Minimal Art,
Maximum Message

By DAVID COHEN .
espite its name, Minimal art
makes big claims on time,

space, and a viewer’s patience.
One of its stalwarts, the sculptor
Carl Andre, once complained
about seeing his floor-hugging
work in galleries hung conven-
tionally with paintings. “If you
have anything on the walls you
can’t see anything on the floor.
It’simpossible,” he said. The com-
ment is a sculpture-friendly re-
wording of the classic jibe, attrib-
uted to Baudelaire, that sculpture
is what you trip on when you step
back to look at a painting. In the
case of Mr. Andre, however,
chances are you will neither hurt
yourself nor anger the custodian,
as Mr. Andre’s most familiar work
consists of metal plates arranged
on the ground in grids. The audi-
ence is actually encouraged to
walk over the pieces.

His latest exhibition at Paula
Cooper, with whom he first took
part in a group show in 1968, is
true to form: It consists of 10
mostly copper tile configurations
which form aneat grid around the
two galleries, along with two
groupings of timber segments of
identical length. As regards pro-
cess and means, Mr. Andre is an
artist who has stuck to his guns —
or is stuck in a rut, depending on
your degree of sympathy with his
enterprise. .

By his own criteria, Mr. Andre
has at the Paula Cooper the opti-
mum viewing conditions for this
work. The artist’s tiles are either
one-quarter or one-eighth of an
inch thick; Ms. Cooper’s walls are
17 feet high, rising in their sump-
tuously rafted, skylit ceiling to 27
feet. There is a rich associative
consonance between the work
and the space, particularly for an
artist who, at the outset of his ca-
reer, boasted -of an ambition to

- make work free of human associ-
ation. Ms. Cooper, once a pioneer
gallerist in SoHo, was the first
dealer to forsake that area for
west Chelsea in the 1990s to es-
cape the mainstream commer-
cialization of SoHo, attracted to
the remoteness and purity of
Chelsea.

In contrast to fellow Minimal-
ists such as Dan Flavin or Donald
Judd, who were attracted to mod-
ern industrial materials in their
pristine state — fluorescent light
strips, meticulously fabricated
aluminum boxes -~ Mr. Andre has
always been attracted t6 industri-
al components in a more raw,
“natural™ condition. His beams
are split and weathered, his tiles
worn and slightly oxidized. It is
ironic, then, that while both deal-
er and artist are devotees of puri-
ty, their combined effect is
steeped in nostalgia for a manu-
facturing past.

But heavy industry has often
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featured in Mr. Andre’s aesthetic
roots. His family worked in ship-
building, and he supported him-

. self as a young artist by working

as a freight train brakeman. The
sensation of railroad lines in-
spired the observation that sculp-
ture can derive greater power

As regards process
and means, Andre
is an artist who has
stuck to his guns —
orisstuckinarut,
depending on your
degree of sympathy
with his enterprise. .

from clinging to the ground over
an expanse than it can from verti-
cality, despite Mr. Andre’s early
love for the Romanian sculptor
Constantin Brancusi, whose ped-
estals are the source for Mr., An-

‘dre’s timber pieces.

It is this odd mix of brutalism
and nostalgia, the prosaic and the
poetic, that differentiates Mr. An-
dre from his Minimalist peers,

prompting the critic David Syl-

vester to once describe him as a

" Romantic among Neo-Classicists.

By those old-fashioned stan-
dards, however, the current show
finds the artist in classical mode:
His arrangements stick to strict
grids in neat numerical varia-

tions, recalling the simplistic.

math, the “ABC art” as it was once
dubbed, of the early days of Mini-
malism, In this installation, he
works with a ready-made grid in-
cised into the cement floor of the
main gallery at Cooper’s. In the
northern corners of this room are
grids of, respectively, three and
five square tiles, In the corners of
the central incised square are

grids of four, five, six, and seven .

tiles square. In the southern cor-
ners of the room, in vertically
stepped gradations of 9:1 and 8:1,
respectively, are stacks of timber

titled, “9th Cedar Corner” (all .

from 2007) and “8th Old Eastern
Pine Corner.” The layout is essen-
tially symmetrical, and where it is
irregular.in the detail of its con-
figurations, it seems so according
to simple rules. )

The meaning, in other words, is
not allowed to rest for too long

with math, but the math is insis-
tent enough to be a present, mate-
rial fact. .o

This is work of a quality that can
certainly inspire indignation or
tedium, but whatever your taste
threshold for the minimal, Mr.
Andre achieves incredible poise.
‘When you think about what more
orless could have been done with-
in the terms of the artist’s vocab-
ulary, this installation is at the
tipping point between demure
and forceful presence.
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With spare, reductive art, loca-
tion is all, as Mr. Andre’s show
amply proves. Willard Boeppleisa
sculptor who possesses a compa-
rable sense in his work of the pow-
er of economy, yet he is willing to
brave exhibiting conditions that

. could hardly eschew purity more

forcibly. Two of his “Room” sculp-
tures of the late 1990s are on view
in the lobby of an office buildingin
the Wall Street vicinity — 125
Maiden Lane, one of a number of
buildings owned by the arts pa-
tron Francis J. Greenburger that
participates in an ambitious exhi-
bitions program. .

There are two pieces on view: a
smaller model in poplar wood and
a commanding 8-foot-square
cube,. “Room” (1999), in brushed
aluminum. While Mr, Boepple
comes out of the formalist tradi-

- tion of abstract sculpture domi-

nated by David Smith and Antho-
ny Caro, he shares with the Mini-
malists a fascination with com-
monplace functional forms: lad-
ders, cogs, shelves, house frames.
In his case, however, these are fab-
ricated with aesthetic delibera-
tion, rather than appropriated

- readymade, and abstracted. The

appeal of these forms is that while
connected with the body they
avoid figuration. They are things
to which bodies relate, though, on
their own, the body is absent.
“Room” relates to the conven-
tion of a drawing in space, and en-
tices the eye to explore both its

' flatness and its volume. The body,

however, -is denied entry, and
must circle this object that seems
a bit big to be sculpture but too
self-contained to count as instal-
lation. Inserted in this open struc-
ture are planar sheets, often on
the horizontal, that read like shut-
ters or shelves. Also detaining the
eye is the irregularity of openings
and placements.

Further distracting, or intrigu-
ing, are the alien siwroundings of a
nondescript 1970s lobby with its
low ceilings, granite tiled floor,
and busy green marble walls.
‘Within such a space, however, the
work takes on néw meanings of
alienation, crampedness, and dis-
location. The placement feels like
either a test for formalist resolve
orariposte to any idea of aesthetic
purity.

Andre until December 15 (534 W.
21st St., between Tenth and Elev-
enth avenues, 212-255-1105).-

Boepple until February 16 (125
Maiden Lane, between Water and
Pearl streets, 212-206-6061).
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