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PROGRAMATICS, POETICS, PAINTING?

I want to thank Lynne Cooke for inviting me to talk tonight. This invitation 
came after Lynne introduced a paper I presented on Barnett Newman’s  
Stations of the Cross. Having seen only a few of Jo Baer’s paintings, I recalled 
that she made Newman look like Franz Kline. The only direct connection I 
have since discovered was that Baer called one of her major triptychs  
Stations of the Spectrum.

When I began research and saw Stations of the Spectrum in a poor  
illustration, my heart sank a little. Painted in 1967, the year after the  
exhibition of Newman’s Stations, their title suggests a deliberate attempt to rid 
painting of the metaphysical content Baer might have mistrusted in Newman. 
This seemed like the kind of painting that was inevitable by the mid-1960s. 
Baer gave orthodox Modernist answers to questions around flatness, and 
deductive composition, while demonstrating a post-Stella attitude to expres-
sionism and facture. There were no gestural marks, but also missing was the 
jubilant colour that one would find in contemporaneous Stellas. 

Peter Scheldahl once described a show that included Baer’s work as ‘theoreti-
cally successful’ yet ‘depressing’: quite frankly, I didn’t know what I would 
want to say about Jo Baer. Stations of the Spectrum is not here, but  
Primary Light Group, is, and when I saw it, its brightness lifted my initial 
gloom. For paintings that seemed art historically predictable were, in the 
viewing encounter, utterly surprising.

The work consists of three paintings. Each is sixty inches square, of which the 
central 50 inch square is painted a bright white. Around this white area is a 
very thin band of colour, which in turn is surrounded by a considerably thicker 
band of black. This black almost stretches to the outer border of the canvas, 
but not quite: a very thin white line surrounds it. There are no immediately 
visible brush marks on the canvases, but it is also quite apparent that they are 
hand-painted, with paint applied vertically. The borders of the areas are not 
perfectly straight, and it does not seem that masking tape was used.

Because the paintings were hung quite low, the tendency was to look at the 
white centre at eye level. I could see the weave of the canvas, the occasional 
pull of thread, all evenly covered with white paint: a solid, substantial sur-
face. This hardly sustained attention so the gaze immediately shifts sideways, 
arriving at the point where white meets colour which meets black. Perhaps 
it could be at this point that some kind of figure/ground relationship could 
be established: did the black band seem to lie in front of the colour band? 
Did the colour band appear to lie above the white area? No. What I saw was 
what I saw: a flat surface looked flat. To quote Baer: ‘There is no hierarchy. 
There is no ambiguity. There is no illusion.’ But the absence of spatial illu-
sion hardly meant the work was without its surprise. Stepping to the right, I 
attempted to name the colour before me, encouraged by the triptych structure 
of the work, which the title told me consisted of three distinct lights. Naming 
seemed quite easy: in the immediate section of the painting before me, the 
colour was a bright turquoise.

For image details: see slide list on page 21
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Rather than the nuanced deep ultramarine of Newman’s Cathedra, or the rich, 
bold blue of Ellsworth Kelly’s Red Blue Green, this blue reminded me of 
felt tip pens on shiny whiteboards. It was bright rather than rich, it was zesty, 
tangy. It was like the colour of David Bowie’s makeup against the bright 
white in the bleached video for Life on Mars. So far, so good, but then the 
canvas’s composition pressed me to glance across to the other flank and now I 
discovered all was not what it seemed.
 

Fifty five inches or so to my side, the turquoise had disappeared. Instead, like 
a faded memory, the band was a darkened grey, a ruin of colour. My immedi-
ate reaction was tomove to the left to check what my eyes just saw. Reaching 
this point, the colour before me changed to a bright turquoise, but the band 
I had just come from was now spoilt, dirtied. It seemed like I was locked by 
perception into a world of distortion – nothing I could do would stabilise the 
colour. I moved back to the first viewing position, in the centre, but the urge 
now was to look away from the white, and up to the band of colour along the 
top. It was impossible not to follow the band’s run around the white square. 
Though colour was firmly stopped between black and white, it did not contain 
itself. Inside the band colour zoomed round and round, brightening and dark-
ening with a velocity that was heightened by the stationary feel of the rest of 
the painting.
This velocity was the very inverse of the slow emergence of colour contrast 
in a Reinhardt painting; the circuiting path of the colour change meanwhile 
was utterly different to the directionality of colour in Noland’s work of the 
time. Where his 1967 paintings suggested speed because of the rush of colour 
from one side of the painting to the other, here, the colour flashed around and 
around. 

This is not to say Baer’s colour pulsed like colour does in Riley’s Op  
paintings – for it did not change in the same place, but between one part of 
the band and another. That is unless, as I noticed only yesterday, you fix your 
eyes on the vertical coloured band, and move your head side to side with-
out losing your focus; then, looking out of the sides of your eyes, the colour 
change is really dramatic, totally startling. The only way to stop the race of 
colour was to get one’s eyes off the track, so to speak, and move away to look 
at the other two canvases in the triptych, where my experience repeated. 

In this talk, I want to address something of the meaning of the surprise 
of the encounter with Primary Light Group. I take this surprise to be very 
important because, as I must stress, it was not merely the experiential and per-
ceptual jolt of seeing colours change, and of learning in the process that vision 
was not to be trusted. The unexpected change of colours, only apparent in the 
process of perceiving, and the Dia installation shotunanticipated location of 
visual interest (at the periphery rather than the centre) were both surprises that 
heralded a fundamental reversal of meaning. Though pleasingly whole these 
paintings were not restrained and orthodox but,against expectations, excessive 
and sumptuous. Their energy was not directed backwards as so many attacks 
against the expressionism, illusionism,and part-to-part  
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composition of an earlier generation’s work. It shot forward towards the crea-
tion of a new kind of visual encounter for the spectator. One thing turned out 
to be its inverse - something also announced by the structure of the paintings, 
since after the encounter it made little sense to think of the black paint as a 
frame and the white as the centre; both white and black were the frames for 
the colour – black functioning to enclose it on one side and white on the other, 
white also pushing colour far enough apart to work as it did.

But the important thing here is as much the nature of the paintings’ new 
concerns as the very shift of meaning itself. What kind of a shift was this? Its 
character might be described as counter-intuitive. Fischbach Village Voice-
For it was hardly presumptuous for me to have supposed initially that Baer 
was primarily concerned with deductive structures, anti-illusionism, anti-
expressionism, just as in 1966 it would not have been unfair for a reader of 
the Village Voice – seeing the black and white advert using Baer’s Fishbach 
show – to suppose these black frame/white centre paintings to be one more 
demonstration of Modernist orthodoxy. How was that reader to know that the 
paintings were in fact as pacey and energetic as the moving child in the shot? 
In an early text, ‘A Child’s View of Colour’, Walter Benjamin writes that for 
the child, colour must be ‘full of light and shade, full of movement, arbitrary 
and always beautiful’, and so it was here…but who would have thought it? It 
seems that Baer was suggesting one set of expected (orthodox) meanings very 
strongly so as to make the actual meanings all the more surprising.

These opening remarks, I hope, will open up an account to which 
I will later return of the working structures or perhaps poetics of Jo Baer’s 
paintings in the period covered by this exhibition. Later, Baer turned away 
from abstraction, explaining her motives in her 1983 text ‘I am no longer an 
abstract artist.’ It is from this text that I take the idea of the ‘poetic’, for Baer 
describes her early ambition to make ‘poetic objects that would be discrete yet 
coherent, legible yet dense, subtle yet clear.’ Just before this moment, she had 
explained what she termed the ‘programmatics’ of her early work. It is worth 
spending considerable time working out those programmatics. We can get at 
them by looking at Baer’s account of her own work, but first by thinking how 
it was received by other artists and curators.
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By around 1969, there were roughly three main framing ideas for Baer’s 
work: minimalism, seriality, and negativity. James Meyer’s recent study of 
Minimalism shows how the term was constantly shifting in the mid-1960s, 
meaning different things to different artists and critics. Baer’s first  
appearance in a proto-Minimalist exhibition was in March 1964, when Dan 
Flavin included her in Eleven Artists at the Kaymar Gallery alongside Frank 
Stella, Larry Poons, Robert Ryman, Walter Darby Bannard, Sol LeWitt, 
Donald Judd, and himself. For Flavin, then, the important artists were not to 
be separated by their approaches to the medium but rather by their difference 
from a previous generation of abstract expressionists. What counted about 
Baer’s work, then, was what the critic Brian O’Doherty described as its  
‘deadpan’ quality: like the other artists in the show, her paintings showed no 
signs of raw expressive emotion.

The next Minimalist group show that included Baer’s work was 10, held at the 
Dwan Gallery in October 1966. You can see here her Large Scale Horizontal 
Flanking diptych from that same year. Though 10 seems a pretty similar show 
to Eleven Artists from two years previously, in fact, in the interim, much had 
changed, especially concerning the legitimacy of paintings in this setting.
The calm geometries of the installation photograph belie what by this time 
had become a messy battleground. For though Baer’s paintings could still 
face onto work by Robert Morris and Donald Judd, by that fall, both Judd and 
Morris had published famous texts that Baer knew well in which they argued 
that painting was inevitably compromised. In ‘Specific Objects’, from 1965, 
Judd contended that advanced painters, in their ambition towards wholeness of 
form, were limited by having to base compositions on the rectangular shape of 
the support. ‘A form can be used in only so many ways’, he wrote, and  
‘A rectangular plane is given a life span.’ The sell-by date, he implied, had 
passed. Furthermore, paintings were compromised by inevitable illusion-
ism – ‘Almost all paintings’, he said, ‘are spatial in one way or another.’ And 
finally, the materials of painting – oil and canvas – were both overly familiar 
and limited.

Judd’s arguments paved the way for his championing of ‘specific objects’, 
while Robert Morris was more concerned with the possibilities of the sculp-
tural, but he also condemned painting as a dead-end practice. In the first part of 
his ‘Notes on Sculpture’, published the February before 10, Morris described 
Modernist Painting’s investigation of the ‘literal qualities of the support’ as ‘a 
dialogue with a limit’. Modernist painting was now in endgame, or what he 
described as the ‘rather pious, [and] somewhat contradictory, act of giving up 
illusionism and approaching the object.’

Baer’s Horizontal Flanking diptych, then, looked onto work whose makers by 
now entirely mistrusted the very premises of her practice. Morris would contin-
ue to attack painting in the third instalment of ‘Notes on Sculpture’ from 1967, 
when he wrote that ‘The trouble with painting is not its inescapable illusionism 
per se. But this inherent illusionism brings with it a nonfactual elusiveness or 
indeterminate allusiveness. The mode has become antique. Specifically, what is 
antique about it is the divisiveness of experience that marks on a surface elicit.’ 
For him, Minimalism would be a matter of pragmatic, empirical work, and so 
painting – even Baer’s - could no longer play a part.
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In the very same month that Baer’s diptych was included in the 
extremely hostile company of Morris and Judd in 10, she was also showing 
uptown at the Guggenheim. Lawrence Alloway’s ‘Systemic Painting’ pro-
vided a more hospitable context – here, Baer was positioned amongst twenty-
eight other painters all working with what Alloway called ‘One Image Art’. 
You can just see Primary Light Group being installed. In a short catalogue 
text, Baer indicated that the canvases were actually part of a larger series of 
twelve. ‘There are four colours in the series’, she wrote, ‘blue, green, purple, 
yellow. There are also four sizes and shapes: large squares, small squares, 
vertical rectangles, horizontal rectangles. Each particular size and shape needs 
particular properties of colour: intense, or pale, or greyed, or bright. The pos-
sibilities for combinations or groupings are the permutations of (factorial) 
twelve – 831,753,600.’

This exhibition and text opens onto the second kind of context for framing 
Baer’s work of the mid-1960s, and that is the notion of seriality. It was Mel 
Bochner more than anyone else who theorised the serial practices he witnessed 
around him; for Bochner, the debates of painting versus object or sculpture 
that so preoccupied Judd and Morris were not as compelling as those around 
the planning out and arrangement of the artwork, whatever its medium. 
Bochner, then, could locate a ‘serial attitude’ in works as diverse as Flavin’s 
The Nominal Three, Judd’s progressions, and his own photopieces. Bochner 
reviewed Systemic Painting, and given his concerns, it was unsurprising that 
of all the artists in the show, he devoted most attention to Jo Baer.

What fascinated Bochner most about Baer’s work was the implica-
tions of her catalogue text. Whereas other painters in the show selected the 
colours for a given painting because of their subjective preference, or in an 
intuitive attempt to balance out other colours, Baer chose hers according to 
a pre-determined order. And whereas other painters composed their paint-
ings part by part, Baer, at least as Bochner represented her ambitions, merely 
treated paintings as units to be arranged in any one of a huge, but calculable 
number of orders. The arrangements, not the units themselves, were the key 
thing. After Baer set up the initial schema for the work, ‘it followed its own 
logical necessity and not any personalized aesthetic.’ Bochner’s interest in 
seriality was certainly motivated by the way seriality bade the ‘personalized 
aesthetic’ good riddance, but Baer’s work was not merely for him about doing 
away with subjectivism. The affect of Baer’s schema was more compelling. 
The extremely high number of possible arrangements of the units was for 
Bochner ‘mind cramping’, an ‘intuition of infinity’. This was not the sublime 
infinity of eternity but a calculable, yet unknowable infinity of blankness 
– so a cramping, claustrophobic infinity rather than a free or expansive one. 
Because he saw blankness as the very meaning of her seriality, Bochner was 
nicely and neatly able to link Baer’s seriality back to the look of any one of 
her units. The paintings he wrote did not ‘delude the viewer into facile tran-
scendence’, the ‘frame is not a window’. Having started with the wonderful 
line that Baer’s works were the ‘most thought provoking in this exhibition yet 
the least penetrable by thought’, Bochner concluded that ‘They are unavailable 
not only to the emotions but to the intellect. They are a presence as impenetra-
ble as reality itself. An objectification of the nothing they contain.’
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After reviewing ‘Systemic Painting’ in November 66, Bochner invited Baer to 
participate in a project he was organising for the School of Visual Arts for the 
following month. As is well known, Bochner asked the various participants 
to submit ‘Working Drawings and Other Visible Things On Paper Not 
Necessarily Meant To Be Viewed As Art’. He photocopied their submissions 
and placed them in binders arranged on four low plinths.

Jo Baer’s pages showed plans for dimensions of paintings and a sketch of the 
six possible combinations for the three units of a triptych. The latter drawing 
was just the kind of thing that Bochner was interested in, and the following 
year, he included a triptych in the show ‘Art in Series’ at Finch College, where 
her paintings hung opposite those of Ellsworth Kelly and Jasper Johns. But 
though Bochner’s support for Baer was primarily motivated by her seriality, 
what his writing draws out best is his understanding of the ‘nothingness’ of 
her paintings. ‘Negativity’ is, after ‘minimalism’ and ‘seriality’, then, the third 
early frame for Baer’s work.

Negativity and negation, as James Meyer has written in a recent es-
say on Eva Hesse, were key concerns for Bochner and others at the time, and 
given the ‘brittle, resistant’ impenetrability of her paintings, it is easy to see 
why Bochner thought about Baer in this way. He was not the only one. Robert 
Smithson, Bochner’s one-time writing partner, discussed Baer as well, using 
different imagery but also placing the emphasis on blankness. In his 1968 
essay ‘A Museum of Language in the Vicinity of Art’, Smithson described ‘a 
cartography of uninhabitable places’ that he saw developing in the work of 
contemporary artists – ‘complete with decoy diagrams, abstract grid systems, 
made of stone and tape.’

Works like Carl Andre’s Cuts, which Smithson described as ‘an entire floor 
covered with a Carl Andre’s Cuts”map” that people walked on – rectangular 
sunken islands arranged in a regular order’ called to mind Lewis Carroll’s ‘ab-
stract cartography’. Smithson mentioned two of Carroll’s maps, the one-to-one 
map from the book Sylvie and Bruno Concluded, and the blank map in The 
Hunting of the Snark which contains nothing. 

But Smithson’s preferred term, ‘blank’, might equally be problematic. Think-
ing about Baer’s surfaces as ‘a perfect and absolute blank’ means paying 
rather too much attention to their white parts, and not nearly enough to their 
borders, which surely are as full of content as the peripheries of the map from 
The Hunting of the Snark. I find Smithson’s idea of Baer’s ‘blank’ trouble-
some for the same reason as I disagree with Bochner’s insistence that ‘the 
colours of Primary Light Group do not do anything, spatially, optically or 
emotionally’. Perhaps the colours did not do optical or emotional or spatial 
things in the same way as in other paintings of the time, but as might be clear 
from my account of my experience of the Primary Light Group, the paintings 
are not so blank. The phenomenological encounter with them, as indeed with 
all of Baer’s early work, amounts to anything but ‘nothing’.
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There is no telling what Baer might have made of Smithson’s reference 
to the blank map but she did once complain in a letter to Robert Morris of the 
problem of allusive readings of abstraction which, she argued, beset abstract 
sculpture every bit as much as they beset painting. ‘Allusion’, she wrote, ‘is 
everyone’s problem…. If an unvisual, literary set of non-lookers must “see” 
me as a surreal illustrator of clean pages, empty vistas, on that same token, 
they must see that you and Judd build boxes….’ Smithson’s reading was not 
really the casual literary one she invoked, though – after all neither Smithson 
nor Bochner were thinking of her work through the idea of landscape. While 
the empty map from The Hunting of the Snark was nonetheless a useful trope 
to comment on Baer’s paintings, the map that actually seems to fit best with 
Baer’s own intentions around this time was the other map Smithson men-
tioned, the one from Sylvie and Bruno Concluded. That other map far from 
being blank is totally detailed – indeed it is the same size as the land it charts. 
The link to Baer has nothing to do with immensity of size but with exactness 
of charting. 

This exactness emerges in Baer’s own accounts of her work. In 1969 Baer 
published a pamphlet called Mach Bands in the same issue of the journal As-
pen that co-incidentally featured Smithson’s Strata. Baer discussed different 
theories of light and colour before outlining in scientific detail the perceptual 
theories of Ernst Mach, and the visual phenomenon known as Mach Bands. 
Mach had discovered that where a black area meets a white or light coloured 
area, the actual light change between the areas that a light meter can measure 
is not correctly registered by the eye. The eye sees a band of darkness within a 
black area and of lightness within the light area, so the contrast is accentuated. 
The sharper the border between areas, the more pronounced the bands – the 
Mach Bands. Mach Bands are then optical illusions, but exact and measurable, 
objective ones. 

In her text, Baer produced a graph that plotted actual and perceived light 
changes across a surface on which there was a change from one light pigment 
to a black one. Like Carroll’s map from Sylvie, then, this graph exactly plotted 
the surface it recorded. Baer’s graph could be laid over the surface of one of 
her paintings and exactly chart what the viewer saw when looking at the  
border between a colour band and a black section. 

The perceptual change was caused by light contrast, and light was at 
the heart of Baer’s own account of her work. Though Baer’s own voice has 
not yet featured much, she was anything but a silent painter. Indeed of all the 
abstract painters whose work came to notice in the mid-1960s, such as Ryman, 
Mangold, Humphrey, and Marden, she was the most articulate spokesperson 
for painting. Her texts give a great sense of the frustration that a painter must 
have felt at this time. One can well imagine the Artforums dropping through 
Baer’s studio letterbox each month, Baer reading articles condemning painting 
as ‘antique’, before looking up from the magazine to her determinately non-
illusionistic, exact and measurable work: How dare they write such things? 
The cheek of it all! In a number of letters in Artforum, in her Aspen essay, and 
in private correspondence, she put forward a cogent argument for her work. 
Her texts were punchy and clever, juxtaposing incredibly detailed technical 
information with historical overviews of the development of Modernism, and 
rigorous yet witty put-downs of other artists’ positions. 
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Baer’s theory of painting combined Greenbergian Modernism with 
perception analysis. In Mach Bands, she quoted from ‘Modernist Painting’, 
reminding readers of Greenberg’s account of how painting ‘exhibited and 
made explicit … that which was unique and irreducible’ in its medium. For 
Baer, Modernist painting could still be a force for effecting change ‘towards a 
more basic and particular substance of art’. ‘A radical redefinintion of current 
painting’, she wrote, ‘is pertinent and possible.’ 

As we well know, in their essays of this time, Greenberg and Michael Fried 
were championing Morris Louis, Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski, and, in 
Fried’s case alone, Frank Stella. The key questions for the continuation of 
Modernist Painting involved the optical experience of colour, and the dialec-
tics of internal and enclosing shape. Baer produced what she called a radical 
redefinition of painting by arguing that the root of painting was neither flat-
ness, nor colour, nor shape. She placed the emphasis entirely on light. 

Explaining her point she distinguished three types of light:  
emitted light, as from a bulb; light through a substance, as for instance 
through a prism or through a section of fibreglass; and reflected light – ‘light 
reflected back from the surface of an object allowing us to see that object.’ 
Painting, she wrote, was concerned fundamentally with the third kind of light, 
that it, the light that reflected back to the viewer’s eyes from the surface of 
the painting. In another text, she summed up her practice: ‘Painted light, not 
colour, not form, not perspective, or line, not image, or words, or equations, 
is painting. I make paintings which do not represent light, they are light.’ In 
Mach Bands, in a passage that recalls Michael Fried’s description of literalist 
sculptures in darkened rooms, she invited readers to imagine a painting and a 
sculpture in a room together. ‘If all the lights in a room are turned out, there 
isn’t much to know about a painting except its texture and shape against the 
wall.’, but there was still plenty to be ascertained about the sculpture – its 
mass, shapes, its movement, its materials. The essence of painting could be 
distilled only once the lights were turned back on: in her words, ‘bounded 
coloured surface light is painting’s ontological bottom.’ 
By re-conceiving painting in this way, Baer was able to offer some progres-
sive ideas about the role of the medium, but it is important to note the way her 
redefinition cut a swathe through other practices. As the string of ‘nots’ sug-
gests, she was every bit as concerned with downplaying other work as 
articulating a theory for her own. 
 
Her concentration on reflected light led her to condemn colour-field painting 
as hedonistic: in 1970, she referred to it as ‘sexual solipsism’. Olitski and oth-
ers merely provided viewers with lush, fluctuating fields of colour that for her 
were ‘decorative’. 
Light itself was to be conceived as definite rather than fragile: Baer’s ap-
proach was quite distanced from what she must have seen as the romantic, 
mystical, sublime approach to light espoused for instance by Agnes Martin 
whose work she later called ‘evanescent’. 
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With her image of the painting in the darkened room, she brushed 
aside first Stella, whose concern with external shape was merely sculptural, 
and rather more by implication, Robert Ryman, whose textured, impastoed 
surfaces were also characterised by Baer as the product of sculptural activity. 
Touch for Baer implied a thickening of the surface, and a confusing play of 
light. For light to reflect off a surface in as precise a way as possible, surface 
had to be even and touch had to be banished from the field of painting to the 
terrain of sculpture. 
While her concentration on light enabled her to position her work against 
other modes of painting, it also provided the means to defend painting against 
others who distrusted the medium. Despite what Judd and Morris wrote, paint-
ing, she pressed, could be as free from spatial illusionism as their objects, and 
every bit as precise. In a letter to Robert Morris, she invited the author of 
‘Notes on Sculpture’ to ‘Consider paint a film of light reflecting stroke absorb-
ing material and a coloured paint a material which gives a particular, charac-
teristic transmission of light via differential absorption and reflection. Call this 
reflected quality “luminance’ and measure it in millilamberts. This measure is 
as real and present as height, breadth, depth. I find the phenomenon equally 
sumptuous and convincing.’ 
Baer continued, firing off a pre-emptive strike against the predicted counter-
argument that an artist like her interested in light and set against illusionism 
should use actual, real lights. ‘Light’, she wrote, ‘not lamps which are 
complicated artefacts qualified by industry and the market.’ 
Looking at Dan Flavin’s own ironic commentary on painting that had been 
constituted most clearly in his A Primary Picture of 1964, Baer could have 
remarked on the imprecision of its effects, on the residual similarity of the 
blurry rectangle between the fluorescent tubes to a Rothko painting. But her 
attack on Flavin instead predicts Hal Foster’s analysis of Minimalism: she 
saw just how his version of the readymade was every bit as tied to contempo-
rary industrial production as was Pop. 
Baer’s comment on ‘lamps’ suggests a desire to separate painting from the 
world of capital, but her texts do not suggest she wanted her work to be 
autonomous. Indeed she insistently articulated its political implications. At 
the end of Mach Bands, she suggested that ‘it is now propitious for radical 
painting’s surfaces to mediate new colour and value relations between a 
more closely examined observer and an expanded, more worldly observed’. 
Baer was intimating that if painters paid more their works, though not refer-
ring beyond themselves directly to things in the world, could produce visual 
experiences which themselves spoke to the everyday ‘observed’ world beyond 
painting. The model of reference was one of analogy. A particular visual expe-
rience could stand in a concrete way for an attitude to life. 
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Baer’s politics were re-articulated in 1970 in her response to the Artfo-
rum symposium on ‘The Artist and Politics’. Asked ‘What is your position 
regarding the kinds of political action that should be taken by artists?’, she 
divided contemporary practices into three. Figurative work looked to the past. 
Protest art, Pop, Colour Painting and Concept Art all mirrored the present, 
‘displaying both the good and bad aspects of the now.’ Only radical abstract 
art ‘aimed at the future, but elucidation of its effects must wait until that 
future.’ Abstract art works implied political situations through their forms. 
Works that ‘picture their own shapes’ implied that their viewers similarly 
should determine their own destinies. A deductive structure was thus for Baer 
an intimation of self-sufficiency and personal freedom. Going further, she 
suggested that art works which explored and echoed their own formal bounda-
ries intimated an approach to territorial boundaries. It was almost as if Baer, 
highly involved in the Art Worker’s Coalition at this point, implied that the 
tightly bounded painting implied a non-expansive foreign policy. 

Later on, Baer articulated a political reading of the processes behind her 
work. ‘The act of looking long to the nature of the object and its specific 
organisation’, she wrote, ‘stood for a hard look at integrity and the motions of 
deceit.’ She suggested that the very kind of inquiry that produced her work 
‘projected a quasi-political, visionary stance.’ So for Baer, both the rigorous 
focused process leading to paintings and their finished forms ‘stood for’ politi-
cal attitudes. Some of these political models might now seem naïve, others 
very nuanced – but what remains of interest is the fact that the arguments were 
made in the first place. 

We should remember, after all, that though Baer’s texts indicate how useful 
Modernist theory could be, many artists now thought it washed up. No other 
Americans mobilised Greenberg into arguments for a politicised, progressive 
abstraction, least of all Dan Graham, Ed Ruscha, or Dennis Oppenheim, 
whose projects nestled inside Aspen alongside Baer’s Mach Bands. In the end, 
Baer’s texts could be seen rather more as symptoms of the compromised posi-
tion of painting at this moment than diagnoses of her own work. To guide us 
around her oeuvre, Baer’s programmatics can seem little more helpful than the 
blank map in the hands of the hunter of the Snark. 

Occasionally, though, amidst the science and utopian politics, the attacks and 
defences, the insistence on measurement and the injunctions on texture, there 
are suggestive phrases. In the letter to Robert Morris, for instance, there is the 
word ‘sumptuous’, the indication that Baer found ‘painted light’ resplendent 
rather than restrained. In May 69, bemoaning one reviewer’s tired use of the 
word ‘minimalism’, she wrote in a letter to Artforum ‘I believe in a maximal 
art-content and work for paintings which are as complex as the world I find 
around me.’ In these isolated passages, there are clues that the meanings of 
her work might be found outside, rather than within, the parameters of the art 
discourse of the period. 
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At the beginning of the talk I said I wanted to think of the poetics 
of Baer’s work and it is to those poetics or structures that I now turn. I want to 
describe the structures of individual works, the structures linking the various 
stages of Baer’s early oeuvre, and also the viewing structures her works set in 
train. By letting recurrent patterns emerge from these various structures, I 
want to propose an account of Baer’s work that, though still indebted to terms 
like ‘painting’ and ‘sculpture’, will situate it in a more expansive context. I 
hope to suggest that the ideas emerging from Baer’s work might share much 
with work which looks nothing like hers. 
And so, back to the beginning. Some time in 1962, Baer took a small sheet of 
graph paper, and drew three sets of three close horizontal lines, dividing the 
paper equally into three horizontal bands. She then plotted out a pentagon. 
This was one of a number of ‘Graph Paper Drawings’, all of whose bilaterally 
symmetrical shapes are based on regular geometric figures: a pentagon, a tri-
angle, square, octagon, a four pointed star. The regularity of the grid structure 
and the familiarity of the shapes plotted on it draw a viewer’s attention to 
two kinds of irregularity – firstly, and most obviously, the different number of 
borders on the different sides. Pretty soon, with close looking, other, irregu-
larities become evident: in one of the drawings featuring a four pointed star, 
for instance, the apex to the right is truncated, whereas the apex to the left is 
pointed, a tiny inconsistency which nevertheless unbalances the bilateral sym-
metry of the drawing. These inconsistencies might somehow be the point of 
the work, and the frisson of the viewing encounter might depend on our notic-
ing them. But if that is the case, what to make of the accompanying works, the 
Graph Paper Paintings?  

At 36 inches square, these were precisely six times larger than the six-inch 
drawings, (the drawings are squared, in fact) and exact, painted renditions of 
their surfaces. Now usually, graph paper is just used to work out the propor-
tions of a shape that a painter can then transfer onto the canvas. The prepara-
tory drawing can be discarded once the actual, finished work was completed, 
or kept merely as a witness to show how it evolved. Baer’s paintings however 
are exact copies of the surfaces of the drawings– that is, of the printed grids 
as well as the pencil marks. Sarah Rich, in her Artforum review of the show, 
called them ‘portraits’ of the drawings. This is a strange move. By painting the 
entire surface, Baer changes the drawing’s status. It becomes central, and the 
painting secondary, a mere replication of the drawing, rather than the finished 
thing. Once we sense the nature of the switch, the inconsistency of the shapes 
seems suddenly beside the point. So what is the point? Why make a painting 
of a piece of paper?  

One reason to do this would be to monumentalise a humble, everyday object. 
Alex Hay, for instance, painted Graph Paper in 1966: one of a series of paint-
ings of various types of paper: toilet paper, A4 paper, legal pad paper. Baer’s 
work has little connection with Hay’s ambitions. She wasn’t interested in the 
graph paper as such. What counts most about her works is neither the ir-
regularities of the outlined shapes (which first seemed to be the point), nor 
the material object itself and the accuracy of its paint-on-canvas replication 
(which next seemed the point). Rather, the very process, the very relationship 
between Drawings and Paintings. The key question emerges somewhere in the 
space between them what is primary: is it the painting, or the drawing? 
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Against all expectation, it emerges that the drawing is primary, not 
just in that it was made first, but that it is the important element of the pair. 
But things are still more complex. Thinking back to the drawing, we come 
to realise that the kind of irregularity that exists in the drawing is itself pre-
planned. We can see how by invoking Eva Hesse’s drawings, in which she 
filled the grids of graph paper with circles and crosses.  
The regularity of the graph paper and the repetition of forms highlighted 
differences that are caused by wavering hand pressure. The irregularities in 
Baer’s drawings are far more predetermined, they are not a feature of process. 
So maybe the drawings aren’t primary: the ideas for them were preconceived 
before pencil hit paper. 

The principles which arise from the 
Graph Paper works have as much to 
dowith the physical and visual objects 
themselves as with their interplay. That 
which first seems central turns out to be 
beside the point, but the point always 
slips away. Conceptual patterns of  
counter-intuition and reversibility emerge. 
I think that these notions are powerful 
and recurrent in Baer’s work, helping 
to describe both her works, the viewing 

experience she creates for the spectator, and her own development from one 
group of works to the next. These ideas for instance could help account for 
Baer’s encounter with Pop. 

Married to John Wesley at this time in the early 1960s, like him she produced 
flatly painted canvases based on flags, stamps, heraldry – that is, simplified, 
crisp abstracted images. Here is Baer’s African Flag, and now Black Star 
from around 1961, and now Wesley’s Stamp from the same year. The obvious 
direction for this kind of work to go was the one of Wesley took it in: though 
the framing bands hardly disappear, the interior gets more and more complex.

Here is Camel from 1966 and Wesley in 
front of his painting of Baer. Baer’s 
direction was counter-intuitive: it wasn’t 
the centre that counted but the border. 
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In her painting White Star, a black star is bordered by a blue line. This 
outlines the star but is not always at its periphery – at the top it bends down 
below an equally thick band of black. Black and blue are twisted around each 
other at the border of the main painted shape. The binary inside and outside 
is confounded. In her next works, the Korean series, Baer would empty the 
central painted figure away while she continued to complicate inside and 
outside. 
Using the same palette, Baer painted fifteen canvases all with black squares. 
In each, a blue line travelled down the inside edge of the two flanking and 
bottom black lines reading as an internal border. But blue also runs along the 
outside edge of the black at the top, complicating any clear sense of inside 
and outside. 
The paintings were further differentiated at these top sides. Sometimes an 
additional long horizontal blue line was caught in the middle of the black. In 
every painting, there were two matching patterns in the top corners. These 
were collections of short blue horizontal or vertical lines, some more complex 
than others. Noticing these details the viewer’s attention is diverted from the 
centre to top. The periphery becomes the central site of interest. This counter-
intuitive movement is all the more forceful because of the look of the patterns 
themselves. 
  

On their own, they bring to mind logo designs, Bauhaus typographics, and to 
the contemporary viewer, the little trademarks on Adidas sneakers, but in 
the context of the composition, they invoke column capitals, curtain rails, or 
even brackets. So do the paintings seem to stage events, events that fail to take 
place? The centres can seem emptied, but as soon as one concentrates on their 
emptiness, the focus is thrown back onto the changing details themselves. 

Baer first showed these paintings as a group in 1971, almost ten years after 
they were made. The differences between the Korean paintings could not be 
described by a schema and her decision to show this non-serial series might 
point to her reluctance to embrace the discourse of seriality into which her 
work had been placed. The series is not gathered here, so it is hard to guess 
what the viewing encounter would be like, but Kasha Linville’s excellent 
review of the 1971 show gives us some sense. Coincidentally invoking Lewis 
Carroll, Linville asked ‘How does one explain the Alice-in-Wonderland feeling 
that the pictures could be minute or infinite, a sensation that disconcerts the 
viewer’s perception of his own scale?’ The pairs of terms which reverse and 
twist in these paintings are inside and outside, centre and periphery, blankness 
and detail. Another binary that Linville’s account points to is immense and 
miniscule size. 
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Of course there is a fourth pair of terms which twists around in the 
Koreans – figure/ground. At one moment, the black frame seems to lie in front 
of the white, and at the next, the whole surface seems equally frontal. Perhaps 
under pressure, Baer banished this illusionism from her paintings of the mid-
1960s, but that did not mean that the work could no longer offer the sumptu-
ous, maximal experience Linville described. Baer must have sensed that one 
of the unexpected excitements of the Korean paintings was that blue paint 
looked different when it was enclosed within the black from when it was situ-
ated between black and white. Seeing this difference and drawing on it, she 
progressed to the next phase of the work that includes Primary Light Group, 
where, as I described at the beginning, colour zooms around in the band of 
each painting, where its velocity counters the rest of the painting’s stillness. 

As Baer’s work up until now had hinged on the twisting of two elements 
in a conceptual binary—primary/secondary, drawing/painting, figure/ground, 
inside/outside, centre/periphery, slowness/speed -it’s hardly surprising 
then that she would make good use of the very idea of pairing. With the 
Untitled Vertical Flanking Green Diptych, Baer’s very approach to 
binaries seems to unravel and twist round again. The binary is now a pair not 
two opposite terms but two identical paintings. However, the viewer’s 
knowledge of the pair’s identity scuppers in the visual encounter. Just as 
it is impossible to look into the two eyes of a fellow person, so it is impossible 
to view the whole composition at once. The pair structure encourages a viewer 
to look to one side, and as they do, the colours in the other, seen only in the 
periphery of vision, look totally different. Baer called these ‘non-serial’ 
diptychs, the point being presumably that what counted was neither any 
progression from one to the other nor repetition as a means of non-composi-
tion, but the extraordinary difference between identical units that emerges in 
the viewing process alone. 

The drama inside the colour bands of the Primary Light Group and mid-60s 
diptychs occurs in two discrete places on the surface of the Double Bar 
works. The eye no longer chases changing colour round and round the white, 
but scans back and forth across it. In the process, the white section gains more 
of an identity as a shape in itself. It is a shape that wraps around the two bars 
which don’t quite reach to the edge of the paintings. What happens here is 
again contrary to expectation. Precisely in the course of relinquishing the 
black band that followed the shape of the canvas, Baer found that the literal 
boundary of the painting had become more pronounced. The actual edge, in 
other words, was more evident when not being echoed by the internal 
composition. But now, as the white area leached out of the centre to the edges, 
there was the threat that it would merge with the wall - that the surface would 
dissipate into the space around. The way for painting to avoid assimilation to 
the space of the wall was mimicking sculpture: Baer would next acknowledge 
the literal, three dimensional volume of the support. The Wraparounds can 
thus be seen as a necessary consequence of the Double Bars, as a means of 
protecting painting. 
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In painting around the edge, however, Baer risked treating the 
canvas as an object – in other words, she risked falling into the very trap Judd 
and Morris had claimed lay waiting for the painter, which they of course had 
leapt into with excitement. But Baer avoids the trap. For though the Wrapa-
rounds mobilise the three dimensionality of the support, its literal bulk, the 
viewer never experiences this three dimensionality as verifiable or objective. 
The new binary whose terms are ‘face’ and ‘side’ is posed as a subject of 
the Wraparounds precisely in order to blur rather than specify the difference 
between the terms. In front of the face of a given painting, the viewer senses 
strongly that the bars extend around the side of the support. This sense arises 
not just because of the composition on the canvas they look at, but because 
of what’s happening in their peripheral vision. Since there are six canvases, 
wherever they stand facing the front of a painting, they see the sides of others. 
The intervals are quite carefully wide enough to grant this oblique aspect, but 
not too wide so as to separate the series. 

The composition that wraps around consists of a rectangular loop of bright 
colour that encloses a black rectangle. The coloured area is itself enclosed on 
both short horizontals and one of its long, vertical sides by a thin band of the 
same black. The vertical side of the coloured loop that is not enclosed by 
black is contiguous with the wall. Because of this, it would make good 
sense for the other long side to meet the front-to-side vertical edge of the 
canvas. However, this is not the case. For the enclosed black rectangle itself 
wraps around, only just. In terms of the composition, the edge is not where 
you think it would be, and because the paint on the edge is black, and absorbs 
light rather than reflecting it, there’s no way of telling where exactly the edge 
is, what is the front, and what is the side of the support. So side and front are 
not only hard to distinguish because of the canny counter-intuitive nature of 
the composition, but also because of the way light behaves off a black painted 
surface. The black paint flattens out the edge which disappears in a way not 
dissimilar to the disappearance of the corner of the room in Dan Flavin’s 
Corner Pieces of the same period. 

But if Flavin’s work destroyed architecture, Baer’s succeeds in specifying 
what for her is the ‘ontological bottom’ of painting even in the process of 
acknowledging the literal three-dimensionality of the support. 

I said just now that there’s no way of telling front from side. To be more 
precise, I should of course have said that there is a way of finding out, but 
finding out involves inspection, and inspection requires bodily movement. 
Could it be, to recall the phenomenological accounts of minimalism, that here 
Baer wants to make her viewers aware of their physical movement around 
the work, of their embodiment? I hardly think this is the point. What seems to 
have concerned her was far less the viewer’s movement, than the desire that 
prompts it: the desire to find out. 
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Finding out is the predominant activity that the mid-1970s paintings —which 
were called by others the Radiator works, require of their viewers. The 
Radiators include vertical paintings 4 inches deep painted on their front and 
their two flanks and horizontal paintings hung almost touching the floor, also 4 
inches deep and painted on four sides: the top, the two flanks, and the front. 

The initial viewpoint onto the vertical 
paintings is frontal. Looking at  
V. Speculum you see a mainly cream 
surface with one grey truncated triangle 
extending down from the top right cor-
ner and another truncated triangle, black 
though rimmed with green, extending 
upwards along the central half of the 
left side. 
V. Eutopicus presents two curved 
shapes, just meeting towards the left. 
These curved shapes are not familiar or 
nameable as say an octagon or penta-
gon would be, but neither do they seem 

freely painted or random. Because of the obvious depth of the stretchers, and 
because the shapes extend right to the edge, the viewer walks to one side. 
As they move, their aspect begins to include both the front and the flank of 
the painting, and as a result, the sense of the initial shapes they had seen on 
the front altars. It’s not right to say that new shapes emerge gradually dur-
ing movement to the side: they emerge suddenly, at specific points along the 
journey. 
For instance, at 45 degrees to the right of the surface of V. Speculum, the grey 
downward truncated triangle becomes a perfect rectangle – that is a regular, 
rather than irregular shape. 

In V. Eutopicus, at the same angle to 
the right side, the viewer has a sense 
that the curved grey shape on the right 
hand of the front now completes a 
regular oval which extends over the 
edge from the right flank. Or almost 
completes it, were it not for a chunk of 
the oval that is cut out along the flank. 
This cut prevents the oval’s completion, 
but results in a shape that is uncanny, 
strangely familiar. The viewer remem-
bers the first, frontal aspect and  
suddenly realises that the shape on the 

flank is the twin of the shape on the left of the front, which had seemed  
irregular, but which now has a new identity as one of a pair. All this is to say 
then that there is a kind of puzzle. Inspecting the painting, the viewer feels 
they are making sense of painted shapes in a number of eureka moments. A 
truncated triangle is suddenly a half of a rectangle. An unknown shape is one 
of a pair. A-ha! You want to exclaim. So that’s what it’s all about! 
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The colours of the Radiator paintings are quite different from 
the colours of Baer’s works to that date. Gone are the felt-tip pinks, the buzz-
ing turquoises, the zesty oranges. The colours aren’t discrete any more but 
are instead tonal: pastels, creams, yellowed whites, earthy reds and browns, 
various light olives. There was no doubt that the pink on the flank of a Wrapa-
round was the same as the pink on the face of the painting, but standing to the 
left of V. Eutopicus you are less sure whether the green is actually the same 
green on the front. It looks darker…. but of course it does: the paintings are lit 
with the spots directed to the front, so obviously there will be less light on the 
flanks, and consequently colours will look slightly different. 

Sometimes, though, Baer confounds this apparent change of colour by making 
it actual. She will use one colour for a shape on the front, and a slightly darker 
one in a contiguous shape on the flank. This is clearest where at the top left 
corner of H. Arcuata, a dark red on the front meets a close brown on the top. 
As I have said, the first puzzle set for the viewer involves shape. The next 
invitation is to tell apart real and apparent colour shifts. This means inspecting 
the paintings, and for these horizontal ones, getting on your hands and knees. 

Baer once wrote on Claes Oldenburg’s bedroom, and this work came to 
mind in the encounter with the Radiators. The absurd parallelogram prompts 
the viewer to move to one side to make the bed rectangular, but just as they 
move, everything becomes more blurry. Their face is reflected in the mirror 
directed to the position in which they must stand, but reflected imperfectly. 
One thing resolves; something else warps. As the viewers of the Radiators 
go about solving the puzzles of shape and colour, a third puzzle is set by the 
paintings. 
This one combines and complicates the terms of the first two: the new puzzle 
has to do not with depicted shapes on the canvas, but the literal volume of the 
support, not with the colours that light differences cause to seem different, but 
with the actual shadows the volume would cast. 
As far back as her mid-60s diptychs, literal shadows on the wall had played a 
part, albeit an uninvited one, in Baer’s compositions. Any interval between 
two stacked paintings would divide into a dark band of wall space shaded by 
the bulk of the higher painting and a lower fully lit band of wall just above the 
bottom painting. In the Aluminium Stacked Horizontal Diptych this was 
particularly dramatic, as the light and shaded areas of the wall correspond to 
the light contrast between aluminium paint and white paint on the surface of 
the two paintings. To acknowledge these shadows risked treating the paint-
ing as an object though, and this was something Baer was reluctant to do. But 
what if real shadows could be taken as it were from off the wall and onto the 
paintings themselves and thus made part of the painted, rather than object 
identity of the work? This is what happens in the Radiators. In the horizon-
tal, low paintings, deliberately hung just high enough above the floor to cast 
a shadow onto it, Baer painted trompe l’oeuil shadows onto the support to 
mimic these actual shadows. 
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On the side flank of H. Arcuata, there are two intersecting black painted 
triangles mimicking a shadow, and along the bottom of H. Tenebrosa, 
there is a very low triangle. Perhaps the most cunning trick in the series in-
volves a kind of shadow in reverse. 

In V. Speculum, as you can see from this slide, there is a glint along the edge; 
in H. Tenebrosa, Baer replicates this kind of glint with a very thin line of 
white paint running along the edge. To solve the puzzle and tell the two 
apart, the viewer has to inspect the painting like a detective. 

In these works, neither shapes, nor colours, nor shadows are what they 
seem. The whole journey of Baer’s work into three dimensions is also coun-
ter-intuitive. Baer pushes painting right into the terrain of sculpture only to 
specify painting. I say this partly because of the importance once again of re-
flected light in the works but also because of the kind of movement the viewer 
must make and the duration of the viewing process. There are five distinct 
directions from which to view the vertical paintings, rather than an infinite 
number of aspects as around a sculpture, and thus the duration of the viewing 
encounter is limited. Michael Fried famously described the feeling of ‘end-
lessness’ that one experiences walking round literalist work, before arguing 
for the stopped-time of presentness with which Modernist Painting graces its 
viewer. Baer’s Radiator paintings demand time, but only a certain amount of 
it. For the inspection the viewer performs soon comes to an end. Case closed, 
they can move on – yet not without a certain nagging feeling. 

The Radiator paintings 
are named after orchids. Baer grew 
them during the 1960s, frequently 
writing for the American Orchid 
Society Bulletin. It is likely she 
would have known through her 
hobby a book by Norman Mac 
Donald published in 1942 called 

The Orchid Hunters. It is a tale of two youthful New Yorkers who leave 
the city in the 30s to search for rare species of flower in the jungles of South 
America: here is a photo from the book of one climbing a tree. 

Before their expedition, the adventurers visit an old hunter, laid low and 
coughing with pain. He warns the boys of what lies in store. ‘Your lips will 
crack and you’ll lick them and taste the salt of your own sweat. The sun will 
burn you by day and the cold will shrivel you by night. You’ll be racked by 
fever and tormented by a hundred discomforts, but you’ll go on. For when a 
man falls in love with orchids, he’ll do anything to possess the one he wants. 
It’s like chasing a green eyed woman or taking cocaine. A sort of madness.’ 
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In the description, the orchids, though pursued, are firmly in control. 
It’s the hunters that will be entrapped - their actions are a mere effect of 
the flowers’ charm. Baer’s paintings are named after orchids but surely not 
because of their appearance, and surely not just because of Baer’s hobby. It’s 
to do with the trap, I think, with the ‘sort of madness’ the paintings create for 
their viewers. For describing viewing as detective-work does not explain the 
final nagging feeling the viewer has after leaving the paintings of having been 
controlled, manipulated. Every move they have made has been anticipated. As 
detectives, they are performing a role scripted for them, following clues they 
are meant to find. To recall Mel Bochner’s phrase, this is a mind-cramping 
feeling, a claustrophobic one. But once in possession of all the clues, that is 
after inspecting the paintings from all the viewpoints, the paintings as 
wholes remain unknowable since not all views have been available at once. 
Like orchid hunters the viewer of the Radiators chases after an elusive prize. 
Thinking back, we recall the viewer of the Primary Light Group is unable 
to fix colours from flashing and changing. Here too, the viewer never stops 
feeling locked into a world of distortion but this time this world seems less 
playful and more unnerving. For strangely, the viewer is also locked out of the 
world of the paintings, excluded like the inhabitants of Oldenburg’s Bedroom. 
Writing on that work, Baer had commented that ‘Whereas bedrooms exist as 
arenas for humankind’s most necessary and personal affairs, his “real” Bed-
room turns up impersonal, inflated, nonutile and unanimated.’ ‘No intimacies, 
sleep, sex or nail clipping seem possible in this Bedroom.’ If the occupants 
are shut out from the tableau, so too Baer’s viewer, for all their movement and 
hard work is not affirmed by the paintings but excluded – cast by them as a 
kind of irrelevance. 

In concluding I want to say a few words about the problems of the tradi-
tional way of characterising the next shifts in Baer’s practice. In the last works 
in this show the symbols that had been important for Baer early on return. 

Baer’s viewer was no longer made to pursue puzzles of shape and colour but 
of symbol and meaning, deciphering the dots and dashes on M. Rectafarius, 
the ancient scripts on Cadmos’ Thicket. 

After her 1975 Whitney retrospective, turning away from the work discussed 
tonight, Baer embarked on ‘radical figuration’ where images would be juxta-
posed and meanings could be decoded. Clearly for her, it was still important 
to work in painting but abstraction was no longer feasible. And yet though 
she and others have characterised the shift as from abstraction to figuration, 
my discussion has hopefully implied the inadequacy of this account. For if 
Baer’s ‘programme’ at this stage meant declaring ‘I am no longer an abstract 
artist’, that was to privilege the term ‘abstract’, as if the only words that could 
describe her oeuvre were first abstraction and then figuration. 
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Isn’t it necessary to change the coordinates for locating Baer’s early 
work? Despite all her insistence on abstraction, the Radiators shared very 
little with the work of other painters like David Reed or Mary Heilman, then 
both rethinking gesture: yes, some of the shapes on the Radiators look speedy 
and gestural, they even look like drips, but the important terms here are ‘look 
like’: the shapes only invoke speed and spontaneity but there’s never a sense 
that they are made quickly. Quite the opposite – the viewer never forgets they 
are meticulously pre-planned. 

The artists whose works share the most with the poetic structures of 
Baer’s mid1970s paintings were hardly those concerned with distinctions 
between media. One might think instead of artists whose works set in train 
similar viewing encounters. For instance, some of Douglas Huebler’s  
Variable Pieces set absurd games for their viewers. Mel Bochner’s  
Axiom of Indifference requires its viewer to move around from one side of 
a wall to another, remembering what they see and read as they move; Peter 
Campus’s installations demand oblique viewpoints and destabilise the view-
er’s sense of their own identity. It’s not as if these similarities to non-painters 
only emerged in the 1970s, though. Baer’s counter-intuitive compositions and 
strategies had always shared less with the deductive structures of Frank Stella 
than with Smithson’s concepts of displacement and site/non-site. 

Just as Baer would empty a literal centre to make the periphery centrally  
important, so Smithson conceived a non-site as ‘the centre of the system and 
the site itself the fringe or the edge.’ For all the shortcomings of Smithson’s 
account of Baer’s blankness, there is more than a visual link between Baer’s 
mid-60s paintings and his 1968 Mono Lake Nonsite. Smithson said that his 
map ‘tells you how to get nowhere’. If the coordinates of a map to locate Baer 
remain only painting and sculpture, or abstraction and figuration, those 
responding to her work will only ever reach the same place, fast. 
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SLIDE LIST

(page 1)
1. Stations of the Spectrum 
2. Primary Light Group 
3. Detail slide of blue 

(page 2)
4. Life on Mars 
5. Primary Light Group 
6. Ad Reinhardt 
7. Noland, New Day 
8. Riley 
9. Dia installation shot 

(page 3)
10. Fischbach Village Voice 

(page 4)
11. Eleven Artists 
12. Dwan ‘10’

(page 5) 
13. Systemic Painting installation 
14. Judd progression 
15. Primary Light Group 

(page 6)
16. working drawing 
17. Baer’s Working Drawing 
18. Carl Andre – Cuts 
19. The Hunting of the Snark 

(page 7)
21. Baer studio shot skirt 
22. Mach Bands cover 
23. Baer’s Graph
24. Baer studio shot 

(page 8) 
25. Morris Louis, alpha pi 
26. Frank Stella, Single Grey Scramble 
27. Baer, Lavendar Square 
28. Jules Olitski 
29. Agnes Martin 

(page 9)
30. Frank Stella, Irregular Polygons 
31. Robert Ryman 
32. Robert Morris 
33. Dan Flavin, Green Gallery 
34. Dan Flavin, A Primary Picture 

(page 10)
35. Reison Diptych 
36. Double Bar Lavendar 
37. Wraparounds, front

(page 11) 
38. Graph Paper Drawing Pentagon 
39. Graph Paper Painting, Trapezium 
40. Alex Hay, Graph Paper 

(page 12)
41. star drawing 
42. Eva Hesse, drawing 
43. Graph Paper Painting, Trapezium 
44. African Flag 
45. Black Star 
46. John Wesley, Stamp 
47. John Wesley, Camel 
48. John Wesley, Baer

(page 13)
49. White Star 
50. Korean in show 
51. Korean with detail 
52. Korean 

(page 14)
53. Vertical Flanking Green Diptych 
54. Double Bar Red 
55. Wraparounds Dia installation 

(page 15)
56. Wraparounds, Side view 
57. Dan Flavin, Corner Piece 

(page 16)
58. Dia Radiators installation 
59. V. Speculum frontal 
60. V. Eutopicus frontal 
61. V. Speculum right view 
62. V. Eutopicus right view 

(page 17)
63. V. Eutopicus left side 
64. H. Arcuata top showing 
65. Claes Oldenburg bedroom 
66. H. Arcuata from right with shadow 
67. Stacked Aluminium Diptych 

(page 18)
68. H. Arcuata, right shadow 
69. H. Tenebrosa, frontal 
70. V. Speculum glint 
71. H. Tenebrosa, fake glint 
72. Baer with orchids 
73. Orchid Hunter 

(page 19)
74. Tenebrosa 
75. Dia installation last room 
76. M. Rectafarius 

(page 20)
77. Cadmos’ Thicket 
      David Reed (no image)
78. V. Staminodeus 
79. Smithson, Mono Lake 


