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Poetry is the subject of the poem 
From this the poem issues and 
To this returns. 

Wallace Stevens 

The flan with the Blue Guitar, XXII 
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The German painter Hans Hoffman observed, "Any isolated thing never can 

surpass its own meaning. Its meaning can only be extended through relation with 

other things in a process of metamorphosis."1 Realizing creative potential 

requires a full collaboration with and cooperation between all aspects of the 

art's making. After a lifetime of writing about what constitutes high art, the 

American art critic Clement Greenberg states simply that art is a set of 

relationships - and that great art is a set of deeply felt relationships. We 

are well aware that a "traditional" practice may often defeat real progress -

that if preconceptions do not give way to the possibility of an evolutionary 

movement occurring (as a kind of necessity in the creative process), then the 

result, the work of art will surely fall short of its expressive potential. The 

French painter Georges Braque once said that he was only satisfied with a work 

when the starting point, or idea, had been completely altered by its own 

movement, and that through metamorphosis (the same discussed by Hoffman) a new 

idea stood in its place. Through the luxury of viewing museum retrospectives of 

these artists' work, we are now permitted opportunities to assess the scope of 

their vision. Each work is addressed individually, but also as a part of a 

larger context: the history which informed it becomes merged with the artist's 

own place and time. Art becomes a kind of oracle to which the individual work 

is offered. 

The American artist David Smith spoke of his sculpture as coming from a 

"stream", stating that each work in progress drew upon those just completed (and 

probably upon the first sculpture he ever made), and that the particular work in 

progress was already spawning new possibilities. A quality of growth is an 

integral part of all significant art-making. And again it is on the occasions 
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in which we are able to experience an overview of an artist's production that we 

can locate these ideas and observe their expansion and consolidation. But more 

often we are offered only glimpses, "tributaries" if you like, of the artist's 

stream of progress. And each, in its particularness, must be more broadly 

sensed as a unique contributor to the confluence of historic thought. 

When we perceive a particular style in the work of an artist (or a related 

group of artists) it is represented by the consolidation of a specific set of 

symbolizing, or symbol-forming, intentions. The process by which the work of 

art has been produced, and now experienced, can be seen as having a two-fold 

effect: one facing inward where the effect of certain ways of symbolizing is 

tested by the unification of meaning, the other facing outward in the sense of 

expanding an available shared vocabulary. The artist who is open to a 

metamorphosis occurring as a necessary part of the creative process can also 

perceive through the work of others a deeper understanding of the strategy of 

imaging available. If the artist can embrace the new concrete terms of the art 

his/her comprehension occurs on grounds of symbolizing - tested by its meaning -

rather than on strictly structural grounds.2

So it follows that as an artist matures a level can be attained where much 

of his/her early efforts in gaining knowledge of technical solutions (with 

perhaps only occasions of clearly projected meaning) becomes more balanced by 

vision itself. The "will to form" cannot overtake methodology. But for the 

inspired artist innovative technique and novel materials can find their place as 

necessary steps on the path to clarifying vision. 

There is no separation between learning and intention. Therefore the 

artist does not create the style which is eventually his/hers. His/her 

particular style is the result of an ability gained through successive 

evolutionary movements (the stream) to penetrate more deeply into ways in which 



• a substance (paint, clay, metal, wood, etc.) can symbolize "light, matter, 

space."3 What we refer to as a work's formal structure becomes secondary to 

this means of imaging and literally enmeshed in it. As the stream moves 

forward, branching out into parallel courses (even doubling back before 

advancing) the artist at different stages sees different meanings. As these 

meanings unfold, they multiply, distinct from what has gone before, but also 

supported by it. What becomes unique for both the artist and the viewer 

confronting each new work is the particularity of the experience, of each 

instance, because at this moment both can share the same projective activity. 

This experience is similar to that of involving the one taught in the process of 

teaching ("singularity to singularity"4), so that the art of teaching represents 

a measure of our own richness and complexity. 

In 1903 the German poet R.N. Rilke, upon studying the work of Auguste 

Rodin, was able to interpret from his sculpture a new role for art as thing,

"Kunstding" rather than "Kunstwerk" - in the world but not of it. Although 

classically derived it was the degree to which Rodin's figures isolated 

themselves from previous sculpture (that existed in the realm of architectural 

or decorative contexts) that caused Rilke, in his monograph of 1903, to state 

that "sculpture was a separate thing, as was the easel picture, but it did not 

require a wall like the picture. It did not even need a roof. It was an object 

that could exist for itself alone, and it was well to give it entirely the 

character of a complete thing about which one could walk, and which one could 

look at from all sides. And yet it had to distinguish itself somehow from other 

things, the ordinary things which everyone could touch. It had to become 

unimpeachable, sacrosanct, separated from chance and time through which it rose 

isolated and miraculous, like the face of a seer. It had to be given its own 

certain place, in which no arbitrariness had placed it, and it must be 
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intercalated in the silent continuance of space and its great laws." 

Rilke's was a poetic vision of sculpture as the necessary art for that 

moment in history, with its concreteness both as object and as process, its 

compound existence in everyday reality and in the inner world of the 

imagination. This concept of duality became transformed by subsequent modernist 

artists, architects, and designers toward a clearer understanding and emphasis 

on the role of space, "the silent continuance", between the internal and the 

external. 

Space is what light moves through, and form exists in. Space flows like 

liquid, expanding out in front of things and providing a surrounding atmosphere 

in which forming and dissolving is continuous.6 Sculpture which emphasizes mass 

acknowledges space (for the most part) only in so far as it is the spot in which 

a volume can be placed. But space can be an absolute, a sculptural element with 

its own specific properties. It can be experienced as a reality both internally 

and externally. 

Painters refer to the forming and dissolving in space as figure-ground 

relationship. Pictorial sculpture - that which extends into and encompasses 

space, presenting varied internal and external relationships - owes much to this 

notion of figure-ground. Within space at any given moment forms are yielding to 

the surrounding atmosphere, while at the same instant the atmosphere is 

contributing to the reality of the individual forms. This interrelationship - a 

back and forth (first one thing, now another) - does not permit the most 

immediate element to dominate the composition. What occurs is a creative fusion 

between the concrete element and that which can only be sensed. Herein lies an 

intriguing, if not often perplexing, challenge to the sculptor. How can this 

ideal form be coupled with its opposite, its material form? If shapes become 

too hard, too "linear,"7 then the sculpture becomes limited in its potential for 
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an open relationship with visible form. In turn, the art becomes unresponsive 

to a timeless language with which space is saturated.8

In constructed sculpture, the solid mass is pared away or dematerialized, 

leaving line and plane - a product of the conceptualized mind. Because this 

conceptualized image can require less conventional techniques and media than 

traditional carved stone or wood, modelled clay, or cast bronze, each of these 

novel materials calls attention to itself and to the fact that it is literally 

what it is, not a metaphor for something else. Abstract components of pictorial 

space become translated into concrete materials and real space. This new open 

relationship with visible form affirms literal space as one continuous depth. 

The French painter, Paul Cezanne, was the first to confront the critical 

problem of the relationship of real space (surface) to illusionary space (depth) 

- more specifically, the complex interrelations between solid and void, figure 

and ground, line and plane, modelling (light and shadow) and modulating (color 

or hue). Through the application of paint to a given planar surface, and within 

the confines of the four-sided rectangle, Cezanne was able to dissolve these 

polarities according to his own necessities. 

The Cezannean aesthetic prevailed in Analytical Cubism. The planar 

components which now constituted both figure and ground had become visually 

interlaced and were to simultaneously serve conflicting functions: as material 

object and empty space, as two-dimensional plane and depth perspective, and as 

representation and pure pattern. By direct conceptualization, Synthetic Cubism, 

through the assertion of the materiality of papier-colle, was to further 

minimize this conflict. Through the direct application of collage materials 

(paper, cloth, wicker, etc.) to the painted surface Picasso and Braque created, 

instead of an abstraction or distillation from nature, the first formal 

embodiment of a conceptual approach to artmaking. But, at least for two-
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dimensional works, the ambiguity remained. The collage stood half-way between 

illusionistic painting, with strong visual attachments to the real world on one 

hand, and autonomous conceptualized images on the other. 

Picasso, in late 1913 or early 1914, created a new concept for sculpture 

that had no precedent in Western art. It was as if, in an instant, he 

recognized the constricts of the flatness of collage and elected to push the 

image literally into the space in front of the picture plane. These new 

objects, constructed of folded paper and string, represented mass as being 

emptied of solid substance and filled with a new substance: space itself, 

modelled by light and shadow, and measured by line (edge) and plane. It would 

lead the Spanish sculptor, Julio Gonzales, to refer to the new art as "drawing 

in space" - that is, of manipulating two-dimensional forms in three-dimensional 

space. Line and plane, traditionally the painter's means has continued to mark 

the pictorial origins of constructed sculpture. 

The Russian Constructivist, Vladimir Tatlin, spoke of the "culture of 

materials": the artist who respected the specifications (the integrity) of a 

material was obeying natural laws and would create "necessary forms" of 

universal significance. "Factura," the study of real materials and their 

structural and expressive potentials, was ultimately aimed at regenerating a 

visual language which would guide the sensibility of the new masses. Tatlin 

visited Picasso's studio in the spring of 1913 and was one of the first artists 

to see the "new constructions." He was impressed by Picasso's use of non-

artistic materials, but could accept neither his means, nor his ends. To 

Tatlin, the reference to the pictorial mode of the still-life corresponded to 

the conventions of bourgeois society. He also perceived in the constructions a 

disrespect for materials and a largely subjective vision. One report of this 

occasion has the Russian being noisily removed from Picasso's studio! 
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But Tatlin and his followers sought to use the new commonplace materials 

(wood, metal, glass, plastic, etc.) to formulate new images and new meanings. 

His simple repertory of formal manipulations would consist of those inherent to 

each material. On the other hand, their spatial interaction would be drawn from 

his experience as a painter of religious icons. In the traditional icon these 

artists perceived a "system" of predetermined signs in which the real and the 

spiritual, and the physical and metaphysical - real objects and real space - 

coexisted with painted illusionism. The spatial and semantic complexities of 

the Russian constructions of 1914-15 are seen by many curators and historians as 

very distinct from the pictorial syntax represented by Picasso. The difference, 

however, is not so cut and dry - even though the points of origin vary. By 

nature of the icon's "inverse perspective, 9 the object (and its meaning) 

projected into the viewer's actual space (in front of the wall) - in a religious 

sense, into the space of existential experience. Picasso's constructions, on 

the other hand, were derived from the Cubist canvas - a bottle, a violin, a 

guitar. But although the image was pictorially conceived, Picasso chose to 

remove it from the previous (pictorial) blurring into ground, and to allow it to 

function as an independent object attached to the wall, and through its openness 

of form encompassing space in front of the wall. No doubt this can be correctly 

located as a singular, inspired solution to the crisis of material flatness 

versus illusionistic depth. But it must be noted that the ultimate vision 

perceived by Picasso was shared by his Russian counterpart: both envisioned an 

integrated spatial image fusing subject and environment, inner and outer space. 

The pictorial example offered to Western artists by Negro Art must also be 

acknowledged, for it was in the Ivory Coast masks collected by Picasso, Braque, 

Derain, and Vlaminck that these objects became recognized clearly as emblems of 

human presences and not just their imitations. Orifices would appear in relief; 
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projected planes, as hollowed out forms: these were qualities with no pictorial 

precedent for Picasso and his contemporaries. Guided by this new awareness of 

materiality, and their shared ambition for a new integrated spatial image for 

sculpture, French and Russian artists were able to introduce (concurrently) new 

materials and techniques which would serve their visionary ends. At this 

evolutionary moment the perceived, conceptualized image would precede the 

traditionally accepted dictates of the medium. 

Therefore, an ideal form can be coupled with its opposite: materialism. 

It had now become evidenced in the newly constructed sculpture produced during 

the first decades of this century that this "duality" could be accomplished 21y 

the assertion of space itself: a seamless fusion between space, the concrete 

element and space, the sensed element. This new sculptural emotion which first 

became focussed in the paintings by Cezanne, then expanded upon in the paintings 

and collages of the Cubists, became actualized in the constructions by Picasso 

and the Russian Constructivists. 

In 1931-32, Alexander Dorner wrote of Constructivist art that: "Matter is 

dissolved into pure planes and lines, penetrating each other, devoid of mass and 

transparent. Thus instead of a space filled with solid mass - cubic, static, 

and extended, a space appears as the criss-crossing of streams of movements and 

streams of events."10 

Within the activity of modernist constructed sculpture, there has developed 

a mistaken assumption that a skill to formally manipulate (dexterity) can in 

itself be a conclusive end. This is like extolling handwriting for its own sake 

without making distinctions for the writing's imaginative depth. Just as 

Greenberg distinguishes between relationships and "deeply felt" relationships in 

art, we cannot assume (as many do) that the only intelligible statements that 

can be made about works of art are in terms of such formal unities; Inspired 
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art embraces the ambiguous and the equivocal. It is by nature variously 
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nuanced, "layered," if you will, to unfold as we unfold. Kandinsky said that 

mastery over form is not the end but, instead, the adapting of form to internal 

significance.11

So herein lies the value of inspired art: to point to "problems of the 

real," "problems of the structure of consciousness," "problems of the interplay 

of public and private language," and not to be trampled underfoot for the sake 

of some other "efficiency."12 This total collaboration of form - the work of 

art as a creative bridge - acts as an experiential vehicle capable of 

illuminating new possibilities. It is a continuous movement (a transition) from 

what is known to what is not known. 

Perception can be perceived as a poetic process. Within the expressively-

charged work of art there is an inherent redundancy - a movement. As in David 

Smith's "stream," each work is informed by what has come before: the solutions 

gathered from the artist's personal evolution merge with the rich traditions 

assimilated from the great art of the past. Within this act of experience, the 

unresolved becomes the actual. Comprehending meaning from the apparent 

irrationalities of the work of art necessitates a certain reduction of 

redundancy. Perceived "meaning" can be seen as a projection of individual 

needs. Consciously or unconsciously, we apply a selectivity of perception in 

order that we may focus on our particular requirements. It has been 

scientifically demonstrated that for many perceptual purposes, the amount of 

visual information capable of being transmitted by optical arrangements is in 

excess of what we require. If, in constructed sculpture, there is an assertion 

that space is the "container" for the "criss-crossing of streams of movements 

and streams of events," then space can be situated as the a priori continuum. 

All the seeming discontinuities of clues, gestures, etc. become characterized by 
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the containing space. The work of art which achieves an open relationship with 

visible form, when perceived with a focus on particular requirements, can create 

a poetic experience that fortifies expression. 

E.H. Gombrich states that "perception requires a framework against which to 

plot deviations from regularity." Within the spatial continuum (the framework) 

movement toward form, and within form, is arrested by the experience (the 

deviation from regularity) of the work of art. The experience of significant 

art can often be attributed to the demands it makes on us. It calls for a 

direct experience. This has nothing to do with the transcendance and similarly 

quasi-religious functions assigned to art. It refers to the "rush" of 

recognition of a visual experience in which the imagination is completely 

satisfied before it can become critical.13 Each intention must contain its own 

articulate meaning so that in its interconnectedness with the whole the ultimate 

richness of the work unfolds. If the individual meanings we seek can be 

perceived in the expressive nature of the work of art - in the multiple 

connection between light, form, and space - then what we "see" in the sense of 

experience is "content." 

When we experience the complex modulation of the work of art - its symbol 

structure enmeshed in the spatial continuum - it can be observed that this 

"movement" necessarily denotes a distention of the moment. This form of 

temporal succession extenuates the viewer's experience. The work of art which 

successfully manifests the movement through light, form, and space possesses the 

potential to embrace temporal continuity within the single, expressive object. 

This concept by which space is perceived in flexible terms of duration 

constitutes the great mystery of nonwestern art. In Indian sculpture, the 

dancing Siva figure suggests the totality of the flux of time, indicating that 

time is a state. The late nineteenth century French artist, Edgar Degas, within 
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whose sculpture the plastic language of modernism began to take form, was able 

to instill this quality in his wax figures of the ballet by treating space and 

figure as the same substance. 

By the same sensibility and means, constructed sculpture can possess this 

quality of unfolding, of forms growing in space, and manifesting the duration of 

time. When this movement between light, form, and space is perceived in terms 

of continuous transition, it becomes possible to enter the sculpture at any 

given point. It becomes possible to convey within the single object the passage 

of time and to "compress" many successive moments.14 When every inch, every 

particle, of a work of art is considered, then every part becomes equally and 

differently expressive. If a work of art can be wholly externalized, and if all 

aspects of its forming can be treated as one sculptural substance, a 

simultaneous coalescence can result and a new form of expression can emerge. 

This sculptural integrity can share with the concept of "painterly" a unique 

quality of richness and complexity which unfolds as we unfold, and can indeed 

become a measure of our own richness and complexity. 

The American art historian, Louis Finkelstein, has stated that "between 

technique, vision, intention, design, expression there is no seam; neither is 

one thing the cause and another the result."15 When creative integrity is 

sensed and understood, "its poetry is that it is at the same time formal, 

descriptive, psychological, metaphysical."16 
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Hans Hoffman, Arts Students League Publication New York, Winter (1932-33). 

David Smith, in commenting on the level of response to art by various groups 
(artists, critics, gallery directors, collectors, etc.) claimed that artists 
are the first to "see" the art. He was referring to the recognition and 
understanding of potentially new strategies of imaging. The "two-fold" 
effect of experiencing the work of art is discussed by Louis Finkelstein in 
his essay "Thoughts About Painterly," Art News Annual (1971), 9-24. 

Repeated reference to "light, form, and space" is based on an observation by 
Otto Rogers that "in the making of art an engagement with these three primary 
factors is continually sought." This concept is discussed in depth in a 
paper entitled "Art and Spiritual Education" presented by Otto Rogers to the 
Baha'i Studies Conference, Princeton University, 1987. 

This is a phrase used by the architect, Louis Kahn, by which he is referring 
to the potential for maximum communication occurring (a cross-fertilization 
between teacher and student) when a group is perceived by the teacher as 
being made up of so many singularities - each one engaged directly. Louis 
Kahn "1973: Brooklyn, New York," Perspecta: The Yale Architectural Journal, 
Volume 19. 

William Tucker, The Language of Sculpture London: Thames and Hudson, 1974, 
p. 9. 

Rogers, p. 5. 

"Linear" as in Wolfflin's discussion of classical sculpture's hardness of 
form drawing too much attention to its contours as a negative value. 

Rogers, p 5. 

"In conventional Western art perspective may be defined in terms of a pyramid 
of space. The tip of the pyramid is at the farthest point in depth, behind 
the object, and therefore penetrates the wall. In the icon the tip is in 
front of the object, in the viewer's eye, and the base of the pyramid is the 
wall's surface." Margit Rowell, The Planar Dimension New York: (The Solomon 
R. Guggenheim Foundation) 1979, p. 21. 

Excerpt published and translated into English in Stadtische Kunstsammlung 
Ludwigshafen, Carl Buchheister, 1975, p. 19. 

Wassily Kandinsky, "Concerning the Spiritual in Art," The Documents of Modern 
Art, Vol. 5, New York: George Wittenborn Inc., (1947), p. 75. 

Finkelstein, p. 15. "Painterly gets involved with the ambiguous and the 
equivocal, the variously nuanced, because these are problems of the real .... 
Non-painterly is always to some extent the result of an effort to suppress 
such factors, to feign obliviousness to them or to remain ignorant of them." 
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Sidney Tillim, "Ideology and DIfference," Arts Magazine, March (1989), p. 49. 

In a discussion of "time" Charles Millard refers to Cezanne achieving "a 
similar effect pictorially in paintings that seem to have coalesced 
simultaneously at all points of the canvas - hence the completely satisfying 
quality of his "unfinished" pictures - and Joyce, who worked on several parts 
of Ulysses at once, with the result that it can be meaningfully entered at 
almost any point." Charles Millard, The Sculpture of Edgar Degas Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, (1976), p. 117. 

Finkelstein, p. 10. 

Finkelstein, p. 24. 
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