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No frills, but rich

ARTREVIEW

A Donald Judd show
offers a complex language

of materials to savor
BY HOLLAND COTTER

T wonder if it even occurs to young
artists in the globalist, pluralist present
10 try (o stake out a spot in art history
by changing the way histary goes.
Donald Judd, pioneer of the 1960s
movement called Minimalism (the
Iabel wasn't his; he hated it), thought
about this constantly. He wanted, right
from the start, to be a big art deal, a
super influencer. Long before his death
in 1994, at 65, he was.

Major Américan and Europe:

e ena i i T g
ture sculptural image — a no-frills,
no-ontent wood o metal box — not

y had been adapted by other artsts,
bul also riffs on it became a fixture
international architecture and design.
Tosome degreo,we all ived in Jud-
world, and still do.

Yet over time, Judd himself seems to
have retreated from view. The s\lrve'y
o 70 works now at the Museur
e At Cheouah Ty T 1o the
firstin New York in more than 30
years. It a fine show: carefully win-
noved, persuasively installed, just the
right size. 1ts one-word title, “Judd;”
suls theartists view o his ished fr,
worked-for place :
asloneed ‘ither qualifiers nor expla-

e big and maybe only surprise,
particularly for Judd skeptics, is how
really beautfl some o theart ooks,

poetic and mysterious. The
were alities that Tuod Himselhat
least when he was starting out, would
not have wanted applied to his work,
‘which in the 19505 was painting.
Beauty and mystery belonged to the
art of yesterday. His was an art of
today, a today that he kept close tabs
on as a busy New York art critic in the
late 19505 and early 1960s.

‘Writing led him to network widely in
the contemporary art world. It allowed

him to'observe its career-making
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From far left, four works all called “Unti-
tled": from 1984, 1991, 1986 and 1987,

Above, the canvas “Untitled” (1962) and,
on the floor, “Untitled” (1963).

rative, personality, emotion — were
being re-embraced. Much of his late
writing feels angry and bitter, partly; [
e e e
Tonger shaping the

e tll ot on any center stage. As
amodel for young artists now — in an
artworld that sciawiedges iltiie

d has

they were devoid of metaphors, per-

machinery in action,
how to position himself within it. His
— listy, pontificating, proscrip-

sonal data or
all the lures, in other words, that art
traditionally uses to draw us in.

The big and maybe only surprise
is how really beautiful some of
the art looks, how poetic and

tive — were a form of
but also a useful means of self-critique.

Through evaluating the work of
‘hundreds of other artists, many his
generauonal e came to see that

s nings — two examples
introduce the MoMA show — were not,
and vould never be,strong enough (0
take him in the history-making di
tion he aspired o, He had togoan-
other, less conventional way, and
around 1960, he began to make work
that was like no other art around.

1t was three-dimensional, 50 it was-
o't painting but, he claimed, it wasn't
sculpture either. He called the works
“specific objects,” and left it at that. He
titled these objects “Untitled;” insisting

Above, I the foreground, -Unuued" (1963/1675), along e

abjects look pretty funky. From 1961
comes what is essentially an all-black
oil painting with a baking pan sunk
into its surface. An oil-paint-mixed-
with sand picie, dated o the o
ing year, is col scarlet and
e yellow plastic "0° —a found bt
of commercial i ~ sideways in
its center. Almost every snhsequenl
piece for the next few years is the
‘same red. Judd said he chose the color.
because it made edges look crisp. He
didn't mention that it also shouted,
“Look at me!
For some observers, the most inter-
sing thing Judd s doing at this
/as playing with space, in
A R
posed of iron flanges (Hardware
neously hugs the wall, painting-style,
and curves out into the room. And a
smaller wall pi the same year
offers  preview of further complex:
ities to
‘About (e size ot carpeniecs plane,
it consists of a shelflike unit holding a
fength of square pipe. They seem to
form a single dense, even leaden unit,
Yet two small holes cut into the “shelf>
hint at interior space, and a view from
the side reveals the pipe to be hollow
and open at both ends, Suddenly the
plece feels light and buoyant. Air is
moving through. You can almost feel it.
o Thenla more radical development
udd stopped making hands-
i art. Mostof the objects i the retro-
spectives it gallery were cor-
tructed and painted by Judd, with
assistance from hi father,a carpenter
‘Then in 1964, he hired a commercial
-metal workshop in Manhattan
called Bernstein Brothers to fabricate
his work, and it did so for years.

1963 piece that shows i p

1861) and

‘Untitleds”: one from 1986; three from

c above,
1966, 1967 and 1968; 1969.

they form a long.

blue corridor with a reflective surface.

below and

ime when Abstract
Expressionism, that most touchy-feely
of styles, remained the model of what
serious art should be. Judd took critical
heat for shifting production from his
studio to what people assumed to be a
factory. But in reality, his creative
involvement with his art stayed in-
tense. All the work was based on his
detailed drawings. (Several are on
view:) Indeed, drawing designs be-
came one o ischief occupatons. In
ion, he chose the material, much

o Instrar (metals,
acrylic paint), for new work, and he
often oversaw or consulted on details
and production. For a hands-off artist,
he was very much on the job.

Itis the art produced by this combi-
nation of authorial presence and ab-
sence that makes up the bulk of a

industrial fabrication starts, we get a
full sange of what will e repeated |
Judd forms. There are round

‘metal wall pieces shaped i boimer
pillows, and sets of thin, squared-off
uprights reminiscent of high-jump
ars. The it 1963 sheltand.ube
picce reappears in larger, more elabo-
Tate versioa s horiontal ak snaf
intact. And there are boxes, many,
open and closed, foursquare and flat,
single or multiple, floor-bound or at-
tached to the wall and stacked up, one
over the other, high.

A number of these objects come with
what might be called special effects,
not necessarily noticeable on a quick
pass-through. A wall-climbing stack of
stainless-steel and yellow Plemgla.s
boxes generates a mini Niagara of
light. Another, composed of gleaming
copper, radiates a tawny mandorla. A
tall stack of boxes, its units blue-
painted iron, casts shadows, and gives
its side of the gallery a twilight tinge.
Judd's supposedly unexpressive art
has many moods.

Tt also has an interior life, or lives. A
fioor box built of opague honey-gold

Plexiglas appears to have a dark form
sealed inside. A row of four aluminum
m

addition, the unpainted sheets of wood
chosen are rich with organic pattern-
ing: flamelike grains, knots like eyes.
They exemplified an aesthetic of acci-
dent he relished.

In the 1980s, he temporarily re-
directed his fabrication jobs to a firm in
Switzerland. He simultaneously intro
duced a rainbow of harlequin colors —

third gallery looms like a barrie
But peer into either end and ot ind
that the boxes are hollow and form a
long corridor colored a subaqueous
blue,

And there’s the complex language of
‘materials (o savor, most Tty
sourced. In the 1970s,
plywood caught Tudds ey, and l\e
used it in a suite of boxy sculptures
that look like a cross between shipping
containers and anchorite cells. In

id, pink — to alu-
minum sculptures, asif circling back to
the kooky roseate punch of his earliest
objects, the ones that came from his.
own hands.

By the tme His lae vork sppeared.

18 since assumed identities

e b i an it want. e haa
become a textbook historical figure,
but also part of a past that many young
artists either didn't know about or
didn't need. When he died, elements he
had tried to scour from his art — nar-

URL: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/27/arts/design/donald-judd-moma-review.html

xsms‘ — he seems locked in anomer

century ago. Simply put, they lived on
a smaller art planet, one small enough
to have faith in a Next Big Step. In the
‘market-managed present, it’s hard to
imagine ever thinking that way.

But it's good to have him back in the
spotlight at MoMA and else
everal smaller New York exhibitons
have been scheduled to complement
the retrospective show) And it's nice

be too severe to be beautiful (or maybe
to be art at all), can now be seen

e plemsures isual and conceptial
that any audience with open eyes can
relate to, and that young artists can
even maybe shoot for. Judd t! tic
once said that for art to mater,
needs only to be interesting” His is.
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