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Working Drawings and Other Visible Things on Paper Not Necessarily Meant
toBe Viewed as Art
Mel Bochner

In the fall of 1966, the director of the School of Visual Arts gallery invited me, a young art history instructor
atthe school, to curate a “Christmas” exhibition of drawings by contemporary artists. My original idea
was to organize an exhibition on the theme of “working drawings.” Unlike a sketch, with its projected refer-
ence to afinal visual form, a working drawing is the site of private speculations, a snapshot of the mind at
work. Not made for public display, and often indecipherable, it exists below the minimum requirements
of a“work of art.”

| contacted artists whose work | liked, some of whom | knew personally, some of whom | did not know.
Each artist was asked to select a group of four or five drawings following the above guidelines. Everyone
linvited agreed to participate.

Once |l had gathered the material, ranging from random jottings on torn scraps of paper to Donald Judd’s
bill for the fabrication of his sculpture, | presented them to the gallery director. Her reaction was not
positive. “l expected you to bring me framed drawings. We don’t have the money to frame these things.
And anyway ... what the hell are they?” Since working drawings make no claim as autographic objects,

| proposed photographing them and pinning the unframed photographs to the wall. “We have no money
for photographs either,” was her reply.

Photography distances objects by turning theminto representations, something | was investigating at
that time in works like 36 Photographs and 12 Diagrams. This train of thought led me to the idea of
presenting the working drawings as reproductions. The simplest and cheapest form of reproduction was
the Xerox copy, arelatively new technology in 1966. The school had recently installed a copy machine,
where | was able to have all the drawings xeroxed. The machine reduced or enlarged each drawing to
anidentical 8-1/2-by-11-inch sheet, transforming them into pages. Now leveled out as information, it no
longer made any sense to pin them to the wall. The process had already transformed them into abook.
Marshall McLuhan, widely read and discussed at the time, had written that “the Xerox machine makes
every man a publisher.” | asked myself, why not “publish” them, i.e., make more than one copy? | decided
to produce four copies because four, the first non-prime number, implies the infinite nature of numbers,
and, by extension, the infinite nature of reproduction.

But there were not enough drawings tofillabook. | decided that one hundred pages would be the
minimum number necessary to sustain a viewer’s interest over an extended period of time. Since there
was little to distinguish these pages as having been made by artists, linvited other “intellectual workers,”
acomposer, an architect, abiologist,amathematician, a choreographer,and an engineer, to contribute
their working drawings. Still unable to reach one hundred pages, | picked up a copy of Scientific American
magazine and xeroxed assorted pages of diagrams, charts, and lists, atongue-in-cheek reference to the
current critique of minimalism as “technological art.” To ground the exhibition in a specific place, | xeroxed
afloor plan with measurements of the SVA gallery as the front page. As a final act of self-referentiality,

| xeroxed the installation diagram for the Xerox machine itself. | purchased four standard, black 3-ring
binders, into which | placed the entries alphabetically, from A (Andre) to X (Xerox). The last decision was
to display each book on a separate stand, four mock-minimalist sculptureslined-upin an otherwise
empty gallery.

My intention was to transform the experience of the viewer into that of a reader. But the stands, at table
height (31inches), intentionally made the experience of reading the books while standing extremely
uncomfortable. As the reader finished one book and moved on to asecond, the growing realization that
they were identical posed a choice—to stop or to continue? This moment of hesitation also raised a more
perplexing question: was the meaning located in the individual book or wasitin the exhibition itself?

Before the opening, I returned the original drawings to the artists and explained what | was doing. No one
objected, although Judd expressed a certain skepticism when | called the exhibition “my work.” But to me
that designation was the inevitable consequence of the decisions | had made as the process unfolded.
Atacertain point, | had realized that what was at stake in Working Drawings was not only a new type of
object (the book), and anew concept of a work (the exhibition), but a radical redefinition of an author.

Published in Solar Systems and Rest Rooms: Writings and Interviews, 1965-2007.
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008).
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Thoughts Reinstalling A Theory of Sculpture
Mel Bochner

A Theory of Sculpture is sculpture-as-self-representation. In these “self-representations”
any material (pebble, nut, coin, match stick, glass shard, etc.) isreplaceable without changing
theintention. When an object losesits uniqueness, identity is denied an equivalence with
presence. Any individual piece exists only as an “example of itself”. Paradoxically, without
the object there would be noidea, but without anidea there would be no object.

Numbers do not need concrete entitiesin order to exist. Number constitutes a mental class
of objects. InLatin the word for counting is “calculus”, which translates, literally, as stone.

By juxtaposing the numbers with the stones A Theory of Sculpture forces a confrontation
between matter (“raw” material) and mind (categories of thought).

Sculpture, as opposed to painting, is defined by its alteration of the real world. In Latin the
word for finger is “digit”, which in English became the word for number. A Theory of Sculpture
represents the hand (or agent of alteration), by the use of the numbers 5 and 10. Therefore,
even though nothingis carved, cast, built, or assembled, the manual aspect of sculpture is
thematized.

The concernsin A Theory of Sculpture are not abstract. | am notinterested in sculpture in any
formal sense. The numbers and the stones exist on parallel but contradictory planes. While
they appear to demonstrate the same thing there isarupture between them. The mapisnot
thelandscape. An enormous abyss separates the space of statements from the space of
objects. A Theory of Sculptureis the intention not to bridge that abyss.

Press Release, Mel Bochner: Sculptures,
Galeria Primo Piano, Rome, 1990
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