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Mary Miss. Perimelers / Pav~llions / Decoys. 1978. 
(Nassau County, Long Island, New York .) 



Seul pture In the Expanded Field 

Toward the center of the field there is a slight mound, a swelling in the earth, 

which is the only warning given for the presence of the work. Closer to it, the large 

square face of the pit can be seen, as can the ends of the ladder that is needed to 

descend into the excavation. The work itself is thus entirely below grade: half 

atrium, half tunnel, the boundary between outside and in, a delicate structure of 

wooden posts and beams. The work, Perimeters / Pavilions / Decoys, 1978, by Mary 

Miss, is of ccurse a sculpture or, more precisely, an earthwork. 

Over the last ten years rather surprising things have come to be called 

sculpture: narrow corridors with TV monitors at the ends; large photographS' 

documenting country hikes; mirrors placed at strange angles in ordinary rooms; 

temporary lines cut into the floor of the desert. Nothing, it would seem, could 

possibly give to such a motley of effort the right to lay claim to whatever one 

might mean by the category of sculpture. Unless, that is, the category can be made 

to become almost infinitely malleable. 

The critical operations that have accompanied postwar American art have 

largely worked in the service of this manipulation. In the hands of this criticism 

categories like sculpture and painting have been kneaded and stretched and 

twisted in an extraordinary demonstration of elasticity, a display of the way a 

cultural term can be extended to include just about anything. And though this 

pulling and stretching of a term such as sculpture is overtly performed in the 

name of vanguard aesthetics-the ideology of the new-its covert message is that 

of historicism. The new is made comfortable by being made familiar, since it is 

seen as having gradually evol ved from the forms of the past._Historicism works on \ 

the new and different to diminish newness and mitigate difference. It makes a 

·placetor change In our experience by ~~o k · in g - the model of evolution, so that the 

man who now is can be accepted as being different from the child he once was, by 

simultaneously being seen-through the unseeabJe action of the telos-as the 

same. And we are comforted by this perception of sameness, this strategy for 

reducing anything foreign in either time or space, to what we already know and 

are. 
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No sooner had minimal sculpture appeared on the horizon of the aesthetic 

experience of the 19605, than criticism began to construct a paternity for this work, 

a set of constructivist fathers who could legitimize and thereby authenticate the 

strangeness of these objects. Plastic? inert geometries? factory production?-none 

of this was really strange, as the ghosts of Cabo and Tatlin and Lissitzky could be 

called in to testify. Never mind that the content of the one had nothing to do with, 

was in fact the exact opposite of, the content of the other. Never mind that Cabo's 

celluloid was the sign of lucidity and intellection, while Judd's plastic-tinged

with-dayglo spoke the hip patois of California. It did not matter that constructiv

ist forms were intended as visual proof of the immutable logic and coherence of 

universal geometries, while their seeming counterparts in minimalism were 

demonstrably contingent-denoting a universe held together not by Mind but by 

gu y wires, or gl ue, or the accidents of gravit y. The rage to historicize simpl y swept 

these differences aside. 

Richard Serra. 5:30. /969. 
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Of course, with the passing of time these sweeping operations got a little 

harder to perform. As the 1960s began to lengthen into the 1970s and "sculpture" 

began to be piles of thread waste on the floor, or sawed redwood timbers rolled into 

the gallery, or tons of earth excavated from the desert, or stockades of logs 

surrounded by firepits, the word sculpture became harder to pronounce-but not 

really that much harder. The historian / critic simply performed a more extended 

sleight-of-hand and began to construct his genealogies out of the data of millenia 

rather than decades. Stonehenge, the Nazca lines, the Toltec ballcourts, Indian 

burial mounds-anything at all could be hauled into court to bear witness to this 

work's connection to history and thereby to legitimize its status as sculpture. Of 

course Stonehenge and the Toltec ballcourts were just exactly not sculpture, and 

so their role as historicist precedent becomes somewhat suspect in this particular 

demonstration. But never mind. The trick can still be done by calling upon a 

variety of primitivizing work from the earlier part of the century-Brancusi 's 

Endless Column will do-to mediate between extreme past and present. 

But in doing all of this, the very term we had thought we were saving

sculpture-has begun to be somewhat obscured. We had thought to use a 

universal category to authenticate a group of particulars, but the category has now 

been forced to cover such a heterogeneity that it is, itself, in danger of collapsing. 

And so we stare at the pit in the earth and think we both do and don't know what 

sculpture is. 

Yet 1 would submit that we know very well what sculpture is. And one of the 

things we know is that it is a historically bounded category and not a universal 

one. As is true of any other · c~~ve~tiori, sculpture has its own internanogic,its

-Own set of rules, which, though they can be applied to a variety of situations, are 

not themselves open to very much change. The logic of sCl,llpture, it would seem, 

is inseparable from the logic of the monument. By virtue of this logic a sculpture 

~orative rep r esentai:lon. It" sits in a particular place and speaks in a 
I _ I I ~. " .. ~---- -

symbolical tongue about the meaning 6f use of that p lace. The equestrian statue 

of Marcus Aurelius is such a monument, set in the center of the Campidoglio to 

represent by its symbolical presence the relationship between ancient, Imperial 

Rome and the seat of government of modern, Renaissance Rome. Bernini's statue 

of the Conversion of Constantine, placed at the foot of the Vatican stairway 

connecting the Basilica of St. Peter to the heart of the papacy is another such 

monument, a marker at a particular place for a specific ·meaning/ event. Because 

they thus function in relation to the logic of representation and marking, 

sculptures are normally figurative and verucal , their pedestals an important part 

~ he struCTUre since tt#y meal ate between actlial site ana representatIOnal Sigrr: 
There is nothing very mystenoUS-;boutthis -logic; understoocfandi nhabIted;Jr 

was the source of a tremendous production of sculpture during centuries of 

Western art. 

But the convention is not immutable and there came a time when the logic 

began to fail. Late in the nineteenth century we witnessed the fading of the logic of 
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the monument. It happened rather gradually. But two cases come LO mind, both 

bearing the marks of their own transitional status. Rodin's Gates of Hell and his 

statue of Balzac were both conceived as monuments. The first were commissioned 

in 1880 as the doors to a projected museum of decorative arts; the second was 

commissioned in 1891 as a memorial to literary genius to be set up at a specific site 

in Paris. The failure of these two works as monuments is signaled not only by the 

fact that multiple versions can be found in a variety of museums in various 

countries, while no v~ exi ~~l2.. the _ QIig~s-both commissions having 

eventually collapsed. Their fai lure is also encoded onto the very surfaces of these 

works: the doors having been gouged away and anti-structurally encrusted to the 

point where they bear their inoperative condition on their face; the Balzac 

executed with such a degree of subjectivity that not even Rodin believed (as letters 

by him attest) that the work would ever be accepted. 

With these two sculptural projects, I would say, one crosses the threshold of 

~!Jf the monument, enteriD.g~be sQace ~ what 'Col!lg-,;>e_c..a Tf~1.~ fnegat[V e 
'E ~ iti0 I2- · a kinc!" · bfsiteles : ;nes~ . !. __oJ .bomelessness-,- an absolute loss of place. 

Which is to say one enters modernism, since it is the modernist period of 

sculptural production that operates in relation to this loss of site, producing the 

monument as abstraction, the monument as pure marker or base, functionally 

placeless and largel y self-referential. 

It is these two characteristics of modernist sculpture that declare its status, 

and therefore its meaning and function, as essentially nomadi ~ Through its 

fetishization of the base, the sculpture reaches downward t o~ b the pedestal 

~lf and away from actual place; and through the 'iepresent a tlciOOf Us own 

materials or the p;ocess of its-CCftSl:-ftlction, the sculpture depicts its own auton

omy. Brancusi's art is an extraordinary instance of the way this happens. The base 

becomes, in a work like the Cock, the morphological generator of the figurative 

part of the object; in the Caryatids and Endless Column, the sculpture is all base; 

while in Adam and Eve, the sculpture is in a reciprocal relation to its base. The 

base is thus defined as essentially transportable, the marker of the work's homeless

ness integrated into the very fiber of the sculpture. And Brancusi's interest in 

expressing parts of the body as fragments that tend toward radical abstractness 

also testifies to a loss of site, in this case the site of the rest of the body, the skeletal 

support that would give to one of the bronze or marble heads a home. 

In being the negative condition of the monument, modernist sculpture had a 

kind of idealist space to explore, a domain cut off from the project of temporaJ and 

spatial representation , a vein that was rich and new and could for a while be 

profitably mined. But it was a limited ~ri and, having been opened in the early 

part of the century, it began by about 1950 to be exhausted. It began, that is, to be 

experienced more and more as pure negativity. At this point modernist sculpture 

appeared as a kind of black hole in the space of consciousness, something whose 

positive content was increasingly difficult to define, something that was possible to 

locate only in terms of what it was not. "Sculpture is what you bump into when 



Auguste Rodin. Balzac. 1897. 

Constantin Brancusi. Beginning of the World. 

1924. 



Robert Morris. Green Gallery Installation . 1964. 

Untitled (Mirrored Boxes). 1965. 

you back up to see a painting," Barnell Newman said in the fifties. But it would 

probably be more accurate to say of the work that one found in the early sixties 

that sculpture had entered a categorical no-man's-land: it was what was on or in 

front of a building that was not the building, or what was in the landscape that 

was not the landscape. 

The purest examples that come to mind from the early 1960s are both by 

Robert Morris. One is the work exhibited in 1964 in the Green Gallery-quasi

architectural integers whose status as sculpture reduces almost completely to the 

simple determination that it is what is in the room that is not reaII y the room; the 

other is the outdoor exhibition of the mirrored boxes-forms which are distinct 

from the selling only because, though visually continuous with grass and trees, 

they are not in fact part of the landscape. 

In this sense sculpture had entered the full condit~o _ n _ ~~IQg:ic a'l9 

had ~y:tFieco-mfilnai w n o f exclusions. Sculpture, it could be 

said, had cease elngap0sitivity, and was now the category that resulted from 

the addi tion of the not-landscape to the not-architecture. Diagrammaticall y 

expressed, the limit of modernist sculpture, the addition of the neither / nor, looks 

like this: 

not-landscape not-jlrchitecture 

, I 

" 

'" / 
/ 

I 

sculpture 

Now, if sculpture itself had become a kind of ontological absence, the 

combination of exclusions, the sum of the neither/ nor, that does not mean that 

the terms themselves from which it was built-the not-landscape and the not
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archileclure-did not have a certain interest. This is because these terms express a 

strict opposition between the built and the not-built, the cultural and the natural, 

between which the production of sculptural art appeared to be suspended. And 

what began to happen in the career of one sculptor after another, beginning at the 

end of the 1960s, is that atten tion be~an 10 focus on the outer limits of those terms 
- . •. . ....-. , I' "'""\:..-" ., ,.,.. .• _ . 

of exclusion. For, if those terms are the expression of a logical opposition stated as 

.... a paIr of nega tives, they can be transformed by a simple inversion into the same 

polar opposites but expressed positivel y. That is, the not:..arcfiiteclure is,accor<:iing 

to the logic.of a certain kind of expansiclr1,jusl another way of expressing the term 

Ta!2!!:!- (q p.~;3DJI jb§J wt-landscape is, slmply;-arc lleciure. The e'~pansion ' lo whiCh 
r am referring is c~eingrbup-whenemployed mathematically and has 

various other designations, among them the Piaget group, when used by structu-

ralists  involved  in mapping operations within the human sciences .·  By  means of 

this logical expansion a set of binaries is  transformed into a quaternary field  which 

both  mirrors  the original  opposition  and at  the  same  time opens  it.  It  becomes a 

logical! y expanded  field  which  looks  I ike  this: 

...... "" , 
,," '" 

...  " 

... "" " '. .
Iandscape.  >'lfchllecture  ............ complex  

... ". '" .. ..",....  ... ... """ 
.......  •. .•  ,?(... 

• • " :>,, :.: >.,,, ....... .. ,...," " , 
.. .. ,,,, 

"  " ., ... 
not-lands~ a pe( ) not·arc  itecture  ......•.... neuter 

"'" ,....""'/ 
'" "," 
sCu'rp~uf e 

The dimensions of  this  structure may  be  analyzed  as  follows:  I)  there are  two relationships of 

pure  contradiction  which  are  termed  axes (and  further differenl iate<.l  into  the  complex axis and  the 
neuter axis) and  are designated  by  the  solid  arrows  (see  diagram);  2)  there  are  two  relationships  of 

contradiction,  expressed  as  invo lution,  which  are  called  schemas and  are  designated  by  the  double 

arrows;  and 3)  there are  two  relationsh ips of implication which are called del xes and are d es ignated by 
the  broken  arrows. 

For a discussion o( the KJ ein  group , see  Marc Barbut,  "On  the Meaning of the Word  'Structure' 

in  Mathematics,"  in  Michael  Lane,  ed. ,  Introduction to Structuralism, New  York,  Basic Books,  1970; 

for  an  application of the Piaget group,  see A.-J. Greimas a nd  F. Ras tier,  "The Interaction u( Semiotic 

Constraints,"  Yale French Studies, no.  41  (1968),86 105. 

http:logic.of
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AnOlher way of saying this is that even though sculpture may be reduced to 

what is in the Klein group the neuter term of the not-landscape plus the not

architecture, there is no reason not to imagine an opposite term-one that would 

be both landscape and architecture-which within this schema is called the 

complex. But to think the complex is to admit into the realm of an two terms that 

had formerly been prohibited from it: landscape and architecture-terms that 

could function to define the sculptural (as they had begun to do in modernism ) 

only in their negative or neuter condition. Because it was ideologically prohibited, 

the complex had remained excl uded hom what might be called the closure of post

Renaissance an. Our cuI ture had not before been able to think the complex, 

although other cultures have thought this term with great ease. Labyrinths and 

mazes are both landscape and architecture; Japanese gardens are both land

landscape and architecture; the ritual playing fields and processionals of ancient 

civilizations were all in this sense the unquestioned occupants of the complex. 

Which is not to say that they were an early, or a degenerate, or a variant form of 

sculpture. They were pan of a universe or cultural space in which sculpture was 

simply another part-not somehow, as ,our historicist minds would have it, the 

same. Their purpose and pleasure is exadly tha t they are opposite and different. 

The expanded field is thus generated by problematizing the set of opposi

tions between which the modernist category sculpture is suspended. And once this 

has happened, once one is able to think one's way into this expansion, there are

logically-three other categories that one can envision, all of them a condition of 

the field itself, and none of them assimilable to sculpture. Because as we can see, 

sculpture is no longer the privileged middle term between two things that it isn't. 

Sculpture is rather only one term on the periphery of a field in which there are 

other, differently structured possibilities. And one has thereby gained the "permis

sion" to think these other forms. So o~r diagram is filled in as follows: 

si te-construclion 
,~ " " 

" ,
,,,' "" 

.,,' "'. . 
iandscape( )arChl eClure •.•..••..•.. complex 

, ... ./.. .." 
",/ ~ ...-~ "'" 

marked sites~: •• •• ", axiomatic 
, X ' 
" • • " Slructures 

" ... " 
, .... " 

" .. .. ", 

'" " ."
nOl-Iandscape( ~nOl-arc ilecture ..•..•••.•• neuter 

""'" ,,,,, 

'" ",,/' 

sculPture 



Robert Sm ithson. Spiral Jelly. 1969-70. (P hoto G ianfranco G orgoni.) 

Robert Morris. Observatory. 1970. 



A lice Aycock. Maze. 1972. 

Carl Andre. Cuts. 1967. 
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It seems fairly clear that this permission (or pressure) to think the expanded 

field was felt by a number of artists at about the same time, roughly between the 

years 1968 and 1970. For, one after another Robert Morris, Robert Smithson, 

Michael Heizer, Richard Serra , Walter De Maria, Robert Irwin, Sol LeWitt, Bruce 

. Nauman . . . had entered a situation the logical conditions of which can no longer 

be described as modernist. In order to name this historical rupture and the 

structural transformation of the cultural field that characterizes it, one must have 

recourse to another term. The one al ready in use in other areas of criticism is 

postmodernism. There seems no reason not to use it. 

But whatever term one uses, the evidence is already in. By 1970, with the 

Partially Buried Woodshed at Kent State University, in Ohio, Robert Smithson 

had begun to occupy the complex axis, which for ease of reference I am calling site 

construction. In 1971 with the observatory he built in wood and sod in Holland, 

Robert Morris had joined him. Since that time, many other artists-Robert Irwin, 

Alice Aycock, John Mason, Michael Heizer, Mary Miss, Charles Simonds-have 

operated within this new set of possibilities. 

Similarly, the possible combination of landscape and not-landscape began to 

be explored in the late I 960s. The term marked sites is used to identify work like 

Smithson's Spiral Jetty (1970) and Heizer's Double Negati ve (1969), as it also 

describes some of the work in the seventies by Serra, Morris, Carl Andre, Dennis 

Oppenheim, Nancy Holt, George Trakis, and many others. But in addition to 

actual physical manipulations of sites, this term also refers to other forms of 

marking. These might operate through the application of impermanent marks

Heizer 's Depressions, Oppenheim 's Time Lines, or De Maria's Mile Long 

Drawing, for example-or through the use of photography. Smithson 's Mirror 

Displacements in the Yucatan were probably the first widely known instances 

of this, but since then the work of Richard Long and Hamish Fulton has focused 

on the photographic experience of marking. Christo 's Running Fence might be 

said to be an impermane.nt, photographic, and political instance of marking a site. 

The first artists to explore the Qossi bilili.es of arc~itectu!e pIU!' ~ o ~ 

architecture were Robert Irwin, Sol LeWitt, Bruce Nauman, Richard Serra, and 

Christo. In every case - of- these axiomatic structures, there is some kind- of 

intervention into the real space of architecture, sometimes through partial 

reconstruction, sometimes through drawing, or as in the recent works of Morris, 

through the use of mirrors. As was true of the category of the marked site, 

photography can be used for this purpose; I am thinking here of the video 

corridors by Nauman . But whatever the medium employed, the possibility 

explored in this category is a process of mapping the axiomatic features of the 

architectural experience-the abstract conditions of openness and closure-onto 

the reality of a given spacC--' -- 

The expanded field which characterizes this dom ain of postmodernism 

possesses two features that are already implicit in the above description. One of 

these concerns the practice of individual artists; the other has to do with the 

http:bilili.es
http:impermane.nt
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question of medium. At both these points the bounded conditions of modernism 

have suffered a logically determined ru pture. 

With regard to individual practice, it is easy to see that many of the artists in 

question have found themselves occupying, successively, different places within 

the expanded field . And though the experience of the field suggests that this 

continual relocation of one's energies is entirel y logical, an art criticism still in the 

thrall of a modernist ethos has been largely suspicious of such movement, calling 

it eclectic. This suspicion of a career that moves continuall y and erratically 

beyond the domain of sculpture obviously derives from the modernist demand for 

the purity and separateness of the various mediums (and thus the necessary special

ization of a practitioner within a given medium ). But what appears as eclectic 

from one point of view can be seen as rigorously logical from another. For, within 

the situation of postmodernism, practice is not defined in relation to a given 

ni~ediu.m~sculpture-but rather in relation to the logical operations on a set of 

cultural terms, for which any medium-photograpny, books;" lines ' on walls, 

mirrors, or sc~lpture itself-might be used. 

Thus the field provides both for an expanded but finite set of related positions 

for a given artist to occupy and explore, and for an organization of work that is not 

Robert Smithson. First and Seventh Mirror 
Displacements, Yucatan. 1969. 
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dictated by the conditions of a particular medium. From the structure laid out 

above, ~bvious that the logi.s of the space of postmodernist practi~e is no 

longer organ ~ around - ' tne definition of a given medium on the grounds of 

'material,' or, 'for th~t ~atter, the ' perception of material. It is or anized instead 

Through the"universe of terms that are felt to be in opp~s ~ ithi -;ac U! fUral 
si _ t~ation . (The postmodernist space of painting would obviously involve a 

similar expansion around a different set of terms from the pair archi

tecture / landscape-a set that would proba bl y turn on the opposition unique

ness / reproducibilit y. ) It follows, then, that within anyone of the positions 

generated by the given logi cal space, many different mediums might be employed. 

It follows as well that any single artist might occupy, successively, anyone of the 

positions. And it also seems the case that within the limited position of sculpture 

itself the organization and content of much of the strongest work will reflect the 

condition of the logical space. I am thinking here of the sculpture of Joel Shapiro, 

which, though it positions itself in the neuter term, is involved in the setting of 

images of architecture within relatively vast fields (landscapes ) of space. (These 

considerations appl y, obviously, to other work as well-Charles Simonds, for 

example, or Ann and Patrick PoirieL) 

Richard Long. Untitled. 1969. (Krefeld, Germany. ) 
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a historical event with a 

290 

I have been insisting that the expanded field of postmodern ism occurs at a 

specific moment in the recent history of art. It is 

determinant structure. It seems to me extremely important tocm_'!.R tha) str\Jc.~re 

and that is what I have begun to do here. But clearly, since this is a matter of 

history, it IS also important to explore a deeper set of questions which pertain to 

something..Qlore than maeEiDg.and. in ~ l:'e in_~~t:.<ld ! ~ ~ problem of expI ~.!: atio .!l;, 

These address the root cause-the conditions of possibility-'-:tnal 6rOught about 

the shift into postmodernism, as they also address the cultural determinants of the 

opposition through which a given field is structured. This is obviously a different 

approach to t~inking about the history of form from that of historicist criticism's 

constructions of elaborate genealogical trees. It presupposes .the acceptance of 

definitive ruptures and the possibility of looking at historical process from the 

point of view of logica! structure. 

Nf!W York, 1978 

Joel Shapiro. Untitled (Cast Iron and Plaster Houses). 

1975. 



Poststructuralism and the 

P arali terary 

Last fall Partisan Review conducted a two-day symposium under the general 

title " The State of enticism." Although various sessions were designed to treat a 

variety of topics, most presentations were dominated by one continuing theme: 

structuralist and poststructuralist critical theory and the threat that it somehow 

poses for literature. My own role in these proceedings was limited to that of 

discussant; I was to comment on the main paper, written by Morris Dickstein and 

delivered as the substance of a session dedicated to the influence of recent critical 

theory on the vehicles of mass culture . As will become obv ious, Dickstein 's paper 

was yet another statement of the general sense that literary criticism (understood as 

an academic discipline) had fallen hostage to 'an invading force, that this force was 

underminzng critical practzce (understood as close reading) and, through that 

corrosive effect, was eating away at our concept of literature itself. 

My comments had, then , a . very particular point of origin. But the views 

against which those comments were directed are extremely widespread within the 

literary establishment-both inside and outside the academy-where a sense of the 

pernicious nature of poststructuralism has led to more recent projects devoted to 

"How to Rescue Literature." I Thus, despite the specific occasion that gave rise 

to m y discussion of the " para literary, " I belzeve this is of much wider concep

tual interest . I therefore reproduce in full my remarks. 

The title of this morning's session-'The Effects of Critical Theories on 

Practical Criticism, Cultural Journalism, and Reviewing"-suggests that what is 

at issue is the dissemination, or integration, of certain theoretical perspectives into 

an apparatus of critical practice that reaches well beyond the graduate depart

ments of English or Compo Lit. at Harvard. Yale. Cornell , and Johns Hopkins . 

The subject appears to be the effect of theory on what Mr. Dickstein describes as 

"the mediating force between an increasingly difficult literature and an increas-

L Two panicularly vociferou s allacks on poslslrucluralism have appeared recenLly in The New 

York Review of Books : Roger Shalluck, "How lO Rescue Lileralure, " NYR. XXVI , 6 (April 17, 1980). 

29-35; and Denis Donog hue "Deconslrucling Decons lruction," NYR, XXVII, 10 (June 12. 1980), 

37-41. 


