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But when you’re talking about intentions, all you’re telling people
about is the relation of physical facts. And I think an artwork is not
merely predicting correctly all the relations you can measure.

Richard Serra in an interview with Liza Béar, Avalanche, 1973

Today the art work can identify less than ever before with the secure role
that the classical categories of media used to afford it. Artistic practice now
seems historically convincing only when it raises doubts not only about it-
self as art but also about its allocation of specialized roles, methods of pro-
duction, and conventional materials. Without exception, real progress has
occurred only when a fundamental transformation has been made in the
procedures rather than merely the forms of a particular tradition in art. If
a work ceases to be painting or sculpture, one must focus on what it is be-
ginning to be.

Richard Serra’s films meet these criteria of transcending the tradi-
tional terms of a métier, for they cannot be included in the specific tra-
dition of any single medium. They are neither purely sculptural, if this
implies the acceptance of certain conventions regarding materials and pro-
cedures, nor do they unequivocally obey the specific formal principles of
film, a hybrid form combining narrative elements with a photographic
image language. Being “sculptural films,” they also differ from the gen-
eral run of films by artists who, until the mid-1960s, had almost without
exception either adopted the traditional criteria of a more literary film
language or translated their own artistic approaches literally into film



language (though this, of course, does not apply to those artists, such as
Hollis Frampton, who had renounced the traditional plastic arts in favor
of filmmaking). The phenomenon of the sculptural film is thus relatively
undefined. It does not necessarily imply more than the fact that the author
is a sculptor whose work can be seen to belong to the modern tradition
since Rodin, and that the approach in his films is specifically “sculp-
tural”—i.e., that they are clearly different from the filmic or painterly
practices that we observe in other artists’ films.

To take but one example, for all the essentially sculptural concern
with the movement of bodies in space that its title implies, Fernand Léger’s
famous Ballet mécanique (1924) could be described as a cubist film em-
ploying the resources of cinema to translate a painterly analysis into a syn-
thesis of collage, painting, and narrative filmic techniques. In so doing,
Léger failed to perceive the inherent potential of film for a project that
would have paralleled the then-incipient dissolution of the concept of
sculpture. This dissolution was articulated in concrete terms in an inte-
gration of positive and negative spatial elements, as well as a gradual open-
ing of the solid continuity of closed sculptural bodies to the surrounding
architectural space, as put programmatically by Naum Gabo and Antoine
Pevsner in their “Realistic Manifesto” of 1920:

Space and Time are reborn to us today. Space and Time are the only
forms on which life is built and hence art must be constructed. . . . The
realization of our perceptions of the world in the forms of Space and
Time is the only aim of our pictorial and plastic art. . . . We renounce
volume as a pictorial and plastic form of space; one cannot measure liq-
uids in yards: look at our space . . . what is it, if not continuous depth.1

Even though the revolutionary technical possibilities of film (the
medium was then just coming into its own) strike one as eminently suited
to that kind of sculptural aesthetics, other factors prevented the creation
of a specifically sculptural film tradition. The truly revolutionary film
artists of the period, such as Lev Kuleshov and Dziga Vertov, saw the pur-
pose and promise of the new medium not primarily in aesthetic (let alone
in sculptural) terms but in its potential as an instrument for the political
enlightenment of the masses. This in turn led them to see the capacity for
documentary reproduction of real space-time events as the characteristic
possibility of film. On the other hand, in the West the Dadaists and their
surrealist successors were profoundly retro- and introspective artists. As

Benjamin H. D. Buchloh2



furtive types and melancholics, they were chiefly attracted to the magical
and evocative qualities of the new medium (if they used it at all) whose lit-
erary aspect approached their traditional artistic notions. The films of Man
Ray and Joseph Cornell, those two American artists whose sculptural
works had exercised considerable influence on the evolution of American
sculpture, are clearly not to be seen as sculptural films but as filmic equiv-
alents of the painterly juxtapositions of objects that they had developed as
formal principles in collage and assemblage.

The impressive extent to which the influence of these traditional
filmic procedures—a narrative convention on the one hand, a represen-
tational and illustrative function determined by plastic and painterly con-
siderations on the other—continued to affect post-surrealist film can be
gauged from Claes Oldenburg’s films, such as Store Days (1962) and
Nekropolis (1962). Oldenburg must be seen as a figure of central impor-
tance to Serra’s concept of sculpture, for he had taken the reduction of
plastic phenomena to its natural origin: the system of coordinates formed
by gravity and the temporal-spatial continuum where gradual processes
involving masses and relative forces become plastic events, as seen in his
“Soft Objects.” Serra’s (but also Bruce Nauman’s) early works were ba-
sically arrived at by eliminating the representational object relation of
Oldenburg’s sculpture in favor of an immediate implementation and
demonstration of these fundamental plastic phenomena.

One historic precursor did, however, meet the criteria of a specifically
sculptural film: Moholy-Nagy’s Light Display, Black and White and Gray
(1928–1930). Exploiting the technical possibilities offered by a specially
designed functional sculpture, the Light/Space Modulator (1921–1930), this
film gave an immediate representation of plastic phenomenon as process,
and so dismissed the ossified conception of sculpture as a clearly defined
mass in space in favor of a visualization of the continuum that involves the
whole of space in the plastic definition. As Barbara Rose wrote in 1971:

The films of the Hungarian Constructivist Moholy-Nagy and the
American Dadaist Man Ray have special relevance as historical prece-
dents for the current cinematic activity on the part of painters and
sculptors. Their films were a response to certain contradictions in-
herent in the very aims and ideologies of the modernist movements
themselves, and thus provide a locus for studying a crisis within
the plastic arts which reasserts itself today. . . . In this context, artists
questioned as they are questioning today the social relevance of the
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traditional arts, as well as their ability to sustain a level of innovation
equal to that of modern science and industry.2

However, if numerous artists in the latter half of the 1960s—Serra,
Nauman, Dan Graham—became involved in the more “public” medium
of film, this was not only out of reflection upon the inadequacy of certain
traditional forms of artistic production. It was also because of a politically
motivated desire to see the art work divorced from its predetermined
character as a unique original with guaranteed commodity value, and to
develop forms of production more in keeping with the available means of
production and the public character of the art work. It is easy to see—
especially now that McLuhanite optimism has been exposed as a sham and
the general euphoria concerning media has evaporated—that another im-
portant element was involved in this transition from a traditional plastic
medium to film and video. This is the insight that the new understanding
of the nature of sculpture would translate most readily into the medium of
film, which by its very definition permits the reproduction of the space-
time continuum. It is therefore hardly surprising that this use of film and
video evolved only in the generation of the post-minimalist artists. For the
transformation and expansion of plastic thought brought about by artists
such as Carl Andre and Donald Judd—though consequential as an attack
on traditional forms of sculptural discourse and influential as a prerequi-
site, together with Oldenburg’s work, to Serra’s sculptural conception—
certainly did not include the dimension of process. Minimalism involved
an analysis of the very principles that constitute plastic phenomena, and
such procedures of plastic production as alternating positive and negative
spatial segments, casting materials in molds, setting up masses against grav-
ity, and weighting and balancing them in the space-time continuum. It
was the recognition of these principles and the need to render them in vi-
sual terms that required the introduction of filmic means into sculptural
discourse. What distinguishes Serra’s films is that, in arriving at a new def-
inition of plastic phenomena through the necessary use of film, they
demonstrate their own necessity as films.

In this context it is also not surprising that it was the generation of the
post-minimalist artists who in the mid-1960s developed the relations be-
tween plastic spatial arts and musical or choreographic temporal arts.
There was a great deal of mutual influence between musicians and dancers
on the one hand and visual artists on the other. This led to collaboration
on numerous projects that ended up being collectively and somewhat am-
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biguously labeled “performance,” a term that implied at the time, in con-
tradistinction to its more recent theatrical usage, an amalgam of static plas-
tic and temporal arts. Yvonne Rainer’s essay “The Mind Is a Muscle (A
Quasi Survey of Some Minimalist Tendencies in the Quantitatively Min-
imal Dance Activity Midst the Plethora, or an Analysis of Trio A)” (1966),
whose very title suggests a combination of plastic and temporal arts, a syn-
thesis of physiological and mental practice, could be regarded as a pro-
grammatic exposition of this development that was a logical sequel to the
minimalist period.3 The collaborations between Rainer and Robert Mor-
ris, Nauman and Meredith Monk, or Serra and Joan Jonas would also have
to be considered in this context. At the same time visual artists and musi-
cians also evolved new forms of collaborative work. Whereas the tradi-
tional approach, as illustrated in the collaboration of John Cage, Merce
Cunningham, and Robert Rauschenberg, had aimed to integrate the
various performing arts in some sort of Gesamtkunstwerk, the new forms
were based on an awareness of the objective correspondences between the
investigations in the plastic and the temporal arts. His friendship with mu-
sicians Steve Reich and Philip Glass stimulated Serra; and in discussing the
parallels between plastic art and music, Reich made clear this collabora-
tion’s departure from the seemingly related tradition: “The analogy I saw
with Serra’s sculpture, his propped lead sheets and pole pieces (that were,
among other things, demonstrations of physical facts about the nature of
lead), was that his works and mine are both more about materials and
process than they are about psychology.”4

Serra twice participated in the performance of Reich’s Pendulum Mu-
sic (1968),5 a piece now seen by many artists as a key post-minimalist work,
and he conceived and executed Long Beach Word Location in 1969 with
Glass, who in turn was involved in the production of Serra’s early films. It
can be assumed that the decision to work with “processes” rather than
psychology, as described by Reich, was also behind Serra’s early films—
Hand Catching Lead (1968), Hands Tied (1968), Hands Scraping (1968),
Hands Lead Fulcrum (1968), and Frame (1969). As Reich said: “That’s what
makes the piece interesting: there’s more in it than I put in it. That’s the
joy of working with processes. If you follow your personal taste, you get
your taste back. But if you follow a musical process you get your taste plus
a few surprises that may educate you to make some other music.”6

Candle Piece (1968) is one of Serra’s earliest process sculptures, and it
is probably no coincidence that it belonged for a long time to Reich. Here
the introduction of process into sculpture is all the more striking, as it still
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seems embedded in an almost unconscious post-surrealist arbitrary juxta-
position of heterogeneous objects, a combine or assemblage approach that
evidences the impression Rauschenberg’s work had left on Serra. At the
same time the piece affords us insight into the early forms of Serra’s inves-
tigation of minimalist sculpture. Candle Piece resembles Andre’s early
Brancusi paraphrases, such as Last Ladder (1959), as if Serra had turned it
from the vertical to the horizontal and “enlightened” the sculpture. The
serial disposition of positive and negative spatial segments combined with
the row of candles transforms the piece—when it is lit—into an elemen-
tary minimalist object that implements an elementary process. Although
object and process are still disparate elements, Candle Piece can be seen as
an early precursor of the later process sculptures, and even more so of the
films that integrate object and process in one sculptural unity.

In Candle Piece Serra attempts to overcome, with an archaic inflection,
the rigidity and heavy materiality of minimalist sculpture. Unlike the se-
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rial principle that had so largely informed minimalist sculpture, his oper-
ation goes beyond the merely formal dimension of series in that it em-
bodies a process of change. On the other hand, minimalist sculpture had
already taken series and process to the threshold of this transition. A Fi-
bonacci series employed as a compositional principle in one of Judd’s pro-
gressions, for example, could be seen as a frozen process. But even Andre’s
Spill (Scatter Piece) (1966), the first minimalist work to introduce an actual
process into sculpture, was essentially determined by traditional concep-
tions of space and material, though its formal disposition was redefined
each time the elements were scattered, thus directly integrating the pro-
cess of its execution into the plastic appearance of the sculpture. Though
Spill had introduced into sculpture Pollock’s principle of confronting the
viewer with a de-differentiated field in its all-over structure, this piece was
to the same extent defined in a traditional way by the identical cubic
elements that composed the field. This becomes more evident in com-
parison with the first true process sculptures, such as Nauman’s Flour
Arrangements on the Floor (1966), Serra’s Scatter Piece (1967), and, above all,
his Splashing (1968) and the subsequent “castings.” Such manipulation of
plastic materials has probably done more than anything else to erode the
traditional idea of the closed sculptural body and to substitute a spatial field
for it, in the same way that the sculptural object as a body in space dis-
solved and was replaced by the visualization of the production process and
the sheer presence of sculptural materiality. The fact that science has
shown matter to consist of molecules and processes, and the extent to
which this has become general knowledge, seem to have gone a long way
toward discouraging the conventional representation of matter in geo-
metrically defined masses.

The manifestation of process in sculpture around 1966 was thus based
both on the discovery and representation of the forces that constitute
sculpture, and on a more precise understanding of the properties of mat-
ter itself, an understanding that may have come about in part through An-
dre’s prior reflection on the specificity of materials. Another aspect of
process is revealed in the explicit observation of the procedures involved
in the production of sculpture, such as those listed systematically in Ser-
ra’s Verb List (1967–1968), which he himself referred to as “actions to re-
late to oneself, material, place and process.”7 A whole group of early works
(in fact all sculptures prior to the “prop” pieces) corresponds to this cata-
logue of possible manipulations of sculptural material. In each case one ac-
tivity determined the form and appearance of the sculpture: the casting of
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liquid material, the rolling of sheets of lead, the folding of lead, sawing,
tearing, setting up (e.g., Splash Piece: Casting, 1969–1971; Thirty-Five Feet
of Lead Rolled Up, 1968; Cutting Device: Base Plate Measure, 1969; Scatter
Piece, 1967; Sleight of Hand, 1967).

Such a systematic differentiation is performed on all the various ele-
ments that go into the making of sculpture—subjective activity and deci-
sion, physical work, objective materials and their specific properties,
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physical laws concerning matter in the space-time continuum. This leads,
in Serra’s process sculptures and early films, to an analytical exposition, en-
dowing these elements with rational transparency. At the same time his
work is shown as a synthesis of necessary reduction, and this is the source
of its stringent plastic dynamics. Dan Graham paraphrased the differenti-
ation process precisely, and Serra himself uses Graham’s commentary in a
documentation of his film work:8
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The works are described by a simple verb action performed on the ma-
terial by the artist, available to the viewer as residue of an in-formation
(the stage of the process described in applying the verb action to the
material place where it is present). The viewer’s time field is as much
part of the process (reading) as the artist’s former relation to the same
material and the material’s process in the former time. . . .9

With the idea of the “time field” as another modality of experience—
contingent, as a form of perception, on the spatial field—Graham points
to another essential aspect of the change in the conception of sculpture as
articulated in Serra’s work (especially his films) in contrast to, and logically
based on, minimalist sculpture. The spatial conception of the minimalist
artists had always been based ultimately on a post-cubist representation of
space in a grid system. Sol LeWitt’s Open Modular Cubes (1966) remained
the only work that brought this conception of space to its logical conclu-
sion and transcended it. In discussing Serra’s sculpture and the conception
of space expressed in it, Rosalind Krauss notes that they are clearly op-
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posed to the minimalist conception of space, which positioned both
viewer and sculpture like chess figures in a geometrically defined field,
one moving around the other: 

The distinction between Serra’s sculpture and that of Minimalism
comes in part out of Serra’s rejection of the a priori geometries of the
grid. For the grid is an abstract tool describing a space which always
begins at a point just in front of the person who views it. The diorama
of analytic sensibility, the grid, forever leaves the viewer outside look-
ing in.10

With his Splashing (1968) deliberately inserted in the right angle be-
tween wall and floor, Serra had made a point of visually canceling that
angle and thus dissolving the architecturally defined “artificial” cubic
space by eliminating its demarcation lines. At the same time, process
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sculptures such as Splash Piece: Casting, by virtue of the evident presence
of a material procedure, had not only dissolved the traditional mode of ap-
pearance of a rigidly defined (geometrical) body; they had also emanci-
pated its shape (i.e, that which is separate from space) from the clear
division of the figure-ground relation. By decentralizing the viewer’s vi-
sual field in an amorphous all-over structure, in a de-differentiated distri-
bution of sculptural masses, sculpture as “container of space” and space as
“container of the container of space” were transcended in the discovery of
a spatial continuum that is experienced by the viewer both physiologically
and phenomenologically as a mode of transition to the temporal contin-
uum. The transition from spatial to temporal field is no more than a log-
ical continuation of the systematic analysis of the relations between
perceiving subject and sculptural object that had been initiated in mini-
malist sculpture.
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If the temporal field as a mode of experience is linked in this way with
the spatial field of perception—and once this is recognized to be constitu-
tive both of the plastic phenomenon and of its perception—the technical
formal necessity of the step from process sculpture to sculptural film be-
comes evident, since the perception of a spatial-temporal field is the very
mode of film, and the viewer’s simultaneous observation can be seen to be
uniquely appropriate to its continuity. Therefore it can be hypothesized
that sculptural reflection reaches its most advanced position precisely at the
point where sculpture as a concrete phenomenon is transcended and trans-
formed into sculptural film, in works such as Serra’s early films Hand Catch-
ing Lead, Hands Scraping, and Hands Tied (1968). No longer sculpture or
film, these works induce the viewer to perceive active physiological and
psychological identity in more modes than the traditions of these two cat-
egories permit, or as Serra put it in describing one particular film project:
“As a telecommunication tool, it informs the viewer in an area of kinesics
abstraction. The interacting, sequential flow of a complex kinemorphic
construction (film) reveals a communication system derived from body
motion.”11 At the same time this step—the dematerialization of sculp-
ture—was historically due. It resulted necessarily from the sum total of all
those apparently divergent concerns and intentions in the plastic art of the
mid-1960s such as stated, for example, in Rainer’s programmatic essay: ob-
jectivation of cognition, de-individualization, non-psychological forms of
representation, dissolution of the traditional manufacture of the art work
and destruction of its commodity status, and general dissemination and ac-
cessibility of the work through its reproducibility by technical means.

The media of film and (to an even greater degree) video were useful
instruments in this transformation, and at first it seemed as if they would
altogether replace traditional sculptural means. This shift in the material
use of aesthetic and formal-technical resources, in some respects both
a cause and an effect of a concept of art radically changed since 1965, has
been analyzed with regard to its historical necessity by Graham, who him-
self pioneered this development in the sculptural use of technical media: 

Ironically it wasn’t the new medium of cinema which devolved from
Edison’s invention, but the steps along its path—the analysis of
motion—which first “moved” artists. Marey’s work is recalled by
the Futurists and most notably by Marcel Duchamp’s paintings, cul-
minating in Nude Descending a Staircase, whose overlapping time-
space was directly modeled after Marey’s superimposed series. Léger,
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Moholy-Nagy and others did utilize the motion picture (also Du-
champ at a later date), but only as an available tool and not in terms
of its structural underpinnings. It wasn’t until recently with the
“Minimalist” reduction of the medium to its structural support in it-
self considered as an “object” that photography could find its own
subject matter.12

Serra’s films occupy a central position in this evolution, and it is sig-
nificant that Krauss begins the last chapter of her history of modern sculp-
ture, Passages in Modern Sculpture (1977), with a detailed description of his
first film, Hand Catching Lead (1968). (At the end of the chapter, in another
analysis of the main characteristics of this film, she compares it to Rodin’s
Balzac and Brancusi’s Torso of a Young Man, thus placing it in a series of key
works in twentieth-century sculpture.) This appropriate judgment might
easily lead to the conclusion that contemporary sculpture reached its cli-
max in sculptural film, and that Serra’s process-sculptural films occupied
an eminent position in his oeuvre, transforming our conception of sculp-
ture into the historically adequate form that transcends the traditional un-
derstanding of morphology and phenomenon, material and procedure,
medium of presentation and mode of perception.

However, all of Serra’s early films imply two essentially new proce-
dures, which change substantially the methods of sculptural reflection and
have farther-reaching implications than a strictly formalist analysis like
Krauss’s might reveal.13 One of the procedures is fragmentation,  also ap-
plied in such later films as Frame (1969) and Color Aid (1971); the other is
the real-time process of a task-oriented performance, which defines the
films dramaturgically and limits them temporally. 

The principle of fragmentation results necessarily from Serra’s more
general procedure of analyzing the elementary constituents of a plastic
phenomenon. On the one hand, the reduction of the cinematographic
segment, showing, for example, only the hand and arm of a person as the
veritable “actors” of the film, points to the essential element of the pro-
cess to be visually represented. On the other hand, defining the segment
according to Ernst Mach’s diagram of the visual field, it delimits the sub-
ject’s boundaries of self-perception. Therefore no subject-object relation-
ship is established between viewer and actor; the viewer experiences the
bodily activity in an optical frame that remains within the limits of his own
self-perception, which seems extended by the filmic image. Fragmenta-
tion here thus means the deliberate abolition of the separation between
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subjective perception and objective representation. From this abolition,
however, results the elimination of any narrative or dramatic quality in the
representation of a sequence of actions, reducing it to a self-referential
activity, a self-evident representative function without any “meaning”
whatsoever.

This is how Serra, for the first time in the filmic representation of
body movements and actions, succeeds in applying a formal principle,
originally developed in Pollock’s painting, which he had already in-
troduced into sculpture: to change the perception of the images of the
human body itself through a de-differentiation of the visual field, the
abandonment of central perspective or fixed focus in favor of an all-over
structure. In traditional drama or film the gaze had always been oriented
by an anthropomorphic hierarchy, the head or the physiognomic expres-
sion being the focus of perception, and ultimately all hierarchical compo-
sitions were derived from this order. The objectification of action in
Serra’s early films necessarily results in an enhanced self-perception of the
viewing subject, who no longer experiences the filmic process in illu-
sionist identification with the actor but begins to see it as an objective
process involving the transformation of bodily energy into movement and
work. A lucid description of this process was again given by Graham, who,
since 1969, has made the change in perceptions of body representation a
central concern in his own work in film, video, and performance, con-
tributing substantially to this development: 

Phenomenologically, the camera’s representation and the spectator’s
view is the meeting point between the elements of visual conscious-
ness, if consciousness is partly external (situated in the object / situ-
ated in what is seen), partly internal (situated in the eye or camera) and
partly cybernetic or interpretive (situated in the central nervous sys-
tem or the process of attention which, with a body’s muscle/skeletal
systems, achieves the orientation in world). . . . The process of phys-
iological orientation—attention—of the performer(s) is correlated to
the spectator’s process of attention.14

Such an objective presentation of an action reduces the representa-
tion to the performance of the task to be completed and to the time span
needed to complete this task, during which a certain quantity of motion
and energy is exhibited. Analogous to the objectification of temporal
representation, this reduction of action to the performance of a task
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determined by the physcial laws governing time, space, and energy can be
seen to result from formal reflections previously developed in painting and
sculpture. As early as 1964 Frank Stella, in his notorious interview with
Bruce Glaser, had stated his maxim “What you see is what you see,” which
implied a commitment to identity between the signifier and the signified
in painting. Subsequently this principle was applied to sculpture in mini-
malism. Finally, the same demand can be recognized in Serra’s reduction
of dramatic action to a self-contained performance of a task. In fact a state-
ment by Serra concerning the need to see action and meaning as an inte-
gral entity comes close to Stella’s: “It’s how we do what we do that confers
meaning on what we’ve done.”15

Serra’s only public performance of one of these self-evident se-
quences of action and motion demonstrated this principle even more
strikingly. Off-stage he had friends spin him round until he became dizzy
and was about to lose his balance and fall. At this precise moment he was
pushed on stage, and it became the task of his performance to overcome
his dizziness and regain his balance.

In “A Quasi Survey of Some Minimalist Tendencies,” Rainer had
elaborated the parallels between the painterly and plastic arts and the tem-
poral arts of dance and performance, and she had seen the need for an ex-
act correspondence between the formal criteria of the new sculptural
conceptions and those of the temporal arts. She stipulated that “neutral
performance” corresponds to the “non-referential forms” in painting and
sculpture after Stella; that “repetition of discrete events,” of self-contained
events or sequences of action, corresponds to the “uninterrupted surface,”
or wholeness, of visual form and visual field in minimalism; and that “task
or task-like activity” in the temporal arts corresponds to “literalness,” the
identity in minimalist sculpture of the signifier and the signified.16

All these principles were introduced with great precision in Serra’s
early films, as if he had applied to sculptural film the catalogue of aesthetic
norms of the new temporal art as defined by Rainer. It would be diffi-
cult to conceive of anything that could surpass these films as a synthesis of
plastic-spatial-static and mimetic-temporal-dynamic conceptions of art, as
an analytically transparent integration of all the elements that combine to
form the appearance and perception of these phenomena. In Hand Catch-
ing Lead the sculptural material (lead pieces dropped from above into the
visual field of the camera by Philip Glass) is missed, caught, held, or de-
formed by Serra’s hand according to the laws of chance. In that the falling
pieces imitate the downward movement of the film print in passing
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through the projector, the visualization of the gravity of the falling metal
corresponds to the materiality of the filmic medium. In contrast to Serra’s
process sculptures, his films are thus characterized by a greater identity of
their constituent elements, since they demonstrate the process itself
(rather than merely the result) and so enable the viewer to reconstruct it
(this does not apply to the “prop” pieces created since 1969, in which
process and appearance are thoroughly fused). The confrontation of man-
ual (subjective) labor power with (objective) matter and physical laws de-
termines the early films. But the proportions in which these various
elements and forces become effective differ from film to film. If the man-
ual part is relatively insignificant in Hand Catching Lead, if the intervention
by the subject in the objective laws of physical necessity begins to appear
absurd and arbitrary, the proportions are reversed in Hands Tied, where the
subjective capacity for work is the dominant function in the solution of
the sculptural task. These forces themselves—the hands freeing them-
selves from the fetters—become plastic phenomena in the same way that
the protagonists succeed in freeing themselves from the traditional laws
that conditioned and created sculpture: employing sculptural material
by means of force or inertia in such a manner as to obtain a space-
encompassing volume or body of stretched material.

To the extent that Serra’s early films and sculptures succeeded in
showing, by means of fragmentation and reduction, the self-evident pro-
cedures of the sculptural as its true meaning, they have provoked prob-
lematic metaphorical interpretations. It is as if real processes, sequences of
actions that refer only to themselves, and sculptural phenomena that are
governed simply by the exigencies of physical laws and material proper-
ties were so intensely present as to be unacceptable to human perception,
which would therefore attempt to protect itself through the projection of
metaphorical meanings. Thus Liza Béar, for example, on Serra’s films: “As
in Hand Catching Lead and Hands Scraping, the hands become the per-
formers and acquire a physical expressiveness of their own which is akin
to that of the thief in Bresson’s Pickpocket.”17 Kenneth Baker succumbs
even more readily to the temptation of a metaphorical reading: “As con-
structions, Serra’s pieces were metaphors for the condition of the con-
structions we put upon what happens.”18 Philip Leider, who seems to have
recognized the problem from the outset, avoids it so dramatically that
he almost ends up falling into it nonetheless: “The process and the work
are one, the art and its making both delivered with complete clarity. It is
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difficult to account for the energy that is released when the mystery of the
making is dispelled, but one feels it.”19

The transition from identical plastic reality to the level of metaphor
can be perceived even in Krauss’s description: 

Richard Serra’s sculpture is about sculpture: about the weight, the ex-
tension, the density and the opacity of matter, and about the promise
of the sculptural project to break through that opacity with systems
which will make the work’s structure both transparent to itself and to
the viewer who looks on from outside. . . . Again and again, Serra’s
sculpture makes a viewer realize that the hidden meanings he reads
into the corporate body of the world are his own projections and that
the interiority he had thought belonged to the sculpture is in fact his
own interiority—the manifestation from the still point of his point of
view.20

Paradoxically, it is the more objective visual or linguistic forms that,
by virtue of their hermetic identity, seem to trigger this projective mech-
anism. One has only to recall how the language processes in Kafka’s or
Beckett’s work, in describing nothing but their own linguistic structure,
have provoked a host of projections. On the other hand, Serra himself, in
the statement quoted at the beginning of this essay, points out that the art
work does not consist merely in a correct prediction of all the relations one
can measure.
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