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James Meyer hasfollowed up hisfairly
inclusive Minimalismanthology
(Phaidon, 2000) withafarnarrower
view in Minimalism: Artand Polemicsin
theSixties. Thelatestbook promises—
inthespiritofthe presententente
cordialeamongsuchleading (once
opposed)figuresinthefieldasT]
Clarkand Rosalind Krauss—tobe
practicallyallthingstoall people:
historicist, formalist,social,
structuralistand deconstructive. Just
asMeyer's“syncretic”approach
effectively pullstheteethofcritical
debate,sotoodoeshe pulltheteeth
of Minimalismitself.

Openingwith the well-worn
gambitofthecontemporaneous
fashion photograph—aMinimalist
cubedresswornatanopening—to
betoken theswiftco-optationofthe
avant-garde by thegeneral culture,
Meyerframesa Peter Biirger-
influencedaccountof Minimalismas
amereneo-avant-garde, powerlessto
shockthebourgeoisieandreducedto
making “perspicuoustheconditions
ofitsconfinement”.

Minimalism wasindeed caughtin
an“irresolvable position of
conformityandcritique”,butany
veteranofanintroductorymodernart
survey canattest—fromthe chill
pervadingtheclassroomtheinstanta
Carl Andreflashesontothescreen—
thatMinimalismshocksevennow,
withstrategiesthatcanstill seem
extreme.(Though Meyerdetailsthe
outragein 1976 overtheTate’s
acquisitionof Andre’s bricks,
‘Equivalent VIIT', hedoesso froma
posture of belated bemusement,
unaware that Minimalist works
remain preferred targetsofvandals.)
AsforMinimalism’scritical capacity,
Meyeradapts, withoutcrediting,a
conclusionfrommyown
‘Minimalismand the Rhetoricof
Power’ (Arts,January 199o): that
Minimalism might well be
consideredin Adorno’sterms, as
deployingastrategy of negation.

Meyeraims, hestatesearlyon,to
trace the genesisof Minimalist
practices. Instead of truly
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- investigating Minimalism’s

- genesis—andso fullyexamining

Minimalist painting;orthe

pioneering “dance-constructions”

-of Simone Forti (whose propsled her

- husband, Robert Morris, to produce

-comparable propsthatwouldsoon

- beglorifiedasinaugurating

- Minimalistsculpture);orthe path-

- breakingobjects of Walterde Maria,
tocitesomeneglected cases—Meyer
actuallymeans(ashealsosays)to
tracethegenesisofthediscourseon
Minimalism,toshowhowthe
canonoriginated.

Suchaprojectcould have
demystifyingand sorevisionist
effects—aswhenitemergesthat
Morris'sworks, though “less
thrilling” than those of many of
hispeers,“hadsomethingelseto
recommend them. Theirlasting
fameandtherelative obscurity of the
otherpracticesisinnosmall way
attributabletothe powerfuldiscourse
surrounding them”, instigated
mainly by thewordsmith Morris
himself—but thatisfarfrom Meyer’s
intentorlargerresult.

Rather his projectmostly
reinforces,andsomewhat
complicates, thereceived view of
themovement, revisitingcritical
positionsalreadyrevisited
exhaustively. Thusherehearsesthe
ceaselessly rehearsed views of
Clement Greenbergand Michael
Fried, notwithstanding thattheir
famed criticalshipsranagroundon
theshoalsof Minimalism,and most
otherartisticbeachheadsofthe
1960s,as wasrecognised evenat
thetime.

Inwhatamountstoareception
study—includingawelcomechapter
newly chartingaspectsofthe
Europeanresponseto Minimalism—
through well-researchedanalysesof
keyexhibitionsand texts, Meyer
effectivelyilluminatesthe workings
ofadealer-criticsystemthat
engineered theascentof sixsculptors
nowindeliblyassociated with the
movement: Morris,Andre, Dan
Flavin,DonaldJudd,Sol LeWittand
AnneTruitt.

Anne Truitt? Well youmightask:
deeming heracanonical Minimalist
isMeyer'soneoddballmove.
Regardlessthatthemeninthe
movementshunned her, Truitt's
inclusionseemscalculatedto
undermine Minimalism’snotoriety
asamasculinist bastion (Meyerdoes
allow thatfemaleartistssuffered

A new handle on Minimalism? Donald
Judd, ‘Untitled" (1962)
fromsexisminthe 1960s,but
bizarrely cautionsthat “bothsexes
harboured chauvinistic views”)and
toenableadiscussionon Minimalism
andgender.

Meyerwarnsin hisintroduction
thathisproject’s historicistcharacter
precludeshisdelvingintoissues
elaboratedafterthe 1960s,suchas
feministcritiques,orthemovement’s
relation to performance media. But
since he proceedstodelveintolatter-
dayissuesfreely,thewarningseems
moreanexcuse forignoringsubjects
uncongenial tohim,suchas
experimental dance(whosetiesto
Minimalism wererecognised during
the 1g60s,inanycase), or for
makingcarelesssideswipesatthe
bestknown of feministcritiques,
namely‘Minimalismandthe
RhetoricofPower’.

Very briefly, fortherecord, thatmy
1990essay failed to “integrat[e]
Foucault’sstructuralistmodel of
history”isbecauseldid notin fact
“identify with”,but wasinstead
expressly critical of “aFoucauldian
critiqueof power”;myreferencesto
AlbertSpeerare not “stunmingly
ahistorical”, butarelinked to Tony
Smith'sand Frank Stella’sinterestin
him;andIneverstated thatStella
expressed “admiration”forthe
pinstriped flannel of hisivyleague
confederates'suits“by depicting
the patterns”. Withrespect to
paintings widely called“pinstriped”
fromthefirst,1didobservethat
“the fullconnotationsofthe
quintessential PowerFabriccould
scarcely havebeenlostonStella”,
given hisprivileged past.

Inuredaslamtocritical

indignationovermy “iconological”
orinterpretiveapproachto
Minimalism,Idowishsuch
complaintswould be visitedon
theartistsforachange. Andre’s
Equivalentswere,afterall,named
forAlfred Stieglitz’ssymbolist
Equivalents.Suggestivetitlesand
interpretivecommentswererife
among thetalkative Minimalists,
whoareneverthelessrepresentedas
producing “purelyabstract”art—asif
anyartevercould escapemeaning.
Titlesaside, wecannotbut bring
associationstobricks,and even Andre
hassincelifted hisinjunctionsagainst
doingso.

Returningto Truitt,whoalsoliked
titles,whatseparated herfromthe
Minimalistswasless herrefusalsof
affiliation—noneof thecanonical
Minimalistswasself-identifiedas
such—thanherhumanism.
Admittingthis, Meyerpoints
additionallyto her“instinctive” useof
colour(Judd’svibrant colourism
presumablybeinganothermatter),
andtoherwork’sgroundingin
personalmemory (thememory-based
aspectsof Andre’s practice—hissagas
ofgranddadthebricklayer—
apparentlyalsobeinganother matter,
oroneloston Meyer).

Whatofthetranscendentvalences
toTruitt’sart? For Meyer, toattach
spiritual contentto Minimalismisa
“glaring betrayal”, Onthose grounds
hecanevictthemovement'sentire
Californiacontingent—referring
readerstoaKraussessay thatdivides
materialist Easterners fromidealist
Westerners;exercisesinseeing from
thosein“seeing through”—along
withitssometimeseniorcitizens,
suchasAdReinhardt, Agnes Martin,
TonySmithandRonald Bladen (alist
ordinarilyincluding Truitt). Suffice
ittosay thattheseissuesarenotso
easilysettled.

Thoughhediscountsartists’
statementsthatcontradicthisviews
oftheirwork, Meyerdidinterviewall
theartistshefeaturesand hetreats
themgenerally with deferenceand
empathy,even presuming tospeak for
them (“wecanimagine Judd
replying..."). From his perspective,
Minimalism—howeverdiverseand
contestedafield of practice—issubject
tobeingcorrectly understood or
misunderstood. Thisbook
conscientiouslylaysyet more
groundwork fora prevailing, would-
beauthoritativeconstruction of the
movement.



