounding of “perception as the essential element of art,” 

where the object and subject of art become united in in a spectator’s aesthetic experience.115 By 

1977, Irwin’s understanding of the conditions necessary for perceiving his work are no longer 

necessarily circumscribed by the physical presence of the viewer, though he continues to 

consider the perceptual experience of the spectator an important element of his practice. His 

pieces can (at least in some cases) be understood through documentation, or may even only exist 

as documentation (as is the case with the aerial photographs). Expanding upon this logic, it is 

permissible to include photographs of Irwin’s no longer extant post-studio works, which the 

Whitney catalogue does. 

Irwin’s refusal to compromise on the conditions for display of his work and his 

recalcitrance about participating in group exhibitions were increasingly celebrated throughout the 

seventies and eighties as an indication of his rigorous commitment to the parameters he had set 

for his own practice. Over the same time period, the artist became more open to the use of 

documentation of his work in museum and gallery settings. With the publication of Weschler’s 

Seeing is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One Sees: A Life of the Contemporary Artist Robert 

Irwin in 1982, the first comprehensive history of Irwin’s ephemeral installation works from the 

prior decade became available. (Portions of the text had also been published in the New Yorker 

the previous year.) Weschler’s heroicization of Irwin’s post-studio works served to increase the 

artist’s profile and the mythos surrounding his transient practice. 

 In contrast, Nordman’s dislike for documentation, contrariness when responding to 

interview questions, and poetic but somewhat inscrutable artist books are frequently excluded 
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from critical analyses of Light and Space work. This difference raises questions about how the 

mobilization of techniques including refusal and obstructionism are interpreted depending on 

whether the behavior originates with a male or female artist. As mentioned in chapter one, 

following the series of light painting shows organized by Hopps at the Pasadena Art Museum, 

Irwin was invited to create his first post-studio works at the Fort Worth Art Center Museum by 

Henry Hopkins and at Stedelijk Museum by Eduard de Wilde, despite the conflict that had arisen 

between Irwin, Turrell, and Wheeler that led to Hopps splitting his proposed show on California 

light painting into three solo shows. In 1971, Jennifer Licht arranged an autonomous (albeit 

unassuming) space for Irwin to create an installation, even though the artist had recently dropped 

out of the Art and Technology exhibition after the curatorial staff there had made a significant 

investment (of both time and money) into his joint project with Turrell. Irwin had also flat-out 

refused to participate in Licht’s Spaces show because it would involve having his work displayed 

continuously with that of other artists. This was despite Licht’s design for the exhibition, where 

each project was displayed in its own room. The venues for Nordman’s early post-studio work 

were much more modest than those afforded Irwin, including her show at the art gallery at The 

University of California, Irvine in 1973 and the derelict commercial buildings she modified in 

the following years. Nordman’s subtle interventions were better received in a European context, 

where she received a commission to create two permanent installations at the Villa Panza in 

1976 and invitations to participate in Documenta 6 (1977), 7 (1982), and 8 (1987), as well as 

Sculpture Münster in 1987. 

As Irwin gained more prominence, his relationship to institutional power shifted. As a 

young artist, he insisted that his work only be perceived through embodied experience in order to 

avoid having his practice miscontextualized within the wider field of minimal abstraction. As a 



 222 

prominent mid-career artist, refusing to allow his work to be documented and disseminated in 

exhibition catalogues would mean accepting that major portions of his oeuvre would remain 

opaque to most museum visitors who had not seen it in person. Given that he travelled across the 

country (and internationally) making work in response to a specific location, there would be no 

comprehensive record of his practice unless he allowed for archival documentation. Conversely, 

maintaining strict control over contextualizing material related to her work continued to be a 

major issue for Nordman. Like Irwin and other Light and Space artists, she rejected group 

exhibitions, anthologies, or texts of any kind that elicited comparisons between her practice and 

that of other artists. In 1993, Jan Butterfield published The Art of Light + Space, recording the 

author’s personal experiences of several of Nordman’s ephemeral works from the preceding two 

decades. Butterfield begins her chapter on Nordman with a disclaimer: “Maria Nordman wants 

her work to be experienced through the senses—to be seen, to be talked about. Her inclusion in 

this book, or any other not of her own making—does not meet with her approval. If an aura of 

mystery surrounds Nordman’s work, it is because she has contributed to it.”116 Nordman 

considered the book a betrayal by Butterfield that incorrectly conflated her work with that of 

other artists and cut ties with the author following the book’s publication. The artist believes a 

monograph on her work could serve as a corrective to the influence of Butterfield’s text, but 

insists that it would require her direct oversight.117 Given her deep concern about the potential 

miscategorization of her work by critics and art historians, Nordman finds a solution that 

maintains the autonomy of her artistic subjectivity: her artist’s books absorb the contextualizing 

role of the museum and the archive into her own artistic production. 
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The Legibility Light and Space Art within the Discourse of Post-Studio Practice  

In conclusion, I will return to my discussion of Space as Support within a wider 

genealogy of exhibitions that engaged the evolving critical and curatorial framework for abstract 

installation practice from 1971, to 1979, and finally, 1991. As noted in Alberro’s analysis of 

Painting-Sculpture, Buren’s intervention at the Guggenheim becomes legible as institutional 

critique as a result of its modification and obstruction of the physical space of the museum. 

Because the New York-based discourse of minimalism relied heavily on a phenomenological 

model of engagement that privileges the coherency of an experience of the spectator in space, 

Buren’s installation, which overwhelmed the overall effect of the built environment—literally 

splitting the museum in half vertically—could be interpreted as hostile and obstructionist. In 

Space as Support, Rosenthal employs a logic similar to that employed by Messer for the 

Guggenheim International. Both curators attempt to restrict the purview of abstract installation 

work to an engagement with the formal qualities of the architectural space of the museum. Buren 

rejects the attempts by both Messer and Rosenthal to assert that the museum building was merely 

a neutral formal element that supported the artist’s work. In Space as Support, Buren applied 

lessons learned from his installation at the Guggenheim. In his earlier work in New York, Buren 

subverted the intent of the built space by undermining impressive effect of Wright’s central 

rotunda. At Berkeley, Buren exposes the tension between that space and the idealized conceptual 

space represented by the blueprint. STALACTIC/STALAGMITIC: A DRAWING IN SITU AND 

THREE DIMENSIONS functions by analogy; the discontinuity between the abstracted space of 

the architectural plan and the space occupied by the viewer exposes the museum as what 

Baudrillard refers to as  a “third order” simulation.118 Recalling my discussion in chapter two of 
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the penchant for critics to construct an image of a fantastical Southern California to articulate 

their critique of minimal abstract work, Baudrillard’s ur-metaphor for the third order simulacrum 

is the artificial environments of Southern California (Disneyland and the like), or rather, the 

interactions of these spaces, which he refers to as “imaginary stations” that feed the city of Los 

Angeles: 

Los Angeles is surrounded by these imaginary stations that feed reality, reality-energy, to  
a town whose mystery is precisely that it is nothing more than a network of endless,  
unreal circulation: a town of fabulous proportions, but without space or dimensions. As  
much as electrical and nuclear power stations, as much as film studios, this town, which  
is nothing more than an immense script and a perpetual motion picture, needs this old  
imaginary made up of childhood signals and faked phantasms for its sympathetic nervous  
system.119 
 

 Buren’s Berkeley piece critiques how Rosenthal’s framework for Space as Support 

creates such an “imaginary station,” an artificial abstracted framework where the museum is 

untethered from the socio-political context in which it operates. In this metaphor, the University 

Art Museum becomes Baudrillard’s Los Angeles, a self-perpetuating network of “unreal 

circulations,” a hyperreality in which artistic production becomes ungrounded from anything 

other than the already artificial construct of the exhibition structure.  

 Krauss’s anxiety about her experience of Turrell’s light installation in Paris in 1990 raises 

a similar concern through the lens of formalist criticism. Her extreme discomfort with Turrell’s 

work results from what she reads as an untethering of the spectator from an embodied experience 

of engagement with an artwork. She calls Turrell’s installation “sensory reprogramming,” 

because the field of colored light his piece generates never coheres into a solid form, never 

brings into focus the work itself, but rather functions by “producing the illusion that it is the field 
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itself which is focusing, that it is the very object facing one that is doing the perceiving for 

one.”120 It makes sense that Turrell’s new prominence in the 1980s and the implicit argument of 

the Panza show that he was a major figure within a historical genealogy of minimalism led 

Krauss to see the insertion of Turrell into this discourse as a threat. Thus, Krauss understood the 

perceptual effect of Turrell’s light field as a strategy to create a “derealized” postmodern 

spectator who was both disenfranchised and disembodied. She is more willing to champion 

Irwin’s work because she does not read it as a challenge to the model of spectatorship outlined 

beginning in the sixties for minimal abstract work and then into the seventies with her 

theorization that could expand a modernist interpretation of sculpture as a medium to encompass 

installation practice.121 

 

Conclusion 

In chapter one, I argued that the perceptual experience sought by the Light and Space 

artist differed from that of other artists working within the discursive field of minimal 

abstraction. In my analysis of Corse’s project to create an expanded definition of painting 

through her light-based work, I aligned her project with what Varnedoe identified as the light 

painter’s interest in creating an actual “optical experience” (as opposed to the representative 

implications of modernist opticality) that “pointed to uncertainty.”122  In chapter two, I outlined 

Rivenc’s contention that the plastic resin sculptors sought to create an experience of “spatial 

indeterminacy” using plastic to create light effects that would elicit an experience of the 
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“blending of work and environment,” drawing attention to the instability of the viewing 

experience of west coast light-base work. 123 Here, I return to these frameworks in order to 

contextualize how Nordman combined both of these strategies, casting the University Art 

Museum as a container for natural light, as well as space in which all interactions between 

museum visitors functioned as aspects of her expansion of sculpture into which individual 

perceptual experience, the institutional framework of the museum, and social interactions could 

be enfolded.   

In Space in Support, Buren explored the disjunction between the idealized space of the 

museum represented by its architectural plan and the reality of the embodied experience of the 

built space. Andre’s installation demonstrated the extension of New York minimal art’s object-

based model of embodied spectatorship into installation practice. Irwin’s light piece was self-

reflective, referencing his early work, while also engaging with the need to revise his stance on 

archival documentation that he had begun exploring in his Whitney Museum installation the year 

prior. The stability of Irwin’s position as a well-established artist allowed him to discard aspects 

of his early discomfort with the way his work was recorded and preserved. His concerns would, 

however, continue to manifest in certain projects. Out of the four Space as Support installations, 

Nordman’s, by far, gave the most agency to the spectator. Describing the trajectory of 

Nordman’s work over the previous decade in the show’s catalogue, Celant refers to her works as 

“perceptive spaces” that facilitate the “recovery of individual sensory experience.”124  6/21/79 

Berkeley articulated Nordman’s understanding of the spectator’s perceptual experience as an 

                                                
123 Rachel Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles: Materials, Processes, and the Birth of West Coast Minimalism 
(Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2016), 11. 
 
124 Celant, “The Bond Between Art and Architecture,” 17. 
 



 227 

aspect of her expansion of Light and Space’s interest in experiences of perceptual uncertainty 

and spatial indeterminacy into social space. 

Pamela Lee describes the potential for a feminist intervention into what she refers to as 

“constructed space” arguing that by “conflating the terms of space with the art object, women’s 

art-making assumes a formative (not merely reflective) logic all its own.”125  In this analysis, Lee 

draws upon Henri Lefebvre’s concept of “constructed space.” Lefebvre proposes a theory that 

would “transcend representational space on the one hand and representations of space on the 

other to “properly to articulate contradictions (and in the first place the contradiction between 

two aspects of representation).”126 Through this means, Lefebvre argues, “Socio-political 

contradictions are realized spatially. The contradictions of space thus make the contradictions 

‘express’ conflicts between socio-political interests and forces; it is only in space that such 

conflicts come effectively into play, and in so doing they become contradictions of space.”127 

Lee describes Nordman’s work as “nonseparatist,” interested in the “structural boundaries of 

spectatorship itself,” wherein she plays with “internal and external, public and private, 

museological and work space.”128  

Drawing upon Lee’s assertion that a woman artist’s conflation of the art object with lived 

environment creates a space in which her artistic subjectivity is manifest dialectically “as a 

process that acknowledges both the history of space occupied and the relative autonomy of its 
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inhabitants over it,”129 I return to my use of Wagner’s argument that women artists maintained a 

rhetorical relationship to the implicitly male construction of artistic subjectivity. Like Corse and 

Pashgian, Nordman developed her practice in postwar Los Angeles, where she worked from the 

subject position of an artist fundamentally excluded from this paradigm, and thus her work was 

often suppressed within the wider historicization of Light and Space work. Nordman, like Corse 

and Pashgian, continued to strategically mobilize abstract, light-based work to respond to a 

modernist model of spectatorship that assumed a coherent and unassailable experience of 

spectatorship born out of the more conservative application of modernist values to minimal 

abstraction on the east coast. All three of these artists constructed a completely individualized, 

embodied experience of spectatorship, instead of transitioning to an engagement with identity 

politics. Though abstract, their work still challenges the constructed spaces in which it is 

exhibited and viewed. While Corse and Pashgian created perceptual experiences that drew 

attention to the instability of the perceptual experience of the embodied spectator, Nordman went 

a step farther, insisting that ever individual experience of her work was simultaneousl a 

manifestation of her project. 

 6/21/79 Berkeley responds to Rosenthal’s expansionist vision of a modernist framework 

for post-studio work, in which the museum functioned as a found object, as well as Celant’s 

contention that the social aspects of Nordman’s work made the divide between the subjective 

realities of the visitors who experienced her work and an objective (abstracted) reality a non 

issue. Nordman asserts that the everyday life of the museum visitor (her preferred descriptive 

term for the set of of social conditions that create a spectator is “place”) and the museum’s role 

as a contextualizing and framing device cannot be unproblematically collapsed. Rosalyn 
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Deutsche argues the site-specific work is a challenge to the “modernist doctrine that artworks are 

self-governing objects with stable, independent meanings,” instead positing that “aesthetic 

meaning is formed in relation to an artwork’s context and therefore changes with the 

circumstances in which the work is produced and displayed.”130 Deutsche notes that the subject 

proposed by the “ideal of a unitary public sphere” is an attempt to recuperate the “masculinist 

subject” of modernist art and “in doing so, hide from the very openness of public space that they 

ostensibly champion.”131 Nordman’s piece counteracts this network of power by creating the 

conditions for an individual perceptual experience that cannot be reassimilated by the 

contextualizing and historicizing apparatus of the museum. This multiplicity of experiences 

cannot be coopted by systemic power. At the same time, the experiencer does not become 

defined by how they are situated within social or political systems. Nordman replaces the visitor 

or museumgoer with the unknown speaker, to whom she gives not only the first word, but also 

the final word, through an art of light and space.
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Epilogue 
 

 
As I write this, it is still several months before Mary Corse’s first solo exhibition at a 

major American museum. Mary Corse: A Survey in Light, curated by Kim Conaty, covering the 

evolution of Corse’s White Light Paintings in the sixties, will open at the Whitney Museum of 

American Art in June of 2018. When I began writing in 2014, the first solo exhibition of Helen 

Pashgian’s work in a major museum, a new installation by Pashgian, curated by Carol S. Eliel 

and titled Helen Pashgian: Light Invisible, had just opened at the Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art. These exhibitions serve as bookends for the time period over which I have formulated 

this project. Over the same four years, the field of available scholarship on Light and Space 

artists has completely transformed. The Getty’s first Pacific Standard Time initiative and the new 

archival material made available through the project has given rise to a wave of research focused 

on the evolution of west coast postwar practice. Still, none of the artists featured in my 

dissertation have been the subject of a retrospective or monographic analysis. Clearly, there 

remains significant critical and curatorial work to be done.  

As my research progressed, it became increasingly apparent to me that the artists I had 

chosen as my interlocutors in my personal feminist exploration of the suppression of abstract 

work by women artists were not, themselves, feminists. Or, more accurately, they were not 

professionally feminist. They identified as modernists and abstract artists and avoided aligning 

their practice directly with the Women’s Liberation Movement. The rejected the feminist 

strategies through which their contemporaries Lucy Lippard and Judy Chicago came to articulate 

a new identity-based model of artistic subjectivity. I found myself having difficulty formulating 

an overarching argument that linked the practice of Corse, Pashgian, and Nordman. I could not 

make their motivations align or their practices cohere, and I was becoming increasingly 
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convinced that to do so would be to undermine their assiduous attempts to evade any such 

classifications. 

Even in recent discussions of her work from the sixties, seen with 20/20 hindsight from 

the distance of nearly five decades, Corse refuses to openly acknowledge the impact that gender 

bias and sexism had on her ability to participate in gallery shows and museum exhibitions in the 

sixties in Los Angeles. I kept returning to Corse’s insistence in her 2011 oral history interview at 

the Getty with Rani Singh that she “didn’t want to bring up the LA mafia” and to her evasive 

response to Hunter Drohojowska-Philp’s well-intentioned prompting to voice her frustration 

about her exclusion.1 The only criticism Corse made was a brief mention of her disappointment 

that there was “not even a phone call” from Walter Hopps when he was planning a series of light 

painting shows in 1967 at the Pasadena Museum for Robert Irwin, James Turrell, and Doug 

Wheeler. As Drohojowska-Philp gently, but perhaps obtusely, observed, “But you know, here 

you are, a woman, of course, and a very attractive young woman, very attractive, very young, 

blond.”2  

I am struck by Corse’s attempt to erase even such slight criticisms, asking both 

interviewers to excise statements about her exclusion from the record of the interviews. For the 

first time, two major institutions, the Getty and the Smithsonian, had asked to record Corse’s 

memories from the sixties and archive her individual perspective. After decades on the outside, it 

is not surprising that she remains skeptical of the intentions of institutional messengers interested 

in talking about her work. From Corse’s perspective, this concern was justified. Neither 
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Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, interview by Hunter Drohojowska-Philp, August 10-December 
14, 2013, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, transcript, n.p. 
 
2 Drohojowska-Philp, Archives of American Art Oral History Interview with Mary Corse, n.p. 



 232 

institution acceded to her request to edit the transcripts. Yet Corse returns repeatedly in these 

recordings to a different point about her relationship to feminism (or as she says, Women’s Lib), 

she worked alone, and she also raised two sons alone. And shouldn’t that have been celebrated? 

There is an implied question behind her reminders: why does no one want to talk about that? 

I recall Helen Pashgian’s dismissal of the Venice “guys group” and insistence that her 

practice was divided from theirs not only by gender but also geography.3 When I met with 

Pashgian in her studio in 2015, she recounted a story that she also told Drohojowska-Philp:  

I had a long four hour lunch with Jim Turrell four years ago when he had a show at 
Pomona. We had a long talk about the old days. And he said, “You know, Helen, you 
were in a lot of those shows, but a lot of those guys wouldn’t let you into some of the 
biggest shows just because you were a woman and because you lived in Pasadena, and 
they had a prejudice against both. I mean, equally—they were equally bad. You wouldn’t 
live in Venice.” “I didn't have a place to work in Venice.” “And they thought, you know, 
Pasadena is rich, WASP, you know, and snobbish people, and you were a woman.” And 
Jim Turrell was also from Pasadena, so we could talk about it in those terms. But he said, 
“There were a lot of major shows you weren’t …” I said, “Well, I didn't feel that 
prejudice then." He said, "That's good that you didn't but it was there." You know, they’re 
still very macho. Now they’re nice to me, very nice to me, but it was—and I’m good 
friends with some of them, but they’re still very—it’s still a very macho group.4 

 
As I recall, upon completing this story, she was as gracious as always, but also seemed 

somewhat nonplussed. But perhaps that was my own response, because this reveal seemed to me 

anticlimactic. The times had changed. Turrell was conscientious and apologetic about the 

misconceptions held by his younger self. However, Pashgian did not need this apology. Her 

separation from the Venice Group had not affected the years of work she had made in the very 

studio where I was visitng with her in Pasadena. At the end of our meeting, she let me sit for 

some time in front of one of her new works, a massive seven-hundred pound disc of cast plastic 
                                                
3 Helen Pashgian, Getty Research Institute-Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian. 2012-IA.100-01, 
27. 
 
4 Helen Pashgian, Oral History Interview with Helen Pashgian, interview by Hunter Drohojowska-Philp, 
July 11, 2012, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, transcript, n.p. 
 



 233 

that seemed to hover in the air above its pedestal. I couldn’t help but be reminded of the disc 

work that she had lost, stolen out of the Baxter Gallery. As I watched, the glowing center of this 

new disc came into focus. “What colors do you see?” she asked. 

Both of my meetings with Maria Nordman came about by chance. In the fall of 2016, I 

was away from Columbia for the year as part of a fellowship. A friend sent me a photograph of a 

strange flier she had seen posted on campus. With its arrangement of different sizes of letters and 

text in black but also green, red, and blue, I knew before I even read further that this flyer was 

for a talk by Nordman. Joan Snitzer had herself met Nordman by chance in a museum six months 

earlier and invited her to speak at Barnard College as part of the Visual Art Talks series. I was 

not surprised when the talk turned out to be not a talk at all, but one of Maria’s pedagogic 

performances. She asked the attendees to read out loud passages from one of her artist books. As 

we did so, a camera on a tripod filmed the event from the corner of the room. At the same time, 

Nordman moved about with a handheld camera, pointing it at the ceilings, walls, and under 

chairs. At the end of the evening, she left with the tapes. The second time I met Nordman was by 

chance was in the summer of 2017 at Sculpture Münster. When I saw her, I was shocked. I had 

gone that morning to see her work De Civitate, installed in an unassuming park on the outskirts 

of the city. In 1991, Nordman planted three varieties of trees (one a fern, one evergreen, and 

another deciduous). These trees are meant to symbolize a global microcosm, with a varietal from 

Asia, Europe, and the Americas. Though the trees are arranged in an elaborate pattern, the order 

is invisible when perceived from ground level. I passed a few joggers out for a morning run as I 

moved through the piece. Maria was pleased to hear about the coincidence, as she believes 

chance encounters to hold specific significance. “Send me an email describing what you saw,” 

she said. I did. 
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