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and we could literally give the land back to
the Indians.3¢

Smith’s observation about stilts evokes a vision
of America leaving behind not only the land, but
its frontier mythology. If it marked a turn away
from the America envisioned by Wright and a
turn closer to the thinking of Le Corbusier, it was
nonetheless a vision that Smith identified with
Manhattan.?” Yet Smith’s Manhattan was not like
the gritty noir appearing in postwar film, nor the
smoke-shrouded domain evoked by Wright, but
rather a strange mixture of the European and
American, conjuring up the elusive, oneiric quality
of surrealist sculpture and the sturdy regularity
of structures used by children for play. Smith’s
reference to the Chicago school redescribes the
pragmatic, material structure of early American
skyscrapers in terms of an abstract, aesthetic
language of the grid—something that could

be plastically formed and visually delimited,
expressing not only the building, but the larger
structure of the city itself.® In a drawing from this
period titled “New York in the Sun,” fieee * Smith
fully idealizes the plan of Manhattan, praising the
coherence of the island as “unit,” as well as the
elongated linearity and orientation of its grid. The
simplicity and regularity of the drawing, which
can be read as a typical, oblong midtown block
extruded in the form of a single building, makes
the link between urban grid and building frame
explicit. The frame completes the urban grid
through idealization, becoming a receptive, flexible
system: a vehicle for transforming the underlying,
arbitrary logic of urban land division into a more
innate sense of spatial correctness. In his writing,
Smith continued:

In New York we have the grid plan, and we
know that the buildings are themselves steel
grids, and of an extremely regular modal-
ity. When | left New York only the U.N. and
the Lever House had broken away from the
botanical or the monolithic. But even these
are isolated towers, rectangular in plan,

and vertical in feeling...But | am thinking of
something closer to painting and sculpture in
the sense of a juster [sic] balance between
the solids and the voids, and one in which
the voids become active with as much form
and intention as the buildings...| don’t mean
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anything like the rather sculptural civic
centers that have been planned in recent
years and composed of strongly vertical and
horizontal elements juxtaposed and playing
against one another. | feel that such groups
are essentially monumental. | want some-
thing spatially closed, fluid, limpid, serene.®®

Smith counterposed his vision of the grid to the
postwar discourse of “new monumentality” and

its effort to compose symbolic points of collective
focus in the design and reconstruction of postwar
cities.*® Unlike the monumental, compositional
interplay of horizontal and vertical forms, Smith
sought something “spatially closed,” a stricter
geometric regularity than the “botanical”

diversity or “monolithic” autonomy of New York’s
skyscrapers. At the same time his vision was

one of continuity: “the city,” he noted, “is its own
subject matter.”# Smith’s grid ideally served to link
building and city, capable of shaping relationships
of solid and void that were themselves a reflection
of the material fact of urban land division. In short,
Smith’s vision of the grid resolves the contradiction
between concerted aesthetic intention and the city
as an anarchic material fact, between centripetal
autonomy and centrifugal continuity.

The discourse surrounding the symbolic
monumentality of postwar civic centers was
perhaps most concretely connected in Smith’s
mind to the design of the United Nations
Headquarters in New York. A project at the center
of public debates during the late 1940s and early
1950s, it was also a continual reference point and
a curiously mobile signifier, returning repeatedly
in Smith’s comments, writings, and notes.*? Not
insignificantly, in discussions of the U.N. complex
as architecture and as an international symbol, the
grid—both that of Manhattan and the delicately
striated surface of the Secretariat’s curtain wall—
proved to be a central concern. For critics and
supporters, the project’s success or failure hinged
on the U.N.’s relationship to the surrounding grid
of Manhattan.

After the prolonged debate concerning
the siting of the U.N. Headquarters, the decision
to place it amidst Manhattan’s congestion
triggered immediate controversy regarding
space—specifically, whether Manhattan’s grid
could cede enough space and light to realize ideas
that were central to modern urban planning. Le
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Corbusier described the siting and scale of the
complex as a “question of moral proportion,” that
is, of articulating the symbolic autonomy of the
U.N. Headquarters within “the shadows of the
skyscrapers,” a synecdoche for the financial and
political might of postwar America.** Among the
stronger supporters of the project were the editors
of Architectural Forum, who stridently praised its
distinctness from the city, both in the Secretariat’s
groundbreaking curtain wall and as a successful
model for postwar civic centers, a discourse
that the magazine had helped to introduce in
the 1940s.% The photographs reproduced in
the magazine e emphasize views from the
south and from the river, making the most of the
Secretariat’s slender proportions and its abrupt
distinctness from the rest of the city, a separation
reinforced by the building’s massive, blank marble
slabs, whose soaring height was exaggerated in
photographs taken from a worm’s-eye perspective.
For Architectural Forum, the Secretariat was
less a skyscraper than a “campanile,” the symbolic
autonomy of the building from the city being
likened to a traditional bell tower, the focal point of
the U.N.’s own small group of buildings, which were
“hyphenated” into a “coherent whole” within the
superblock assembled for the U.N. Headquarters.*¢
Amongst the sharpest critics of the
U.N. Headquarters was Lewis Mumford, who
published regularly on the project between 1947
and 1952.4” Mumford seemed to be looking at
the Secretariat quite literally from a different
angle; seen from Forty-Third, its siting off of
the main east-west axis of the Manhattan grid
became overwhelmingly evident. Here the building
appeared less like a soaring campanile than as a
vast curtain wall swelling to fill the pedestrian’s
field of vision.*® fiare 6 Mumford condemned the
Secretariat as a “disoriented symbol,” sacrificing
function to outmoded form and exposing the
building to unnecessary heat gain from its
exposure. Moreover, in the right light, the interplay
of aluminum mullions and spandrels in the U.N.'s
curtain wall was overpowered by the reflectiveness
of the glass—the faintly gridded surface becoming,
in Mumford’s words, “an incomparable mirror.”°
The Secretariat was thus doubly centripetal—
disoriented and disorienting—marked off from
its surroundings by a symbolic marble frame
and, from Forty-Third, an overwhelming surface
that scattered vision and cut off the receding
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depth of the street. Condemning what he saw
as Le Corbusier’s naive, European infatuation
with the skyscraper as symbol of modernization,
the disoriented reflection was synonymous for
Mumford with the growing detachment of power
from its traditional democratic institutions and
symbols. In this sense, the U.N.'s incomparable
mirror was the opposite of the grid’s neutral,
transparent clarity: the new face of an impersonal
and bureaucratic power associated with the
“managerial revolution.”®

Mumford’s recommendation was, perhaps
not surprisingly, centrifugal. In seeking “to fill the
eye with a great vertical structure that would
dominate the site,” the architects “overlooked the
unique opportunity to create a group of buildings
that would form a city by itself...a sample of
the more cooperative world order the U.N. seeks
to bring about.”' Throughout these critiques it
becomes clear that Mumford believes in a grid
of his own, one structured according to a legibly
human unit that was capable of generating a valid
public symbolism, contributing to the urban pattern
rather than disrupting it.5 The common measure of
human scale, itself an article of faith for Mumford,
was to be the basis of an ideal continuity in which
this fragment within Manhattan’s fabric could
serve as a microcosmic model for the greater city
and for a more benign global organization.®

How closely Smith followed such debates
is impossible to tell, though it is clear that while
he was in Europe the U.N. Headquarters and the
work of Le Corbusier remained on his mind. Smith
and his wife traveled to Marseilles specifically
to see Le Corbusier’s recently completed Unité
d’Habitation in the spring of 1954. Smith examined
not only the building but also the particular grid
established by Le Corbusier’s Modulor system
of proportions and measures, a long-standing
interest that was rekindled for Smith during his
trip.5* Smith’s sketches traced out a proportional
system whose measurements derived from the
meter, standards that he related to construction
materials such as plywood and everyday objects
such as beds and doors, rather than from an ideal
body, which he felt lent Le Corbusier’s Modulor
a mystical bent.%® Smith was equally keen to
understand how the order contained in such a
“unit” could be related to a larger urban whole.
Smith found his experience with Le Corbusier’s
Unité d’Habitation intensely moving, describing
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it to his friend, the abstract expressionist painter
Fritz Bultman, as “the climax of our trip.”>® Yet
Smith’s experience of the Unité left him with
other doubts; if the overall order was remarkable,
the interiors of the apartments left him with a
“pinched” feeling.5” While struck by the “energy
and intention packed into the plastic mass of the
single building” he found the manner in which Le
Corbusier imagined connecting them into a larger
urban pattern to be a disappointment:5®

Le Corbusier had thought of many such units
and | was curious as to his method of relating
them. On the train to Aix | looked at the Le
Point publication...In some sketches a way
of relating several units was shown... They
presented a weak pattern. Here was a way
of relating entities but the scheme had the
character only of a multiplication, or even of
an addition of parts. | now realized that the
passage through a large number of compact
European cities had confirmed the image of
definite and closely-knit form.>®

For Smith, the centripetal “energy and intention”
of the Unité did not successfully find a way to
extend beyond its frame, appearing indifferent to
the image of close-knit urban form that persisted
for Smith.%° Yet Smith continued to work over
the expereience of Marseilles in his notebooks,
revisiting its planning principles in sketches and
in elaborate diagrams describing the complex
relationships between the domains of urbanism,
economics, and culture. And while he never
produced a drawing of the dense, cubic image
described in his notes and letters, something of
the implicit tensions surrounding this imaginary
point of reference works itself out in the few
drawings Smith did make on this trip. Visiting
Palma on the island of Majorca following his

visit to the Unité, Smith produced perhaps his
most elaborate rendering of urban form.Fiee
The drawing shows a continuous structure, an
irregular, zigzagging line in plan, abruptly emerging
from the low pattern of streets and sweeping
upward in a slender, irregular, unbroken vertical
extension, producing a bent form that curled back
on itself, as well as a smaller structure, L-shaped
in plan. Smith’s account of the drawing is worth
quoting at length:

Tony Smith’s Urban Vision

| was lying in the sun at our hotel rather
abstractedly studying the map of Palma. |
was thinking of the form of the old town, and
vaguely thinking of two separate things. One
was that in Palma we had not yet walked
out to the boulevards which encircled the
old town and which were built where the
walls had been... At the same time | was
thinking that the curved streets of the

old city surrounded by the more regular
streets of the newer parts was something
like the curved drives and paths of Central
Park in the midst of Manhattan’s gridiron

of streets. Going back to the boulevard on
the map | was thinking of the walls in their
old places instead of the streets, which are
there now. But as the walls grew up out of
the boulevards on the map instead of stay-
ing at their proper height they continued to
grow, becoming tall buildings like those at
the South end of Central Park, even taller,
as high or higher than the U.N. The old part
became a park. There was this jagged hook
of a building or series of buildings linked
together in a chain. In plan something like a
train wreck.%'

Almost symptomatically, the “train wreck” appears
at a point of maximum tension, where the gridded
regularity of the new urban fabric encounters
the irregular pattern of the medieval town. The
defensive walls whose compact form was still
legible in many of the European cities Smith visited
starkly contrasted with the endlessly extensible
grids that more commonly characterized the
American cities whose image “persisted” for
him. Not unlike the preoccupation with central
greens in his earlier suburban sketches, habitation
is folded around a void, not as a repeatable,
geometric unit, but as a single, continuous urban
element—an emptied center that Smith associated
with Central Park.

If the building had a slenderness and scale
reminding Smith of the U.N. Secretariat, it was
not the monumental verticality of a self-contained
tower, but rather of a tower that had mutated into
an occupiable city wall, extruded directly from the
footprint of a historically superseded fortification.
This desire for continuity with the existing urban
form was reinforced by a note Smith wrote in the
corner of one his related diagrams: “the city as one
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17 Tony Smith, “The City as it appeared Sunday, November 1,1953, Palma,” graphite on paper
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big building,” echoing the contrasting approaches
to the city-as-building present in Smith’s writings.
On the one hand, there was Smith’s recent
experience of Le Corbusier’s Marseilles block, a
project that sought to combine and internalize

all the essential elements of urban living into a
single, self-sufficient unité. From the related
diagrams that Smith drew while in Palma, it is clear
that he actively imagined how such a structure
could similarly unite and articulate diverse urban
programs into a single element.®2 On the other
hand, there was Mumford’s more “organic”

model of a “group of buildings that would form a
city by itself” where the relationships between
buildings provided an order capable of growth and
expansion.®® Smith’s drawing envisioned neither
human-scaled units conducive to replication and
development, nor a rationalized machine for the
essential operations of urban citizens. If Smith’s
city-as-building relates to these contrasting
positions, it was through its aberration and excess,
through providing a structure that Smith himself
described as a “definite and persistent monster.”**

Smith acknowledged the monstrous aspect
of his urban vision and disavowed it in the same
breath, describing the structure’s growth as though
his hand did not produce it. Despite its unique
form, the drawing appears closely linked to the
urban speculation that Smith had been carrying
out since the early 1950s. Smith’s experiences in
Europe provoked an image of the city defined by
a clash between opposing historical and political
scenes, in which the grid as a neutral, isotropic
matrix for free-market development could not be
readily assimilated to an image of urban density
derived from a long, irregular process of historical
accretion. The train wreck that Smith describes
appears at the point where these contrasts
collided upon the map of Palma.

The “monster” in Smith’s Palma drawing
represented a breakdown of all proportionality,
relative not only to the surrounding fabric but
also to the ideal systems that Smith was actively
developing. In his notes, Smith associated
such disproportionate growth with another
development of the period: the announcement
of a plan to create the first nuclear reactors
in America by the U.S. Atomic Energy
Commission.®® The unprecedented power of such
technology reminded Smith of an aphorism from
Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil: “do we not in

Tony Smith’s Urban Vision

continually fighting monsters, ourselves become
monsters.”®® The compact form of the city as a
single building suddenly reflected for Smith the
enormous power of the “Atomic Age,” in which a
vaster control over nature simultaneously raised
the possibility of more pervasive destruction.

If Palma’s monstrous wall echoed the altered
scale at which the postwar city demanded to be
conceptualized, it also revealed the absurd reality
of the age, paradoxically defined by a new type

of warfare in which “defense wouldn’t matter.”s’

If the monstrousness that Smith identified in his
drawing was an image of sudden, untamed growth,
it can also be read as a breakdown in the mythic
function of the grid. The urban form that appeared
to Smith in Palma satisfied his image of compact,
closed density without being crystalline and cubic.
Abruptly breaking from its surroundings, it was
entirely particular to Palma, a structure incapable
of extending its principles to a more universal
field. As such, it represented a breakdown in
Smith’s attempt to reconcile grid and frame into a
greater totality, to keep centrifugal and centripetal
in suspension.

The Grid Realized
While Smith never made another urban drawing
quite like the one he realized at Palma, something
of the “definite and persistent monster” stayed
with him. The idea of unexpected, unforeseeable
growth shifted from the domain of the city to
the small, three-dimensional models that were
increasingly key to Smith’s working methods
following his European sojourn. The intensive
model making initially took the form of pedagogical
exercises and solutions to technical problems like
connectors and joints, but also nourished Smith’s
more private explorations of three-dimensional
geometry.% Not only does the first work that came
to be regarded as sculpture date from this period—
Throne, first mocked up in acoustical panels
in 1956—the modeling process would become
key to the formulation of Smith’s subsequent
sculptures. Smith linked the importance of
modeling to the difficulty of visualizing geometry
in three dimensions; “we think,” he noted, “in two
dimensions—horizontally and vertically. Any angle
off that is very hard to remember. For that reason
| make models—drawings would be impossible.”®®
Indeed, Smith attributed his own inability to
visualize three-dimensional form as the generator
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of the unexpected in his work:

There is a certain element of surprise in my
work, but it’s not calculated. | suppose the
best way to put it would be that in working
with the maquettes | think, well, that’s sort
of interesting; | wouldn’t know how to seek
it out because | can’t visualize it in advance.
| would never have been able to visualize
Amaryllis™®

The dense, matte solidity of Smith’s sculpture
resonates with his comments about a geometry
that resists vision; the open grids that preoccupied
Smith in the 1950s seem to have disappeared from
the face of things. Typically bulky masses rendered
in a uniform material such as steel or plywood
coated in a heavy layer of black paint, only rarely
do the sculptures take the form of open, three-
dimensional frameworks. Yet Smith continued

to insist on their relationship to the grid in terms
reminiscent of his urban writings of the 1950s. In
the catalog for his first solo exhibition, he wrote:

These figures, whether based upon rectan-
gular prisms, tetrahedra, or other solids, may
be thought of as part of a continuous “space
grid.” In the latter, voids are made up of the
same components as the masses. In this light
they may be seen as interruptions in an oth-
erwise, unbroken flow of space. If you think of
space as solid, they are voids in that space.”

The reversible relationship between solid and
void described by Smith relates his sculpture to
the measure of a larger grid, with the “figures”
to be understood as fragments of a continuous,
three-dimensional lattice, segments of a larger
continuum structured as the sculpture was
structured. Consistent with the reticence Smith
expressed toward monumental composition in his
writings on cities, the reversible figure was less a
self-contained composition than a reminder of the
larger, unseen structure of which it was a part.
Once again, the very text that insists that
the figures belonged to a “continuous space grid”
paradoxically argued for their disconnection and
separateness, emphasizing the work’s resistance
to its surroundings. The “figures” and “pieces”
Smith described were less civic focal points than
“seeds or germs that could spread growth or
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disease.”” If they were likely to be assimilated at
all, it was not within the compact density of the city,
but at its ragged, forgotten edges:

While | hope they have form and presence, |
don’t think of them as objects among other
objects; | think of them as being isolated

in their own environments.... They are not
easily accommodated to ordinary environ-
ments, and adjustments would have to be
made were they to be accepted...they will
destroy what is around them, or force it to
conform to their needs. They are black and
probably malignant. The social organism
can assimilate them only in areas which it
has abandoned, its waste areas, against its
unfinished backs and sides, places oriented
away from the focus of its well-being, unrec-
ognized danger spots, excavations and
unguarded roofs.”®

If Smith’s statement seems to vastly overstate the
inassimilability of his work—which was even then
being exhibited widely and being commissioned
for corporate and municipal public spaces—it
would be a mistake to disregard Smith’s vision of
the domain his work inhabited. If, as a sculptor,
Smith finally began to receive the recognition he
had never previously received as an architect, it
was not without misunderstanding. Cast as the
“master of the monumentalists,” a father figure for
a rapidly emerging genre of geometric, industrially
fabricated civic sculpture, he was identified with
a category that his experiments with form and his
reflections on the city worked to refuse.”* Smith
continued to see his commitment to the grid,
part of his larger commitment to abstraction, as
something quite different from the emphasis upon
monumentality, whether in the sculpture of the
1960s, or its earlier formulation in architectural
circles during and immediately after World War Il.
If Smith’s work was clearly not inassimilable
to the “social organism,” it did seek to confound
two-dimensional, optical reduction. The capacity
for form to develop at the limits of vision was
one that Smith clearly valued, a quality found in
different guises in Smith’s sculpture. Whether in a
closed, orthogonal form like The Elevens are Up
(1963), or in torqued, tetrahedral constructions
like Amaryllis (1965) and Duck (1962-63), each
sculpture’s shape can appear entirely different
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from different angles./@*® The sculpture’s volume, as
perceived by its viewer, is influenced by the direction of
its surfaces, spatial assumptions that can shift abruptly

18 Tony Smith, Duck, 1962-63

and unpredictably with one’s optical impressions
while moving around the work. A particular shape,
delimited by the optical flatness of a particular angle
of view, gives way as the viewer grasps its volume
while moving through space. This effect can appear
surprising and accidental, not in the sense of lacking
formal consistency, but rather in the sense that the
combination of thoroughly predetermined, standardized
units can itself be a generator of the unforeseeable.”™
This unanticipated dimension may be seen
as the persistence of Smith’s “monster” in another
guise—a growth that was the product of something
unintentional. Smith’s ambivalent description of the
work as seeds or germs, as benign growths or as
malignant carriers of disease, points to a still lingering
contradiction. At its most expansive, Smith’s vision
of the grid was coterminous with the scale and form
of the city, envisioning its complete transformation,
and yet it came to be consigned to function as a
monument. Smith’s seeds/germs carry, in an inverted,
negative form, the mythic residue of his long thinking
about the grid, both the desire for a reintegration
with nature through organic form and a rationalist
vision of a systematic, all-encompassing order. In
Smith’s sculpture, both legacies appear unstable and
uncertain, and yet he refuses to give up on the grid,
linking his truncated, abbreviated, material forms to
its ideal space. If Smith’s sculptures were shaped by
the conflicting ambitions that he located by means
of the grid—toward compact density and unbroken
extension, continuous space and defined figure, private
exploration and general legibility—such tensions were
not resolved, but rather translated into a new and
elusive form.
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