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medium – a middle state or condition

artistic medium - In the arts, a medium
(mediums, media) is a material used by an
artist to create a work.

painting, sculpture, architecture, poetry, theater



…ut pictura poesis…
Ars Poetica, Horace, 18 BCE

As is painting so is poetry.



Bodies 
of the 

Laocoon

Laocoon and His Sons, 
25 BC





Laocoon, by lot named priest of Neptune,
was sacrificed then a giant bull
upon the customary altars, when
two snakes with endless coils, from Tenedos
strike out across the tranquil deep (I shudder
to tell what happened), resting on the waters,
advancing shoreward side by side; their breasts
erect among the waves, their blood-red crests
are higher than the breakers.  And behind, 
the rest of them skims on along the sea; 
their mighty backs are curved in folds.  The foaming
salt surge is roaring.  Now they reach the fields.
Their eyes are drenched with blood and fire – they burn.
They lick their hissing jaws with quivering tongues.
We scatter at the sight.  Our blood is gone.
They strike a straight line toward Laocoon.
At first each snake entwines the tiny bodies
of his  two sons in an embrace, then feasts
its fangs on their defenseless limbs.  The pair
next seize upon Laocoon himself,
who nears to help his sons, carrying weapons. 
They wind around his waist and twice around
his throat.  They throttle him with scaly backs; 
their heads and steep necks tower over him.
He struggles with his hands to rip their knots,
his headbands soaked in filth and in dark venom,
while he lifts high his hideous cries to heaven,
just like the bellows of a wounded bull
when it has fled the altar, shaking off
an unsure ax.  But now the snakes escape:
twin dragons gliding to the citadel
of cruel Pallas, her high shrines.  They hide
beneath  the goddess’ feet, beneath her shield.

Vergil’s Aeneid (19 BCE)

[The Laocoon] is a work to be preferred to 
all that the arts of painting and sculpture 
have produced.  Out of one block of stone, 
the consummate artists, Hagesandros, 
Polydoros, and Athenodoros of Rhodes 
made after careful planning, Laocoon, his 
sons, and the snakes marvelously entwined 
about them.

Pliny, Natural History (XXXVI, 37), 77-79 CE



Bodies 
of the 

Laocoon



• January 14, 1506 vintner Felix de Fredis
discovers the statue at a place just outside 
of Rome.  
• It had evidently graced the 
subterranean baths of the Roman 
emperor Titus (79-81 CE), who is 
mentioned by Pliny, and been walled in by 
an anonymous Roman in the fifth century 
CE, presumably in the hope of protecting 
the statue from the Vandals, who were 
descending on Rome.
• March, 1506 Julius II had it transported 
to the Belvedere Courtyard of the Vatican 
and installed in a niche between the 
Belvedere Apollo and a Venus.
• Pope Leo X commissions Baccio
Bandinelli to make a bronze copy for 
Francis I, king of France



• Pope Clement VII came to power in 1523 and turned 
to Michelangelo with the desire to see all the statues 
in the Belvedere Courtyard in a complete state.  
• 1565 The Laocoon was boxed up by Pius IV.
• 1755 Johannes Joachim Winckelmann, the father of 
German Classicism, writes "Thoughts on the Imitation 
of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture”
• 1766  Gotthold Ephraim Lessing writes “Laocoon, or 
The Limits of Painting and Poetry”
• 1769 Johann Gottfried Herder writes “Critical 
Forests,” comparing Winckelmann and Lessing’s takes 
on the Laocoon.
• 1770 Clement XIV founded his Vatican Museum and 
placed the Laocoon on public display.
• 1779 Christian Gottlieb Heyne writes an essay on 
the Laoccon which appears in his Sammlung
antiquarischen Aufsatze, a collection of essays.
• 1786 Aloys Ludwig Hirt writes about the Laocoon in 
terms of “Characteristik” – an incipient realism
• 1787 Wilhelm Heinse writes about the Laocoon in 
Ardinghello und die glückseligen Inseln (“Ardinghell
and the Blessed Islands”) where the hero is an artist 
and a dreamer who founds a utopia on a Greek island. 
It glorifies eroticism and the aesthetic life.
• 1791 Friedrich Schiller adduces Laocoon in the 
context of the sublime and the pathetic.



Titian, Monkey Laocoon, c. 1545 
• 1798 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe writes “Über Laokoon”
• 1792 Karl Philip Moritz mentions the Laocoon
• 1905 Ludwig Pollak, a German art dealer and archeologist, 
finds the Laocoon’s missing arm while rummaging through 
marble statue fragments in a shop in Rome.
• 1940 Clement Greenberg, Toward a Newer Laocoon
• 1957  Filippo Magi, vice-director of the Vatican Museums, 
closes off the Belvedere Courtyard in order to oversee the 
dismantling of the Laocoon statue.  The statue proved to be 
made up of seven or eight distinct pieces (contrary to Pliny’s 
claim that it came from one stone) that are attached by iron 
and bronze plugs.
• 1960 Lacoon with right arm on view to public



Paragone

Leonardo da Vinci, Treatise on 
Painting, notes compiled after 
his death, comparing painting 
and sculpture: Painting has 
universal truth because of its 
superior ability to mimic nature 
and sits at the top of the arts 
hierarchy.

Leonardo, Lady with an Ermine, 1489-90



Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781)
Poet, philosopher and critic

• born in Kamenz, a small town in Saxony 
(now Germany)
• studied medicine in Leipzig 1746-48
• worked as critic, editor and dramaturge 
1748-1767
• 1766 Laocoon, or the Limitations of 
Poetry
• librarian in Hamburg 1770
• tried to establish German National 
Theater in Hamburg 1770 – forum for (his) 
German bourgeois drama
• became Freemason
• Grand Tour (Italy) with Prince Leopold 
1775
• dies in Braunschweig 1781



• First systematized treatment of aesthetics during 
the Enlightenment

• Before Lessing, painting and poetry were considered 
to be relatively synonymous in how they were 
produced, not functionally, that is, not with the 
physical techniques, but aesthetically, with the 
intellectual consideration and aims

• Questions whether poetry and painting are 
independent arts, dependent arts, or 
interdependent arts of aesthetic production and 
whether they should be judged by the same 
standards or separate standards. 

• He argues that poetry and painting are not 
dependent upon each other (though they do have 
similarities).

• Painting can depict certain qualities that poetry 
cannot and poetry too can depict certain qualities 
that painting cannot. 

• Painting employs figures and colors in space.
• Poetry employs articulate sound in time.
• He elevates poetic production above painting 

because the scope of its production is greater as 
well as its imaginative appeal to the senses.

• ”Painting can imitate actions, but only by the way of 
indication and through the means of bodies".



• William Blake’s annotated print Laocoön
(1820)

• surrounds the image with graffiti-like 
commentary in several languages, written 
in multiple directions.

• Blake presents the sculpture as a mediocre 
copy of a lost Israelite original, describing it 
as "Jehovah & his two Sons Satan & Adam 
as they were copied from the Cherubim Of 
Solomons Temple by three Rhodians & 
applied to Natural Fact or History of Ilium".

• This reflects Blake's theory that the 
imitation of ancient Greek and Roman art 
was destructive to the creative 
imagination, and that Classical sculpture 
represented a banal naturalism in contrast 
to Judeo-Christian spiritual art



• Jackson Pollock, Clement Greenberg, Helen Frankenthaler, Lee Krasner and an unidentified child at the 
beach, 1952 July

• Clement Greenberg [1909-1994] Greenberg was born to parents of Lithuanian Jewish descent.
• While in his early years as a literary critic, Greenberg was a Marxist, his politics changed after WW II. 
• He became in 1950 a member of the Cold War-era American Committee for Cultural Freedom (ACCF).
• The ACCF was the American office of the Committee for Cultural Freedom, or CCF (1939-1951), which 

actively advocated against the totalitarianisms of the Soviet Union and Germany.



Partisan Review, 
July-August 1940 

The history of avant-garde painting is that of a progressive surrender to the resistance of 
its medium; which resistance consists chiefly in the Hat picture plane’s denial of efforts to 
"hole through" it for realistic perspectival space. In making this surrender, painting not 
only got rid of imitation—and with it, "literature"—but also of realistic imitations 
corollary confusion between painting and sculpture. (Sculpture, on its side, emphasizes 
the resistance of its material to the efforts of the artist to ply it into shapes 
uncharacteristic of stone, metal, wood, etc.) Painting abandons chiaroscuro and shaded 
modelling. Brush strokes are often defined for their own sake. The motto of the 
Renaissance artist, Ars est artem celare [it is art to conceal art; true art conceals the 
means by which it is achieved], is exchanged for Ars est artem demonstrare [art showing 
or revealing its essence]. Primary colors, the “instinctive," easy colors, replace tones and 
tonality. Line, which is one of the most abstract elements in painting since it is never 
found in nature as the definition of contour, returns to oil painting as the third color 
between two other color areas. Under the influence of the square shape of the canvas, 
forms tend to become geometrical— and simplified, because simplification is also a part 
of the instinctive accommodation to the medium. But most important of all, the picture 
plane itself grows shallower and shallower, flattening out and pressing together the 
fictive planes of depth until they meet as one upon the real and material plane which is 
the actual surface of the canvas; where they lie side by side or interlocked or 
transparently imposed upon each other. Where the painter still tries to indicate real 
objects their shapes flatten and spread in the dense, two—dimensional atmosphere. A 
vibrating tension is set up as the objects struggle to maintain their volume against the 
tendency of the real picture plane to re-assert its material flatness and crush them to 
silhouettes. In a further stage realistic space cracks and splinters into flat planes which 
come forward, parallel to the plane surface. Sometimes this advance to the surface is 
accelerated by painting a segment of wood or texture trompe l’oeil, or by drawing exactly 
printed letters, and placing them so that they destroy the partial illusion of depth by 
slamming the various planes together. Thus the artist deliberately emphasizes the 
illusoriness of the illusions which he pre- tends to create. Sometimes these elements are 
used in an effort to preserve an illusion of depth by being placed on the nearest plane in 
order to drive the others back. But the result is an optical illusion, not a realistic one, and 
only emphasizes further the impenetrability of the plane surface. 





Piet Mondrian, Composition with Red 
Yellow and Blue, 1928



Rosalind 
Krauss
b. 1941



From Sculpture to Earthwork



Mary Miss, Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys, 1977-78
http://marymiss.com/projects/perimeterspavilionsdecoys/

Rosalind Krauss, Sculpture in the Expanded Field, 1979

http://marymiss.com/projects/perimeterspavilionsdecoys/


From: http://marymiss.com/projects/perimeterspavilionsdecoys/
Nassau County Museum | Roslyn, New York

Three tower-like structures, two semi-circular mounds, and an underground 
courtyard, built using vernacular construction techniques and materials are 

situated within a four acre clearing at the Nassau County Museum. Located on 
a former estate on Long Island, the Museum is used primarily as a park by 
local residents. How could this place engage an audience unfamiliar with 

contemporary art? How could the work be built over such a large area in a 
way that was compelling in its presence yet did not seem physically imposing?

The route through the temporary piece is unscripted: it is necessary to walk 
through the entire complex to assemble the parts, draw comparisons, 

structure the information. Coming through the trees into the field one finds 
an eighteen-foot high tower made of wood and metal screening. In the 

distance, at the edge of the clearing, are two additional towers. Together the 
three seem to have the field ‘staked out.’ As the viewer approaches these 

structures which are presumed to be the same, their different sizes become 
apparent. The second is fifteen feet high, while the most distant is only 

twelve feet high and can barely be entered because of the narrow spacing of 
the supports. Climbing into one of these towers, it is possible to survey the 

tree-ringed field from behind the screens rather than being the one 
observed. Moving through the field it is clear that these structures are not as 

straight forward as they seem.
Passing through the opening between the earth mounds, which subtly 

encloses the upper field, a sixteen foot square hole in the ground with a 
ladder protruding becomes visible. On descending the ladder a large 

courtyard below is revealed.
Going further back from the overhead opening there is a wall surrounding the 
court with a door in each side. Behind that wall is a passage which circles the 
courtyard. In the innermost wall of the passage slot-like windows look into a 

dark area of undetermined size which is obviously open. The viewer becomes 
aware that the ground s/he has just walked across and presumed to be solid is 

undermined. The movement itself becomes important going through the 
layers of space from light to dark. There is a bodily as well as visual perception 
of the place. The work makes one unsure of one’s position as boundaries and 

perceptions of distance are brought into question.



Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, Great Salt Lake, Utah, 1970





Robert Smithson: Partially Buried Wood Shed Kent State University, Ohio, 1970



In January 1970, while creating the earthwork Partially 
Buried Woodshed, artist Robert Smithson indicates where 
he wants 20 truckloads of dirt piled on top of an 
abandoned outbuilding at what was then the east edge of 
the Kent Campus.

Behind Kent State’s Liquid Crystal Institute, a recently 
installed plaque marks the spot of a stone foundation, all 
that remains of an acclaimed—and controversial—work of 
art.

In January 1970, earthworks artist Robert Smithson came to 
Kent State to participate in a student-funded arts festival. 
His plan to create an earth sculpture on campus—a mud 
pour that would illustrate the law of gravity—fell through 
because of frigid weather. Smithson proposed another idea: 
to allow a building to exemplify entropy, the eventual 
exhaustion and collapse of any given system over time.

He chose an abandoned woodshed on a farm the university 
had acquired at the east edge of campus, and he and a 
group of students rented a backhoe to pile 20 truckloads of 
dirt up to and over part of its wooden roof until the center 
beam cracked—signaling the beginning of its collapse.
https://www.kent.edu/magazine/shed



In a one-page handwritten document, the artist donated the work of 
art—which he named Partially Buried Woodshed and valued at 
$10,000—to the university, and he requested that nothing be altered or 
removed and any weathering be considered part of the work.

Kent State Professor Emeritus of Art Brinsley Tyrrell says Smithson told 
him he wanted the art “to acquire its own history.” Just months later, 
after the events of May 4, someone painted “May 4 Kent 70” on the 
shed’s lintel—linking the collapsing structure to that turbulent time.

The second of several large earthworks Smithson completed before he 
died in a private airplane crash in 1973, the Partially Buried 
Woodshed was both respected and scorned locally; some called it art, 
others an eyesore. An arsonist set it on fire in 1975, destroying the left 
side. As the campus expanded eastward, university administrators 
screened the shed from view with a grove of trees, but that didn’t deter 
the many art enthusiasts who came to see it.

By accident or intent, the Partially Buried Woodshed was torn down to 
its foundation in 1984. The School of Art Galleries mounted exhibitions 
to commemorate its creation in 1990 (20th anniversary) and in 2005 
(35th anniversary); the latter included works others had created in 
response to it.

In his earthworks, Smithson questioned the idea that a work of art is 
frozen in time at the moment of completion. Today, although the 
physical remains of the Partially Buried Woodshed have almost vanished 
on campus, its concept continues to intrigue, inspire—and invite 
controversy.

https://www.kent.edu/magazine/shed





Kent State Shootings, May 4, 1970
Unarmed college students were shot by 

members of the Ohio National Guard at Kent 
State University in Kent, Ohio, during a mass 
protest against the bombing of Cambodia by 
United States military forces. Twenty-eight 
guardsmen fired approximately 67 rounds 

over a period of 13 seconds, killing four 
students and wounding nine others, one of 

whom suffered permanent paralysis.

Robert Smithson, Shed with Asphalt, 1970-71

















Auguste Rodin, The Gates of Hell, 1880-
1918 – a monumental sculptural group 
depicting a scene from the Inferno, the first 
section of Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy Auguste Rodin, Monument to 

Balzac, 1891-98







Above: Constantin 
Brancusi, Cock, 1924

Right: Constantin 
Brancusi, Column, 

version I, 1918

Constantin Brancusi, Adam and 
Eve, 1921





Robert Morris, Untitled (Mirrored Boxes), 1965





From artefact to field condition

Conrad Waddington, 
Epigenetic Landscape, c. 

1954



Mary Miss, Perimeters/Pavilions/Decoys, 1977-78
http://marymiss.com/projects/perimeterspavilionsdecoys/

Rosalind Krauss, Sculpture in the Expanded Field, 1979

http://marymiss.com/projects/perimeterspavilionsdecoys/




W(h)ither medium specificity?





Modernism
vs. 

Post-modernism


