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Somewhere between science and art        art and architecture    public and private    east and west
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I am always trying to find a balance between these opposing forces,        finding the place where opposites meet.
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water out of stone    glass that flows like water        the fluidity of a rock        stopping time




existing not on either side    but on the line that divides        and that line takes on a dimensionality        it takes on a sense of place and shape
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to my family and to the memory of my father



The Site of the Book



I see this book as an extension of my art—and like my other works, it sits between two identities.

I hope that it is a book to be read and to be looked at—and that you won’t quite know if it should sit on your coffee table and be browsed through or if you should pick it up and take it with you to read. Its size, as it sits in your hand, was chosen so that you would feel comfortable picking it up and taking it somewhere to read, yet it is large enough so that once opened it has the presence of an art book.

• • •

I have seen it as a visual and verbal sketchbook, where image can be seen as text and text is sometimes used as image. This book gives a sense of my projects and the process I go through to make them.

I have often felt that a still photograph of any of my works does not afford an understanding of the piece, unless one has already seen it. Sometimes I think a film or a sequence of still frames pieced together allows one to walk through the piece, giving one a clearer understanding of the work. But these works are hard to capture in a single image. Without the element of time, one cannot see these pieces, and since so much deals with tactile sensations and changes in height, depth, and sound, the experience of a piece is not easily reduced to a single image.

Except perhaps in writing, where I can best describe the what of the piece, oftentimes by describing the why of the piece.

It is this reliance I have had on writing to help me see what my works are that has led me to write this book.

I feel that writing has been an integral part of my creative process. It has allowed me to clarify and visualize the work, becoming a material element of my work.
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About the Work
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I create places in which to think, without trying to dictate what to think.




Each of my works originates from a simple desire to make people aware of their surroundings, not just the physical world but also the psychological world we live in.

This desire has led me at times to become involved in artworks that are as much politically motivated as they are aesthetically based. I have been drawn to respond to current social/political situations in my work. My subject is not infrequently an idea of our time, an accounting of history, yet I would hesitate to call myself a “political” artist—if anything, I would prefer “apolitical” as a self-description. I do not choose to overlay personal commentary on historical facts.

I am interested in presenting factual information, allowing viewers the chance to come to their own conclusions.

I create places in which to think, without trying to dictate what to think. I have produced works that are socially motivated, such as the Civil Rights Memorial in Montgomery, Alabama, or the Women’s Table at Yale University, or the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C. But more typical are those works that focus on purely aesthetic levels of experience, works that invite the viewer in, that ask the viewer to notice a change in shape, color, or light.

But whether socially or aesthetically based, in these works I seek to create an intimate dialogue with the viewer, to allow a place of contemplation, sometimes an incorporation of history, always a reliance on time, memory, a passage or journey.

A direct empathy exists between the artwork and the viewer. These works rely on a physical or empathetic response rather than on a learned one from the viewer in order to be understood—or, more accurately, felt. The works have a tactile quality. Water flows over the Civil Rights Memorial or the Women’s Table, so that when the viewer touches the smooth surface of the water, the viewer creates ripples—and a direct interaction with the work. The Wave Field and Topo invite the viewer in to sit or walk into and through the work, to participate and become a part of the work.

This active participation with my work involves the viewer in a direct and intimate dialogue with the work.

I like to think of my work as creating a private conversation with each person, no matter how public each work is and no matter how many people are present.
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I like to think of my work as creating a private conversation with each person.




My incorporation of text, whether a specific language or a scientific or mathematical notation, requires the viewer to read the work. This act of reading, which is inherently a private act, is made more intimate by my deliberate choice of a smaller-scaled text that one reads like a book, rather than a billboard. This creates a private reading in an otherwise public venue. The monuments especially capture this intimacy, one that is unexpected for works of that scale and public nature.

I think writing is the purest of art forms. When your thoughts and intentions are conveyed as directly as possible to another person, no need exists for a translation. Words can be the most direct means of sharing our thoughts.

The experiential nature of these works also incorporates the element of time. Some works, such as the monuments, mark a specific time frame. The Vietnam Veterans Memorial is a closed time frame with the beginning date of the war, 1959, meeting the end date of the war, 1975. The Civil Rights Memorial leaves a space between Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 and Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination in 1968: that space signifies the time before or after the time frame that the monument cannot encompass. And the Yale Women’s Table uses a spiral of numbers, marking a beginning but not an end. The last number marks the enrollment of women in 1993, the year I installed the sculpture.

This use of time brings viewers into a real-time experience of these works, allowing for their participation and making past events part of the actual time spent reading the work. I have always felt that time is suspended when experiencing these works. One is almost gaining a neutral ground in history, where past, present, and future can exist simultaneously. In the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, returning veterans will find their time spent in Vietnam when they find a friend’s name.

Time becomes the object of the works; the form dematerializes, becoming pure surface as you approach it, so that the text, the information, becomes the object.

I have also incorporated the notion of time and its passing in other works—quite literally, Eclipsed Time, located in the subterranean central corridor of the Long Island Railroad in Pennsylvania Station, New York, incorporates the natural passage of the day’s light into darkness in the form of a solar eclipse. At twelve noon the disk is completely illuminated; at twelve midnight the glass disk, and its light, is completely eclipsed by the traveling aluminum disk, and the gradation of light, like the lunar phases, reflects the passing of time.
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In these works time is suspended, form dematerializes into pure surface.




Time is also a crucial element in how I see my architecture. I cannot see my architecture as a still moment but rather as a movement through space. I design the architecture more as an experiential path, in which rooms flow from one to the next, rather than as a series of closed spaces connected to one another.

My works create a sense of place, where the landscape often becomes an integral part of the work. Both the architecture and the sculpture are site-specific. I read clues from the existing site, identifying a character or feature on which to build. What I introduce into the land does not try to dominate or overwhelm the existing landscape but instead tries to work with it, producing a new experience or framing of the site. Both the art and architectural works are environmental—they both create entire environments and reflect my concerns with environmental issues.

A strong respect and love for the land exists throughout my work. I cannot remember a time when I was not concerned with environmental issues or when I did not feel humbled by the beauty of the natural world.

I do not believe anything I can create can compare to the beauty of the natural world, but these works are a response to that beauty.

From childhood I remember a geode my brother had that fascinated me. I would constantly borrow it and he would take it back—this geode would travel back and forth between my desk and his. He still has it.

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial is a geode. I envisioned it not as an object inserted into the earth but as part of the earth, a work formed from the act of cutting open the earth and polishing the earth’s surface, dematerializing the stone to pure surface, creating an interface between the world of the light and the quieter world beyond the names.



On Making


I begin by imagining an artwork verbally.        I try to describe in writing what the project is,    what it is trying to do.
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I try not to find the form too soon. Instead I try to think about it as an idea without a shape.




I begin by imagining an artwork verbally. I try to describe in writing what the project is, what it is trying to do. I need to understand the artwork without giving it a specific materiality or solid form.

I try not to find the form too soon. Instead, I try to think about it as an idea without a shape.

Most of my art and architectural works are commissioned for a specific site by a specific individual or group. And with these commissioned works I have often started with a written description of what I think the work is about or what its purpose should be. When making these works, I spend much time researching the site—not just the physical aspects of the site but the cultural context of it as well: who will use the site, the history of the place, the nature of the people who live there. I spend the first few months researching a multitude of facts, history, and materials, not knowing if anything I am studying will be of use to me in the artwork.

Sometimes, as with the memorials, I see a very specific and clearly defined purpose to the project. With the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, I needed to ask myself the question “What is the purpose of a war memorial at the close of the twentieth century?” My question led me to a study of war memorials, from the earliest funereal stelae to the monuments of the great world wars. I felt that the design should focus on the individuals who died and not on the politics surrounding that war. I sought a design that would bring the viewer to an honest acceptance of the deaths of those individuals.

For the Civil Rights Memorial, the sponsor, the Southern Poverty Law Center, felt the need for such a memorial but left it to me to define what such a memorial would specifically entail. I had to ask myself what its purpose should be. As I began to learn more about the civil rights movement, I was surprised at how little I knew about the history surrounding the struggle for racial equality. I decided early on that a memorial to civil rights had to evoke the history of that period. Just listing the names of those killed in the movement would not give a visitor a true idea of what that struggle for equality had been about. I felt the goal of the memorial would be to present a brief idea of what that time period had been about (as a teaching tool), so that the struggles and sacrifices would not be forgotten.

For both these memorials, my research and study led me in the general direction I wanted to take before I had visited the sites, and when I did visit the sites, the idea that I brought with me helped me to imagine almost instantly the form each memorial would take. In both instances, I waited until I knew my direction partly because I was afraid that if I saw the site too soon, I might react to it in a more formal way and imagine a design onto which I would then have to force a function.
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At other times, as with most of my outdoor artworks, the project takes its purpose or shape from a combination of my research of the site and my aesthetic interests. The Wave Field, which is sited at an aerospace engineering building at the University of Michigan, is based on an image I found while researching the mechanics of flight, whereas in Reading a Garden, a sculpture for the Cleveland Public Library, I had been waiting for a library as a site so that I could collaborate with a writer to create a garden of words.

For most of the works, I make an initial visit to a site, put it somewhere in the back of my mind, then return to my studio and start researching the project. I never know what I am looking for at this point and I never try to focus too directly or self-consciously on the search for an idea for the artwork. The research, in fact, is more about my curiosity about a new subject, such as flight dynamics or computer technology. Perhaps this is because of my academic background, or perhaps I just miss school. In any case, each project allows me to learn about a new subject.

But I rarely arrive at an idea by consciously sitting down at a desk and trying to figure out what I want to do. Once I start thinking about a project, though, it doesn’t really leave my focus until I have come up with an idea.
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