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This major exhibition is the first retrospective survey of the structures of the American artist Sol LeWitt.  LeWitt, b.1929, was a leading figure in the Minimal and Conceptual art movements which emerged in America during the early 1960s.  Yet his work is also closely in tune with the history and sensibility of European art.  The exhibition shows the development of his structures from their earliest appearance in 1962 through the sixties when they became the primary medium for his ideas, to the open structures of the seventies, when he also began to work with wall drawings, prints, drawings and books.  In the early 1980s his forms took on a new complexity, incorporating irregular shapes and obtuse angles.  A major example of these ‘complex forms’ will be shown along with his recent open pyramids and structures.

Key works such as Muybridge II 1965 and Incomplete Open Cubes 1974 will be shown alongside other important pieces rarely seen outside the United States.  These early structures show clearly the roots of LeWitt’s work in the Bauhaus, de Stijl and Constructivism as well as in the work of Josef Albers, a German artist who emigrated to the United States.   This view provides a new perspective on LeWitt’s development as well as on his relationship with the American primary structurists group (Donald Judd, Robert Morris, Carl Andre and Dan Flavin).  In the early 1960s, the search for an alternative to the intense subjectivity of Abstract Expressionist painting, which had dominated the art world in America since the late 1940s, had led LeWitt and others to establish a radically new framework for making and thinking about art.  This was characterised by a reductive, almost impersonal rationalisation of artwork into pure form, free from descriptive or subjective expression: in this he used the visual language of geometry to create literally non-hierarchical structures.  As LeWitt himself remarked, “[such work] proposed the idea of the artist as a thinker and originator of ideas rather than as a craftsman”.

LeWitt’s first three-dimensional wall structures date from 1962; they were so named because they incorporated elements of both painting and sculpture.  A series of black and white reliefs followed, using repeated squares in telescopic shapes, and then boxes and cubes.  In 1964, stimulated by the work of Edward Muybridge, the late nineteenth century English photographer who had experimented with repeated photographs of human movement through time, LeWitt introduced the idea of serial progression into his work, stacking and clustering the now pure white cubes and stripping away their closed outside surfaces to expose the structural grid beneath.  As fellow conceptual artist Dan Graham wrote at the time, LeWitt had freed structure from content, so that it “no longer [represented] the structure of something”.  A number of examples of LeWitt’s work of this period – Three Part Variations on Different Kinds of Cubes 1967, open modular and serial cube structures, and Incomplete Open Cubes 1974 which incorporates 122 permutations of the open cube with 131 photographs and drawings on paper – are featured in the exhibition.  In line with his interest in Muybridge, the proportions and rhythms of this work retain a human scale.

In the 1970s the cube, which had been the basic unit of LeWitt’s structures since the mid 1960s was joined by other geometric shapes – rectangles, circles, squares, parallelograms, triangles and trapezoids.  And by the 1980s what was a predominantly square format has opened up into larger scale closed and open pyramid shapes and closed complex forms, which are characterised by three and four-cornered shapes with irregular angles.  His most recent outdoor pieces, which have always played an important role in his three-dimensional work, echo the shapes of some of the earliest telescopic structures.  The selection of the exhibition draws on European, American and British public and private collections.  A fully illustrated dual language English/German catalogue has been published to coincide with this exhibition with specially commissioned texts by Rosalind Krauss and David Batchelor. 

Text by: Chrissie Iles, Exhibition Organiser, Museum of Modern Art, Oxford.

The exhibition is sponsored by Nina Ricci, Paris.

Exhibition supported by The Henry Moore Sculpture Trust.
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