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OBJECT LESSONS

HAL FOSTER ON THE ART CF DONALD JUDD

SEVERAL DECADES ON, the arl af Dunald Judd & still
stunning. In the exhibition at the Museum of Madern
Art that opened March 1, smartly curated By Ann
Temkin, Yasmil Raymond, Tamar Margalit, and lrica
Covke, dl the work lovks [resh (kucos o the conserva-
mors), but the early peintings and ohjects are especially

el Iy rouphensd surfacss of board and wowd, The
physicality of the specific shapes, such as a vellow oval
afffxed 1 the support o atin pan cmbedded there. The
Hrst Lenlalive mowe into actual space with a painting
whose aluminum top and bolcom curl aubward cewand
us. And then fhe initiz] objests, cat n sharp geomerrics,
sct baldly on the Aoor without pedestal or plinth
Alse very impressive, e second gallory prosonts
several pisces Judd exhibited in his ficst solo museum
shaw m 1968 ar the Whitney Museom of American
AYE AR this poinl, he had alrcady hogum o repeat elo
memts, & i his "stacks,” which consist of identical
shelves set on a wall at regular intervals from floot to
ceiling, s well s in his "channcls,” which arc cam-
prised of rectangular frames spaced on the floor so as
to describe a perfect square. Represented here, too,
“pragressions,”
wehich e made of hox and bull nose units sieed sl
arvanged along horizontal bars according t mathe-
matical orders like the Fiaonacci sequence 1, 1, 2,3,
5, i, ot The second gallery: marks a shift in produc-

are other Familizr series, such as his

tion from the homamade work of the esrly 1960,
when his father, a skilled carpenter, assisted Judd, to
the pieces FabrivaLe] kter in the devade in icou, slain-
less steel, brass, aluminum, and Plexiglas by shoot-
metal specialists. Some of these objects have a fragile
ish that in the "70s Judd ofisel with piec
unpainted plywood, which recovered the crafted
hardiness of the early work and allowed him o go
larger than be had heretofere.

Aong with a few other templates, Judd turned
these series into a basic language that he deplayed in
different materials, colors, and sizes for the nex! twn
decades of bis life, excellent instances of which are
displayed in the third gallery. The fourth gallery of the
cxhinition & dominated by picees thal, reprosent 2 final
twist in his practics, In 1984, Judd began to eollaborate
with a Swiss fabricator that helped him assemble long
blocks of color units 1 enamcled aluminun. This &
Judd U bis mest pietocial flhe blocks sve oflen sel on
the wall); the random combinations of colors might
call up the grids of Ellsworth Kelly or cven the charts
of Gerhard Richter. This 5 also Judd at bis most free;
the worlc has Tittle of the asperity usually associated
with “Late style,” but then Jud died premetorely,
Telled by cancer in 1994 a1 e age of sixly-lve

With Judd it is impussible (0 separate (he arlist
from the critic, and some of bis words remain as force-
ful a5 most of his objects. "Half or more of the hest
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neay work in the last ftw years has been neither pa ine-
fng nor sculpture,, he scated i the Tamaous fist lines
of "Specific Objects” (1965). "Much ol the motiva-
tion @ the now work & to get clear of these forms: Th
use of three dimensions i an obvious alte nauve:
Although Judd appeared to dismi ss pamimg m
toto-"The main thing wrong" with it, he¢ remarked
in his usual deadpan, "is that it § a rectangular plane
faced Mal against the wall”-11 was Jackson Pollock,
Clyflord Still, Mark Rothko. Barnett N¢wman, and
Ad Reinhardt who prompted his shift mio three
dimensions. Aleng with a commitment to large scale
unmodulated color, and emphatic maleriality, their
painting mandated a "scnsc of singlencss” for Tudd.
who felt that this "wholeness” had "a better future”
outside that medium. !

Judd didn't climinate composition & much as he
displaced it from rhe interior of the work to the exte-
rior where it became a matter of "svmmetry” and
"pr portien” along a wall or on a lloor. T bes was a
radical move artistically but less so aesthencally, for
first and last Jndd held “thal ultimately one essential
olart is u 4 traditional criterion indeed. Heng e
unlike many of his paers, he had linle interest in
chance or any other device of the Duchamplan avant-
garde. Sdll. his shifl-from an arrangement of parts
within a painting or a sculpture to the wholeness of
an ohjeel m aclual space-was misread by carly cnt-
ies and Tudd responded fiencely, "l object to several
poular ideas,” he wrole already i g, "I don't
think anvone's work is ‘reductive . Far less was
Minimalism-a label Judd also abjured-an attack
on art: ""Non-art," ‘unti-art,’ ‘non-gnare' " all-ar,
art’ arc uscless, If someone says his art i arl, itsart

For all bis resistance to “anti-art,” Judd articulated
most of his motives in the negative, Above all, he was
opposed o "illusionism and "rationalisn i, which,
in his view were closcly linked. "Three dImenslons
are real spee.... be wrots in "Specific Objects” "That
gets nid ol the problem of illusionism.” Why did Judd
ohject to this "relic of European arl” so strongly?
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Judd was limited philosophically, and Iimagine he liked  that way:
He thought what he thought, and defiantly so.

Again, hiv argument was nol avant-gardist-lthat
abstraction hud voidsal illusionism onee and o all (1
hadn't, o any casch. Rather, the problem was that
sionsm was "anthropemerphic,” by which e aieant
mol simply that it allowed for the represenlalion of the
human body, but that it assumed an & prion con-
sciousness, wherchy (he subject always proceded the
abject. Tn shart, Itke compasition, dlusionism was
“rabionalistic,” a vestige of an outnuoded idealsm n
need of expuiging. There & liLle of ary of this 1 the
new three dimensional work.” Judd insisied. "The
order i noLrationalistic. . It & simply arder, like
Lhat of comtinuity, o thing after another. "=

Ofeourse, Tndd also put forward positive values,
espocially the rdated snes of speci
Uvily,” hut Targely tn counter the negative ones
“Materials vary greatly wd are simply mate
formica, aluminum, cold-rolled steel, plexiglass, red
and cormmom hrass, and se forh,” he stated, in his
lacomic way, bt scveral ofhis proferted substances:
“They are specific, If they are used directly they are
more specific,” Hers “speci (1" means physically
conphatic: His explivit materials and straightisrward
presentations were intended Lo make w focus oo the
inteinsic gualities of the fmmer and on our reflexive
perceplion of the lattcr, Al the same time, at least for
Judd, these substances were naburdened by asso:
tiems, antistic or othenwise, wod this knt them even
more nhjeativity. In his view. this specificity and that
objectivity supported the aulonomy of the artwark,
which lie bonored most of all

These values are mastly malerialist, bul what kind
of malerialism, exactly? In an incisive critique from
1475, Kl Beveridge and lan Burn, twis members ol
e ATt % Language camp sl Conceplual ot called 1
"middle class” matersalism, one thal put ki much
fasth in "the suppased ‘hicetivity of saence. 11
leapt inlis Lhe world an cmpiricist,” Tudd stated
protdy, and his postur: was indeed empiricis, accand
ing Lo which all knowledge is derived from sense
st, wecording m which all

als-

Knewledge must e scientilically verified as well. (o
apeint af comparison, Fronle Stella s positivist when
e sl of his painting of the early & mid- ik, "What
ot see & whal you see. ) Judd moderated his empis
s a litlle through a reading of pragmetists such as
Charles Sanders Peiree, and there s alse o trace of die.
transcendentalists  his weitings, especially when he
steucle his recurrent note of Tmersonian slf reliance,
Although Tudd was art historically trained-he
chd an WA under Meyer Schapico at Columbia
University he was limited philosophically, and T
inmagine be liked it thal way: [e thought what he
thoughl, and defiantly s Judd heleved, coccectly,

thul, apart um ather vices, "European rationalism”
was too dependent en problensatis binaries, nol anly
of subjeet and object und mind and body, but also or
thought and feeling, spirit andl matter, and form and
comtent, with the privlege granted e the first term o
each puit, Yet, for the most part, he conldn't think his
way Lhrough these appositions: He dida't bave
enough Marx tn dialecticize them (fudd mentioned
Marsx only twice m his texts], nor did be laler passess
any Derida € decomatruct them, Argmably, his very
msistence on the ohject removed & from the subject
all the more, Clearly Beveridge and Buen thought so:
They read the vaunted sbjectivity of his specific

Tl
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obiects 5 50 much “allenability,” equzily divided
between artwurk and viewer, [This & what other
viewers have long registered as the "caldness” ar
“imperscnality” af Minimalism.

Judd didn'C appase the specific i ihe generzl; he
Tleved

il someune 5

weneralities,” thal ofart sbove sl (again,
s B ar & ard, s art"), 17 e speuific
abjeet lics bevond the disercle mediums of puinting
and seulptare, that realin & the rualm of arl in general,
Art with a eapital A, which was alsa the conclusion
drawn hy bis Conceprnal follawers, of wham Judd

mastly disappraved. ¥ Prominant critics sich s Clement.
toreenbery and Michael ¥ried saw the situation quite
diffurently. Far fram aulonomuus acl, Ui spuific
abjert wes o close to a mere thing (ke " dusr, 2
1able, oF & blank sheet of paper,” Greenbers moded),
100 caught up in mundane time {Fried fameusly
termed Minimalist ohjecthood samuch *thearer” and
oppased it "art® in me uncertain terms).” Vet lndd

insisted un the aurvnuny of zrl every bil as muth 2

Greenberg end Frivd dill, cen if, 2 Doveridge and
Burn alleged, his version iniiully required the art-
institutional context ¥ the gallery or the musewm for
it to be recognized o5 such, There b & Garther wey-
tion 10 his two preal antagonists: Like Greenberg and
Tried, Judd confornied to 2 conceptual framewark
that, far trom being alien 1 "Eurspean ratianalism,

gt weall b essential 10 (L I The Over i Things
[1966), wrillen in the same years Wal Minimaliso

s developed, Michel Funcault arpued that musleen
man & " strange copirico-trsnseendental doublet,"
Ly which be meznt that, however opposed they might
appear, the cpistemelogical oricntations of empiricism
and transcendentalism are actually bound g with
each athar. fireemherg and Fried put forvard
drublat-mediumespecficiry on the ane hand, autono-
mous art on the arher-znd s did Judd with his empir-
icist attention Lo the object and his wanseenlental
commitment to art b general.

To bee sure Judel helped 0 open up new possib
tics for pastwsr art. “The mais thing for anyone
now,” be remacked i 1966 in the full flush of this
expinsion, “is 10 invent their own means.” Yet, sgzin,
he ruled out some devices from the start, such as
ehance npararions a ka [ohn fage, and shied away
from thers, sueh 3 the found image or ahject. V'va
Tived i Uhe shade of a coat banger and @ bed sprezd.”
Judd Tamented b 1901 in a VgL swipe o Jasper Julus
2nd Robeert Rauschenberg, Certamly, altor bis initia
move inte three dimensions, Judd did preducs bril-
Tiant variations, bul be held fast o i besic Ureme, "
want a particular, definite ebjet,” be remarked b a
14949 text an Dan Flavin, "I think Flavin wants, at
Jeast first o1 primarily, a perticular phenomenon.”
One can distinguish Judd from his other peers m this
differential way i well. Wherezs Carl Andre insistisd
on given malerial units, sod Roberl Morris opled fur
direct bedily engagement, and Richard Sura ventured
into emphatic spatial inrerventian, fudd stuck witl
s discrata specific chject, By and lsge, be supportad,
even prepared, these vther moves, but he didu’t join

them, o fully

This poinl seems clear enough now -t he Mos
shew helps in this respect-but it wasn't shways evi-
dent: s artists and critics {messlf includsd]. For 21 the
ual power of the Tudd aeuvre-and often it ha

a

For all the visual power of the Tudd
oeuvre-and it has a haptic foree, too-
i doesn't ofien engage 1s deeply

in a phenomenological way.
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haptic ferce, na-iLdoesn't olten engage 15 decply n
2 phenomenvlogical way, Thal it was thought to da
50 was parlly a prajection ity his work ftom the
practices of Marris and Serrs, who were acmually
intarested i the philosophy of Mauriee Marlesu-
Panly. (Aithough Phenomenology of Perception vas
translated into linglish i1 1962, juddd didn't mention
Merleau-Ponty in his writings.) An involvement in
phenemenolegy might bave aisa led Judd o probe
process and space mare amply than he did;
nudged Morris and Serra in those diveetions. fudd
was nterested in the effiects of fabrication mare than
the discoveries of process, in the drama of installatian
mure than the articuistion of space, Tn facr, with 2li
it vefiections, ransparencies, and celor mteractions,
e viewer can et caught up n U masmeric surfaces
and volumes of his work in = way that disembodies
and dematerializes more than the opposite. “Little
was done andil laely with e wide range of industrial
products,” Judd stared in "Specific Ohjects."
nuthing has been done with jndus:

ian TR

much with the techniques-a paint that Serna has
recently underscored with « distinction drawn
between the “shiny Minimalism” ofJadd and Flavin,
centered on objects and phenomena, and the “down
and dirty Minimalism" af bis own eohars (among
wham be names Robert Smithson, Hruce Nauman,
and Eva Tessc}, focused on processes and materials, *

s this & fair assessment o fJudd, though, when it
cumnes to space? Although his move Lnto theve dimen-
sions was hardly the Grst, i did alter the relations
ofar to archireerure significantly: No one could see
it any longer as & simple maner of rectangles on wails
More precisely, his Minimalism
womelry of viewing” i arr and made s
mewiy alert in the nuances of instllation. * For sume
critics, however, this awareness had a downside;
Keveridge and Burn complained that Judd "pra-
grammed" bis viewers and "ehoreographed” his
jecls toa much. ® AL the same time, although many
picees are nicely site-adjustad-including fae stacks,
the plywood pieces that extend scross an entire wall,
and multiple works i Marfa, Texas-nol many zre
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bruly site-specific, ar loast
thee rerm by Serra (Lo moe the work i L destoy
i1, Tn this respect Judd was also Smited b bis vue
dver pirces, whose concrete gepmetries aften seem
e imposed on tae lindscape than ftted there,
Tdon't menm to be averly critical. Agatn, Judd ser
up crncial Lyvestigations of the 08 and T, and
he shouldn't be judged accetding te subsequent
criferia n any crse. Nevertheless, ane wonders why
he didn t take his aven radical move further. Thave
flaated o few passible reasons: annther concerns his
histortcal resourees. b a 1981 text tiled *ussian Art
in Relation fo Mysell.” Tudd stared
Lially missecd (e Russian wark,” by w
Construetivism above all, "L would like to have
knowm of that interest i the early 1960." he added,
with "the anlrare of materzald’ of Viadimic Tathn o
smind. Given his art-historical knowledge, did i
wark really sscape his natice? Comtemporaties such
as Sul LeWiu, Andre, Stella, Flavin, and Serza were all
swase of the basics. of Constructivism, mostly thsaugh
the 1962 book T Crear kxperimene: Ruesian art
15631922, by Camilla Gray. Judd claimed that he
was alsa “late Do SUL though given s primary
Coburs, clg geometsies, and scalar expeciments, that
top seerns a lintle dubious) In auy case, Constructivism
could have assisted Judd @ his principal banles: L
Insisrence on comstruction wowld have supperted his
criique of camposition, and s understanding of
raaterialism would have deepened bis crilique of ide-
alisan (it might have also complicared bis empiricismy.
The Construerivist prineiples of fakrra, ot nics.
and constructinn were dedicated w a Marsist undo-

rigorous sense given

Py "l essen-
i be meant

ing; of haurgeois ast forms; (e aini was W deletishice
the work ol arl via a new lranspacenvy of materials
andl production. Arguably, Judd often did nuch the
opposite, ferishizing facture 95 rechy surface and ont-
sourcing construction as fobrication. Ubviously, there
was v socinpolitical contest for any thormgh recov
ery af Comstructivism, but that dudn't step Andre,
Sersa. anel athers trom o partial recuperation ol it
artistic principles.

Serhaps (e primary reasun Judd held fast s that
e mgected anylhing that uoked like compromise,
andl, W big, a lot did: I lis wriliangs he often zailed
against wayward arrists, abtuse critics, mefarions
collectors, bugeancratic museums, unteustworthy
Foundations, and devivus governments, s pastial
witdrawal 1o Macla in the carly 705 was also a deft-
ant stand DAL any encroachsient wn Lis aulonosy;
iuis where his liberal belief in self relionce edged into
@ Texan hrand of libertseianism {"Dan't rread on
e}, Ve, paradosically, standing his ground slso
opened bim np w some lirpages, most ol which
weren'l his [T, Tor instance, iCTudd dida 't wppose
the specilic 1o the peneral, be did pi it against tae
genezic, and whar i smare genesic than the commodi-
fics that suffuse mur everyday world? However, when
repeated, as judd did repeat his huses, stscks, and
othes clements, the spacific obj $5 spuct
and more sevial-une thing after anather, indeed. I
struclural werms, then, the specific object began ro
approximate tae commading, and tan often it i as
shiny® s any fother) product, which s far less U
case with the " dawn and disly” version of Minimalis
I this respect, usa, Jud cane 1o share a serial logic
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with bis erewy v, Andy Warhol (Judd disdaised
o). The: diftessnc: is thial Warhal aweoed thal condi-
tion: Rather thern deny it only o Teproduer: 1, 2 Juchd
sometities did, Warhol often exacerbaled and so
exposcd it

Stilarty, even though [udd insisted on the autan-
omy of art, b also designed furniture and archit
ture. Thar was his prerogailue, w ke sure, and he kept
these ventures sepsrate-and they Temaim so in the
ot selrospective, where only a few benches, set-
s, and tables appear, and these outside the exhibi-
Lion praper, Rul, intentionally or not, this activity
blusred the line between the specific shiect and the
utilitarian thing, Ihe very loe that Greenherg cou-
demued Minimalism o erossing. o whal ways dil
[l prograse: e vepurpsing of Minimalism by com-
merdal design, both high and low, from Design
Within Reach t 1REAT Are his detractors wrong 1o
compare bis late hlncks of dlumizum colors to giaal
Rubik's Cubes? Whereas Minimalism ance meant
matesizlly emphatic, fornilly 15gorous, and perceptu-
ally precise, i now signifies differently: To soe pospil
it means sleek, expensive elegance, o others moral
uplit via Konde space management. This ot so-
secret shariag hetween Minimalism and design &
barlly all o [udd-it & = matter less of production

s R

Are Judd's detractors wrong to compare his late blocks of aluminum colers

1o giant Rubik's Cubes?

than of reception-amd yer just & Leo Steialkng moe
pointecd fo i voanection Bedween Color Fuddl prinLing
and Detrit autormabile styling, i must he moated
nanctheless, * Other possible
problumtic. For exarmple, IFM
new ewmly of viewing for art inseallati
alsa have paves the way for gallecies aod museums
m entertaln the immersive spectacles Tavored Ty dhe:
aulture indusoy at large,

Finally, there s this tuen, for which fudd & respon-
sible, In "Specitic Objects,” he declared matter-of-
factly, " & work neds only to Fe interesting.” Here,
wonsciously or not, be posed the open ciiterion of
“interest” agsinst the Greenhergian shibboleth of
“quality™ Whereas quality was judger by seference
s the staadksrds of hoth the old masters and the great
miderns, inlerest was prompled hy the testing of
avsthetle categaries and the trsnsgressing if 1esdi-
lional medivis, 1964, w0 decdes aller [udd
made that famous tleclaration. i 8 twa-part essay
with the wmironic title” A Lang Discussion Nt About
Master-pices but Why There Are So Fevs of Them,”
e starent the opposite: "Quality . & neady the
definition afart.” Why did b take it back? Given
that Juthl had ascemdod 1o great-modern stalus by
then, did T siply want o deiond old-master qualine

2 the wltimate critzmion? OF had he seerety held out
Far i all along? Fu those o 15 whe v 5 e admised
Tuddd s also quickened by feminist eritique of the
male genius i the ezrty ‘A0, this ws a real letdover
Wit happened to his causUe sleplicsm of tradi-
tional categories of art?

On the ane hand, what Judd initiated & well nigh
epochal. "It's not w far froo the: Eme of easc] paint-
ing" e commentsd L9062 1S sl the e of
museun, and the development ol the ncer work &
only 1 the middle of e begisming" Certainly, for ngr
eneration be was 4 key veference, not wnlike Vollock
for his own generation; i 1987, L went s far 5 to
delare hix Minimalism "the crux” of postwar art, ®
O the oiher hinid, how slient & his work e artists
annl crities Linlay? "The past never stays the sane since
ik always soen um a new e and place,” judd
als wrate i 1907, "The expesience, e wark, that
e conld Bot b sen o outside, s svealually,
oiter sadly, given an aulsile.” Mas that suside enms
s his ok s well? ewwever fiesh 3 might sl look,
bes i ceavhied il Degelbin starus, o ome g aml
melztcholy, 0f ‘8 thing of th: et ? 1)
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