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larly those associated with Arte Povera, such as | A
Mario Merz. B

Yet as much as Le Va’s early work was seen to b
of its art-historical context, with hindsight it
rialist or structuralist readings predominant in the late
to account for the deeper, metaphorical content '
Livingston’s Artforum cover story, for example, desc
only in terms of the physical embodiment of orgamzai !
Livingston invokes the concept of “chaos,” but its em
relates are never explored. While Le Va did carefully pla ! and
nize his early felt pieces according to operations such as
rolling, and folding, they nevertheless feel as though they
been made in the absence of any witnessing consciousness.
LeVa’s conceptual pathways, in fact, yields only dead ends
walls-—not larger networks of thought. This opacity, a fu -
darkness, has been increasingly foregrounded in the work as its p
ical presence has grown dramatically over the last forty ye:
odd and remarkable thing is that, during this time, Le Va’s 3]
has risen to the level of content,

All this is made abundantly clear by the exhibition Aec ’
Vision, Barry Le Va, on view at the Philadelphia ICA through A
[2005].This survey isn’t an exhaustive retrospective of LeVa’s
ing output, which is, in any case, partly ephemeral in nature
vast in quantity that it would require the gpace of th

it justice. Instead, the ICA has mounted
show,

kind of mega-one-p
where earlier and more recent sculptures, drawings, and :
lations achieve a simultaneity of impact: To enter this fo
sional lattice is to feel thrust across a thresho
where dreams, schemes, and obsessions min

Among the early works on view at

from 1967/1990 made of long rolls of ;

burgundy-colored felt, sprin-
kled with little scraps of the same material and overlaid with,a sheet
of glass, which was shattered on the center of the pile. The en

arrangement exudes a peculiar bipolarity owing to the mutual pres- 4
ence of the soft, warmly colored felt and the col T

p d: clear and d - "w,_,_
ously jagged glass. It has the formal contours of a geolo’gica] .‘tuorl [
a random pile of garbage, characteristics that, along with its &ttitnda"‘

to materials, might link it to Robert Smithson’s Mirror Displacemenys.

Id into Le Va’s
gle and coexist ‘
the ICA is a large sculpru:

R

v ARt
67 ik 3 ¢






o Wonds

The early "70s was probably the period
the concerns of Mel Bochner, with whom Le Vi
1969-70, and Theory of Sculpture, 1970, like Le Va!
time, display an aesthetic of emptiness, in which mod
or diminutive elements are used as analogues for ment
Le Va’s installations also share the self-generating s T
pared-down, almost constructivist presence of Do
burne’s Drawing Which Makes Itself series, 1972-73, an
Clear aMaity with her (and Richard Long’s) exple
movement as a mapping system and source of abstract |
Yet compared to these artists, Le Va's underlying systems
difficult to retrieve in the final object. His structures are
ential and self-complicating and have no apparent AN
outside areas of thought. .

Accumulated Vision: Series II, 1977/2005, provides a
point. Shown in Philadelphia in a room by itself, the installa
tures the feeling of one of Le Va’s exhibitions from the la
feels suspended in a three-dimensional grid of op.qu
might potentially reveal deep truths beneath the surflee?
of things if one could only excavate the byzantine mect
piece’s generation. The work seems to represent a tipping pc

s development, a shift in the ratio of mental 1o phyuul,

int to feelipg. In hindsight, his art s

reached a point of minimum explicitness and maximum laten
which it was necessary to turn a corner or accept the logical
ration of the body that had always grounded his j interests. E
around 1980 and continuing to the present, there has beeu
increase in the mass, variety, and eccentrici of his art*
festations, progressing hand in hand with & lncreasmg acciiil
the irretrievability and subjective nature of background systems.
a journey to the wilder shores of dra

Drawing had always been important to Le Va, who like othe
ists of his generation tried to make his works On paper becom g
cific pictorial objects not subsidiary to sculpture of painting, A “;
is in his drawings that the mind-numbing, attention deﬁmt.ca' ANC
complexity of his approach has been most tran

Sparen
every group of his drawings, Le Va has found an ,pprg;::’::'
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specificity to a particular set of thoughts, Eac : e
| “d,goupofdnwmpbmmwm-h .
ing might be. The earliest ones were primarily diagramm c plans,
~ put they always had, forhckofabmwmd.amlq.” ich
has evolved to include a complicated network of diverse m',
and approaches. At the ICA there are examples from the early *70s,
graphic equivalents of the installations he was doing at the time burt
rendered on drafting paper whose medicinal green color is M
alien to any function as working drawings. These large sheets have a
presence analogous to the sculptures’ empty dryness. In the Accumu-
lated Vision phase, Le Va began employing vellum overlays and mul-
tiple, interlocking perspectival systems to represent the complicated
mental landscape he was exploring. Following this series, the feed-
back between sculpture and drawing has encouraged both practices
to find increasingly specific and self-actualizing manifestations.
By the time Le Va appeared on the cover of Artforum for a sec-
ond time, in 1983, the generational synergy and critical consensus
of fifteen years prior had dissipated. Klaus Kertess’s aruclemuﬂmed
a new way of considering Le Va’s ‘art as a visual and - i p
- of decisions determined within a fully internalized
of perception—its locus, mobxhty, onentauon, and a
- fragments into some semblance oh beeay pect
- of the work’s conten _).sé Va seems toﬁiave set out tom
notion of obstacles by physically demonstrating their eﬁect on spac
f and our relationship to it.
~ The 1981 installation series Taisted Chain (of W Sketching a
Possibiliry marked a new level of spatial intrusiveness and sculptural
physicality. Le Va deployed an expanded manenalmm*oﬁmden
blocks, elliptical planes of chipboard, and rows of cardt shipping
 tubes standing shoulder to shoulder in lomfmm&
~ Where the conceptual elements of his ml' A g

- €quivalents to the systemic eompo
:dll::’ Drawing Inurrupmm.
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~ And the complex multiple approaches of earlier series hl".‘ 4

\provide no stable viewinglf_citi%/ g
v ¢ "80s, the environmentally overwhelming aspect of t
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As the decade progressed, Le Va's work gained ney
began to reveal the intransigent weirdness that still ch
today. His sculpture underwent strange developments, wi
tion of new abstract elements, most notably basketba I-
spheres (metastasized points, like the bloated cousins of h
ball bearings) and hydrastone blocks, which intmdueed_v ‘
of mass to the idea of a generic placeholder. His second
cover, for example, pictured a work representative of many
a nutty, sinister-looking network of boards and blocks sup
metal spheres that encouraged readings more poetic than ::
ously seemed appropriate. These works resemble a game ¢ ‘
played in some incomprehensible chutes-and-ladders -w'é_;
absent giants or a subatomic universe pictured as an endless bil

[y

game. The lines of projection and boundaries from his drawing

become actual barriers and trough-like structures in these s '!',J‘_ t

into physical networks that spread around and through s

|‘
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pieces had receded and Le Va was ready to focus on the more lo
ized, centered formats that occupy him to the present. Qua
is composed of the spheres and blocks of the previous insti
juxtaposed with simplified boxlike troughs and accompan
new element—a kind of empty, zigzag-shaped frame, the
equivalent of a very fat line. Part of this work sits clustered
floor before a second section that hangs in extreme relief on
behind it. Le Va has found great use for this bilateral arrane
elements, which simultaneously occupies pictorial and a us
and‘gives the sense that the two parts are aspects of each othe
hat is on the wall perhaps acting as a plan and what is on the fl
(as a mq(-lg}.}'he placement on the wall of thege extremely cld
elements also lends an underlying feeling of instability to rf'f_ :
individually are rather stable, even stolid objects. iy
During the early '90s Le Va climinated the spheres fro o
vocabulary and moved toward a more homogeneoys array of
tural elements, focusing on the fabrication of cag; hydrc ;
rubber units and painted frameworks. The stocky, black assop

of drum-shaped cylinders, rectilinear blocks, and massjye. e
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B poseible 10 see all of Le Vie's secant ses
he coherence and dissolution of groug

LeVa has worked with com
; low blocks, but tbcpredommol 2
- aphorical implications, turning the for
increasing their graphic punch while
a slightly nocturnal vibration that
them as ideal forms. Black lends th
thoughts away from logic md‘
effect is probably most simil ar
#ave his forms a personality ;
the morphological zone in. :
The sculptural work
at the ICA in favor of
diverse black objects, s
prism shaped. All
They gather self-p
Small, featureless b




it
er, 2005, in front of a wall element that gives th
‘ , ifact of alicn a3 -
abstract while conveying all sorts of attitude 2
and conceptual density. The sculptures are e
mentaliy, defended and vigilant, and, indeed, one
for their belligerent presence is the ll'dmecnm
ker. They seem to have come from a shadow rea \,
knows that these elements from the dark side have by
out of fairly straightforward materials, they feel as if
at the heart of a collapsed supernova and have arrived in
configurations according to ancient and organic rule ‘
presence of related drawings nearby makes clear that a g
thought has gone into the elements’ placement and locati

approach remains ultimately intuitive. Le Va has n.

the large individual object that declared itself sculpture

S, 50 in his work there is always the question of internal

be teased our. Relationships, both among the e¢lements
them and the architecture,

are always lurking, giving th
kind of soul or at least a lifs

¢ @ a mental construct just off reg
from their physical presence. )

The items being assembled and categorized in these rec

tures could be bodies, bombs, treasure, or ideas. It is notew
in this period of metapositions i

o their concly
and his wide spectrum of activities, from offhand drawings to m
mental sculptures, links him to Le Va in spiri. This connection |
lights how Le Va has imported int

his work away from any heroic or
meditative readings. ¢
1 imagine Le Va operating at the quiet center of 5 ragi
@ a, but emphatica

digital kind)Fiswork-jere, so much
predigital as it is part of another continuum: artifacts of ap |
nary society where people send rockets to 00N using the ab .
cus rather than the compute ere is a very parti Sensibility ar
work: elegant, skeptical, truculent, at once obscurantist and frighe-
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