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 1 Introduction 

Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys: Mary Miss 

At the center of the field there was a square hole, sixteen feet across and seven feet deep. 
The hole was reached by a path that led through a wooded area and into the open field, 
where one saw what appeared to be no more than a thin incision in the distance. A ladder 
protruded from it, marking its location (Figure 1.1). 

Approaching the hole, wooden posts and beams became visible around the edge of the 
pit and led to the realization that it was part of a larger underground structure. Standing 
at the precipice of the hole, a visitor might debate whether to descend the ladder. What 
was the purpose of this structure? When was it built? And by whom? Climbing down the 
ladder, the visitor would lose sight of the landscape above and take in the earthen scent of 
the freshly incised ground. As they explored the underground structure, it became appar-
ent that the wooden posts and beams formed three concentric aisles around the perimeter 
of the hole (Figure 1.2). In the outermost aisle, vertical windows yielded a glimpse into 
dark hallways beyond. Where did these passageways lead? 

Like Rosalind Krauss’s 1979 essay “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” this book be-
gins with a description of Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys, an artwork that Mary Miss con-
structed on the grounds of the Nassau County Museum of Art on Long Island, New 
York, in the late 1970s.1 For Krauss, the work exemplified recent developments in sculp-
ture that incorporated the site and signaled the abandonment of the autonomous char-
acter of modern art. Her essay became a touchstone for art historians, critics, and artists 
who sought for art to play a more significant role in society beyond academia, the mu-
seum, and the gallery. While reasserting the continued relevance of Krauss’s ideas, Spyros 
Papapetros and Julian Rose, the editors of the 2014 publication Retracing the Expanded 
Field: Encounters between Art and Architecture, acknowledged that the art historical 
discourse that followed in Krauss’s wake had largely remained within the confines of 
fine art.2 American Artists Engage the Built Environment, 1960–1979 aims to expand 
the field of art history by drawing attention to architectural structures and practices that 
figured in the conception of avant-garde art of the 1960s. Miss’s Perimeters/Pavilions/ 
Decoys, for example, was inspired by a defunct bear pit located on the grounds of the 
Long Island museum. During the early twentieth century, the bear pit was part of a pri-
vate menagerie built by Childs Frick, the owner of what was then a private estate.3 After 
Frick’s death in 1965, Nassau County acquired the property and transformed it into a 
museum of fine art that opened its doors to the public four years later. 

While Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys has become an established part of the art histori-
cal canon, the bear pit has been forgotten. What might we gain from expanding the art 
historical field to recuperate such a vernacular structure? Does the meaning and impact 
of Miss’s work change when placed in the context of the once-functional bear pit? In 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003295105-1 



2 Introduction  

 Figure 1.1 Mary Miss, Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys (destroyed), 1978. Nassau County Museum 
of Art, Roslyn, New York. 

Source: © Mary Miss Studio. Photograph Mary Miss Studio. 

the following pages, I focus on the work of American artists of the long sixties—Donald 
Judd, Robert Grosvenor, Claes Oldenburg, Robert Smithson, Lawrence Weiner, Gordon 
Matta-Clark, and Miss—arguing that they engaged with visual, material, and conceptual 
aspects of the built environment to more effectively participate in the construction of 
a better world. Artists at the time were attracted to the field of architecture—broadly 
understood to encompass the work of architects, engineers, preservationists, landscape 
designers, and urban planners—because these practices were thought to directly shape 
the social and material spaces of everyday life. This book does not focus on what is com-
monly referred to as “public sculpture,” even though a number of the artists discussed 
here created artworks for spaces outside the gallery, museum, or private home.4 Rather, 
I am interested in building visual, material, and conceptual equivalences between works 
of art and architectural discourses to sketch the contours of an intersectional history of 
form. How do forms create meaning and shape our world as they blur and transcend the 
boundaries between art, architecture, and the built environment? 

The book follows a loose chronological trajectory of canonical American avant-garde 
art from the early 1960s into the 1970s. The artists I address were all leading participants 
in the stylistic movements of the day: Judd became a main figure in minimal art, Gros-
venor represented the broader scope of the minimal style, Oldenburg was closely associ-
ated with pop art, Smithson’s name is synonymous with land art, Weiner was influential 
in the emergence of conceptual art, Matta-Clark’s work was paradigmatic for site-specific 
art, and Miss developed her practice within a feminist framework. Critics and historians 
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Figure 1.2  Mary Miss, study for underground structure in Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys, 1977. 
Pencil, colored pencil, and correction fluid on paper, 18¼ × 22¼ in. Museum of Mod-
ern Art, New York, gift of the Gilbert B. and Lila Silverman Instruction Drawing Col-
lection, Detroit. 

Source: © Mary Miss  Studio. Digital Image © The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art 
Resource, NY. 

have used these movements to frame the development of avant-garde art during the long 
sixties; this story was long told as an expansion from narrow formalist to phenomeno-
logical and socio-critical concerns that considered viewers’ individual positions as well 
as larger economic and political contexts. While this narrative traced the shift from the 
autonomous object of modern art to the world beyond the white cube of the gallery, it re-
mained beholden to an internal and self-referential trajectory, whereby one style emerged 
in reaction to the preceding one. This book reframes the formal-aesthetic avant-garde 
of the long sixties in relation to buildings, cities, parks, and infrastructures. Previous 
studies—notably by Joshua Shannon and Cécile Whiting—have analyzed American art 
of the 1960s in the context of urban centers, namely New York City and Los Angeles, 
but this book is the first to explore the role architectural discourses played in the stylistic 
development of sixties avant-garde art and to posit that this engagement with the built 
environment was both formally and socially motivated.5 

The long sixties witnessed far-reaching political and social upheavals that registered in 
the work of artists. The civil rights and Black Power movements, Chicano labor strikes, 
and the feminist and gay revolutions challenged the structure of a racist, classist, and 
sexist American society. Urban activists protested large-scale renewal projects that dis-
proportionally destroyed the neighborhoods of lower-class African American and immi-
grant residents, while grassroots environmental efforts drew attention to the exploitative 
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practices of large industries that destroyed natural habitats and ecosystems. At the same 
time, the US military involvement in Southeast Asia incited a generation of antiwar pro-
testors disenchanted with the government’s effort to spread a version of democracy that 
was frequently self-serving and imperialist. Numerous American artists actively partici-
pated in these revolutionary movements of the 1960s by drawing on the power of figura-
tive art to advocate for social, political, and environmental justice. Avant-garde critics 
all too frequently dismissed these artistic practices for their explicit political agendas 
and representational subject matter, which—owing to figurative art’s association with 
authoritarian regimes, be it the fascist Nazi government in Germany or Joseph Stalin’s 
dictatorship in the Soviet Union—they saw as propagandist and deterministic. 

This book does not focus on figurative or politically explicit art but aims to historicize 
and politicize the innovations of the formal-aesthetic avant-garde of the long sixties. To 
this end, I draw on the methodological strengths of social art history and poststructural 
formalism to develop an intersectional history of form. Since the 1970s, social art history, 
or the New Art History, has become the dominant paradigm for scholars intent on over-
turning, exploding, and decolonizing the Western art historical canon. Social art historians 
analyze art objects within historically specific and localized contexts to reveal art’s imbrica-
tion in hierarchical systems of power. They explore how conceptions of class, race, gender, 
sexuality, physical ability, or nationality have impacted the formation of the discipline of 
art history, and they show why certain artworks, objects, and practices were valued while 
others were marginalized and forgotten. Social art historians, however, tend to give short 
shrift to formal analyses, to the extent that art history is folded into (cultural) history. In 
their accounts, artworks often function as documents and are seen as symptomatic of the 
time and place in which they were made. What, then, does the art do in art history? In the 
2021 volume The Present Prospects of Social Art History, Joshua Shannon suggests that 
“it is only through the reintroduction of form into the center of the social history of art that 
our discipline can make its full and proper contribution to history and the humanities.”6 

Shannon brings into the fold the intellectual contributions of poststructural formal-
ism as developed in the pages of the influential journal October, founded by Jeremy 
Gilbert-Rolfe, Rosalind Krauss, and Annette Michelson in 1976. Rather than writing 
microhistories to disrupt or sidestep the dominant narrative, the critics who gathered 
around October developed a new brand of formalism that sought to analyze works of 
art as structural propositions.7 Like social art historians, Octoberists rejected the devel-
opmental, positivist claims inherent to narratives of modernist art, but they continued 
to pay close attention to aesthetic innovations, understanding form itself as a means to 
question and upend the status quo. They ascribed critical, even revolutionary potential 
to formal innovations in art. Critics such as Krauss, Hal Foster, and Benjamin Buchloh 
thus positioned avant-garde art in opposition to bourgeois society and its ideologically 
complicit culture industry. The value of the avant-garde was lodged in its critical negativ-
ity. This concept required that advanced art be differentiated from visual and material 
culture, that art stand apart from architectural practices and the built environment.8 

An intersectional history of form synthesizes the achievements of social art history 
and postrstructural formalism. It toggles between works of art and objects, structures, 
and practices that are part of everyday life, paying particular attention to how visual, 
material, and conceptual forms generate meaning within specific historical, cultural, and 
geographical contexts. This book is thus rooted in the practice of close looking, analyz-
ing the formal characteristics of the artworks at hand. By following artists’ interest in 
the built environment, the focus of the analysis shifts to the characteristics of buildings, 
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towers, bridges, monuments, neighborhoods, zoning codes, urban and suburban spaces, 
and infrastructures; their materials and tectonics as well as their functions, impact, and 
significance for different segments of the population. I build visual, material, and con-
ceptual equivalences between works of art and the built environment—such as between 
the underground structure that Miss built as part of Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys and the 
nearby bear pit that served as an inspiration for her work. In Chapter 3, I compare the 
geometric sculptures of Judd and Grosvenor with innovative twentieth-century engineer-
ing feats such as bridges, highways, dams, and towers. In Chapter 4, I read the nominal 
monuments by Oldenburg and Smithson in formal equivalence to the making, desig-
nating, and preserving of national landmarks. And in Chapter 5, I focus on the art of 
Weiner and Matta-Clark to produce analogies between their practices and urban and ar-
chitectural planning. The narrative throughout develops along architectural themes and 
discourses and compares them to the innovations that defined the trajectory of the avant-
garde: minimal, pop, and land art, conceptual and site-specific practices, and feminist art. 

The formal equivalences between artworks and the built environment that I pursue 
are not meant to be deterministic. Rather they provide one reading that historicizes and 
politicizes the formal-aesthetic avant-garde. Scholars have interpreted the work of these 
artists within different pertinent sociopolitical contexts, such as the labor movement, 
the Vietnam War, the fear of nuclear annihilation, and the philosophy of pragmatism.9 

At times, I  trace the artists’ knowledge of and interest in specific buildings, engineer-
ing feats, monuments, landmarks, infrastructures, and zoning codes through archival 
research; elsewhere these relationships remain more tenuous. Indeed, artists and critics of 
the 1960s as well as subsequent historians tended to obfuscate these equivalences—first 
because of an anxiety around representational modes in advanced modern art and second 
due to a fear of collapsing art and functional structures. Rather than being beholden to 
such long-held anxieties, this book delights in the formal play between abstraction and 
figuration, in uncovering visual ambiguities and material transformations. The multilay-
ered, even witty use of forms is evident in many of the discussed works, and a number of 
the artists explicitly encouraged and reveled in such slippages. 

Writing a book about canonical avant-garde artists, who are—for the most part— 
white, male, heterosexual, cisgender, and American, may seem to run counter to a radi-
cal art historical practice. Scholars who build on the rich legacy of feminist, queer, and 
decolonial discourses and critical race theory have exposed the mechanisms of power 
by which many artists were marginalized due to gender, race, nationality, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, physical ability, and aesthetic and stylistic preferences.10 It remains 
paramount that art historians recuperate the work of marginalized artists, assert the 
diversity of artistic practices, and thereby upend canonical narratives. Why, then, re-
visit the work of canonical avant-garde artists? What is it about their work that is still 
worth learning about today? This book is an effort to rethink the avant-garde trajec-
tory of 1960s art by pulling form out of its one-dimensional association with a narrow 
modernism, in which styles developed according to a self-referential logic. Instead, 
I understand forms in art as reverberating with the shapes, materials, and practices of 
everyday life. This book asks how the forms of sixties avant-garde art gain meaning in 
relation to the social and material spaces of people’s everyday lived experiences. Such 
an approach emphasizes the generative potential of forms across art, architecture, and 
the built environment. 

American Artists Engage the Built Environment, 1960–1979 opens with Miss’s Pe-
rimeters/Pavilions/Decoys even though it is chronologically situated at the end of the 
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long sixties. I place it front and center not only because it became an iconic work in the 
formal-aesthetic narrative of the expanded field but even more so to position my narra-
tive within a decidedly feminist framework. The notion of constructing a better world as 
conceived by Miss’s male colleagues was rooted within heteropatriarchal epistemologies. 
As a woman artist interested in expanding her sculptural practice into large-scale works 
that approached the size of architectural structures, Miss had to battle gendered stereo-
types. Even more than the fine arts, the disciplines associated with designing buildings, 
cities, and infrastructures were dominated by white, heterosexual, cisgender men. Within 
patriarchal, capitalist societies, women were excluded from public and professional life 
and relegated to the private sphere of the home. 

Miss actively participated in the radical feminist art movement that emerged during 
the mid-twentieth century. Born in New York City in 1944, Miss returned to her home-
town after receiving her BA from the University of California, Santa Barbara, in 1966 and 
then studying for her MFA at the Rinehart School of Sculpture at the Maryland Institute 
College of Art through 1968. In 1970 she joined the Ad Hoc Women Artists’ Committee 
protesting the dismal representation of women artists at that year’s Whitney Annual.11 

She was also a cofounder of the Heresies Collective, a group of women—among them 
artists Mary Beth Edelson, Harmony Hammond, Joyce Kozloff, Miriam Schapiro, critic 
Lucy Lippard, and architect Susanna Torre—who came together in the mid-1970s. They 
published the first issue of the journal Heresies in January 1977, aspiring to expand the 
role of feminist art into the wider public sphere. In an editorial statement in the first issue, 
the twenty members of the collective, including Miss, stated: 

Heresies is an idea-oriented journal devoted to the examination of art and politics 
from a feminist perspective. We believe that what is commonly called art can have a 
political impact, and that in the making of art and of all cultural artifacts our identities 
as women play a distinct role.12 

Left-leaning and social-democratic in its agenda, the Heresies Collective welcomed de-
bate and diversity. Its journal featured polemical and academic essays and poems along-
side original and reproduced artworks. Individual issues were devoted to such topics as 
communication (May 1977), lesbian art (fall 1977), and women’s traditional arts (spring 
1978). Heresies was, as art historian Amy Tobin aptly described it, “an exemplar of the 
radical political challenge feminism posed to the art world and culture more broadly.”13 

Despite her involvement with the Ad Hoc Women Artists’ Committee and the Heresies 
Collective, Miss’s work has largely been absent from feminist scholarship. Feminist art 
histories pay particular attention to issues of gender, sexuality, and the body to critique 
heteropatriarchal structures of subjugation; they look beyond what during the 1960s 
and 1970s was a predominantly white, middle-class, heterosexual movement to consider 
various overlapping systems of oppression, including race, ethnicity, nationality, geog-
raphy, and physical ability, alongside more fluid conceptions of sex and gender. Femi-
nist art historians have paid relatively little attention to women artists who broached 
more decidedly male-dominated topics, media, and disciplines in their work—whether 
by employing new technologies and industrial materials; engaging with contemporary 
scientific discourses; or aspiring to shape the built environment on the scale of buildings, 
monuments, and cities.14 Recent writings on Heresies, for example, have highlighted the 
journals devoted to “Third World Women” (fall 1979) and “Racism Is the Issue” (sum-
mer 1982), while the spring 1981 issue on “Making Room: Women and Architecture” 
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has received no attention.15 What is the significance of women getting actively involved in 
the architectural field and shaping material and social space? Is there more to be learned 
by examining the intersection of feminist art, architecture, and the built environment? 

During the long sixties, second-wave feminism contested the naturalized notion of 
woman in which the innate character of the female sex was construed as passive rather 
than active, emotional rather than rational, and associated with nature rather than cul-
ture. Feminists convincingly argued that the traditional definition of woman was socially 
constructed to serve heteropatriarchal structures of power. Feminist theorists distin-
guished between sex and gender to de-essentialize the definition of woman and thus 
expand discourses of sex from a biological to a political and cultural framing. Women 
artists of the long sixties intentionally depicted subject matter associated with the tradi-
tional realm of women and used craft media—such as sewing, knitting, and quilting—to 
insist on the equal value of these works. They also portrayed the female body, reclaiming 
it from the objectification of the male gaze and asserting women’s own right to erotic 
pleasure. These strategies have been at the center of feminist art history.16 

Many women artists, however, were interested in using new materials and technol-
ogies, working on a larger scale, and seeking public commissions to participate more 
directly in the construction of a more just and egalitarian society. These efforts often 
depended on collaborations with industrial companies and frameworks of support that 
excluded women. In 1967, for example, Maurice Tuchman, the curator of modern and 
contemporary art at the Los Angeles County Museum, initiated a major art and technol-
ogy endeavor that gave artists the opportunity to work with industrial companies and 
thus create public, large-scale works, but he invited not a single woman to participate. 
In response, artists formed the Los Angeles Coalition for Women in the Arts, which pro-
tested the sexist policies of LACMA’s exhibition and collection program and demanded 
radical change.17 

The development of Miss’s artistic practice—from sculpture to environmental instal-
lations and projects outside the museum—emerged as part of her overall feminist agenda 
that called for artists’ active participation in society. She and many other women artists, 
including her colleagues at Heresies, were interested in forging a feminist art that went 
beyond a symbolic, visual language and more directly and materially engaged the public 
sphere. Miss was troubled that the formal-aesthetic avant-garde continued to perpetuate 
a solipsistic trajectory of modernist art, which—even though self-critical—remained self-
referential. As Miss stated in a 2007 interview, 

I have been trying to forge an alternative practice, one that allows artists to participate 
in the complex questions raised by working in the public realm. I am interested in how 
I, as an artist, can help shape the conversations in our culture rather than simply as-
suming the role of a commentator or critic.18 

Miss created her first outdoor sculptures in 1966, including works such as Grate, in 
which she used short wooden beams to form a square border around a central metal 
grate (Figure 1.3). Temporarily placed in a public parking lot in Baltimore, the sculpture 
resembled a quasi-functional minimalist object. This was followed in 1968 by a number 
of outdoor works in which Miss employed ropes, including Stakes and Ropes in Colo-
rado Springs and Ropes/Shore for Wards Island in New York City. In 1973 she was com-
missioned to create a large temporary outdoor project for the Battery Park City landfill 
at the southern tip of Manhattan, which Lucy Lippard reviewed for Art in America. That 
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 Figure 1.3 Mary Miss, Grate, 1966. Wood and cast iron, 4 × 4 × 1.4 ft. 

Source: © Mary Miss Studio. Photograph Mary Miss Studio. 

year she also traveled to Oberlin College in Ohio to create Untitled, a seven-foot-square 
pit, on the grounds of the college’s Allen Memorial Art Museum (Figure 1.4).19 The ideas 
of these works culminated in Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys of 1978. 

In her essay “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” Krauss tried to capture and theorize 
the new developments of avant-garde art: 

Over the last ten years rather surprising things have come to be called sculpture: nar-
row corridors with TV monitors at the ends; large photographs documenting country 
hikes; mirrors placed at strange angles in ordinary rooms; temporary lines cut into the 
floor of the desert.20 

Highlighting environmental installations and outdoor projects by artists such as Robert 
Morris, Bruce Nauman, Robert Smithson, Alice Aycock, Dennis Oppenheim, and Nancy 
Holt, alongside Miss’s Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys, Krauss recognized that contempo-
rary sculpture was easily mistaken for architecture or landscape design. She framed these 
artworks, however, within a formal-aesthetic expansion of modern art rather than within 
explicitly political or feminist discourses. To this end, Krauss drew on Maurice Merleau-
Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception, which she had referenced as early as 1966 in her 
discussion of Donald Judd’s work in “Allusion and Illusion,” her review of the artist’s 
solo exhibition at the Leo Castelli Gallery. There she analyzed one of Judd’s minimal-
ist horizontal wall pieces, explaining how her expectation of the structural make-up of 
the work was foiled, as she, the viewer, changed her position vis-à-vis the sculpture. As 
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Figure 1.4  Mary Miss, Untitled, 1973. Wood, 84 × 84 × 30 in. Allen Memorial Art Museum, 
Oberlin, Ohio. 

Source: © Mary Miss Studio. Photograph Mary Miss Studio. 

further discussed in Chapter 3, Krauss’s poststructural, phenomenological reading be-
came central to interpretations of minimal art that emphasized the relationship between 
artwork, viewer, and surrounding space and established minimal art’s central position in 
the shift from a modern positivist paradigm to a postmodern one.21 

Krauss emphasized that the forms of a sculptural work changed according to the indi-
vidual’s point of view and thus challenged preconceived notions of the world. As subse-
quent critics and art historians—such as Anne Wagner and the contributors to Retracing 
the Expanded Field—have pointed out, perception for Krauss remained abstract and 
disembodied rather than immersed.22 Phenomenology was a theoretical tool rather than a 
lived, multisensory experience. Indeed, Krauss described the pit of Perimeters/Pavilions/ 
Decoys as having a “large square face,” a two-dimensional geometric form that regis-
tered in her mind’s eye as if she were seeing the work from an aerial point of view rather 
than from her position on the ground (or inside the pit).23 Even though she explored the 
spatial expansion of the two-dimensional shape into a three-dimensional environment, 
one that changed within a spatiotemporal context, her description could just as well 
have been based on a structural drawing of the work. She did not immerse herself in a 
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subjective, bodily, or sensory experience; neither did she care where Perimeters/Pavilions/ 
Decoys was located or how it was made; nor, for that matter, did she address her own 
subject position as a white, heterosexual, cisgender woman. 

In her 2018 essay “The Skin of the Earth,” art historian Sarah Hamill advanced a 
feminist phenomenological reading of Miss’s work that accounts for the diversity of in-
dividual bodies and the precarity of sexualities.24 Her analysis focuses on Miss’s 1973 
Untitled, the seven-by-seven-foot hole at Oberlin College, in which the artist obscured 
the depth of the excavation with three horizontal wooden trellises. (In 1975 these were 
refabricated in steel for a permanent version of the work.) Hamill compared the sculp-
ture to a camouflaged booby trap, such as those used by the Vietcong during the war in 
Southeast Asia, thus creating an analogy between Untitled and “the architectures and 
technologies of war, discipline, and state control.”25 Visitors were not able to physically 
step into the work; nevertheless, they could, perched at the edge of the pit, experience a 
sense of vulnerability and fear. Drawing on a feminist politics of precarity as theorized 
by Judith Butler, Hamill observed, “We are lured into the sculpture’s bodily otherness, 
and made to see its inner workings, as if our skin could be exchanged for another’s.”26 

This psychological experience of undoing opens up the possibility of multiple and fluid 
subjectivities; it upends existing categories and hierarchies of gender and thus makes the 
phenomenological methodology productive for a decidedly feminist poststructural read-
ing, one that is subjective, contingent, and empathetic. 

The analogy between Untitled and a camouflaged booby trap transports the abstract, 
formal characteristics of the work of art from a subjective plurality into a political, collec-
tive realm. Similarly, my aim is to understand the formal characteristics of a work of art 
not only from contingent, precarious positionalities but through a collective framework, 
thus linking individual subjectivity and public responsibility. To this end, I produce for-
mal equivalences, toggling between avant-garde art of the long sixties and functional, 
vernacular structures of the built environment. I am just as interested in the sociopoliti-
cal meanings of avant-garde art as in the aesthetic and critical potentials of functional, 
ordinary structures that are part of people’s everyday lives. Ronald Onorato eloquently 
stated in a 1978 review of Miss’s work that the artist’s constructions “are the vehicle for 
drawing attention to a given, that is, the environment within which they are built.”27 

Miss’s work allows us to see what has often been forgotten in narratives of avant-garde 
art that all too frequently have positioned aesthetic practices in opposition to, rather than 
in conversation with, objects and practices of everyday life. Shifting attention to and ana-
lyzing the vernacular structures that inspired Miss’s work not only upends the dichotomy 
between critical avant-gardism and ideologically compromised functional structures but 
also provides a deeper understanding of how forms across various disciplines generate 
meanings and impact the world. 

As noted, the underground structure of Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys was inspired by 
a defunct bear pit that Miss encountered when visiting the Nassau County Museum of 
Art in late 1977 to plan her commission (Figure 1.5). The main feature of the bear pit, 
constructed during the 1920s, was a sunken arena. The circular cast-concrete enclosure 
was about five feet deep and twenty feet in diameter. A chain-link fence mounted onto the 
concrete wall extended the enclosure by about another five feet above grade. The sunken 
pit had a recessed opening leading to a roofed pen for the bear’s retreat. The animal pit 
and Miss’s hole resembled each other formally and conceptually in that they are both 
excavations that embody a hierarchy between above ground and underground, between 
outside and inside. There are obviously also differences between the two works, not least 
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Figure 1.5  Bear Pit at Childs Frick’s Clayton Estate (today part of the grounds of the Nassau 
County Museum of Art), showing bear Prinny, c. 1920. 

Source: Courtesy Martha Frick Symington Sanger. 

that one was circular and the other was square, or that the former was built with con-
crete and metal fencing, while the latter was made with wooden posts and beams. I am 
not proposing that one is a literal replication or representation of the other. Rather, I am 
interested in considering the two structures as conceptual companions that mirror each 
other in their structural propositions.28 

Childs Frick, a vertebrate paleontologist with an avid interest in zoology and botany, 
built the bear pit on his 145-acre Long Island property a few years after moving there 
with his wife and three daughters. His father, Henry Clay Frick, the renowned industri-
alist who made his fortune in the coke and steel business, had bought the property in 
Nassau County north of the Long Island town of Roslyn as a gift for Childs in 1919. In 
contrast to his father’s interest in industry and finance, Childs Frick pursued a career in 
the biological sciences. Born in 1883, he embarked on numerous expeditions, taking him 
to the western United States, East Africa, Ethiopia, and China. Interested in big-game 
hunting, he collected diverse specimens on his expeditions, many of which he donated to 
the American Museum of Natural History in New York, where he and other scientists 
further examined and studied the museum’s ever-growing holdings. By the 1920s Frick’s 
interest had turned to mammalian paleontology and fossil collecting, as well as to botany 
and horticulture. Moving to the Long Island property (christened Clayton Estate) allowed 
him to pursue these interests. There, he built a private zoo that included the bear pit 
along with an aviary and dens for reptiles. He devoted time to botanical experimentation, 
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  Figure 1.6  Mary Miss, Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys (destroyed), 1978, showing underground 
structure. Nassau County Museum of Art, Roslyn, New York. 

Source: © Mary Miss Studio. Photograph Mary Miss Studio. 

planting, for example, a pinetum of rare nonnative confers, ranging from dwarf species 
to twenty-foot-high trees, to test their adaptability to the local climate.29 

Frick’s endeavors were rooted in a modern, humanist, Western worldview in which 
scientific observation and experimentation were central tenets that led to a deeper under-
standing of the world. His enlightened, scientific practice, however, was premised on a 
hierarchy between man and nature, whereby humans not only observed but also altered, 
cultivated, exploited, and subjugated the natural world. The bear pit, in particular, exem-
plifies the reigning positionality of humans vis-à-vis animals formally and conceptually 
in that the observing scientist stands in an elevated position while the animal entrapped 
below is the object of study. 

Miss’s work, by contrast, entices viewers to descend into the pit, surrendering their su-
perior position. Visitors become the object of observation as they enter the hole to explore 
the underground structure more closely, walking through the aisles that extend beyond 
the open pit and glancing through the windows in the outer wall, imagining and intuit-
ing a world beyond human knowledge and epistemes (Figure 1.6). Seeing Perimeters/ 
Pavilions/Decoys in equivalence to the locally and historically specific bear pit expands 
notions of human subjectivity into the more-than-human world. The work embodies the 
complex entanglement between humans, fauna, and flora and gives us a deeper under-
standing of how the notion of a responsible seeing that animates both structures have 
changed. Indeed, Prinny—the bear that lived on the estate—was not simply an object of 
scientific study but the pet of Childs Frick’s youngest daughter, Martha. Prinny frequently 
escaped her den, making her way beyond the estate’s boundaries to a beekeeper’s farm 
in Roslyn.30 

In addition to the underground structure, Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys included three 
towers. Located beyond a dirt embankment on the other side of the field, the towers were 
simple skeleton structures made of wooden poles, beams, and boards (Figure 1.7).31 Like 
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Figure 1.7  Mary Miss, Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys (destroyed), 1978, showing eighteen-foot 
tower. Nassau County Museum of Art, Roslyn, New York. 

Source: © Mary Miss Studio. Photograph Mary Miss Studio. 

the pit, the towers were inspired by a vernacular, once-functional structure: a fire tower 
built on the grounds during the late nineteenth century.32 At the time, fire towers were 
a common safety feature of large estates, giving personnel an elevated position for the 
detection of forest fires. By the mid-1960s, however, fire towers had largely been rendered 
obsolete by the invention of aircraft and radios that facilitated communication between 
patrollers and respondents, thus presenting a more effective way for detecting and con-
trolling wildfires. While towers, just like decoys and pits, may be thought of as part of an 
authoritarian architecture of subjugation that instills fear and anxiety, in the case of the 
fire tower on the grounds of the Nassau County Museum of Art, the structure was built 
within an enlightened, scientific ideal of seeing and observing and was concerned with the 
well-being of humans and their environment. The structure thus conveys a notion of care 
for the habitats of humans and diverse species, albeit from the perspective of a mostly 
white, property-owning, upper-class citizenry. 

The three vertical structures that Miss built resembled a fire tower, but she modified 
some details. She did not provide ladders for visitors to climb so they could survey the 
grounds. Further, at the center of each platform was a large hole, rendering the structures 
even less useful (Figure 1.8). Still, the towers functioned as a viewing device, one in which 
the visitor remained on the ground rather than taking an elevated, superior position in 
relation to the natural world. We might think of the three towers as framing devices that 
draw attention to that which was previously invisible or neglected. Like the underground 
structure, the towers challenge us to see beyond our own subject positions and practice a 
responsible, public seeing. As its title suggests, Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys conveyed the 
continuously shifting relationship between centers and margins. 
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  Figure 1.8  Mary Miss, study for Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys, c. 1977. Pencil on paper, 5½ × 5½ 
in. Collection of Mary Miss. 

Source: © Mary Miss Studio. Photograph Mary Miss Studio. 

From a distance, the three towers of Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys all looked the same, 
but approaching the individual structures, one realized that each was of a different size. 
The tower closest to the dirt embankment was eighteen feet tall; the second one, across 
the clearing, measured fifteen feet in height; and the third tower in the far distance was 
even shorter: twelve feet. The different sizes of the three towers were imperceptible when 
seen from the embankment because they reinforced the perspectival diminution of ob-
jects. The differences of the towers’ heights only came into focus when visitors walked 
across the field and experienced each tower in relation to their own bodies and came to 
realize that perception was intimately bound to their place within the whole.33 Analyzing 
Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys in relation to structures that inspired the work allows us to 
contemplate the visual, material, and conceptual forms of avant-garde art within specific 
historical and social contexts, and also to see our own positionality as imbricated within 
existing frameworks that we aim to transcend. 

Miss’s committed feminist practice did not shy away from actively shaping material 
and social environments. She pursued an interventionist, materialist practice concerned 
with effecting the everyday built environment. Since the late 1970s Miss has collaborated 
with architects, landscape designers, planners, engineers, and developers to design and 
realize more permanent public parks, reclamation projects, and functional environments. 
While Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys exemplified sculptural practices that expanded from 
the autonomous object into the architectural field, her later works were criticized for 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Introduction 15 

playing into the capitalist superstructure.34 Rather than drawing clear lines between the 
utopian-critical avant-garde and functional structures imbricated within capitalist ide-
ologies, this book develops an intersectional history of form that easily shifts back and 
forth between these disciplinary framings. The aim is to develop a deep history of form 
that understands form—imagined, rendered, built—as capable of changing existing so-
cial, economic, and aesthetic values. My contention is that materially built forms, no less 
than drawn, photographed, painted, and sculpted forms, have the capacity to reshape 
existing realities. This book, in short, explores the work of artists who engaged with 
the forms, structures, and practices of the built environment, which they understood to 
directly impact the social and material spaces of everyday life, in order to show that art 
itself constitutes an act of building and world-making. 

Before turning to the artists who came to define the canonical avant-garde of the 
long sixties, I look back to the early twentieth century. Chapter 2 traces the relationship 
between art, architecture, and the built environment as it played out in the decades lead-
ing up to the 1960s to understand the reasons for the severing of art and architectural 
discourses. I focus on the Bauhaus, which set out to merge aesthetic and architectural 
practices as part of a utopian vision to create an egalitarian society. The failure to realize 
this better world—and the all-too-easy subsumption of art, architecture, and building 
in the service of the hierarchical structures of capitalism, racism, and sexism—propelled 
a theoretical, critical distancing of avant-garde art from the material, social, and po-
litical practice of building. Postwar theorists and critics stressed the importance of art’s 
autonomy, which evolved into a self-referential, formal-aesthetic trajectory of modern 
art. Many American artists, however, remained interested in engaging with the material 
and social spaces of everyday life. This book shows that artists who were central to the 
development of the canonical avant-garde during the long sixties engaged with the built 
environment on formal-aesthetic and sociopolitical grounds. 

Chapter 3 focuses on the work of Judd and Grosvenor from the mid-1960s, showing 
that both took inspiration from engineering structures such as bridges, towers, and dams 
that were part of the everyday built environment. In addition to examining how their 
work referenced visual, material, and technological characteristics of twentieth-century 
engineering, I argue that both artists drew on the social and cultural significance of en-
gineering that played a central role in the conception of the United States as a modern, 
progressive nation. Analyzing works such as Judd’s floor box of 1965 (DSS 58) made 
with stainless steel and red fluorescent plexiglass, and Grosvenor’s Transoxiana (1965), 
a thirty-two-foot-long sculpture cantilevered from the ceiling, I trace the works’ visual, 
material, and technical characteristics to specific architectural structures featured in the 
exhibition Twentieth Century Engineering on view at New York’s Museum of Modern 
Art in 1964. Showcasing photographs of some of the most exciting contemporary engi-
neering feats, the exhibition captured the techno-optimism of the early 1960s. At once 
innovative and functional, the featured structures were thought to have a genuine ben-
efit to the population at large. Engineers developed new materials and techniques that 
resulted in innovative structures that raised individual living standards and advanced 
the nation economically and socially. Like Arthur Drexler, the curator of Twentieth 
Century Engineering, Judd and Grosvenor (and many other artists whose work would 
be canonized as minimal art) were intrigued by the promise that scientific and tech-
nological innovations would advance American civilization. However, the one-sided, 
overtly positive view of engineering conveyed in the MoMA exhibition paid little heed 
to the devastating impact of large-scale construction. Ambitious engineering projects 
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benefited a particular segment of the population—mostly those already privileged and 
in power—rather than all. 

Oldenburg and Smithson, the artist discussed in Chapter 4, expanded their views 
from the technologically advanced and efficient masterpieces of engineering to the di-
lapidated, forgotten, and outdated structures they encountered. Rather than emphasiz-
ing the functionality and newness of buildings, they paid attention to the processes of 
time and history and the concomitant changes of materialities, forms, and meanings. 
Taking impetus from the practices of historic preservation, they envisioned monuments, 
landmarks, and ruins that opened up the functionalist conception of the built environ-
ment to other styles, narratives, and values. Preservationists at the time focused on 
saving and restoring the finest examples of Western architectural styles, in particular 
examples of the decorative nineteenth-century beaux-arts style that architectural mod-
ernism despised. They also considered the sociohistorical meanings of buildings. Under 
these expanded premises, a structure like the then-dilapidating Ellis Island Immigration 
Station, which was considered a minor example of the beaux-arts style but had played a 
significant role in the history of American immigration, was seen as monument worthy. 
But who had the right to decide which styles and which histories were to be preserved 
and remembered, while others were destroyed and forgotten? Oldenburg and Smithson 
designated existing structures, buildings, and objects as monuments to endow them 
with new value and public meaning. However, they were not interested in pristine res-
toration and material preservation but (like many other artists, respectively associated 
with pop and earth art) in complicating and broadening the meanings inscribed within 
the forms of everyday life. In particular, Oldenburg and Smithson revealed the destruc-
tive aspects of urban and suburban modernization, considering the experiences of a 
more diverse public, including those marginalized by Western, technocratic conceptions 
of progress. 

Chapter 5 explores the work of Weiner and Matta-Clark in the context of architec-
tural planning, whereby concepts rendered in the form of zoning laws, building codes, 
architectural and urban plans, and models provide a guide for material realizations. Both 
artists worked at the juncture of immaterial ideas and material realizations, paying at-
tention not just to objects, houses, neighborhoods, monuments, and infrastructures but 
to the ideas that guided the material realization of these built forms. The logic of New 
York City’s zoning resolution, in particular, served as a point of reference for conceptual 
artists. This regulatory framework was guided by democratic principles in which the 
private and public, individual creativity, aesthetic predilections, and communal responsi-
bilities were closely intertwined—and ideally balanced. Artist Sol LeWitt wrote an essay 
in which he considered how the city’s zoning resolution directly impacted the visual and 
material shapes of the built environment. Focusing on Weiner’s early linguistic statements 
and Matta-Clark’s building cuts, I show that their work was rooted in democratic strate-
gies intent on giving individuals a stake in the shaping of their environment. Both artists 
asked the public to take responsibility for the making and meaning of a work of art and 
thus consider how visual, material, and conceptual forms had the capacity to (re)shape 
the world. Such a politics of freedom, however, was prone to perpetuate existing master 
narratives of progress, relying on social conventions and aesthetic trends that continued 
to discriminate along racial, national, gendered, and socioeconomic lines. By reinsert-
ing their work, which was respectively associated with conceptual and site-specific art, 
within local, national, as well as transnational frameworks, this chapter conveys the 
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predicaments of American democracy, of balancing individual freedom and public 
responsibility, in the precarious project of building a more just and sustainable world. 

In the conclusion, I return to the work of Mary Miss, which guided the overarching 
narrative of the book. By way of summarizing the main findings and methodological ap-
proach, I highlight the possibilities of working and thinking across art, architecture, and 
the built environment to upend the dichotomies not only between fine art and functional 
structures but also between nature and culture, and do so from a feminist, intersectional 
positionality. 
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