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Venice

The title of this year’s Venice Biennale multi-exhibition extravaganza (organized by Ralph
Rugoff, an American who is director of the Hayward Gallery, one of London’s contemporary art
museums) is “May You Live in Interesting Times.” This allegedly ancient Chinese curse as a
headline for the art world’s most important international event (or at least its most publicized
and most reputation-enhancing) reflects a compromise between current, almost de rigueur, art
as protest and art that’s more aesthetically inclined.

This copy is for your personal, non­commercial use only. To order presentation­ready copies for distribution to your colleagues, clients or customers visit
https://www.djreprints.com.

https://www.wsj.com/articles/liberty­liberta­review­grappling­with­americas­past­in­venice­11559078740

WSJ RESEARCH STUDY

WSJ invites you to participate in a research study about how people use their devices for news. Quali�ied participants
will receive a $50 Amazon gift card as a thank you. Click here to participate

ART REVIEW

‘Liberty/Libertà’ Review: Grappling With
America’s Past in Venice
Martin Puryear, the artist chosen to represent the U.S. at the latest edition of the storied Biennale, gives
beautiful form to the political in works that deal with slavery.

Martin Puryear’s ‘Swallowed Sun (Monstrance and Volute)’ (2019) PHOTO: JOSHUA WHITE�JWPICTURES
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The title of this year’s Venice Biennale multi-exhibition extravaganza (organized by Ralph Rugoff, an 
American who is director of the Hayward Gallery, one of London’s contemporary art museums) is “May 
You Live in Interesting Times.” This allegedly ancient Chinese curse as a headline for the art world’s most 
important international event (or at least its most publicized and most reputation-enhancing) reflects a 
compromise between current, almost de rigueur, art as protest and art that’s more aesthetically inclined.

The U.S. Pavilion—with a solo exhibition by the 78-year-old African-American sculptor Martin Puryear—
didn’t win a prize; the Golden Lion for the best national participation went to Lithuania’s, for an actual 
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wooden screen that echoes the linear perspective of the dome and oculus inside the pavilion, attached to a 
curled-conical black tail in the courtyard that seems to prop up the screen. “Swallowed Sun” is a formally 
daring work whose central metaphor—the labor of black people supporting white people’s palaces—is 
inherent in the visual impact of the piece.

Because identity politics drives contemporary 
art these days as much as art fairs, auction prices 
and, yes, big biennials, I asked Mr. Puryear via 
email about it. He answered: “Identity is essential 
for human survival, but an overly weaponized 
sense of identity can become a prison which 
blinds us to our common humanity....As for the 
question about the ‘identity of the artist,’ I feel 
this is an area where humanity is stretched to the 
limit.”

Mr. Puryear’s background goes a long way in 
explaining why he can so effectively bring off 
the likes of “Swallowed Sun.” He was born in 
then-segregated Washington, D.C., where his 
father was a postal worker and his mother a 
schoolteacher. After graduating with an art 
degree from the Catholic University of America 
(Mr. Puryear was raised in the religion), he 
spent two years in the Peace Corps in Sierra 
Leone, where he learned native woodworking 
techniques, and then another three at the Royal 
Swedish Academy of Arts. In Stockholm, he met 

and learned from James Krenov, a Siberian-born master furniture maker. With all of this in his artistic kit 
bag, he then earned a master of fine arts degree from Yale.

Inside the pavilion, Mr. Puryear’s best piece (and it’s an impressively close call) is “A Column for Sally 
Hemings” (2019), a narrow, 80-inch-tall, white poplar column topped with a cast-iron slave’s shackle and 
stake. One can’t miss that it stands—both celebratory and accusing—right under the Monticello-like dome 
of the pavilion, which was built rather innocently in 1930, when Mussolini was ruler of Italy. Even without 
its poetically political charge, “Column” would still be, in form alone, a powerful work of art.

So, too, are “Tabernacle” (2019), a giant abstracted Civil War cap with a model of the famous Dictator 
mortar (which could propel a 200-pound explosive ball two miles) inside, and “Cloister-Redoubt or 
Cloistered Doubt?” (2019), about 8 feet tall. The latter has a woozily triangular thin sheet of wood (it 

opera on a fake beach about climate change. But Mr. Puryear’s show, “Liberty/
Libertà,” came closer than anything else I saw to a fusion of soul-stirring political 
content and galvanizing, beautiful form.

His presentation comprises eight meticulously constructed sculptures, the first of 
which—“Swallowed Sun (Monstrance and Volute)” (2019)—is a huge 23-by-44-foot 
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graduating with an art degree from the Catholic University of America (Mr. Puryear was raised
in the religion), he spent two years in the Peace Corps in Sierra Leone, where he learned native
woodworking techniques, and then another three at the Royal Swedish Academy of Arts. In
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looks exactly like metal) sheltering another curved cap form (a visual trope that appears frequently in 
Mr. Puryear’s sculpture). Both sit atop horizontal wooden spokes that rest on what could be cross-stacked 
railway ties. To me (cued by the title), the work bravely questions the artist’s whole enterprise of making 
sculpture that addresses historically embedded national problems of race while maintaining formal 
integrity, and at the same time offers the viewer pleasure in beauty. The metaphorical wooden roof, 
incidentally, is almost imperceptibly anchored in a slit on one side but left to rest freely on the other; this 
maneuver was improvised, Mr. Puryear says, during the installation. It’s the sort of thing a true artist—as 
opposed to a mere maker of visual editorials—does intuitively.5/29/2019 ‘Liberty/Libertà’ Review: Grappling With America’s Past in Venice - WSJ
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—Mr. Plagens is an artist and writer in New York.
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Martin Puryear’s ‘New Voortrekker’ (2018) PHOTO: JOSHUA WHITE�JWPICTURES

All is not, however, perfect in the American offering. “New Voortrekker” (2018) is a conspicuously 
figurative—albeit only schematically so—rendition of a tractor pulling a covered wagon up an incline. 
The work concerns the phenomenon of the oppressed (the Dutch settlers in South Africa, hounded by the 
invading British) becoming the oppressors (of blacks, by imposing apartheid when they regained control of 
the country), but it’s disappointingly cartoonish among Mr. Puryear’s otherwise rather magnificent oeuvre. 
And “Hiberian Testosterone” (2018)—elk antlers in cast aluminum painted white mounted on an upside-
down wooden cross, both placed high on a wall in the same gallery as “Voortrekker”—is such a sculptural 
outlier that it almost seems, to invoke a chestnut, to have wandered in from another pavilion.

These are only minor downs among the otherwise wonderful ups in Mr. Puryear’s moving contribution to 
this Biennale. He makes the American pavilion a site of deep artistic feeling, thinking and working. Those 
qualities never come easily or flawlessly for any artist, and the very imperfections in “Liberty/Libertà” give 
it a profound sense of shared humanity that’s missing from too much contemporary art.

—Mr. Plagens is an artist and writer in New York.
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Kennicott, Philip.   “America picked artist Martin Puryear’s work for the Venice Biennale — and he’s everything 
America is not.” The Washington Post, May 16, 2019. 

VENICE — Everywhere else in the world, our country projects its blustery self, muscling aside old 

friends, embracing authoritarians and autocrats, braying “America first” and going it alone as the 

old transatlantic order frays into tatters. But here, in one small building set into a garden in Venice, 

the U.S. State Department is showing the world something else: the sculpture of Martin Puryear, an 

artist whose work has been a lifelong exercise in quiet integrity, diligent craftsmanship and serious, 

sober, intelligent reflection on the best and worst of America.
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When Puryear was chosen last summer to represent the United States at the Venice Biennale, it was 

a relief to know that the selection process was apparently uncorrupted, even if the State Department 

was in shambles and the tenor of American foreign policy had grown capricious and bellicose. 

Every two years, the government works with the Guggenheim Foundation, which technically owns 

the U.S. Pavilion, and a nonprofit presenting organization (this year it’s the Madison Square Park 

Conservancy) to exhibit the work of an American artist at the world’s most prestigious art gathering. 

A panel run by the National Endowment for the Arts advises the State Department, which chose 

Puryear, an African American artist whose work has for decades touched gently but insistently on 

race, the legacy of slavery and the elusive ideal of freedom. It couldn’t have made a better choice.

Puryear was born in 1941 and spent two formative years as a Peace Corps volunteer in Sierra Leone. 

He often works with wood, bending and forming it, cutting and joining it, with the meticulous 

craftsmanship of a fine carpenter and the visionary powers of distillation. Puryear has evolved an 

evocative and idiosyncratic iconography, including the slouching form of a pointed Phrygian cap 

historically associated with the freeing of slaves, a biomorphic shackle that resembles an elephant or 

a mammoth, and various head-like and vessel forms. Among his most powerful works, and one that 

encapsulates the way his art takes on metaphorical power, is “Ladder for Booker T. Washington,” 

made of twisting rails and ever narrowing treads, a ladder that offers a vision of upward motion and 

escape while resisting any actual hope of climbing.
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Puryear’s response to the U.S. Pavilion, an exhibition called simply “Liberty,” is exquisite. Curated 

by Brooke Kamin Rapaport, it includes just eight works, each one a perfect canto in what feels 

like a single, polished poem. The display responds to the architecture of the building, the history 

of the country it represents, and the prevailing cultural and environmental anxieties that are 

felt everywhere, more bluntly, in other national pavilions. Each work offers multiple meanings, 

intersects with the others and connects to concerns far beyond the rarefied realm of art.

On one wall, a giant pair of Irish elk antlers, fashioned from cast aluminum, recalls an extinct 

species of mega fauna yet also looks like a hunting trophy one might find in an old-school men’s 

club. It is attached to an upside-down cross, like the one on which Saint Peter was crucified. Nearby, 
a finely wrought model of a cart or wagon recalls old myths 

of this country’s pioneer past, as well as other national 

dislocations, including the ongoing trauma of migrants 

around the world, in search of new hope, new land, new 

opportunities.

No single narrative emerges, but multiple possible narratives 

converge in a single work that’s the centerpiece of the 

exhibition. In his 2019 “A Column for Sally Hemings,” 

Puryear has attached a cast-iron shackle and stake to 

a tapered column of painted wood. It recalls the life of 

America’s unacknowledged first lady, chattel of our third 

president, Thomas Jefferson, and mother of his children. It 

sits in the rotunda of the pavilion, and thus symbolically at 

the center of Puryear’s work. In a gallery to one side, the old 

cart and the elk antlers suggest the fraught mix of hope and 

destruction in America’s past, and on the other side, a work 

called “Cloister-Redoubt or Cloistered Doubt?” suggests ideas of intellectual evasion, insularity 

and skepticism that are fundamental to how a nation constructs a carefully manicured sense of its 

identity.

To experience all these works consecutively feels like an allegory, recalling centuries of human 

bondage, the depredations and promise of Manifest Destiny, and the lingering, inarticulate, angry 

trauma of not knowing how to integrate our history with our present, unable to go forward, or back.

That’s one reading, and it’s likely that Puryear would have none of it. His work feels precise, but not 

specific. It never offers the vague sense of being potentially meaningful that is common to lesser art, 
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but rather it is resolutely meaningful without specifying which meaning was intended. It relates to 

the visitor rather like the large, site-specific sculptural piece with which the artist has transfigured 

the pavilion — “Swallowed Sun (Monstrance and Volute)” — relates to the building, screening it 

off and transforming its message. “Swallowed Sun” connects a wooden screen that mimics a two-

dimensional map of our three-dimensional world to a black hole and a tubular, snakelike form, 

as if we might fall through the flat plane of a representation of the world into a cosmic tunnel of 

darkness.

One can get lost in this work, sucked into its strange geometry and curious games with inner and 

outer surfaces, enclosure and imprisonment. But it also functions as a genial affront to the pavilion 

itself, a denial of its architecture and a shadow over its front door. The U.S. Pavilion opened in 1930, 

at the height of the popularity of Colonial revival architecture, when Colonial Williamsburg was 

being preserved and presented to the public as a fantasy of American origins, and just before the 

United States set out to build a resolutely classical memorial to Jefferson.

It is a brick structure, with two symmetrical wings, and a simple classical portico with white 

columns. It recalls Jefferson’s Monticello, which was based on the work of Andrea Palladio, a 

Renaissance architect who built two of Venice’s greatest churches and filled the surrounding 

countryside with elegant villas that have inspired architects for nearly half a millennium.

Like so much of Puryear’s work, this evocative assemblage doesn’t touch its subject in any literal or 

physical way. It lays no hands on the building itself, but the building is undone by the addition. The 

front door, behind which Heming’s column is displayed, is closed off, and the classical details of the 

facade are now seen through the perforations in Puryear’s screen. Art is often likened to a screen, 

or veil, or filter, through which we see the world differently. Puryear has taken the idea literally, 

and somehow transformed the dark associations of the Colonial architecture into something almost 

whimsical.

There was a gala dinner for Puryear during the opening of the Biennale, and it was full of 

billionaires and lesser mortals. When Puryear spoke to the crowd, one could sense an underlying 

shyness, or reticence, mixed with perfect clarity about what he wanted to say. “I had huge doubts 

about the enormous expense and scale of the project,” he said, wondering aloud about whether the 

investment in his vision was worth the cost. “It is very moving to feel like it was worthwhile,” he 

concluded.

It was indeed worthwhile. The U.S. Pavilion is one of the sharpest and most moving in the biennale. 

But more than that, it will remind those who despair of America’s angry infantilism that we are 
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a country of multiple voices, and a full range of temperaments. There are honest, clear-thinking 

artists who speak with insistent sincerity, who make work tempered and perfected in self-doubt and 

humility.

It is not uncommon for a national pavilion to be at odds with the country’s political leadership. In 

the pavilions of authoritarian countries one often finds paeans to dissent and individualism, acts of 

conscience and even direct rebukes to power. Authoritarians may be canny and have sharp instincts 

for self-preservation, but they are often stupid men, with closed minds and no capacity for thinking 

about art. The people who surround them are even worse, so no one in power notices that they have 

been shamed, publicly and explicitly, by art. It is curious and uncanny to see that the United States is 

now one of those countries.
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Pogrebin, Robin.   “Sculptor to Represent U.S. in Venice.” The New York Times, August 16, 2018, pp. C1–C2.

As with athletes who make the team at 
the Olympics, the selection of an artist to 
represent the United States at the 58th 
Venice Biennale next spring is a big deal 
in the art world. Now, at a time when mu-
seums nationwide are trying to diversify 
their collections and exhibitions, comes 
the announcement, for the second time 
in a row, of an African-American artist: 
the 77-year-old sculptor Martin Puryear.

During a 40-year career, Mr. Puryear 
has been acclaimed for large scale works 
in wood, stone and metals that display 
strong craft traditions and explore issues 
of ethnicity, culture and history. Mr. Pur-
year’s “Shackled” (2014), for example, is 
a black iron sculpture with a metal hoop 
at the top, reminiscent of the cuffs once 
used aboard slave ships.

“Martin is one of the most important 
artists working today,” said Brooke Ka-
min Rapaport, the deputy director and 
senior curator of the Madison Square 
Park Conservancy, which commissioned 
and will curate the United States Pavil-
ion at the Biennale. “His work confronts 
contemporary issues and he has by now 
influenced generations of artists in our 
country and internationally.”

Mr. Puryear will create new, site-spe-

cific pieces for the pavilion, a Palladian-
style 1930 structure, including sculpture 
for its galleries and an outdoor installa-
tion in the forecourt. A spokeswoman 
said the artist was traveling on Tuesday 
and unavailable for interviews (which he 
typically avoids). The Biennale will run 
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May 11 through Nov. 24, 2019.
In 2017, the United States chose the Los Angeles ab-

stract painter Mark Bradford to represent the country.
With the involvement of the Conservancy, a non-

profit organization that programs Madison Square Park 
in New York, this is said to mark the first time that the 
United States Pavilion will be organized by an institution 
focused exclusively on public art. In 2016 the Conser-
vancy and Mr. Puryear collaborated on his monumental 
sculpture “Big Bling” for that park, a 40-foot high con-
struction of plywood and chain-link fencing with a gold-
leaf shackle.

“People notice great contradiction in that sculpture,” 
Ms. Rapaport said. “It was stately and overwhelming 
and it was rough-hewed and it was refined and, for an 
artist who created work out of chain-link fence, it was 
significant because he chose to use a conventional urban 
material.”

Mr. Puryear’s selection was first reported by ArtNews 
and Jerry Saltz of New York magazine before it was of-
ficially confirmed by The New York Times on Wednesday.

The State Department is contributing a $250,000 
grant toward the pavilion, as it has in previous years. The 
artist is selected by the nonpartisan Advisory Committee 
on International Exhibitions, a panel of scholars, profes-
sors, and artists convened by the National Endowment 
for the Arts.

In conjunction with the pavilion, the Conservancy and 
Mr. Puryear will work with underserved youth through 
Studio in a School in New York and Istituto Santa Maria 
Della Pietà in Venice.

Darby English, an art history professor at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, will serve as the project’s exhibition 
scholar; Tod Williams Billie Tsien Architects will serve as 
exhibition designers.

While African-American artists have historically 
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been overlooked by major art museums, Mr. 
Puryear is one of the exceptions. In 2007 the 
Museum of Modern Art organized a retro-
spective of his work, which traveled to the Na-
tional Gallery of Art in Washington, the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art and the 
Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth. In 2015, 
an exhibition of his lesser-known works on pa-
per opened at the Morgan Library & Museum 
in New York.

The artist has also been publicly recog-
nized, receiving the National Medal of Arts 
in 2011, the Gold Medal in Sculpture by the 
American Academy of Arts and Letters in 
2007, a MacArthur Foundation award in 1989 
and a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1982.

Born in 1941, the first of seven children, 
Mr. Puryear was raised in Washington, where 
he attended Catholic University of America 
and majored in biology before switching to art. 
Mr. Puryear joined the Peace Corps and went 
to Sierra Leone, where he learned West African 
woodworking and basket weaving. His work 
retains links to tribal art.

After the Peace Corps, Mr. Puryear spent 
two years at the Royal Swedish Academy of 
Arts in Stockholm and assisted the cabinet-
maker James Krenov, experiences that allowed 
him to investigate local craft traditions and 
modern Scandinavian design. Mr. Puryear’s 
first solo exhibition was at the gallery Gröna 
Paletten in Stockholm in 1968.

He also spent time in Japan, where he ex-
panded his knowledge of ancestral traditions 
like weaving and pottery.

In 1969, with Post-Minimalism at its 
height, Mr. Puryear pursued his M.F.A. at Yale, 
where he was influenced by two prominent 
visiting instructors: Robert Morris and Rich-
ard Serra, Minimalist sculptors who wanted 
viewers to “experience” their work in an en-
compassing, physical way.

“Minimalism was the dominant sculptural 

movement of Martin’s formative years,” said 
the prominent curator John Elderfield. “He 
transformed it by combining it with the tradi-
tions of crafts and woodworking, to create very 
varied, highly original forms informed by the 
natural world and wide-ranging cultural expe-
riences.”

Although Mr. Puryear once said of Mini-
malism, “I looked at it, I tasted it, and I spat 
it out” — rejecting the strict geometry and 
industrial fabrication — he also drew on its 
forms in his multifaceted use of wood.

“I actually don’t think my choice of materi-
als makes me so unique,” Mr. Puryear told The 
Times in 2017. “Sculptors still work in wood, 
but what may seem a bit unusual today is that 
my works are still mostly made by hand, by 
myself and one or two assistants.”

After leaving Yale in 1971, Mr. Puryear 
joined the faculty of Fisk University in Nash-
ville, then taught at the University of Maryland 
in College Park while maintaining a studio 
and residence in the Williamsburg section of 
Brooklyn. When a 1977 a fire destroyed many 
of his possessions and artworks, the artist went 
to Chicago, where he taught at the University 

“Shackled,” 2014, 
an iron sculpture 
by Mr. Puryear 
with a metal hoop 
at the top, remi-
niscent of the cuffs 
once used aboard 
slave ships.
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of Illinois.
He ultimately settled in Accord, N.Y., and went on 

to create large public art projects for such sites as the 
River Road Station of the Chicago Transit Authority, 
Chevy Chase Garden Plaza in Maryland, Belvedere 
Plaza in New York’s Battery Park City and the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration in Seattle.

Among Mr. Puryear’s best-known works is “Ladder 
for Booker T. Washington” (1996), a serpentine wood 
structure that seems to stretch to infinity, suggesting 
the long — potentially elusive — climb to success.

Having “emerged from the Minimalist and Post-
minimalist vortex,” the art critic Roberta Smith wrote 
in The Times, the artist’s handworked sculptures 
“soothe more than seethe, balancing between the geo-
metric and the organic with Zen aplomb” even as they 
also engage with charged subjects like race, African-
American history, ritual and ethnic identity.

“These references seep out of his highly allusive, 
often poetic forms in waves, evoking the earlier Mod-
ernism of Brancusi, Arp, Noguchi and Duchamp, but 
also carpentry, basket weaving, African sculpture and 
the building of shelter and ships,” she added. “His work 
slows you down and makes you consider its every de-
tail as physical fact, artistic choice and purveyor of 
meaning.”

He has also often revisited the soft Phrygian cap, 
which became a symbol of anti-loyalist resistance dur-
ing the French Revolution. With “Big Phrygian” (2010-
2014), Mr. Puryear created the cap writ large, as a five-
foot-tall, red cedar-wood rendition.

“The Phrygian cap represents a brief preoccupation 
of mine,” Mr. Puryear told The Times last year. “I no-
ticed that it seems to have been a signifier for the idea 
of liberty, going back to ancient Greece, but also during 
the French and American revolutions.”

In the publication accompanying Mr. Puryear’s 
solo show at London’s Parasol unit foundation for con-
temporary art, the art historian Robert Storr wrote that 
the history of the African diaspora “is profoundly in-
grained or, more accurately, meticulously bundled by 
the artist into much if not all of his work, without the 
artist or the work ever become preachy or ‘teachy.’”

To be sure, even as Mr. Puryear’s work challenges 
viewers to consider weighty questions of oppression 
and racial identity, his approach is subtle, his touch 
light.

“What is there, and has consistently been through-
out Mr. Puryear’s career,” Holland Cotter wrote in The 
Times in 2014, “is work that’s political, playful, sweet to 
the eye and deep.”

“Big Phrygian” (2010-14), 
based on the soft Phrygian 
cap that became a symbol 
of liberty during the French 
Revolution.
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Estorick, Alex.   “Martin Puryear.” Frieze, November 13, 2017.   

Since he began making sculpture in the late 1960s, Martin Puryear has shaped a form of 
experience between art viewing and totemic reverence. His works’ obliqueness has prompted 
writers to read them as traces of Puryear’s formative experiences: for instance how his rare 
deftness at shaping wood – here cedar, ebony, hickory, maple, pear, pine, poplar, willow and 
African blackwood – derives from his experiences of Swedish and Sierra Leonean craft traditions, 
or how his works’ obduracy feeds back to the debate about the art object that preoccupied East 
Coast discourse when the artist was a student.

At Parasol Unit, works are displayed across two floors, with the main ground-floor space occupied 
by larger-than-life-sized sculptures made between 1993 and 2014. Without exception they are 
closed forms, albeit with different degrees of inwardness. Night Watch (2011) looms over the 
visitor, a mass of tall, tightly-packed grasses bowed by the wind and embedded in a table top 
– an unsettling vision of hoarded supply. By contrast, Brunhilde (1998–2000), a benign cage of 
interlaced cedar and rattan, exemplifies Puryear’s method of ‘drawing in space’ – as the artist once 
described That Profile (1999) – his monumental outdoor commission for the Getty Center. Like 
that work, Untitled (1995) calls to mind the shrunken head of a tailor’s dummy. Composed of black 



tar laid over wire mesh and supported on a cedar ‘neck’, the image stakes out the artist’s African 
American identity with quiet power while maintaining allusions to Constantin Brâncuși, as well as 
the trio of metaphysicians: Carlo Carrà, Giorgio Morandi, and Giorgio de Chirico, whose lexicon of 
impenetrable signs christened the modern gallery ‘an immense museum of strangeness’.

Upstairs, this humanoid form is cast in bronze, its surface miming wood grain. Set on a plinth 
across from Shackled (2014), a black iron hook, the artist’s shift in media marks a gear change. 
Awaiting a manacled slave, Shackled, with its smooth curves, makes clear that the absence of 
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human presence in Puryear’s work is the root of its social and political force. This is especially vivid when 
the artist makes explicit the issue of race, as in earlier works including Ladder for Booker T. Washington 
(1996), a terrifying rickety ladder that tapers as it makes its precarious ascent. Also displayed here are 
several monochrome woodcuts printed to accompany an edition of Jean Toomer’s masterwork of the 
Harlem Renaissance, Cane (1923). The imagery of roots predominates in this series, and Karintha (2000) 
– with its solitary, drooping cotton boll – is a piercing image of drought on Southern soil, and one of the 
artist’s principal leitmotifs.

The issue of human liberty is often implicit in Puryear’s work and here both The Load (2012), a wooden 
cart bearing a caged glass orb, and Big Phrygian (2010–14), a large red pupa of painted cedar, make for 
universal emblems. The Phrygian cap has served as a malleable national sign since antiquity, which is 
appropriate for an artist of such formal and semiotic hybridity. However, as I found out this week, it is also 
the medical term for a folded gallbladder. Martin Puryear is a social surrealist for our times; his first solo 
exhibition in London is uncomfortably overdue.

Estorick, Alex.   “Martin Puryear.” Frieze, November 13, 2017.   
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“Shackled” is a black iron 
sculpture by the artist Martin 
Puryear. The metal hoop at 
the top is reminiscent of the 
cuffs once used aboard slave 
ships. Yet when viewed for 
more than a few seconds, the 
artwork sheds its political 
overtones and appears more 
and more as a sophisticated 
work of abstraction with deli-
cate, animallike contours.

The sculpture, which was 
created in 2014, is part of Mr. 
Puryear’s solo show at Lon-
don’s Parasol unit foundation 
for contemporary art, his first 
exhibition at a nonprofit art 
institution in Britain. It is 
spread across two levels, and 
brings together more than 
30 sculptures and works on 
paper spanning about four 
decades.

Mr. Puryear, 76, an African-
American artist born in Washington, 
earned a bachelor’s degree from the 
Catholic University of America, then 
moved to Africa to “live among the 
people who lived in the part of the 
world that stamped me,” he said in 
a talk last year at the Art Institute of 
Chicago. He joined the Peace Corps 
in Sierra Leone.

He later spent two years study-
ing printmaking in Sweden, and also 
lived in Japan, drawn by the coun-
try’s deep respect for its material 

culture and ancestral traditions such 
as weaving and pottery. His work 
reflects his rich and layered trajectory.

“For as long as he’s been making 
sculpture, Martin Puryear has been 
engaged with craft traditions: forms 
of making that have been passed 
down through the ages in many 
cultures, all of which carry with them 
distinct histories,” said Michael Bren-
son, an art historian and art critic (he 
worked for The New York Times for 
several years) who has written exten-
sively on Mr. Puryear and is writing a 



biography of the sculptor David Smith.
“Puryear has studied, embraced and rethought 

various craft traditions,” Mr. Brenson said, “and in 
his sculpture has enabled the histories embedded in 
them to become part of artistic culture.”

Mr. Brenson said Mr. Puryear has a “deep 
interest in history. He continues to mine African-
American history and to bring aspects of it into the 
history of abstraction.” Ultimately, he said, “Puryear’s 
interests are very broad,” and his work is “difficult to 
categorize.”

Mr. Puryear works predominantly with wood, 
which is unusual for a sculptor active in the 20th and 
21st centuries. Even the iron “Shackled” was origi-
nally sculpted out of particleboard, a cheap form of 
wood — the texture of the particleboard can be seen 
in the iron piece that was cast from it.

“I actually don’t think my choice of materials 
makes me so unique,” Mr. Puryear wrote in an email 
interview. “Sculptors still work in wood, but what 
may seem a bit unusual today is that my works are 
still mostly made by hand, by myself and one or two 
assistants.”

“Wood is versatile,” he wrote. “It can be used ad-
ditively, to construct a work from separate elements, 
as well as subtractively, by carving into a solid block.”

The Puryear exhibition came about thanks to 
Ziba Ardalan, the founder of Parasol unit. As a re-
search assistant in the 1980s at the Whitney Museum 
of American Art in New York, Ms. Ardalan encoun-
tered the work of Mr. Puryear and of the sculptor 
Robert Therrien.

“They were this group of young artists who de-
cided, having studied Minimalism, to bring their own 
identity and expression into the work,” she said. She 
decided to give each of them an exhibition, because 
“these are really giants of American art, but, some-
how, have not been shown in Europe, and definitely 
not in London.”

“Martin Puryear’s works are aesthetically sim-
ple,” she said. “Yet they stun you by their complexity.”

Another exhibition showpiece is “Big Phrygian” 
(2010-2014), Mr. Puryear’s five-foot-tall, red cedar-
wood sculpture of a Phrygian cap, an anti-establish-
ment accessory worn during the French Revolution. 
(It is one of several Phrygian bonnets in the show.) 
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From afar, the sculpture looks heavy and vo-
luminous. But as you come closer, it looks soft 
and cozy, as if made of felt.

“The Phrygian cap represents a brief 
preoccupation of mine,” Mr. Puryear said. “I 
noticed that it seems to have been a signifier 
for the idea of liberty, going back to ancient 
Greece, but also during the French and Ameri-
can revolutions.”

The artist had already started working on 
the sculpture when he saw a stipple engraving 
from 1794, the year that France first abolished 
slavery. The engraving showed a black man 
wearing the bonnet and was labeled: “I, too, 
am free.”

As the art historian Robert Storr writes 
in an essay in the exhibition publication, the 
history of the African diaspora “is profoundly 
ingrained or, more accurately, meticulously 
bundled by the artist into much if not all of 
his work, without the artist or the work ever 
become preachy or ‘teachy.’”

Mr. Storr added that Mr. Puryear’s art 
invited viewers to “learn by inquiring into what 
these references might be, and so invites them 
to discover aspects of our common heritage, of 
which they may be partially or totally igno-
rant.”

Nayeri, Farah.   “Puryear mines African-American history.” The International New York Times, October 16, 2017, p. 11.
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Gopnik, Blake.   “Martin Puryear’s ‘Big Bling’: Manhattan’s Spirit Animal?” Artnet News, October 19, 2016.
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Rosenfeld, Jason.   “Martin Puryear: Big Bling.” The Brooklyn Rail, July 11, 2016.
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Kennicott, Philip.   “A sculptor’s work, seen in two and three dimensions.” The Washington Post, May 27, 2016.

Any reasonably complete collection of American art over the past half century will include 
the work of Martin Puryear, but all too often, it feels strangely out of context when displayed. 
Puryear’s sculptures may be the best-made material in the room, but they are also strikingly 
reticent, even humble. His wooden circles, curving baskets, poetic ladders and enigmatic 
containers are quiet and self-contained, and they don’t glare at you with the hyper-polish of 
machine-made metal minimalism or the narcissistic sheen of latter-day Pop.
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Sadly, though, the squeaky wheel gets the oil in museums, just as it does in the dysfunctional 
family and the corporate office. If you don’t make the effort to actively listen to a Puryear 
sculpture, you may hear nothing at all.

An exhibition at the Smithsonian American Art Museum places Puryear in his ideal context, 
which is Puryear’s own imaginative landscape. “Martin Puryear: Multiple Dimensions” includes 
14 of his sculptures along with his lesser-known work on paper, including prints, drawings and 
sketches made in relationship to evolving sculptural projects. It begins with drawings from 
the 1960s, when he served as a Peace Corps volunteer in Sierra Leone, and ends with ongoing 
meditations on forms that are still taking shape in public parks and plazas, including the 
recently installed “Big Bling” in New York’s Madison Square Park.

Throughout, you sense the complexity of how the hand relates to the world we make. In 
drawings and prints, the artist has directly impressed fingerprints — markers of personal 
identity — onto the paper. But in work such as the 1997-2002 “Vessel,” a large wooden cage 
that looks like a giant bottle lying on its side, the hand is a hidden symbol of the well-made 
object, the perfect joint, the polished seam, the marker of craftsmanship. And in other pieces, 
including the 1982 “Untitled,” a wood circle made of maple sapling and pear, you feel the slow, 
polishing power of the hand, its presence over time smoothing and eroding natural materials 
into something soft and domesticated.

The hand in its multiple manifestations brings with it a sense of time, the instantaneous capture 
of the fingerprint, the calculation and care of the constructed object, the gentle amnesia of wood 
worn down over the ages. Among other things, the exhibition reminds you of how much we 
have lost when it comes to the hand, especially in the past century and more, when machine-
made objects replaced handcrafted ones. A fraudulent language masks the void: We buy “hand-
tossed” pizzas from mass-market fast-food joints and wear “handmade” clothing made from 
polyester and plastic. Few of us carry anything, anymore, that bears the imprint of the hand, 
no pens with nubs worn down by actual writing, or umbrellas with wooden handles polished by 
long use.

Puryear hasn’t been particularly forward when it comes to promoting his works on paper, or 
his drawings. After the mid-1960s, he turned to sculpture as his primary medium, and while 
he continued to make drawings, his production of public prints basically ceased until he 
returned to the form in 1999. As Ruth Fine writes in a catalogue essay, drawing was an everyday 
way of existing in the world and not something the artist necessarily wanted “out there” for 
an audience: “Perhaps one reason why he has never considered his drawings as equal to his 
sculpture or prints is that he has always made them with a quotidian intent, like eating or 
breathing, something that is essential to life but not of particular note.”
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The early drawings, however, are delightful, and they are full of the same humility one feels 
in his sculptural work (which, no matter how large, never feels monumental). A 1965 portrait, 
“Gbago,” shows a man with a long, thin face, and large, columnar hat. Mostly it is an outline with 
a few, fleeting suggestions of shadow and three-dimensional form. In the hollow of the subject’s 
cheeks, however, you sense Puryear’s lifelong interest in hollows and voids, in the way that 
something cut out of a larger form can speak as powerfully as the volume that encloses it.

Another pen-and-ink drawing made in Sierra Leone, of a shack with a grass roof, is deft and 
evocative, with crosshatching suggesting the shadows, textures and inner spaces of this simple 
built form. It sits in the middle of the page, surrounded by blank paper, like a three-dimensional 
object on the floor of a studio or gallery space.

Seeing the early, representational work of an artist who has long worked in more abstract forms 
can lead one astray. It may seem proof of the artist’s legitimacy, or raw talent, which is somehow 
suspect or difficult to measure when the work floats free of mimesis. But in Puryear’s case, the 
early drawings are entirely charming in their own right — connected in multiple ways to the 
forms and ideas of his larger career and yet further proof of the honest, candid groundedness of 
his vision. In their quiet, attentive observation of a faraway place, they suggest a curiosity about 
the visual world, and the larger world, which is still the hallmark of Puryear’s unassuming but 
artistically evocative handicraft.

Martin Puryear: Multiple Dimensions is on view at the Smithsonian American Art Museum 
through Sept. 5. 
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Farago, Jason.   “Committed to Sculpture, Even in Two Dimensions.” The New York Times, December 25, 2015, p. C28.

Visitors to Martin Pur-
year’s 2007 retrospective at 
the Museum of Modern Art 
will remember the singular ap-

peals of his mostly 
wooden sculp-
ture: its enigmatic 
forms, its astound-
ing craftsmanship, 

its humanistic spirit. When 
contemporary art is often said 
to exist in a “post-medium con-
dition” — the art historian Ro-
salind Krauss’s phrase for the 
dissolution of boundaries be-
tween painting, photography 
and other once neatly defined 
disciplines — Mr. Puryear has 
remained faithful to sculpture, 
and keeps probing the me-
dium’s capacity for revelation 
and beauty.

His commitment to three 
dimensions endures even 
when he’s working in only 
two. Mr. Puryear’s less famil-
iar drawings and prints, now 
on view in an intriguing show 
at the Morgan Library & Mu-
seum, are mostly studies for 
subsequent sculptures. Unlike 
his precise works in wood, his 
output on paper can feel pro-
visional and uncertain. Which, 
actually, gives its own sort of 

visual satisfaction to “Martin 
Puryear: Multiple Dimen-
sions.” In the drawings here, 
you can see Mr. Puryear ex-
ploring motifs, trying out 
forms and contours, and not 
worrying unduly about fin-
ish. The bulk of the drawings 
here have never been shown, 
and most come from Mr. Pur-
year’s own collection. They 
are autonomous and contin-
gent at once, and this show 
sits in a pleasant limbo zone: 
It’s a stand-alone exhibition 

of prints and drawings, but at 
the same time a glimpse into 
his sculptural process. (The ex-
hibition, which also contains a 
few impressive sculptures, was 
organized by the Art Institute 
of Chicago and will travel there 
next year.)

Mr. Puryear was born in 
Washington in 1941, and after 
undergraduate study at the 
Catholic University of Ameri-
ca, he joined the Peace Corps, 
which sent him to newly inde-
pendent Sierra Leone between 

1964 and 1966. In West Africa 
he drew proficient sketches 
of local architecture, palm 
trees and cactuses, and a few 
Sierra Leoneans he met while 
teaching English, French and 
biology. One scraggy contour 
drawing of a night watchman 
includes a floppy hat — a form 
that will recur throughout his 
career. If the appeal of his Af-
rican juvenilia is now mostly 



biographical, one sheet of drawings of 
a rhinoceros beetle, its carapace ren-
dered through tight crosshatching, sug-
gests Mr. Puryear could have had a fine 
career as an entomologist.

After his stint in the Peace Corps, 
Mr. Puryear studied printmaking in 
Sweden and then attended Yale, where 
he turned definitively to sculpture. It 
was 1969, and Post-Minimalism was 
then at its height; while Mr. Puryear 
worked on his M.F.A. at Yale, Richard 
Serra and Robert Morris were visiting 
artists there. His sculptures’ rationality 
and restraint reflect that Post-Minimal 
influence. But Mr. Puryear upheld the 
virtue of craft when the art world was 
abandoning it, and the abstract forms 
of his wooden sculpture were subtly in-
flected with cultural concerns. Mr. Pur-
year, who is African-American, returns 
again and again to a number of motifs, 
devoid of personal expression yet reso-
nantly political. One recurring figure is 
the gate, a sign of welcome or of exclu-
sion. Another is the soft Phrygian cap, 
worn by 18th-century revolutionaries in 
France and Haiti. In one spiraling draw-
ing here, from 2003, two dozen lines go 
on a semicircular jog before narrowing 
and curving in on themselves, rearticu-
lating a symbol of both egalitarian citi-
zenship and black liberation.

Vessels and jugs, with their capac-
ity for an interior secret, also make fre-
quent appearances, and this show sug-
gests how Mr. Puryear uses drawing to 
investigate those forms’ sculptural po-
tential. A 1990 drawing, done with black 
Conté crayon and smudged around its 
edges, consists of an irregular oval that 
is extended at its bottom into a rectan-
gle, looking a bit like the business end 
of a golf club. Two years later the form 
recurs, this time in a large preparatory 
drawing for a sculpture: the shape has 
been tilted 90 degrees, and translated 
from a solid mass of black into a lattice 
structure. The sculpture itself (“Vessel,” 
1997–2002) is here too, and the lattice 

creates a cage of white pine, containing 
in its cavity a tar-covered ampersand. 
What was once solid has become hol-
low, and what was once abstract now 
feels almost anthropoid. That feeling is 
heightened by a smaller white bronze 
sculpture with the same shape, titled 
“Face Down.”

While many prominent sculptors 
embrace drawing and printmaking as 
stand-alone efforts — consider Rachel 
Whiteread’s spare domestic impres-
sions, or Thomas Schütte’s fraught and 
bulbous heads — Mr. Puryear evidently 
considers his works on paper as facilita-
tors of something more substantial. But 
the germination process can take years. 
In a print here from 2001, a net of lines 
describes a conical form that bends at 
its apex and points back down, like a 
swan nuzzling its beak into its plumage. 
(Mr. Puryear calls it his “9/11 Print,” as 
he was at work on the image on Sept. 
11.) The form recurred in three dimen-
sions last year, in an elegant sculpture 
of hardwood saplings and cordage at 
Mr. Puryear’s outstanding exhibition at 
Matthew Marks Gallery in Manhattan. 
Look closer at the 2001 print and you’ll 
see a second, smaller network of lines 
in the corner, echoing the swan-cone, 
but abbreviated and more rectilinear. 
That one, too, became a sculpture. As 
the work on paper is not a drawing but 
an etching, a medium permitting no re-
visions, the second form could hardly 
have been an idle sketch.

Neither of those new sculptures is 
here. Despite a few three-dimensional 
inclusions, this is a show of works on 
paper, and much of its argument about 
media is implicit. It may, by the way, 
look better in Chicago next year; at the 
Morgan, the show is divided between 
the museum’s low-ceilinged, crepuscu-
lar upstairs gallery and its taller, one-
room downstairs exhibition space. The 
split is unwieldy, and makes the smaller 
second half, which contains models of 
Mr. Puryear’s public works, feel thrown 

together. (The show confirms the in-
sufficiency of Renzo Piano’s Morgan 
Library renovation; the success of his 
Whitney Museum of American Art de-
sign and of his Art Institute expansion 
should not obscure the deficiencies of 
this one.)

But the Morgan is at its core a re-
pository for drawing. If a sculptor of 
Mr. Puryear’s stature fits into its halls 
with some difficulty, that may affirm 
that his works on paper, while esti-
mable, are still only a reflection of his 
greatest achievements.
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A portal that leads to introspection, questions 
by Sebastian Smee| December 24, 2013

Martin Puryear’s “Confessional” (1996-2000), which was recently acquired by the Museum of  Fine Arts 
and is on display in the museum’s Linde Family Wing, has a door. A wooden door. It’s a strange door, and 
perhaps not even a door at all, because it doesn’t open. What’s more, it has a sort of  step in front of  it. 
Perhaps the step is for entering. Or is it (thinking of  the work’s title) for kneeling?

The door itself  is wooden and very plain, but it suggests some kind of  power. Is it supposed to evoke the 
ending of  Kafka’s parable “Before the Law” in “The Trial”? “No one but you,” wrote Kafka, “could gain 
admittance through this door, since this door was intended for you. I am now going to shut it.”

It’s always possible, I suppose. But I doubt it, just because there is no “supposed to” about it in Puryear’s 
work. He was born in 1941 and grew up in Washington, D.C. He started out as a painter but later turned 
to sculpture, and has spent more than three decades inventing a lexicon of  superbly crafted, original forms 
in an array of  materials — especially wood. (He was given a retrospective at the Museum of  Modern Art in 
New York in 2007.)

Like Ellsworth Kelly, whose wood sculptures inaugurated the temporary exhibition program in the new 

MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON
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Linde Family Wing two years ago, Puryear comes across as a virtuoso — almost a fetishist — of  the prop-
erties and textures of  different woods.

But unlike Kelly, Puryear — although he is deeply influenced by abstraction — is no minimalist. His forms 
are ambivalent and enigmatic, but they are charged with poetic meaning, haunted by history.

“Confessional” has a backward-blooming shape that Puryear, who is African-American, has used in other 
works. For me, it conjures the shape of  a human head, particularly as abstracted in certain African sculp-
ture. The door might be the face, the rest the mind’s container.

This container may be inaccessible, but it is also transparent. Over a frame of  metal rods Puryear has placed 
overlapping squares of  wire mesh, welded together and coated with tar.

“Confessional” is charismatic. It keeps you on your toes. The materials combine lightness and warmth with 
heaviness and darkness. The sculpture’s form suggests delicacy but also a daunting robustness. It evokes 
architecture (a hermit’s chapel?) and a human form (a head).

Nothing about it is settled or clear. Everything is in tension.
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Martin Puryear with David Levi Strauss

In the midst of preparing for his retrospective at MoMA, Martin Puryear took time out to talk about his life and work with 
the Rail’s Consulting Editor, David Levi Strauss. They are neighbors in the Hudson River Valley, and the conversation took 
place at Strauss’s home near High Falls, not far from Puryear’s house and studio. The exhibition is organized for MoMA by 
John Elderfield, and it will be on view there from November 4, 2007 to January 14, 2008, and then travel to the Modern 
Art Museum of Forth Worth, Texas (February 24–May 18, 2008); the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. (June 22–
September 28, 2008); and the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (November 1, 2008–January 25, 2009).

David Levi Strauss (Rail): When I came to see you at the museum on Friday, to view all the works being installed, 
including the new piece, “Ad Astra,” which you made especially for the atrium, it was quite a scene, with museum visitors 
gathered all around the edges watching you and your assistants install the pieces. That familiar space was entirely trans-
formed.

Martin Puryear: Well, the new piece has a very long sapling attached, like an attenuated shaft for the wagon, stretch-
ing upward “to the stars.” There are two Latin phrases the title derives from: Ad astra per ardua, meaning “to the stars 
through difficulty,” and Ad astra per aspera, which translates as “to the stars through rough things or dangers.”

Rail: Ad astra per aspera is the motto of Kansas, where I grew up, and I’ve always thought it fitting. Is that long shaft re-
ally one piece or is it joined?

Puryear: The main section is one piece, 48 feet in length, with an additional piece spliced on that extends it another 15 
feet, so it stretches all the way up and a few inches beyond the atrium’s ceiling, which is 60 feet high, to the sixth floor. It’s 
slightly angled, so it’s a bit longer than the ceiling is high. As you noticed, it extends up to the edge of the elevated walkway 
on the sixth floor level.

Rail: So in the atrium are arranged the giant wheel of “Desire,” connected by a long wooden shaft or axle to a conical py-
lon made of wood lattice, with “Ad Astra,” and the “Ladder for Booker T. Washington,” suspended high in the air. On the 
wall is “Some Tales,” the earliest piece in the show, from 1975-78, and “Greed’s Trophy,” which MoMA owns. And then the 
bulk of the show will be installed on the sixth floor, with works spanning the last thirty years?

Puryear: A little over 30 years, yes, because “Some Tales,” was begun in 1975, and I managed to just finish “Ad Astra” a 
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few days before it had to be picked up from the studio, which was what I wanted: to have something that was absolutely 
new, and not working in a way that has a lot of control and predictability. What was interesting for me was to see how 
these sculptures, which span over 32 years from the earliest to the most recent, manage to feel like they’re all members of 
the same family.

Rail: Looking at “Ad Astra,” I was trying to remember whether you’ve ever done anything with that much vertical reach, 
especially in an indoor piece.

Puryear: It actually connects all the way back to “Box and Pole,” a piece I did for Artpark in 1977, consisting of a Cana-
dian hemlock box and one very long straight pole out of Southern yellow pine, close to 100 feet high. But you’re right. That 
was an outdoor commission.

Rail: From what I could tell, the arrangement of the works on the sixth floor will allow for ample space between them—
there appeared to be a lot of half-walls separating them.

Puryear: Well, that’s a complicated and interesting issue because, as we were laying out the show, we understood that 
each work needed its independence as an object and generous space around it. Also, the traffic at MoMA is not something 
you take lightly. There are 42 works in the sixth floor galleries, but we worked hard not to make the place seem crowded. 
The planning for this exhibition far exceeded anything I’ve been involved in before.

Rail: I think this will be the first time that a group of works has been able to stand up to the massive volume of that 
atrium. The combination of “Desire,” “Ladder for Booker T. Washington,” “Some Tales,” “Greed’s Trophy,” and the new 
piece “Ad Astra” is visually and conceptually exciting. However, I wasn’t sure what I thought about the “Ladder” being 
suspended so high in the air, after becoming used to seeing it hovering just off the ground in Fort Worth.

Puryear: When I built it I wasn’t really thinking of an ideal way to show it. But once it was finished I realized it was 
probably something that should exist in a kind of idealized space that does not invite any kind of accessibility, approach-
ability, or usability, whether real or imagined. It’s just an image or a presence in a space. The whole notion of making such 
a forced perspective, an artificially attenuated illusion, has always interested me. Actually, before I built that piece, I was 
approached about a project in Japan for which I made a proposal. It was for an enormous meeting hall, the Tokyo Interna-
tional Forum, designed by Rafael Viñoly. What I had proposed was a 250-foot ladder, where the illusion of forced perspec-
tive could be indistinguishable from the actual diminution over such a long distance. You wouldn’t know whether the tip of 
the ladder was really as far away from you as it seemed in a space that vast.

Rail: You would have started very wide at the bottom?

Puryear: Yes, and gone up diagonally through the building. I have a sketch at home of the entire thing drawn to scale. It’s 
on a long scroll [Laughter]. Anyway, it was never realized. So that’s when I began to think of it on a more modest scale.

Rail: The original idea was still for a split sapling?

Puryear: It would have been that shape, but in that larger dimension and scale it would have to have been constructed 
differently, and probably been hollow. It would have had to be an artificially contorted construction. The ladder I ended up 
making was in fact a naturally grown and wavy sapling, a young ash tree.

Rail: Let’s talk a little about your early years. You moved around quite a lot over the last 30 years. In 1973, you established 
a studio in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, and had a very productive four years there. You must have been one of the few artists 
who lived and worked in Williamsburg at that time!
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Puryear: Well, of course when I came to New York I began looking for workspace in Soho, because that’s where every-
thing was happening, and the lofts I visited there would’ve been perfect for me, except that by the time I arrived they were 
completely out of reach financially. I didn’t have a steady job at the time, so like a lot of artists in those days I was doing 
anything I could to survive. I was doing some building and construction work, with my brother at times or by myself, in 
the city. I worked as a set carpenter in a photo studio for a while. I did a couple of renovation jobs. I was doing all sorts of 
freelance work and putting ads in the Village Voice to get work. Then I got an offer for a teaching position at the University 
of Maryland, College Park, which is right outside of Washington, D.C., where I grew up. I went down and interviewed and 
figured this would at least give me a reliable, steady way to survive and keep my studio rent paid in New York. So I took 
the job even though it involved a four-hour commute. And I did that for almost four years. Commuting was not fun, but I 
look back on my time in Williamsburg with a lot of fond memories. I had as much contact with the art life in Manhattan as 
I wanted, but I also had what felt like a quiet place to live and develop my work.

Rail: Did you like teaching then?

Puryear: I’ve always liked teaching. I can’t say that I like what often comes with it, all the committee work, and some of 
the campus politics drove me absolutely crazy. But I did like working with students, especially those who were motivated. 
What you can share is your own passion, and if they pick up on it, it can be rewarding. But it was not a way to get a lot of 
work done. I worked like mad. I was there three days a week, and then I would have a four-day weekend. One day would 
invariably be taken up making the transition from the work week to being in the studio, and vice versa. So I essentially had 
a three-day weekend working in the studio, which was great as far as it went, but it didn’t go far enough in terms of really 
being able to be productive.

Rail: In this show, “Bask,” “Circumbent,” and “Some Tales” are all from that period. So they must have survived the fire 
that destroyed most of your early work on February 1, 1977.

Puryear: Everything else that was in my place, which was on Berry Street, not far from the Marcy Avenue stop on the J 
or M train, got destroyed in the fire. It was a second floor loft with a freight elevator—a wonderful space, with a view of 
Manhattan, for very little money. At that time it was a fraction of what I would have to pay in Manhattan for a comparable 
space. I could even park my truck in a locked courtyard with a roll-down gate. But if you left your car outside with your 
hood unlocked, in half an hour your battery would be gone, invariably. And if you left it for much longer, other parts would 
disappear. There were just a lot of people struggling. It was an intense but also a very rich time.

Rail: So the whole building was destroyed?

Puryear: Actually, four floors were destroyed, which were connected to an enormous complex of loft buildings on two 
separate blocks, which still remain. It was a very cold winter that year, so they had cut off the water to our sprinkler system 
because the pipes had frozen. And that’s why the fire went as fast as it did. Luckily, I had an adjoining space off to one side 
that I had set up as sort of a gallery for myself, in which I kept “Some Tales,” “Circumbent,” “Bask” and a few other pieces. 
It was not part of the main space and it was closed off. So those few pieces were recovered nearly intact from the fire, but 
everything else, including all my personal possessions, books, and tools, everything I’d done on paper to that point, and 
most of my slides and photographs of work were gone.

Rail: This was a real turning point. As it turns out, it was also the point of departure for this whole retrospective . . . .

Puryear: That’s true. It’s the genesis of the whole growth of my work from that point on. And I did feel in some strange 
way that suddenly I had no past, but since my past was obliterated, I felt liberated to move forward into a new future.

Rail: In 1978 you moved to Chicago and spent the next 12 years there. That was when you really became known interna-
tionally.
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Puryear: After trying for awhile to gain some visibility in New York, it just wasn’t happening, because I didn’t have the 
ability to do what we call today “networking,” productively. I mean, I certainly enjoyed peoples’ company, and I had a lot 
of friends, but I didn’t seem able to translate that into a contact that would get me someplace in terms of serious gallery 
exposure. It just wasn’t something that I was good at. I think Chicago at the time was a more open place. I had one person 
who told me when I arrived in Chicago, “You’re going exactly the opposite direction from most people, who leave Chicago 
for New York. We really appreciate that you’re here.” Not that I was well-known when I left New York, but when I got to 
Chicago some people had heard of me and I felt very welcomed.

Rail: It’s also nice to be missed. When you left Chicago in 1990 and moved here to Ulster County, the art critic for the Chi-
cago Tribune wrote, “We lost not only a gifted sculptor, but also the first Chicago artist who had conquered the rest of the 
world since the photographer Harry Callahan did it in the 1960s.” And when your retrospective opened at the Hirshhorn 
Museum in 1992, Washington, D.C. treated you like a returning hometown hero. This is Paul Richard in the Washington 
Post: “Not since the 1960s, and the bursting into fame of Morris Louis, Kenneth Noland and the painters of the Color 
School has a modernist from Washington earned such well-deserved acclaim.”

Puryear: I think maybe the fact that I was born there, educated there, and came back and could be claimed as a genuine 
Washingtonian, born and bred, may have had something to do with it. And with Chicago, I was there long enough—twelve 
years—to have a tremendous number of friendships and contacts. I did a lot of work there, had a number of shows, and got 
my first really important gallery connection which I still have to this day, with Donald Young Gallery (originally Young-
Hoffman).

Rail: On March 30, 1991, your daughter Sascha was born, and this was another turning point.

Puryear: It sure was! [Laughs] As you well know . . . from one dad to another. It’s been by equal measure a challenge 
and an amazing liberation from the kind of self-absorption that I was able to indulge in, even after I got married. Once I 
became a father, being married was still profoundly life-changing, but not nearly as much of a turning point as becoming a 
father.

Rail: We moved to Ulster County from San Francisco in 1993, three years after you got here, and our daughters, Sascha 
and Maya, are less than two years apart in age. I remember when I first met you, you were talking about how you needed 
to step back from doing so many big public commissions so you could spend more time in the studio, and it seemed like 
that was a struggle for a while.

Puryear: I was getting commissions that it felt crazy not to accept. But it might have been wiser to just stay in the studio. 
I don’t do commissions that efficiently, because for every project I tend to take on extensive research and development. I 
try to take into account the factors of site, material, scale, and context, so each one ends up being a completely different 
entity. Since they get fabricated, I have to find a way to stay as connected to the process as I possibly can. Being the obses-
sive and controlling person that I am, it means a lot of oversight, and usually a lot of travel back and forth to check in on 
it. They are usually constructed somehow with industrial processes, but it gets done differently each time. It’s been very 
fascinating and rewarding to go in so many different directions, but it does take its toll.

Rail: You said once that it’s a good thing you became an artist, because if you had to make a living building things for their 
utility, you would have gone broke a long time ago. Because the way you make things is not “efficient.”

Puryear: I tend not to have the kind of mind that thinks in terms of what I guess a business person would call “effi-
ciency.” I think only in terms of the result, and whatever I have to do to achieve that result. I’ve often done things over and 
over again until I get it right, or worked on one piece for so long and then ended up having to discard it in the end because 
it didn’t work. I think every artist has to do that from time to time, and similarly, I am constantly finding ways to resist any 
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kind of predictability in my work, mostly because I always seem to need to be doing something that I don’t fully under-
stand. So there needs to be an element of discovery for me usually, which again doesn’t make for the greatest efficiency or 
productivity, or predictability as far as success is concerned. Even though I think I’m efficient enough once an idea is clear, 
I don’t have a “production” kind of attitude towards the work. So I tend not to make lots of variations on a given theme, or 
work in series very much.

Rail: There has always been a relation in your work to dwellings, buildings, architecture, and shelter. I’m thinking es-
pecially of works like “Cedar Lodge” (1977), and “Where the Heart Is” (1981). These pieces evoke a kind of melancholic 
longing, perhaps a longing for home. John Elderfield refers to this in his catalogue essay: “If at times he does seem to be 
re-creating a primitive dwelling, it is not as a representation, but as a wish, one that can never come true.” Does that ring 
true to you?

Puryear: As somebody growing up in the city all my life, I always had an interest in the natural world from the time I was 
very young, but my urban life was my entire life until I moved up here to the Hudson Valley. I think there is something 
about that fantasy of living in a natural environment that came from being a city dweller who never fully accepted the 
fact that he was an urban person. The irony is, now that I’m living in the country, I realize how important it is for me to 
maintain contact with the city. I get down to New York about once a month, and it’s almost like coming up for air. I always 
thought that as I grew older, I would be happier to just be in the studio and not need or want to know what was going on 
culturally so much, but the fact is I love the energy that’s in New York, and I enjoy seeing what’s going on.

The other part of the whole notion of habitable spaces has to do with the notion of scale. So much sculpture historically 
has been about looking at a thing in front of you and being completely outside of it. However colossal it is, you’re outside 
of it, and I’m always fascinated by what it’s like to have a sense of the inside of something, and that’s in a way what I felt 
as I was doing in “Cedar Lodge.” It was a kind of strange, bio-morphic, organic structure that had a door that you could 
enter. So I’m fascinated by that, and even in the things that aren’t inherently about dwellings or about inhabitable spaces, 
there is the sense that if a thing is a certain size or a certain scale in relation to your body, and that you’re conscious of the 
hollowness of it, I think there is a way to project yourself into it, to imagine what it would be like to experience that from 
the inside. This has given rise to a lot of my works which are not sealed off, unbroken skins, but are in fact various ways 
of articulating a space or a volume that’s permeable, visually permeable, that you can penetrate, sense the inside as well 
as the outside. It’s always been fascinating to me to have that dual sense. So it isn’t about fantasies of living in a primitive 
way, it’s about the space that you can intuit or feel inside of.

Rail: I wanted to ask you about the titles. You’ve always taken titles pretty seriously and I’ve always liked your titles a 
lot, because they manage to be open-ended and poetic and not nail things down too much. But when you called that piece 
“Ladder for Booker T. Washington,” it did fix its meaning.

Puryear: Absolutely. I discovered that the historical connectedness of that image to the reality of who Booker T. Wash-
ington was overrides any kind of expectation I might have had of the work as a primarily aesthetic experience. The lad-
der did in fact start with an idea that was visual, and the title, despite its specificity, was a complete afterthought. But it 
seemed so apt, given the contorted, precarious ascent presented by the ladder and its distorted perspective, that I couldn’t 
resist it.

Booker T. Washington believed that freed slaves and their descendants should prove they were deserving of equal rights 
when they were granted them. He was an educator whose ideas of racial uplift were more gradual than someone like 
W.E.B. Du Bois, for example, who was much clearer in his analysis of the intransigence of American society with respect to 
equality for black people. Anyway, I feel that our knowledge of each other’s history in this country is so spotty that if I can 
put something out there, and people get curious, they might learn a little bit about the whole history, and that’s not a bad 
thing.
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Rail: Have you had time to look at the Kara Walker pieces that are next door to the atrium here [at MoMA]?

Puryear: I did. When I came to MoMA, I realized that she had an installation of some works on paper here, while her 
other show has just opened at the Whitney.

Rail: Did you read the Hilton Als piece on her in The New Yorker?

Puryear: I did.

Rail: What did you think of it?

Puryear: I think he came as close as I’ve ever seen anybody come to capturing her as a person. I find her fascinating, a 
really brave artist. She is someone I’ve been interested in and curious about for a long time. I think her silhouettes are bril-
liant. She’s incredibly eloquent with the language she’s developed for herself, and it makes me sad that people can take her 
work so literally that they can miss its point—that it’s really a complicated, ambiguous critique. She blows a window open 
to show things we’d rather forget, or that we refuse to face, about our past as a nation, and it is work that is meant to get 
under your skin, as it should. It gets under mine.

Rail: In her series of prints at MoMA, “Harper’s Pictorial History of the Civil War (Annotated),” she’s taking these civil 
war lithographs and then screen-printing onto them, and there were a couple of them that, to me, seemed related to some 
of your recent works in this show. “Confederate Prisoners Being Conducted from Jonesborough to Atlanta” has a black 
man’s head projected right into the middle of it, so that the Union soldiers look like they are surrounding it and gazing 
into it. And then there is another piece over by the stairs, “Pack-Mules in the Mountains,” that has Walker’s trickster 
woman figure superimposed on the mule train, with an interior section cut out of it. The spatial imposition of those made 
me think of your work, and especially the most recent works, which I think are really much more in-your-face racially and 
politically than a lot of things from the past. I’m thinking of the most recent piece, “C.F.A.O.” I’m told the initials stand for 
“Compagnie Francaise de l’Afrique Occidentale,” or “the French Company of West Africa,” a French trading company that 
operated between Marseilles and West Africa. The piece consists of a complex scaffolding of milled wood rising out of an 
old wooden wheelbarrow—it’s the kind of thing that you see in poor countries, where impossibly large piles of material are 
being moved around on simple carts—and whoever is pushing the wheelbarrow is facing this large white Fang mask which 
is cut in reverse. It’s literally “in your face.” This sculpture hits me on so many levels I don’t even know where to start, but 
in some way I almost think of it as a self-portrait. I don’t know whether you ever thought of it that way. It’s in your form 
language, but it seems like another step out. It’s really more direct, more . . .

Puryear: It’s more overt, isn’t it?

Rail: Yes, more overt.

Puryear: The more overt and literal the elements are that I’m trying to incorporate into the work, the more of a struggle it 
is for me to make it work as art. I’ve been dealing with abstract forms for a long time, so the inclusion of some pre-existing 
things from the world (rather than from my own hand and brain) felt like a pretty dicey proposition. It still does.

In the case of “Ad Astra,” I feel that what I’ve done is make a kind of still-life composition using those wheels as a start-
ing point. And with “C.F.A.O.,” I feel I was trying to reconstruct a feeling—and I can’t call it a dream, or even a memory, 
but just a way to look back to 1964, 65, 66, when I was in Sierra Leone, and there was a warehouse building in our vil-
lage, Segbwema, which had those letters on it, C.F.A.O., which was an abbreviation for ‘Compagnie Francaise de l’Afrique 
Occidentale”—a faded metal rusting warehouse, and the local people just called it “French company.” It was by the rail-
road tracks, among other big warehouse buildings, where they were unloading goods and so forth. In any case, it had once 
been an active French trading company, in a former British colony. It just struck me, as I got to learn more about colonial-
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ism, that colonialism wasn’t simply about bringing raw materials out of the colonies, it was also about creating markets 
for the goods that were produced by the colonizers. A huge part of the whole colonialist enterprise was to create markets 
with the goods from all the administrative centers, such as Paris, Marseilles, London, Lisbon and elsewhere in Europe. It 
was a huge part of the way that the interface happened between Europe and Africa, or Europe and Asia during that period. 
So when I saw that wheelbarrow, which looks like it might have been made during the time when France still maintained 
colonies in West Africa—when I saw that rustic, obviously handmade, object, I had a couple of thoughts. The first thought 
was “I understand this object,” way the form of each part was generated by the role it had to play in making the thing func-
tion, and I felt that I could have come up with something very similar myself if I had to solve the same problem, using the 
materials and the means the original builder had at his disposal. The second thought, and this feels uncanny, was about 
the form of this mask from the Fang people of Gabon, in West Africa, which I’d seen reproduced numerous times, and 
which was on the cover of a book I’d picked up in Paris shortly before I came upon the wheelbarrow. The book was called 
L’Art à la Source (Art at the Source) by Claude Roy. To me, this very well-known mask seemed almost modern in its form.

Rail: Certainly as photographed by Walker Evans . . . .

Puryear: Yeah, it’s in so many books. Today the Fang are regarded as among the most sophisticated of the carvers in 
West Africa, and this particular mask, from our Western perspective, has an almost iconic status. The idea of carving it 
in the negative so that you actually become the mask looking out was somehow important to me, and so it’s in fact not as 
though you are inside the mask, but you are the mask facing outward, in a way. It’s as though you had taken a mold of the 
mask, and that’s what you have. As though you’d made a mold, or imprint of the mask, and that’s what you are.

Rail: Well, that’s what I saw.

Puryear: The other thing about it is that there is a shape that’s been in my work for many years that keeps coming back, 
so this mask in a way is, long after I first started making these shapes, a way of discovering an origin, or imputing an origin 
for those shapes.

Rail: I think of the shape in that untitled piece from 1989, which is actually a strip of red cedar taken off of “Lever #1,” 
right? Do you know what the first occurrence of that shape was?

Puryear: It might have been that . . . I know which one you’re talking about. It’s the simplest of the ribbon-like wall pieces 
in the show.

Rail: Michael Auping made me very happy when he brought in the words of the poet Robert Duncan (who was my main 
teacher in San Francisco) to talk about your work. Auping writes, “The poetics of Puryear’s image suggest what Robert 
Duncan called ‘access to the world mystery,’ in which ‘the immediacy of what I can grasp and form with my hands is as big 
as any idea I can imagine.” That’s why I’ve kept coming back to your sculptures over and over, all these years: because they 
have that access, and are thereby inexhaustible to me. They are dealing with very big ideas, but these big ideas are always 
grounded back into the body, through the hands. I was taught poetics (by Duncan and the other poets in San Francisco) 
as the study of how things are made, and I also think that much of poetics is about joinery. The place where things are cut 
and joined together or where they touch, is really where meaning is made. And that holds true for poetry or writing as well 
as for sculptural objects. It’s all about the edges, this cutting and joining.

The new piece, “Ad Astra,” has a kind of martial look to it, with what could be an armored cart to carry ammunition 
mounted on these big caisson wheels. At the same time, it casts out this impossible extension, if not to the stars, at least to 
the sixth floor (Laughs). I just found out that in astronomy, a “Wagon” refers to an “asterism,” like the Big Dipper. What 
was the origin of this piece?

Puryear: Well, in one sense it began as a response to an extremely tall space, something like the way I created an earlier 
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work called “This Mortal Coil” in 1999 for a cathedral in Paris (the Chapelle Saint-Louis de la Salpetrière). That interior 
was over 80 feet high, and for that installation I also made a construction that was massive at its base but became much 
lighter and more fragile as it rose upwards. Actually, I first worked this way back in 1977, when I incorporated a wooden 
pole that rose vertically 100 feet above the ground into a work installed in an enormous field. That was my first time trying 
to hold a very large space with minimal means, and from that first attempt I began to think more in terms of concentrated 
energy than enormous mass and volume in dealing with large spaces. So there were precedents in my work to my response 
to the atrium space at MoMA.

I had found those wheels in France while I was working at the Calder Studio—it must have been about fourteen years ago, 
because my daughter Sascha was two years old at the time. They were from an old farm wagon, and I saw them in an open 
shed not far from the Calder place, which is surrounded by the most extraordinary rural landscape. I bought two pairs 
from the farmer who owned them and they’d been in my possession ever since, waiting for a suitable idea. As I’ve already 
said, using found objects is a departure for me, but it’s been a way of sabotaging some of the control I tend to exert in my 
work, and opening the door to some chance and even spontaneity. Also, the things I tend to want to appropriate are things 
which I feel were originally conceived and made in ways which are close to my own way of creating things.

“Ad Astra,” the work that I finally made, was pretty far removed from the original history of the wheels, and was an at-
tempt to transform them into something that felt like my own work. It was also a question of physically balancing the 
whole thing so that it stands up like that, so that it’s erect.

Rail: Does it have an interior?

Puryear: Yeah, the wagon’s “cargo,” the crystal-shaped box, is hollow. The walls of it are very thick, but it is hollow.

Rail: I find these latest works pretty wild. “A Distant Place” has got that horn—people will see it as a unicorn horn or a 
narwhal tusk—rising up, in idealism and aspiration, out of a twisted burl, which reads like a kind of cancer.

Puryear: That’s pretty much what a burl is on a tree. It’s an uncontrolled growth on the trunk that just keeps generating 
these twisted and contorted fibers. This was one that a friend had collected in Vermont and brought down to me. I had 
thought to use it as a utilitarian thing. Burls are often used for bowls, because the wood is so dense and interlocked that 
they don’t split easily, and they were used by Native-Americans and by settlers throughout the colonial era. Wooden bowls 
can be quite fragile, but these burl bowls are very tough. But once I’d lived with it for awhile I felt I wanted to work with 
it intact, as an ingredient in a piece of work. And it’s always a challenge, you know: What can you do with this? How can 
you use this and claim it, make it yours? Especially something that has as much presence as a burl or a pair of old beauti-
ful wheels or a wheelbarrow. How do you claim that for yourself as an artist? Like I said, I am such a controlling person. I 
want to take everything and impose my will on it, and this is a way that feels like more of a collaboration.

Rail: Could you talk about “A Distant Place,” as a title?

Puryear: It’s not that specific. I like what you said about putting words together as a form of joinery in poetry. That’s 
what I’m trying to do with titles, where I juxtapose things in order to open up various possible meanings to the imagina-
tion.

Rail: How do they generally come?

Puryear: All kinds of ways. But the main thing is that I try not to have it be something that a person can regard as a key 
to unlock a work and interpret it. Like I said, “Ladder for Booker T. Washington” is perhaps unique among my titles, in 
that it lets you into the work in a fairly specific and rather concrete way, which many people will probably never get out of, 
they’ll just see it as a metaphor for a certain social idea.
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Rail: I think sometimes when young artists look at a career like yours, they might imagine that it’s been an unbroken 
string of successes and accolades, and one of the things that happens with a retrospective like this is that the rough spots 
get smoothed out in the art historical narrative. I know that’s not exactly how things went with you. There were good times 
and bad times, especially when the kinds of things that you were working with or on were sometimes considered so far out 
of fashion that there was no place for them in the art historical narrative. Is there anything that you can say that might be 
useful to younger artists about that?

Puryear: Well, it’s interesting that you bring that up now, because looking over a thirty-odd year span of my work, it’s 
obvious that my way of making art must seem anachronistic and out of sync with what is most vital in art today. I still 
work with my hands, in the belief that touch, or the way the material is manipulated, can influence the work, and that the 
physical making process itself can generate ideas, as well as bring them to fruition. And this is happening at a time when 
so much of the power in recent work resides in the ideas, whose translation into physical form has become almost perfunc-
tory, capable of being farmed out to the skilled hands of others, often quite removed from the artist’s direct control. It’s 
odd for a living artist to say this about his own work today, but my way of making art seems very traditional, at least in 
its methodology, and in the values that guide the result. What I can say at this juncture, though, is that even as I am more 
aware than ever of urgent social realities, and of the youthful surges as the art of our present moment evolves in response, 
I hope I can continue to persist, and to hold on to what’s most important in my own work.
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Humanity’s Ascent, in Three Dimensions 
by Roberta Smith| November 2, 2007
On Sunday, when the Museum of  Modern Art’s 
30-year retrospective of  the sculptor Martin 
Puryear opens, the New York art world will find 
itself  in what may be an unprecedented situation. 
For the first time in recent memory — maybe ever 
— two of  the city’s most prominent museums will 
be presenting large, well-done exhibitions of  living 
African-American artists. The Whitney Museum’s 
15-year survey of  Kara Walker’s work has been 
searing hearts, minds and eyes since it opened early 
last month. Now it is Mr. Puryear’s turn to weave 
his finely nuanced yet insistent spell.
 
Perhaps in the future welcome and overdue coin-
cidences like this will no longer merit mention. 
In the meantime this one has the added bonus of  
representing radically different ways of  being an 
artist, black or otherwise. Ms. Walker comes out 
of  Conceptual and appropriation art and makes 
the bitter legacy of  race relations in this country 
the engine of  her cut-paper installations, animated 
films and language pieces.
 
Mr. Puryear, who was born in 1941 and grew 
up in Washington, D.C., is a former painter who emerged from the Minimalist and Postminimalist vortex 
making hand-worked, mostly wood sculptures. These soothe more than seethe, balancing between the geo-
metric and the organic with Zen aplomb.

Mr. Puryear is a formalist in a time when that is something of  a dirty word, although his formalism, like 
most of  the 1970s variety, is messed with, irreverent and personal. His formalism taps into a legacy even 
larger than race: the history of  objects, both utilitarian and not, and their making. From this all else fol-
lows, namely human history, race included, along with issues of  craft, ritual, approaches to nature and all 
kinds of  ethnic traditions and identities.

These references seep out of  his highly allusive, often poetic forms in waves, evoking the earlier Modern-
ism of  Brancusi, Arp, Noguchi and Duchamp, but also carpentry, basket weaving, African sculpture and the 
building of  shelter and ships. His work slows you down and makes you consider its every detail as physical 
fact, artistic choice and purveyor of  meaning.

Richard Barnes/Museum of  Modern Art 
The Martin Puryear sculpture “Ladder for Booker T. Washington” (1996).
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The MoMA show, which has been organized by John Elderfield, the museum’s chief  curator of  painting 
and sculpture, is quite beautiful and conveys Mr. Puryear’s achievement persuasively. With 40 works on 
the sixth floor and 5 more on the second-floor atrium level, it displays a lack of  repetition unusual in these 
product-oriented times. Of  the five in the atrium, two are attenuated sculptures that reach upward several 
stories, making new use of  that tall, awkward space. “Ladder for Booker T. Washington” from 1996 is a 
wobbly ladder whose drastic foreshortening makes it seem to stretch to infinity.

It suggests that the climb to success is deceptively long — and perhaps longer for blacks than whites. But 
its limitless vista also has a comedic joy worthy of  Miró.

Mr. Puryear once said of  Minimalism, “I looked at it, I tasted it, and I spat it out.” But he has taken a lot 
from it, and used it better and more variously than many of  his contemporaries.

While rejecting Minimalism’s ideal of  being completely nonreferential, he said yes to its wholeness, stasis 
and hollowness, to sculpture as an optical, imagistic presence that nonetheless can’t be known completely 
without walking around it. Above all he applied the Minimalist embrace of  new materials in a retroactive 
manner: using wood in so many different ways that it feels like a new material, both physically and poeti-
cally.

Mr. Puryear’s treatments of  wood verge on the encyclopedic and give the material an almost animal diver-
sity, creating a kind of  rainbow coalition of  contrasting skin tones and textures, bone structures, muscle 
densities and personalities. Surfaces are light or dark, matte or gleaming, smooth or bristling, richly stained 
or au naturel. Woods are thick, thin and very thin; opaque or transparent; solid or skeletal.

Each piece is to some extent a new start, with its own integrity and references. Topped by a layer of  dried 
mud, the squat bulletlike block of  weathered wood that is “For Beckwourth” (1980) conjures up an Indian 
lodge, a Baule sculpture coated with dried sacrificial material, an early Greek tomb and a nondenomination-
al church dome. (These associations can arise before a label informs us that James Beckwourth, the son of  a 
black mother and a white father, was born into slavery and was eventually made a chief  of  the Crow Indian 
nation.)

The elegant 1975-78 wall piece “Some Tales” is a series of  lines so spare they might almost be drawn, but 
are in fact long, thin pieces of  wood, abstract yet glowing, with intimations of  human use, and somehow 
sinister too. They bring to mind drumsticks, an oxen yoke, saws, bullwhips, tree branches. One long loop is 
both a giant hairpin and a rope ready for coiling into who knows what. “Bask” (1976) is a low-lying floor 
piece in black-stained pine, tapered at both ends, but with a gently swelling center. 
It suggests a sleeping seal, but also a rolling wave of  oil that might kill a seal.

A mysterious seductive blackness, one of  Mr. Puryear’s touchstones, dominates in a large rounded monolith 
from 1978 whose polished, headlike form is tellingly, even ominously titled “Self ” — the dark inescapable 
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thing within us all. But this looming form also tilts oddly, a little like the Rock of  Gibraltar or a whale’s 
breaching snout..

The monolith of  “Self ” is also a Puryear staple. Later on it is streamlined and open like a rib cage in the 
lustrous “Bower,” and a kind of  crazy scribble in “Thicket” — or as close to a scribble as raw two-by-fours 
can get. In “Old Mole” it culminates in a beak and its densely crisscrossing lath suggests a creature both 
blind and bandaged. In “Confessional” the monolith expands into a habitable hut made of  a semi-transpar-
ent patchwork of  wire lightly clotted with tar. One side is truncated by a large plane of  wood that might 
be a door or even a face, at which point the hut mutates into a cowled head, that of  a priest or perhaps of  
Death.

The face of  “Confessional” becomes explicit in “C.F.A.O.” (completed this year), whose initials stand for 
Compagnie Française de l’Afrique Occidentale, the French trading company that sailed between Marseille 
and West Africa beginning in the 19th century. Its most striking form is an enlarged negative impression 
of  a white Fang tribal mask that is embedded in an impenetrable scaffolding of  wood dowels. This in turn 
rests on a worn-out wheelbarrow: European and African forms enmeshed in an intractable post-colonial 
chaos.

Mr. Puryear’s work is humorous but not ironic. It has a complex worldview devoid of  trendy critique. It 
offers more integrity than innovation and proves repeatedly that accessible doesn’t rule out subtle. Like 
Elizabeth Murray, who was also the subject of  a recent MoMA retrospective, Mr. Puryear has pursued what 
might be called an old-fashioned approach to the new. But really, both have done nothing more, or less, 
than ground formalism in the rich world of  their own experience and identity. And that is new enough.
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artin Puryear’s 
retrospective, 
which opened 

last night at the Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture 
Garden, is a homecoming 
in triumph. Puryear has, 
at 50, the makings of a 
master. It was here that he 
was born and raised, and 
here that he received his 

college education, his first 
gallery exhibits and his first 
museum shows. Not since 
the 1960s, and the bursting 
into fame of Morris Louis, 
Kenneth Noland and 
the painters of the Color 
School, has a modernist 
from Washington earned 
such well-deserved acclaim.

Yesterday was 
Martin Puryear Day in 
Washington. The mayor 

so proclaimed it, perhaps a 
little hokily. For Puryear’s 
work evokes such quiet 
mental voyaging -- to 
distant times and distant 
lands, to the Arctic and 
the Orient, to Africa and 
Sweden -- that claiming 
him for Washington seems, 
at best, a stretch. Still, 
something of this city 
-- its disdain for sudden 
fashion, its mix of black and 
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white, its reverence for precedent 
-- is apparent in the way that he has 
changed the mood of contemporary 
sculpture, and maybe even nudged 
the history of art.

What makes him different is his 
hand. Puryear makes his sculptures 
-- of cedar, oak and hickory, of 
poplar and of ash -- with planes 
and saws and spokeshaves, with a 
cabinetmaker’s skill. Somehow he’s 
restored an unfamiliar warmth to the 
look of current art.

In 1989, as the sole U.S. 
representative at the Sao Paulo 
Bienal, Puryear was the artist 
awarded the grand prize. He’s won 
a MacArthur Foundation “genius” 
prize, a Guggenheim Foundation 
grant, a sojourn at the American 
Academy in Rome and many other 
honors. His fame appears secure.

It’s been 30 years since New York 
sculptor Tony Smith telephoned a 
welder and ordered a six-foot cube 
of steel plate. “Die” is what he called 
it. That cube, while darkly hinting at 
both dice and death, did much to kill 
the prominence of sculpture made by 
hand. That chill is all around us now.

Countless artists since -- 
dismissing messy handiwork, 
celebrating “concept,” denigrating 
craft -- have been content to make 
their objects, or have others make 
them, of scavenged junk or store-
bought goods or industrial materials, 
as if the modern world demanded 
distance from the workshop, as if 
merely thinking was all that was 
required to make a work of art.

Puryear has small interest 
in what he has described as such 
“executive activity.” In each of his 
grand sculptures -- there are 38 on 
view -- one feels the man himself, his 
patience and his labor. “I have a hard 

time thinking of myself as dictating 
to others how to do my work,” he’s 
said. “And I think it has to do with 
where I come from in society, where 
I fit in society, the fact that my people 
were always executors, workers, their 
hands were always busy, their backs 
were always bent.”

He is part geometrician. The 
pure Euclidean beauty of circles, 
squares, cones and cubes flickers 
in his sculptures. He’s a modernist 
as well, at ease with the tradition 
of Jean Arp and Brancusi. Yet the 
busyness of Puryear’s hand, and 
the bending of his back -- and his 
willingness to learn from the purpose 
of his tools, the soul of his materials, 
the knowledge of his muscles -- has 
aligned his work with artists whose 
names he never knew.

Ghosts surround his objects. 
While confronting their strong 
presences one gets the eerie feeling 
that patient, long-dead craftsmen 
-- the carvers of West Africa, the 
boatwrights who made Viking ships, 
the yurt builders of Mongolia, the 
carpenters of Kyoto -- are standing by 
your shoulder, looking at them too.

While other sculptors of our age 
often ask us to confront the media 
world, the telephone or the evils of 
the age, one often gets the feeling that 
Puryear is instead musing without 
grief on wildlife, on nature. “Nature,” 
Puryear has said, “can be as visually 
interesting to me as art. ... A zoo can 
be as stimulating as an art museum.”

His show is filled with birdlike 
forms, with crests and beaks and 
talons. Their scale gives these 
creatures, if creatures is the word, 
astonishing immediacy: Most are 
as big as you are. The Hirshhorn’s 
painted “Timber’s Turn” of 1987 
(the “tern” homonym is intentional) 
seems to lift its pointed tail like 
a seabird on the waves. “Sharp 
and Flat” (1987) juts its neck so 
energetically it can almost be heard 
singing. An untitled bird-form near 
it -- part solid, part translucent, it’s 

made of tar on steel mesh -- suggests 
a long-necked, coal-black swan with 
its hidden head tucked underneath 
its wing. Yet these objects never fully 
feel like beings seen in the wild. Their 
mortises and dowels, their wood 
grains and planed surfaces, always 
call the mind back to the process of 
their making. With their complex 
evocations, their strategies and lures, 
they’re more decoys than birds.

As a child in Washington, 
Puryear dreamed of catching falcons. 
He’s the eldest of seven children. His 
mother, Martina, a schoolteacher, 
taught at Eckington Elementary; his 
father, Reginald, worked for the Post 
Office. Puryear is a voyager. He’s 
lived in Washington, in Brooklyn, 
in Nashville and Chicago. He now 
lives with his wife, the former Jeanne 
Gordon, a pianist and artist, in a 
house he helped design and build 
in Upstate New York. It was after 
graduation from Catholic University 
that he started roaming. His many 
years of travel, and his years as an 
outsider, can be sensed within his art.

After two years in the Peace 
Corps -- he taught English, French 
and biology in the village of 
Segbwema, Sierra Leone -- he headed 
north to Stockholm, to the Swedish 
Royal Academy of Art. While in 
Scandinavia, he often left the city to 
travel in the wilds of Norway and of 
Lapland. He’s since traveled by canoe 
though the just-as-wild landscape 
of Alaska. He carved his own wood 
paddles. The skill of Puryear’s hand 
has been evident since childhood 
(he made guitars in college). Though 
his graduate studies in art at Yale 
University might well have urged him 
onward to plastic or aluminum, he 
kept returning to the wood shop, even 
though he understood that “there’s 
something about making wooden 
things by hand that now seems 
almost obsolete.”

And yet one can’t help feeling 
that wood has somehow saved him, 
that the spirit of the stuff itself has 
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somehow linked his work to other 
lands and ages. The art of Martin 
Puryear, despite its mood of newness, 
seems to sing remembrance. It’s not 
nailed to the present.

Too many of his contemporaries, 
searching desperately for “relevance,” 
have felt obliged to goad their 
wan or coy or angry art “beyond 
the aesthetic.” Puryear has picked 
another path. He is unashamed of 
beauty. His poetry is allusive, his 
surfaces seductive. And his processes 
are seen. His art is never slam-bang 
fast. It’s slow as aging wood, slow as 
growing trees.

Puryear’s touring retrospective 
was organized for the Art Institute 
of Chicago by Neal Benezra, who has 
left that institution to become the 
Hirshhorn’s new chief curator. His 
catalogue is fine; so is his installation. 
Puryear’s retrospective will not visit 
New York -- that fashion-ridden 
town just doesn’t seem to get him 
-- but it will travel to the Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, and 
to the Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
after closing at the Hirshhorn on May 
10.
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As martin puryear’s work has evolved, from the rug-
gedly anthropological to the subtly refined, from the 
exotic to the erotic and psychological, the artist has 
adhered to only one style a broadly derived variant 
of Modernist abstraction. Nevertheless the work is 
conceptually sophisticated, addressing Western con-
structions of the “primitive” at the same time that 
it invokes virtuoso craftsmanship and the poetry of 
natural materials—ash, ponderosa pine, red cedar. 
Deftly negotiating between craft and fine art, Pur-
year’s art conserves distant traditions and reaffirms 
timeworn values; though his sculpture has become a 
sign for “primitive,” the work is not.

Puryear has consistently distanced himself from 
the stylistic and topical concerns of mainstream es-
thetics. His logical artistic inheritance is Minimal-
ism, yet his acknowledgment of that movement’s 
importance signals only his receptivity to a dynamic 
of reduction, geometry (of a modulated kind), and 
economy of form. Like the mathematician in Wil-
liam Boyd’s novel Brazzaville Beach, Puryear seems 
“preoccupied with the conviction that the abstract 
precision of geometry and measurement really had 
nothing to do with the imprecise and changing di-
mensions of living things, could not cope accurately 
with the intrinsic ruggedness of the natural world.”1 
His work is more individualistic than that of the 
Minimalists proper, more expressive, if in an austere 
and subtle way. Though his touch is usually camou-
flaged by his surface treatment, his art is also more 
involved with hand work than is Minimalism—his 
procedures are often drawn from carpentry and boat-
building. Finally, he appears to have an aversion to 
the kind of mass or serial production associated with 
Minimalist artists.

Puryear’s narrative installations and highly fin-
ished (albeit sometimes unfinished-looking) works 
were never really even post-Minimal either, despite 
techniques and a biomorphic syntax that occasional-
ly sweep him into categories alongside Jackie Winsor, 
Robert Therrien, and Heide Fasnacht. Actually his 
equivocations between abstraction and referentiality 
are conceptually more akin to the classical balancing 
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acts of Joel Shapiro and Jene Highstein, his eccentric or-
ganicism more like that of Richard Deacon. If Shapiro’s 
figures balance between abstraction and human gesture, 
Puryear’s forms hover between natural and ethnographic 
associations. Often a work appears like a closed con-
tainer, say, or a vault, only at a second glance to seem an 
empty vessel, an open basket.If early forms resemble ship 
hulls, cages, and huts, later objects are less guarded and 
more available, like giant pods, decoys, or tombs. Ab-
straction is the open-ended vessel accommodating these 
idiosyncratic composites.

It has been suggested that Puryear’s method is basi-
cally intuitive, fusing this formal vocabulary with an im-
pressive knowledge of nature and other cultures and with 
his technical command of woodworking. Though the ra-
tionalist rigor of Minimalism echoes in the precision and 
discipline of his fabrication, he insists on an emotional 
response from his audience. Here viewers confront ma-
terial culture rather than abstract creation; artifact and 
esthetic object are conflated.

Central to this work is the idea that ‘labor is meaningful 
and pleasurable. As Peter Boswell notes, Puryear appreci-
ates the anonymity of the craftsperson but leverages it to 
build unique works of art; he understands and mines the 
productive contradiction between these two positions.2 A 

craftsman’s marks are most often invisible as signs of au-
thorship, but in Puryear’s sculpture the imprints and trac-
es of tools may become artistic signatures, and emphasize 
the maker as well as the thing made.3 Audiences primed 
by the loaded brushstrokes of the various expressionisms 
may read emotion and meaning in the staple marks and 
glue around the seams of a taut lamination such as Le-
ver #1, 1988–89, and one can’t help but be aware of the 
physical strength, and thus of an identifiable authorial 
presence, that has manipulated the work into its rounded 
contours.

Many of Puryear’s sculptures actually suggest mea-
suring tools, or straps and containers, valorizing if not 
fetishizing labor. The kinds of work and skills that he 
simultaneously refers to and uses are gendered, alluding 
both to an outdoorsy, woodsman ethos of hunting and 
trapping and sometimes to basketry techniques associat-
ed with women. In both cases, the techniques in question 
are more often than not margin-
alized as crafts. It is remarkable 
that Puryear preserves the unac-
knowledged integrity of these 
crafts, that he transfers them to 
the realm of art, that his techni-
cal skill is so assured that he of-
ten conceals it, producing finishes 
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and connections that look natural. And even this 
conceit provides another dimension of authentic-
ity, for in the end it is art and not craft that has 
brought the sculptor celebrity.

As a young man, Puryear served in the Peace 
Corps, and he later studied with a renowned Swed-
ish cabinetmaker, James Krenov. His nostalgia for 
“good,” ennobling labor, a romance that may re-
call the political ideals of the Russian Constructiv-
ists, began early, then. And he has not shied away 
from an emotional allegiance with workers, par-
ticularly African-American workers, not executives 
but executors: “Their hands were always busy, their 
backs were always bent. It would be very hard for 
me to turn into the kind of person who is giving or-
ders for the work to be realized by somebody else. I 
guess I don’t trust that.”4 Yet although, in a Marx-
ist framework, the caption “handmade” may im-
ply some of the virtues said to inhere in nonalien-

ated labor, Puryear’s handmade work builds on a 
conceptual dichotomy that reflects the values of 
capitalist society. For terms like “made to order” 
and “handmade” connote value and aura. Not 
only is time a luxury that only the wealthy can 
afford, but the time-consuming procedures neces-
sary to hand-build unique, large-scale works of 
art can only be understood today in the context 
of an economy that trades in time and symbols 
to convert everything into a commodity. Puryear 
borrows time from this capitalist economy, slow-
ing down the production process. The singularity 
of his fabrications, then, is extremely complex, 
located at an intersection of aspirations derived 
from high culture and of identification with so-
cial class.

All this is literally spliced together with 
notches, staples, and glue. Puryear is a one-man 
cross-cultural program of bricolage. His work 
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has affinities with that of Constantin Brancusi, the original 
primitive sophisticate, whose artisanal identification rein-
forced his attachments to folkloric tradition. The tendency 
of Brancusi scholars to claim him as a Romanian mystic, and 
thus to pry him away from Modernism’s streamlined interna-
tionalism, is reminiscent of various Puryear critics’ desire to 
read this artist’s handicraft as a primal link to pre-Modern ori-
gins of difference.5 The biography tells us that Puryear learned 
these techniques in Africa, Sweden, and New Haven, but his 
most recent work reveals only his skill, ambitious spatializa-
tion, and eccentric imagination.

Puryear’s sculptural vocabulary is of three basic types: 
organic natural forms, implements, and containers. These he 
recombines in hybrid assemblages, incorporating both wall 
and floor. Within these categories he has a fondness for joining 
two opposites in a balance, for example line and mass, thin 
and fat, open and closed, dark and light, male and female, so 
that a linear element may serve as a belt or base to outline and 
restrain curves bulging into volumes, or intricate joinery may 
cover a simple shape with a complex pattern. Puryear experi-
ments to see how thin-skinned a body can be before becoming 
a skeleton, how an edge becomes an entity, how a boundary 
gains substance. He calls on unorthodox combinations and in-
genious but incongruous connections: a pointed wooden beak 
becomes a turquoise plume on an openwork metal cage in 
Seer, 1984; twisted rawhide strips in rows on the wall suggest a 
linear narrative in Some Lines for Jim Beckwourth, 1978.

Puryear will capitalize on accidental and procedural de-
tails, the colors and patterns of contrasting grains and texture, 
the marks and imprints of tools left on the surface. Conflat-
ing materials and finish, he parallels Anselm Kiefer’s strategic, 
symbolic deployment of media such as straw and lead. Pop-
lar, pine pear, maple, oak; Honduras mahogany, Sitka spruce, 
hickory, basswood, cypress.The sheer physicality and presence 
of raw and milled wood contribute to the empathic power of 
Puryear’s art along with its insinuation of something vaguely 
known or remembered.

Puryear’s early career as a painter only partially explains 
the counterfeit membranes—rawhide, tar, mesh—and paint-
ed, denaturalized converings in some of his pieces. Rosalind 
Krauss has demonstrated the significance of decentered sculp-
ture, and certainly the Modern contribution of a hollow core 
is fundamental to Puryear’s project.6 In part through the broad 
hint of its title] his 1978 sculpture Self—a cedar-and-mahog-
any hump rising nearly six feet from the floor, and stained 
black—has become a Puryear signature. The piece operates 
on the level of metaphor, since its contour and its density do 
not necessarily coincide. In Puryear works of this family, and 
there are at least seven that rework the biomorphic shape of 
Self (like steps on the way to an ideal proportion), one is rarely 
sure how the immediate, tactile surface relates to the internal 
structure. To a large extent these exteriors, embroidered with 

unmotivated details of fabrication, intentionally misrepresent. Al-
most allegorically, they demonstrate the deception of appearance. 
This aspect of Puryear’s sculpture sharply distinguishes the work 
from the flat positivism of Minimalism at the same time that it 
bends repetition, a standard Minimalist tool, into an instrument for 
constant variation of types. In Sol LeWitt’s Variations on a Cube, 
1974, the variations focus on the basic geometric form. In Puryear’s 
art they are dictated by the choice of materials, which in turn de-
termine fabrication techniques (usually blades, rarely power tools).

What appears substantial and solid in Puryear’s oeuvre is typi-
cally hollow. Many of his sculptures play on counterfeit volumetric 
situations defined by linear configurations, or containers over hol-
low cores. Calibrated to human scale, Self and its kindred works 
radiate a certain disconcerting vitalism and expressive range; they 
surge forward like the prow of a ship. Perhaps the earliest incarna-
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tion of this image is an etching Puryear made in Sweden in 
1966, but the form also relates to a stone the artist collected 
later in Alaska. Bower, 1980, is an openwork lattice version; 
in Seer, the shape is translated into a metal crinoline. Cask 
Cascade, 1985, is faceted vertically and painted black, while 
Old Mole, 1985, repeats the pointed finial of Cask Cascade 
but is built from red-cedar strips, irregularly wrapped, like 
the bundles of obsessive string-savers. In 1989, Puryear built 
a narrow, angular version called Noatak, after the Alaskan 
river, sheathed with wide slats of red-cedar veneer, as well 
as an idiosyncratic flask-shaped rattan version titled The 
Charm of  Subsistence. A 1990 variation, Thicket, has rough 
four-inch-thick basswood and cypress beams notched to-
gether in a random pattern of diagonals; straining against 
its recognizable silhouette, it looks as if it had been as-
sembled by an Arts and Crafts artisan gone cubist. It is the 
bones to the skin of Noatak, a bold three-dimensional dia-
gram of process and material producing form.

Like brancusi, Puryear has produced a series of geo-
metrically simplified bird shapes, in various materials from 
lathe-turned wood to iron. Puryear’s birds are falcons, and 
he occasionally installs them like Egyptian canopic jars in 
his exhibitions of a full-sized yurtlike piece called Where 
the Heart Is (Sleeping Mews), 1981–90. This estheticized 
demonstration of a nomadic shelter (the work has the same 
anthropological urgency as the early Cedar Lodge, 1977) 

refers both to primitive culture, for example in its bronze 
throne, and to his own biography, for he has been fascinated 
with falconry since childhood. The Arctic gyrfalcon’s sea-
sonal change of plumage, from white to black, to suit its 
environment becomes emblematic of the artist’s nomadic 
destiny. By the same metaphor, the yurt becomes a mobile 
studio.7 Puryear acknowledges his interest in Audubon’s 
illustrations and his recollection of a 17th-century Mogul 
painting of a falcon in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts as 
a point of departure for this installation. Alluding to “tran-
scendental homelessness,” natural camouflage, and the 
paradox of the tamed bird of prey (with implicit analogies 
interrelating artist, artwork, and patron), Puryear conflates 
the psychic and the rustic, the art-history archive and per-
sonal memory, at the same time that he fulfills the viewer’s 
yearning for the primitive, the last gasp of authenticity.8

Bird forms appear again in the “Decoys and Stereo-
types” group, 1987, where the decoys referred to are the 
hunter’s painted wooden models of ducks and other prey. 
Reminiscent of Brancusi’s Leda of 1920, with its thrusting 
funnel-shaped neck and smooth round body, Puryear’s ec-
centric sculptures rear up five and six feet from wide bases. 
But where Brancusi attempted to reimagine the mythical 
rape so that the woman rather than the male god Zeus be-
comes a bird, Puryear merges genders as he blurs genres. 
Brancusi carved his birds in wood and marble and cast them 
in bronze. Puryear’s “Decoys and Stereotypes” are unpol-

ished, variable from all 
sides, and completely di-
verse and unpredictable. 
They follow a group 
of smaller inventions, 
“Boy’s Toys,” 1984, that 
share their long necks 
and full bodies but are 
closer in shape to oilcans 
and obelisks. The “Boy’s 
Toys” reveal a sense of 
humor and a willingness 
to mock the pretensions 
of abstract monumental 
sculpture. Their ironic 
tone engages issues of 
gender and of phallic 
iconography in contem-
porary sculpture and in 
the artist’s own work, 
where stereotypically 
female, open forms are 
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often merged with mas-
sive, vertical, stereotypi-
cally male forms. But their 
sense of playfulness ex-
plodes in the “Decoys,” 
where the scale in rela-
tion to the hunter’s model 
is almost Oldenburgian. 
Paint not only camouflag-
es but creates moods and 
disconcerting juxtaposi-
tions: stained dark green, 
Empire’s Lurch, 1987, is 
brooding and muscular; 
the white Verge, 1987, be-
comes bridal (like Bran-
cusi’s pristine white Ma-
iastra of 1910–12), and the 
unpainted Sharp and Flat, 
1987, looks as casually fabricated and domesticated 
as a knotty-pine rec room. The most recent “Decoy,” 
Diameter, 1990, has been flattened to a round steel 
plate with a short neck protruding like a periscope. 
The lingering sense of the woodsman evaporates and 
is replaced by the controlled elegance and multiplying 
nuances that Puryear extracts from a series of elemen-
tal shapes.

When Puryear made these pieces, scale had al-
ready become a central issue in his work. Desire, 1981, 
for example, a giant wheel 16 feet in diameter, claims 
grandness through its expansiveness, while the woven 
cone to which it is linked realizes a relationship of 
perpetual dependency and estrangement. The bean-
shaped element at the base of To Transcend, 1987, 
swells to gigantic proportions, like an outsized chest-
nut, in Maroon, 1987–88; despite its cartoon scale and 
swollen tar-covered contours, its position and ovoid 
shape recall Brancusi’s Newborn of 1915. Puryear can 
graft carefully pitched architectural scale onto vaguely 
recognizable objects, so that a belt becomes a fence, a 
strap, a wall. At the same time, he has a talent for mak-
ing spatially aggressive work look delicate—Lever #2, 
1988–89, for example, is over 24 feet long and takes the 
stage like a giant Venus’s-flytrap on its side, but is tem-
pered by the grace of its sinewy blond curves. Finally, 
scale helps Puryear escape from predictable formal 
dualities and oppositions, the sheer size of his objects 
animating a network of significance. It is scale, for 
example, that effects the trans-formation of anatomi-
cally suggestive shapes into sculptures that are hybrid 
and associative but definitely objects. From one angle, 
Lever #1 may look like a figure with a small waist and 

flared torso, from another a bird form, but the body 
easily becomes a boat, or perhaps a sarcophagus, and 
the neck its lid. More to the point, the lid is 14 feet 
high. There is no easy way to contextualize this tower-
ing cedar shape, which rears up from its footlike base 
with the snap of an animal at bay.

During the ’80s, Puryear’s work embodied a re-
buke to or a refuge from the media-based metacritical 
constructions of post-Modern artists—the refuge, if 
you like, of anachronism. He has described his work 
as providing “an element of...fantasy, escape, imagi-
nation, retreat. It is an idea of otherness.”9 Urgent 
voices of “otherness” are being heard more frequently 
in the ’90s, and have already evoked a heated critical 
dialogue as well as a predictable backlash. Puryear 
is often included in exhibitions of African-American 
artists, and has occasionally used titles that allude to 
other cultures and to figures from African-American 
history. Yet he is uncomfortable with ethnic, national, 
or racial categories and formulas and has removed 
himself from today’s overt political expressions of ra-
cial community and social agendas.

Given the increased attention to multicultural 
expression, and the growing number of attempts to 
explore and in some cases to exploit the visual repre-
sentation of the identity and subjectivity of different 
peoples, the timing of the Puryear retrospective cur-
rently at the Art Institute of Chicago is fortuitous. Not 
only does it celebrate an accomplished career but it 
offers us an opportunity to test the “otherness” imput-
ed to this artist’s work, and the overlap of individual 
biography and cultural identity. Eschewing ideology, 
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protecting his privacy, and emphasizing individualism at the ex-
pense of community, Puryear has become a celebrity and a role 
model, winner of a MacArthur grant and the first prize of the 
1989 São Paulo Bienal. He is one of the few African-American 
artists to receive this kind of national and international fame. 
Descriptive terms such as “original” and “conservative,” “tradi-
tional” and “handmade,” and validating terms such as “maver-
ick” and “exceptional,” have created an adjectival wall around 
his sculpture, foreclosing anything much beyond formal inter-
pretation. Insights and intentions drawn from his interviews, 
rehearsed, analyzed, and repeated, have become significant in 
inverse proportion to their fragmentary character; they have 
been made to imply ethical and political concerns not necessar-
ily legible in the sculpture. And Puryear’s African and Swedish 
sojourns, which took place more than 20 years ago, have been 
granted disproportionate emphasis as constitutive moments of 
esthetic consciousness (though the drawings and etchings he 
made at the time do supply a kind of authoritative notebook of 
sources, endowing his work with an ethnographic authenticity).

Obviously Puryear’s African, European, and Japanese sab-
baticals are by now recollections mediated in three-dimensional 
forms, continually recaptured and reinterpreted by the artist, 
who becomes a fieldworker of his own experiences, crafting his 
artistic identity from a broader category of cultural unity. His 
sculptures have been analyzed as considered translations of the 
cultures he has studied and visited, almost as souvenirs of those 
trips he made—as if these remarkably porous constructions 
were instruments of cultural tourism, and ultimately projections 
of Western fantasies about exotic geography. But just as much 
at stake in this work are some myths of American identity. One 
senses a nostalgic impulse on the part of his audiences, in fact, 
to search his art for evidence of a reinvention of America, this 
time acknowledging its appropriations from other cultures, and 
premised on the desire to conserve the integrity and values con-
noted by skilled labor and to resist a sci-fi, high-tech future. With 
the accelerating depletion of the world’s natural resources, these 
odd constructions and esthetic traps are more than ever at home 
in a museum, as invented relics of what American culture once 
represented. Talismans to artistic originality, they linger in an 
ideal of redemptive wilderness.

Judith Russi Kirshner is a regular contributor to Artforum and the director of the 

School of Art and Design at the University of Illinois at Chicago.
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