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Marianne Stockebrand

This talk was first given in the German original in Septem-
ber 2011 at the Pinakothek der Moderne, Munich, then in its 
English translation in Marfa on May 12, 2012, and is here pub-
lished in a slightly edited version. 

To speak of “The Whole Judd” is of course an incredible decla-
ration and one that can only be justified as a headline. Never-
theless, I intend to move beyond the stereotype of the “artist of 
boxes” in order to outline a more complex figure. 

Donald Judd was highly productive, and in many different 
areas. He started out as a painter, moved on to three-dimen-
sional objects, made prints throughout his life, drew prolifi-
cally, wrote exhibition reviews and essays, practiced architec-
ture (although he didn’t call himself an architect because he 
didn’t have a license) and renovated first his own building in 
New York and subsequently his residence in Marfa, Texas, and 
finally founded a museum—the Chinati Foundation—also 
in Marfa. In addition to the completed architectural projects 
there are a large number of unrealized ones that exist only in 
the form of sketches and plans. He designed furniture, which 
he considered part of his architecture. The first pieces were 
made purely for personal use because nothing suitable was 
available for purchase in West Texas; later the range of designs 
was expanded to include tableware, textiles, jewelry, and so 
on. Finally, Judd also ranched, and in this capacity served as a 
guardian of the landscape. He purchased large parcels of land 
not far from Marfa and kept only a small number of cattle 
because the land had been overgrazed and needed to rest. To 
respect nature was of the highest order.
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By the time he died in February of 1994, at age 65, Judd had 
created an oeuvre comprising hundreds of paintings, sculp-
tures, prints, as well as sketches for sculptures, architecture, 
and prints. His written work included approximately 600 exhi-
bition reviews from the early 1960s and about 100 essays pub-
lished between 1969 and 1993, alongside many unpublished 
texts. He left behind a considerable personal collection of art 
and design, an extensive library, as well as an inventory of real 
estate. In addition to the building on Spring Street  in New 
York—a cast-iron structure from 1870—are two former air-
plane hangers from World War I that he adapted for his home, 
a half dozen formerly commercial buildings in Marfa such as a 
bank, supermarket, and hotel, which he furnished with artwork 
and furniture—both his own work and his collection of others’. 
He owned three ranches south of Marfa and also renovated 
the houses located there. Finally, Judd left behind a museum 
that is recognized as one of the most significant places for art 
internationally, as the artworks come to light in a way that is 
rarely seen elsewhere.

What unites these activities, and do they add up to more 
than the sum of their parts? Judd was a complex and not eas-
ily deciphered figure. Each one of his individual activities pro-
vides enough material for extensive study. I will describe his 
immense output not separated by categories, but under aspects 
that can serve as illuminating factors in considering his total 
oeuvre.

In 1948 Judd wrote a text that suggests the beginning of 
his professional development. He was just 20 years old and 
had recently started his art studies—first at the Art Students 
League in New York and then at William and Mary College in 
Virginia, where he wrote this—largely self-referential—essay. 
In it, he says: 

The painter of pictures during his student years at one of the coun-
try’s numerous and frequently incompetent art schools is in a be-
wildering position. In fact, he was in this position even prior to his 
entrance into art school, when the decision of whether his work 
indicated sufficient talent and skill to merit basing a career upon 
it was thrust at him after years of hesitancy. This decision, which 
only he himself could determine and justify, had to be right, per-
manently right, for the several years that he would spend in school 
painting would be entirely disregarded as formal education by any 
future employer of his in another profession.1 

Judd appears impressed by the achievements of the great mas-
ters and the many isms, and he fluctuates between hopelessness 
and excitement. Finally he acknowledges that the life of an art 
student is satisfying. He continues, 

Intent at his work the painter can forget his many serious worries 
such as the choking patronage of the poets, the lack of a good mar-
ket, the ignorant ranting of the critics, the American provincialism, 
and the art propaganda that is ruining his public. These may be 
important but more vital to the student of painting is an honest, 
firm interpretation of his subject and despite being tossed back and 
forth in perpetual controversy he must, with solid years of work, 
build out of his experience, paintings which will be valid responses 
to the life around him.2

We see the young artist as serious, thoughtful, and well 
aware of the consequences of his career choice, but also sense 
his great joy in the pursuit. In light of the pure act of painting, 
the other difficulties fade away. He seems particularly aware of 

the challenges ahead, namely the responsibility of giving valid 
responses to life. Naturally, these valid responses had yet to be 
found. 

The education in Virginia didn’t meet his expectations, and 
Judd returned to the Art Students League in New York and 
also enrolled at Columbia University. He entered the philoso-
phy department and took courses in ethics, social philosophy, 
geology, religious philosophy, history of English literature, and 
sociology. His first notes were made in relation to Plato’s Re-
public and its philosophical principles. During his second se-
mester he studied Aristotle, Descartes, William James’ Essays 
in Pragmatism, and Schopenhauer. Later he specialized in the 
metaphysics of Plato and Aristotle, attended lectures on the 
philosophy of science and empiricism, and took courses in 
ethics, the history of philosophy, and propositional calculus. 
Finally he studied John Locke’s essay Concerning Human Un-
derstanding and David Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature.3 In 
the fall of 1953 Judd received his Bachelor of Science summa 
cum laude. 

Throughout his time as a philosophy student, he contin-
ued to pursue his painting—typically structures and figures—
and participated in his first exhibitions during these years, 
and twice received a first prize for drawing and printmaking. 
Further exhibitions were held in 1952 and 1955, each receiv-
ing positive recognition in the press. Judd, however, was not 
satisfied. He knew he needed to deepen his knowledge and 
returned to Columbia to study art history. Among other pro-
fessors, he chose the extraordinary art historians Rudolf Witt-
kower and Meyer Shapiro, and attended lectures on Baroque 
painting and sculpture, Renaissance architecture, and Venetian 
painting, as well as pre-Columbian art, art from the Far East, 
aesthetics, Impressionism, and Modern and American paint-
ing. Although he wanted to complete his Masters with a thesis 
on Ingres, this never happened, as Wittkower was not particu-
larly interested in the subject. By the time Judd left the uni-
versity in the summer of 1959 he had a solid knowledge of art 
history and philosophy that would complement and enrich his 
experience as a painter.

In the meantime his painting had become more expansive. 
There were still echoes of landscapes or objects, but amor-
phous and edgy forms now predominated and appeared to dis-
solve the figure-ground relationship (fig. 1). One cannot speak 
of uniformity in the style; instead a sense of exploration and 
experimentation dominated until 1959. 

From then on, things began to accelerate and change. In 
the summer of 1959, when he was 30, Judd took the position 
of art critic for Arts (later named Arts Magazine), and with 
just a short interruption he continued to write reviews until 
the spring of 1965. During these five years he wrote more than 
600 reviews of almost that many artists. Most of the articles 
dealt with contemporary or modern art, although there were 
also texts on African art, Neapolitan painting, the evolution 
of representations of the Buddha, on French masters of the 
18th century, and other historical themes. By visiting so many 
exhibitions—of contemporary art in galleries and historical art 
in museums—Judd deepened his knowledge even further and 
became one of the most informed figures on the scene. His 
knowledge covered art of the past and present, drawing on his 
philosophy studies as well as his own experiences as a painter. 
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thought, had been a school for many artists whose knowledge 
of the art of the past enabled them to develop their own art 
differently. Judd was well aware that each generation needed 
to develop its particular expression for its own time, and he 
recognized that an artist could use only little from the art of 
the past in his or her own work. Nevertheless, he was certain 
that artists could benefit from the art of the past by recognizing 
its potential. He acknowledged history as a necessary basis for 
creating art, which one had to separate from in order to make 
one’s own mark.

Judd’s reputed rejection of museums is legendary, but it’s 
almost always misrepresented: He didn’t reject museums—as 
we now know he actually valued their existence and in par-
ticular their collections. However, they would soon lose rel-
evance for Judd, for in his experience, museums presented 
neither his work nor that of his valued colleagues properly, a 
belief that later led him to found his own museum. But at the 
moment—we are in the period of 1962-66—he was still trying 
to understand what it means for a country’s culture when its 
showpieces come from elsewhere.

As large portions of the holdings at the Frick, the Metro-
politan, or the Nelson-Atkins Museum in Kansas City were 
imported from China, Europe, or South America, Judd saw 
those collections as excellent art, but irrelevant insofar as they 
were lacking a relationship to his own time. It seemed absurd 
to him that art and culture would be shipped from a distance 
of thousands of miles away and hundreds of years ago to be 
set down in the Midwest, as the Chinese Collection at the 
Nelson-Atkins Museum had been; even in Kansas City this 
art was still art from China. His thoughts on the subject crys-
tallized in the astonishing statement that “Americans must 
never have had a sense of isolation from which they would 
gather that if they were going to have any art, they would have 
to make it.”10  

How did the art critic Judd fare as a painter during these 
years? In 1959 he was still a conventional abstract artist, but the 

Judd had a distinct sensibility for lan-
guage, appreciating certain words for 
their tone, or sentences for their rhythm. 
One of the most remarkable characteris-
tics is how directly he was able to express 
his thoughts. He never hesitated to state 
his opinion, and often the reviews began 
or ended with a clear statement:

“These pictures are much better than 
those of last year.”4 
“These paintings are academic in every 
respect.”5 
“Almost all of the work in this show 
looks good, but is only moderately inter-
esting.”6  

He was generous with praise if he con-
sidered an exhibition impressive, or 
“first-rate” in his own words. An article 
about Alfred Jensen from 1963 begins 
with the words: “Now and then a chance 
occurs for a narrow, subjective, categori-
cal statement: Jensen is great.”7 About 
John Chamberlain he wrote: “The only 
reason Chamberlain is not the best American sculptor under 
forty is the incommensurability of ‘the best’ which makes it 
arbitrary to say so.”8 

Though tersely phrased, the reviews are precise: “[Frank] 
Stella’s aluminum painting, dated 1960, is his best [in this 
show]. The bare lines of the canvas between the bands of alu-
minum paint follow the indentations in the sides of the canvas. 
It is something of an object, it is a single thing, not a field with 
something in it, and it has almost no space.”9  

If we compile a list of terms that were of high relevance to 
Judd, it must include the following:

New
Advanced
Realized
Complex
Simple
Independent
Single
Un-spacious
Non-figurative

These key words also describe a new type of painting that has 
a minimum of visual depth—whose form is its content, rather 
than being a container for content. It is a painting free of refer-
ences to anything but itself. The format of a work is itself the 
subject of its presentation and not the frame for or measure of 
an external subject. Judd used the word “single” for this type 
of congruence, meaning that the representation and format are 
one—that they are not separable. 

Many rigorous museum visits, mostly in New York, left Judd 
impressed by their holdings—especially those of the Frick Col-
lection and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. He perceived 
their collections as particularly remarkable, and especially ap-
preciated the Frick for being situated in a former residence 
whose courtyard and varied rooms with period furniture gave 
the paintings an appropriate context—in contrast to the bland 
settings typically found in museums. The two collections, he 

Fig. 1: Welfare Island (CH 813), 1956. Judd Foundation.
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following year marked a breakthrough. 
His paintings now had a slightly modu-
lated, almost uniformly colored surface 
marked with lines. At first these net-
works resembled Arp-like curves, which 
eventually straighten out and become 
actual incisions into the surface of the 
work (fig. 2). The surfaces themselves 
become sandy and rough, with an in-
creasingly regular and monochromatic 
coloration (fig. 3). 

In 1961, the picture plane gets extend-
ed inwards with an inserted baking pan 
(fig. 4), or projected forward with shov-
el-like edges. In 1962 Judd completed 
the move from the wall to the floor. His 
first freestanding object was clearly an extension of his paint-
ing, while the second already opened up a host of new possi-
bilities that would become the basis for his subsequent oeuvre. 

In this piece, untitled, from 1962, the angle simultaneously 
encloses space and remains open (fig. 5). The black pipe marks 
the centers of the two sidewalls, its bend and length determin-
ing their overall size and 90-degree opening. It is interesting 
that the tightly enclosed space inside the pipe crosses the open 
space of the angle, a horizontal element crossing a vertical one, 
qualities that will remain central to Judd’s work. 

Throughout the following year, 1963, the last examples of 
his painting overlap with the early stages of his three-dimen-
sional objects. In 1964, metal and colored Plexiglas were used 

for the first time, marking the end of his hand-made work. 
From this point on, color is no longer applied to a support, but 
is inherent in the material itself—as is the case with Plexiglas, 
plywood, anodized aluminum, or all metals. As of 1965, crafts-
men and fabricators produced all of Judd’s work. His catalogue 
raisonné already listed twenty works for 1965, which include 
various freestanding pieces as well as the first stack.

The same year was marked by additional encouraging 
events:

The first positive reviews were published by Lucy Lippard 
and Max Kozloff, among others, and a travel grant allowed 
Judd to leave the country for the first time and go to Sweden. 
He also joined Leo Castelli Gallery after Dick Bellamy closed 
the Green Gallery, where Judd had earlier held several exhibi-
tions. And at the invitation of Barnett Newman, he partici-
pated in the São Paulo Biennale. 

Also in 1965 Judd published his essay “Specific Objects.” 
Often mistakenly referred to as a manifesto, “Specific Objects” 
actually tried to capture a moment and do justice to the diver-
sity and inventiveness of art at the time. In this essay, Judd ex-
plained the transition from flat painting to three-dimensional 
objects, and described this development in the work of forty-
five artists. 

In his eyes, painting had reached a point where practically 
all of its possibilities had been explored. Representation on 
a flat rectangle had become un-spatial, freeing the picture of 
all external illusion and allowing it to stand as itself. In this 
process painting became unexpectedly powerful, as was mani-
fested in the work of the Abstract Expressionists—in particular 
Pollock, Newman, Rothko, and Still. At the same time paint-
ing had reached a limit that prompted Judd to concisely de-
clare his infamous statement: “it’s finished.” He saw the very 
characteristics that had made painting so powerful—such as 
the congruence of representation and form—reflected in these 
new objects, and he applied them in his own work. 

Three dimensions are notably more powerful than just two, 
said Judd, because they are actual space. “Three dimensions 
[…] get rid of the problem of illusionism […] actual space is 
intrinsically more powerful and specific than paint on a flat 
surface.” “[A three-dimensional object] can be any shape, reg-
ular or irregular, and can have any relation to the wall, floor, 
ceiling, room, rooms or exterior or none at all. Any material 
can be used, as is or painted.”11 

Fig. 3: untitled (DSS 26), 1961, Judd Foundation.

Fig. 2: untitled (DSS 7), 1960, Judd Foundation.
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And so a wide 
field of possibilities 
emerged that sig-
naled a break from 
precedents and 
brought the artist a 
new freedom. This 
three-dimensional 
art, which Judd 
said resembled 
sculpture more 
than painting but 
was actually closer 
to painting,12 was 
put together in a 
very different way 
from traditional 
methods of com-
position. Judd ex-
plained that most 

sculpture, all the way up to David Smith, was assembled part-
by-part. The part-by-part composition achieved a balance 
between smaller and larger, and between less important and 
more important elements, which in turn supported the actual 
intention to varying degrees. In contrast, the new type of ob-
jects eliminated this balancing of parts in favor of a cohesive or 
unified whole. Judd distinguished the differing approaches of 
different artists; regarding his own work, he explained that the 
form of a work is determined a priori and is without a hierar-
chy among its parts. 

“[T]he thing about my work is that it is given,” he explained 
in a conversation with John Coplans. “Just as you take a stack 

Fig. 5: untitled (DSS 33), 1962, Judd Foundation.

Fig. 4: untitled (DSS 23), 1961, Museum of Modern Art, 
New York.

Fig. 6: untitled (DSS 123), 1969, Judd Foundation.
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or row of boxes, it’s a row. Everybody knows rows, so it’s giv-
en in advance.”13 That’s also true for a progression, where the 
spaces are determined by mathematics, so that a progression 
isn’t composed part-by-part but in one shot. He emphasized 
that these sequences didn’t mean anything to him as math-
ematics, nor had they anything to do “with the nature of the 
world.”14 And in answer to the question why the boxes of the 
progressions are below rather than above the horizontal, Judd 
provides some insight on his thinking about the figurative: if 
they had been placed above, “it would have turned the top into 
teeth and made the bar look like a base.”15 

Again, here is Judd stating his key concern:
A work needs only to be interesting. Most works finally have one 
quality [author’s emphasis] […] A painting by Newman is finally 
no simpler than one by Cézanne. In the three-dimensional work 
the whole thing is made according to complex purposes, and these 
are not scattered but asserted by one form. It isn’t necessary for a 
work to have a lot of things to look at, to compare, to analyze one 
by one, to contemplate. The thing as a whole, its quality as a whole, 
is what is interesting.16

When this text was published, Judd was 37 years old. The pe-
riod of experimentation can be considered as coming to an 
end as his art had developed its own individuality and ma-
turity, and many opportunities now seemed to be open. He 
also stopped reviewing other artists’ work. By now Judd had 
a recognized position as artist as well as critic. Mel Bochner, 
himself an artist and critic at Arts Magazine shortly after Judd, 
noted that Judd was the subject of endless debates among art-

ists at the time and that nobody could get around him because 
his writings—as well as his work—impacted them all in one 
way or another.17  

The essay “Specific Objects” marks the end of a long period 
of development, and it concludes Judd’s theoretical as well as 
practical education. Even so, this seems to be just the begin-
ning of the actual period of specific objects. 

After Specific Objects Now everything is about space. 
A lot was happening simultaneously or in close succession. 
Judd’s artwork increased in scale, became more clear and at 
the same time more complex. The “stack” is resolved in its final 
version as a vertical arrangement of ten boxes that project from 
the wall and are mounted above one another with equal spaces 
(fig. 6). They span the height of the wall and ideally reach to 
just below the ceiling. Although the work is mounted on the 
wall, the wall is more than just a support as it enters a symbiotic 
relationship with the sculpture. The measurements of the boxes 
are such that their depth is four times their height, an extreme 
cantilever that moves beyond the zone of low relief, entering 
real, physical space. A substantially larger work installed in the 
East Building of La Mansana simultaneously relates to the wall 
and the floor (fig. 9). Its three rows of squared tubing are made 
of very thin iron sheets, with openings measuring 50 x 50 cm 
and a depth of 3 meters, so that the whole work is twice as deep 
as it is high. Judd continued to work with freestanding floor 
pieces and developed volumes with open ends in a variety of 
configurations and with increasing sophistication.

18  CF Judd symposium, p. 23

Fig. 7: 101 Spring Street, 4th Floor, New York, Judd Foundation.
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Spring Street Judd’s interest in architecture took on a 
new dimension in 1968, the year he acquired a cast-iron build-
ing with unusually large windows in New York’s SoHo district 
(fig. 8). Built in 1870, it had housed various small manufactur-
ing operations, mostly for textiles. This house became Judd’s 
first model for integrating art and living. His goal was to com-
bine the two aspects in a way that gave sufficient space to liv-
ing and working areas, but where art could become a part of 
daily life. In planning the renovation, his aim was to maintain 
the inherent character of the building: “the building should 
be repaired and basically not changed.” The different floors 
were kept open and the large glass angle—the building’s cor-
ner—was not to be interrupted. Another guiding principle was 
to ensure that all changes would be reversible. This balance of 
maintaining the historical character and adapting it to contem-
porary needs was realized with just a few interventions: new 
floors were laid on three levels, which he would later indicate 
were “precedents for some small pieces and then for the 100 
aluminum pieces at the Chinati Foundation.”18 On one floor a 
gap was left between the wooden floor and the wall in order to 
define the floor as a plane—this was a work space with a stand-
ing desk, Aalto furniture, and some sculptures. On the top floor 
a baseboard of the same wood gave the floor the appearance of 
a slightly recessed plane. On another level, both the floor and 
ceiling were replaced with the same wood in order to create two 
identical, parallel surfaces (fig. 7). There were also some modest 
additions to the building including new bathrooms and storage 
rooms, and each level was assigned a specific function: kitchen 
with living area, studio with library, bedroom, etc.

Above all, however, 101 Spring Street was intended to be 
a place for art, and the artworks were meant to find a per-
manent home there. His collection was already comprehensive 
in 1968 and continued to grow. On the top floor, which was 
his bedroom, Judd installed early work of his that marked his 
transition from painting to three-dimensional object; a work 
by Claes Oldenburg; a box by Lucas Samaras that was placed 
at the edge of the bed, and, running the entire length of the 
building, a Dan Flavin light barrier—one of the few works cre-
ated by Flavin for a specific architectural setting that is still 
in its original place. On one level below, the fourth floor, are 
two Flavin icons, one red and one green, as well as a relief by 
Oldenburg on the long wall, alongside furniture designed by 
Judd and chairs by Gerrit Rietveld. It took many years for Judd 
to place and install all the work. The individual levels reflect 
Judd’s ideas about the integration of art and living, realized 
in a historical house without pretension or seeming “creative.” 
On the contrary, the ambience is natural and livable.19

Political activism A series of documents from 1968 indi-
cate that this was also a politically important period for Judd. 
His activism at the time was mostly focused on the Vietnam War 
and the Civil Rights Movement. In summer 1968 he and his wife 
Julie placed an advertisement against the Vietnam War in the 
Aspen Times. Judd remained politically engaged throughout his 
life, an interest deepened and fortified by his philosophical and 
historical knowledge. In his later essays, even though the main 
subject may be art or its related issues, a political angle is par-
ticularly present. He was well aware of the relationship between 
art and politics, particularly art’s dependency on the political 

power structure. Because art and the arts in general play only 
a marginal role in society—being more of an accessory than 
a true force—Judd favored a unified rather than fragmented 
concept of art. If better connected, fine art, architecture, litera-
ture, etc.—the collective arts—would be strong enough to hold 
a place alongside that of politics or economics. He felt strongly 
that this would be truly democratic. Art and culture should not 
be relegated outside of society, but integrated as a natural and 
relevant element of life.

Judd was active in the anti-war movement, the War Resist-
ers League, and Citizens for Local Democracy, which encour-
aged self-initiative and decision-making on the local level. Its 
founder, Harvey Shapiro, advocated small governing bodies 
that would represent their respective neighborhoods or com-
munities, a concept that influenced Judd’s thinking. Judd 
joined the Advisory Board of the Citizens for Local Democ-
racy, alongside Hannah Arendt, Noam Chomsky, and others. 
“Individuals and the communities they form should have po-
litical power” without a hierarchy.20 For this reason, the small 
communities or neighborhoods needed to represent themselves 
rather than be represented. Although such local community 
councils were difficult in practice, Judd felt that they were the 
best way to shape decision-making without letting others think 
for oneself. “It sounds obvious, but it isn’t so in terms of what 
happens, that everyone is a citizen, an equal part of a social 
organization, a political, public entity, an individual in a group 
that is only a sum of individuals. The citizen, individual, per-
son has interests and rights. He or she’s not or shouldn’t be an 
economic, military, or institutional entity. I think,” Judd stated, 

Fig. 8: 101 Spring Street, New York, Judd Foundation.
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“the main confusion of both the right and left is the confu-
sion of politics, public action, with economics. On both sides 
the individual is turned into an economic being. It’s incredibly 
stupid that a person’s reason for being should be the produc-
tion of cars, whether here or in Russia. The people in both 
places are educated to be useful persons, producers, and not 
citizens.”21 

Shortly thereafter Judd voiced his opposition to the express-
way planned to connect the Holland Tunnel on the West Side 
with the bridges across the East River. Effectively cutting across 
SoHo along Broome Street, it would have demolished the his-
toric neighborhood. The “Artists Against the Expressway,” 
which also included Lichtenstein, Ryman, Newman, Rauschen-
berg, and Stella, led an eventually successful opposition. 

Despite his political involvement, Judd postulated that art 
itself should not be misappropriated for political activism. 
High expectations of art don’t contradict notions of political 
equality. Nonetheless art can be political in different, less overt 
ways. Judd stated, “I’ve always thought that my work had polit-
ical implications, had attitudes that would permit, limit or pro-
hibit some kinds of political behavior and some institutions.”22 
This is a key to understanding Judd’s notion of art and politics: 
his art contains values that shape his political understanding 
without making these explicit in an illustrative way. Values such 
as openness, transparency or anti-hierarchy are not alluded 
to—they are the work itself. Let’s remember Judd’s remarks in 
“Specific Objects,” where he wrote that the new type of art has 
certain elements that have been more developed and are there-
fore more powerful. A “stack” consists of ten equal boxes, each 
of which is both a single unit and a component of the whole. 

Together they form something that is larger than the sum of 
its parts. When the Guggenheim Museum cancelled a Hans 
Haacke exhibition in 1971 because it was politically controver-
sial, Judd wrote a letter to then-director Tom Messer:

You made a big mistake. You can’t refuse to show one kind of art. 
Any political statement, either by declaration or incorporation into 
a context, can be art. You renege on every kind of art when you 
refuse to show a kind that is political. I’ve always thought that most 
museums and collectors didn’t understand what they were buy-
ing; your statement that exhibitable art should be generalized and 
symbolic confirms that. I’m interested in making so-called abstract 
art and I don’t like the idea that it is exhibitable by virtue of its 
abstractness or unintelligibility.23 

Beginnings in Marfa Shortly after Judd purchased 
his building in New York, he started looking for an additional 
residence in the southwest of the United States. This search 
led him to Marfa, Texas, where he was able to make his first 
acquisitions—two World War I airplane hangars. He renovated 
and completed a compound that included these two buildings 
over the course of several years. With this project Judd further 
expanded and gave new depth to his idea of unifying art and liv-
ing, which he first initiated in New York. He installed three large 
spaces with art, in addition to creating a library and study, as well 
as separate buildings with kitchen and living space, children’s 
rooms, bathrooms, etc. “La Mansana”—Spanish for block of 
houses—also housed a vegetable garden, green house, pergola, 
and swimming pool. Finally the whole compound was enclosed 
with an adobe wall. The resulting area resembles a cloister 
where culinary as well as intellectual tastes can be pursued. 

Fig. 9: Mansana de Chinati, East Building, South Room, Judd Foundation.
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The two former hangers offered three very large spaces 
where Judd installed his work—early  hand-made sculptures as 
well as later ones fabricated from metal. The red works still be-
long to the earlier group of handmade objects, while all others 
are fabricated by metal specialists (fig. 9). One large room that 
was occasionally used for dining has furniture by Gustav Stick-
ley. The spaces have their original concrete floors and partially 
unplastered adobe walls, and are open to the roof. The original 
windows were kept and the clerestory extended. As was the 
case in New York, these buildings were basically just cleaned 
up. A difference, however, is that 101 Spring Street housed a 
series of works by other artists, while the Marfa residence was 
an opportunity for Judd to focus on his own work and create 
exemplary installations of that work. In Marfa at the Mansana, 
Judd took another step toward clarifying the relationship be-
tween objects and space, art and architecture, and his desire to 
integrate all of those into daily life. 

Furniture It turned out that there was no furniture in 
Marfa that met Judd’s expectations, which led him to design his 
own. The first pieces included tables, chairs, and a bed for his 
two children who had to share a room at the time, so at least the 
bed’s division offered their own areas. This “double bed” was 
later adapted to a larger version. He also built a desk for his chil-
dren, with a double shelf and compartments on the sides that 
was accompanied by matching chairs. Judd used locally avail-
able pine of up to 12 feet long and 1.5 inches thick to make very 
long tables and benches both for indoors and outdoors; addi-
tionally he designed the wooden staircase and kitchen shelves, 
as well as both libraries. Judd’s library contains 13,000 titles, 
which he organized by countries—such as Russia, Greece, Italy, 
China, Korea, India, South America, etc.—and within each 
country by subjects such as history, philosophy, literature, art, 
and culture. In addition he had sections for botany, zoology, 
astronomy, physics, art, architecture, and literature.24 

Much of the furniture designed for Marfa was also later 
made from other types of wood, and, with the addition of more 
designs, this aspect of Judd’s work would occupy a firm place 
in his oeuvre by the early 1980s. From this point on, he worked 
with skilled carpenters who could meet his expectations of fine 
craftsmanship. The furniture designs had variations similar to 
his sculptures: in the case of the chairs he either halved or oth-

erwise divided the volume below the seat. In one series made 
of colored plywood, he created ten such variations. In addition 
to the softer pine he initially used, Judd expanded the palette 
to include hard wood such as Douglas fir, maple, and walnut, 
and also colored manufactured plywood available in six colors. 
Among the nicest and most practical designs are the simply 
assembled tables and desks made of birch and beech plywood 
(fig. 11). The notched sheets of wood are slotted together and 
fastened with just a few screws. They can also be disassembled 
and shipped flat.

A few pieces of furniture were commissioned or remain 
unique: a desk with open side shelves; one with drawers instead 
of open sides; a related filing cabinet with fitted drawers on all 
four sides and the double-tiered top; a standing writing desk 
with three shelves at the top and openings on the sides; and a 
reading table with a slot in the center to hold books. Finally, 
Judd also designed metal furniture, mostly made of colored 
enameled aluminum (fig. 10). These pieces are largely based 
on the forms of the wooden furniture, with the detailing being 
influenced by the fabrication requirements. 

Judd designed about 100 pieces of furniture in total, and 
considered this work under the category of architecture. Al-
though everything stemmed from his own hand, it was very 
important for Judd to differentiate between art and architec-
ture, and not to regard his furniture as artworks. Unlike ar-
chitecture, art was not meant to be functional. A chair had to 
work as a chair; when it was well done it could almost be art, 
in that it was a good chair. Nonetheless there are parallels to art 
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and Judd applied certain concepts from his sculpture to the 
furniture. One example is the crossing of two axes discussed 
earlier, which also allowed the furniture to be used from dif-
ferent sides. With the exception of the built-in kitchens and 
libraries, his furniture is meant to be freestanding.

Marfa – Chinati Marfa infused Judd’s life with a new 
intensity. It offered the possibility of fulfilling his desire to cre-
ate something large and coherent, and it was in Marfa that he 
would make the transition from the private to the public sphere. 
Even before the renovations of his home were completed, he 
began to develop ideas for larger, publicly accessible, and per-
manent installations. Judd conceived a place where he and 
his friends Dan Flavin and John Chamberlain would be able 
to install their work in buildings specifically renovated for that 
purpose. The Dia Art Foundation, which had been established 
in the 1970s by Heiner Friedrich and Helen Winkler, joined 
later by Philippa de Menil, was interested in such a project and 
made it financially possible. In 1978-79, Dia purchased a for-
mer army base with 30 buildings on 340 acres of land on the 
outskirts of Marfa (fig. 13), as well as three additional buildings 
in the center of town. Dia committed to fund the fabrication 
and acquisition of artworks, and to establish the infrastructure 
that would ensure the long-term maintenance of the collection, 
buildings, and land. Judd was the creative and intellectual force 
behind the project, Dia its support. 

What compelled Judd to attempt such a massive undertak-
ing? Fortunately he wrote many texts during the late 1960s 
that allow us to retrace the evolution of his thinking. Two texts 
from around 1970 give insight into his increasing alienation 
from the museum institution. The texts form a pair, as their 
titles make known: Complaints part I, 1969, and Complaints part 
II, 1973. These dates also span the period when Judd pur-
chased his New York building and prepared his second resi-
dence in Texas. 

Complaints part I laments the increasingly narrowing per-
spective of art critics (namely Clement Greenberg and Michael 
Fried), who preferred to cluster artistic expression around 
movements rather than welcome its diversity. Judd condemned 
the view of art critics who saw artists simply as members of a 
larger group or movement rather than as individuals, and he 
regretted that independent achievements so significant during 
the early 1960s were overlooked because the critical establish-
ment preferred to recognize just one type of art as relevant ex-
pression, while ignoring others. Until then, he noted, the at-
mosphere had been very open, but this openness seemed to be 
quickly getting lost. 

The second complaint concerned the lack of support for 
artists on one hand, and the commercial and society-driven in-
terests of museums on the other. Because funding came mostly 
from collectors in their role as museum trustees, their busi-
ness interests influenced programmatic decisions. While large 
sums of money were invested in the physical construction of 
museums, little investment went toward their content. Artists 
did not receive the recognition that the grand buildings might 
suggest, said Judd. Although the artists provided the occasion 
for these projects, and their artwork was the very reason behind 
the enormous apparatus of curators, conservators, art han-
dlers, insurances, etc., they themselves are never recognized as 

experts. How can a truly modern art or a truly living culture 
develop under such circumstances? 

More specifically, Judd considered most exhibitions poorly 
installed because the works lacked either sufficient space or 
proper light. Sculptures were often placed in front of paintings, 
or paintings behind sculptures, so that neither one could really 
be seen. Referring to a show curated by Henry Geldzahler, he 
noted that “[t]here was no idea that the paintings and the sculp-
ture were all equal and discrete works of art, that they couldn’t 
overlap and that they required various kinds of space.”25 He 
wanted fewer visitors in the exhibitions in order to better focus 
on the work—and this also meant being able to sit down, or 
possibly even lie down, and also to eat or drink. Judd further 
complained that following an exhibition, works were often re-
turned damaged, at times so severely that the work had to be 
considered destroyed. And nobody took responsibility. All in 
all, exhibitions were realized too sloppily and too quickly. Lon-
ger exhibition periods would be an improvement, but more im-
portantly spaces or museums needed to exist where a number 
of works by individual artists such as Newman or Reinhardt 
would be permanently visible and cared-for.

Judd wrote this in 1973, long before founding the Chinati 
Foundation. But the core ideas for Chinati were already pres-
ent: it should be a place where the artists make decisions about 
their work and where the artworks are installed so specifically 
that they need to stay in place exactly as the artist had intend-
ed. History served as his model: on trips to Russia, Greece, 
or Italy, Judd had visited the local churches and temples and 
got to know the artworks in churches and palaces. There he 
understood the value of protecting the relationships among ar-
chitecture, art, and the landscape. He concluded, “The art and 
architecture of the past that we know is that which remains. 
The best is that which remains where it was painted, placed 
or built.”26 To create such a relationship was the core goal for 
starting a museum in Marfa. As Judd put it, “Somewhere, just 

Fig. 13: Aerial view of the Chinati Foundation with Marfa, Texas in the background.
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as a platinum iridium meter guarantees the tape measure, a 
strict measure must exist for the art of this time and place. 
Otherwise art is only show and monkey business.”27  

The Chinati Foundation is surrounded by the sparse land-
scape of West Texas—a high plateau with wide valleys and 
mountain ranges that intermittently break the horizon line. 
The simple and regular character of the former military build-
ings lends the complex a necessary coherence. Two large ar-
tillery sheds and a former gymnasium stand out as the only 
exceptions. Judd gave each building at Chinati a purpose that 
would shape its renovation. Besides his own work, he especially 
wanted to see that of Dan Flavin and John Chamberlain rep-
resented in depth.

Dan Flavin lit up a row of six U-shaped former barracks 
buildings with a work that confirms his mastery. Two paral-
lel, angled corridors were built into each building’s connecting 
wing to house Flavin’s light barriers. The barriers were alter-
nately placed in the centers and at the ends of the corridors. 
The first color pairing of green and pink is initially perceived as 
light, monochrome fields before the source of the magical im-
age is revealed. The light fixtures were installed back-to-back 
and slightly spaced apart, so that the view through the barrier is 
open to the other section of the corridor. Green and pink glow 
in opposite directions, coloring the sides of the corridors more 
intensely and the surrounding walls more faintly. The next 
pair of colors is yellow and blue, which occupy the third and 
fourth building, and the last two buildings bring all four colors 
together. In each of them the light projects, with diminishing 
intensity, far into the space, coloring floor, ceiling, and walls.

A former wool warehouse in the center of Marfa is dedicated 
to the work of John Chamberlain, and its three interior sections 
form a particularly apt setting for his work. The twenty-five 
sculptures, dating from the early 1970s to the mid 1980s, show 
him to be a natural colorist as much as Flavin and Judd, and 
equally capable of creating both subtle and richly contrasting 

color combinations based on an industrial palette, in his case 
stemming from the automotive industry. Just like a painter, 
Chamberlain may concentrate in a work on black or on white, 
or on brilliant contrasts, or slight nuances within a range of 
colors, and to do so with lacquered metal pieces of various 
sizes and forms that fit into one another creating volumes and 
unforeseen interior spaces. Although Chamberlain’s work is 
very different from Judd’s, Judd was admittedly influenced by 
Chamberlain’s objects. Both believed that they were in pursuit 
of the same goal.28 This belief was shared by Dan Flavin, who 
set off on his own path at the same time as Judd—and both of 
them a little after Chamberlain. 

The Chinati Foundation’s collection grew by a number of 
other additions, most of which were conceived for the site, in-
cluding: Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen’s Monu-
ment to the Last Horse, a work that relates to the history of the 
site as a former cavalry post; Ilya Kabakov’s School No. 6, which 
evokes memories of an abandoned Soviet school in a former 
barracks building; Carl Andre’s poems, which were made using 
a mechanical typewriter and are installed in display cases of his 
design; Roni Horn’s pair of copper cones, which she placed in 
an unrenovated building; Ingólfur Arnarsson’s drawings and 
paintings that touch on the limit of what is perceivable; and the 
final surprise: paintings by John Wesley. 

Judd himself created his masterpieces for Chinati: 15 out-
door works in concrete that span a distance of one kilometer 
along the edge of the property, and 100 works in mill alumi-
num for the interior of two large former artillery sheds. At Chi-
nati he was also able to realize his most significant architectural 
projects. Among those, the two artillery sheds stand out: Judd 
replaced the compartmentalized garage doors with large-pan-
eled windows and covered the flat roofs with vaults, which gave 
them an appearance of lightness as well as monumentality. The 
effect of these interventions is particularly noticeable on the 
inside, where the metal surfaces shimmer fabulously and magi-
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cally, reflecting their surroundings in blurred images. At times 
they appear immaterial to the point of dissolving and at others 
they are reflective like a mirror. Seeing these works is to see 
aluminum for the first time. From the exterior, the glass walls 
allow an uninterrupted view into the spaces and also through 
them to the other side, where a visual relationship is estab-
lished with the works in concrete in the field (fig. 14). From 
this viewpoint everything is connected: interior and exterior, 
rectangle and curve, open and closed, light and shadow, built 
and natural environments. 

At the Chinati Foundation every installation occupies its 
own building or buildings, which meet the respective needs of 
the artworks. Together they are embedded in the landscape. 
The landscape is the unifying and also domineering element—
rarely does one feel so at the mercy of nature as here. Its sparse-
ness and openness—one can see up to 80 miles at times—was 
instrumental in Judd’s decision to move here. Here nature re-
mains undisturbed in a way that is rarely found nowadays. His 
interests also included the “nature” above us;  he joined the 
board of the nearby McDonald Observatory, one of the finest 
research observatories in the world, and keenly followed their 
scientific observations. “We are living in a very short time and 
a very small space in a very big situation. Basically,” he sum-
marized, “we are living in a little point and everything is infi-
nite in all directions.”29 In this giant context one creates one’s 
own context, which for Judd meant making art in relation to 
nature. His art needed to deal with something comprehensible, 
something he knew and was able to trace empirically, and thus 
real. He called this a “local order,” as series and sequences are 
ordered. These local orders were to bring a degree of clarity 
among uncertainty and chaos. To express this more clearly, 
he wanted to establish a balance between having too much and 
too little order, so that the order itself would not be perceived 
as the thing that mattered. It was more interesting to show 
the possibilities of an order to reveal its diversity and abun-
dance. One hundred works in mill aluminum only show 100 
possibilities, but these 100 possibilities illustrate the potential 
that exists. They all have the same exterior dimensions while 
their interiors vary with single or double horizontal, vertical 
or diagonal planes. The different manifestations emerge only 
with the light. The boxes change appearance as the sun and 
the angle of light move: what was just light is now in shadow, 
what was dark becomes illuminated. By spending a period of 
time in the sheds one will notice that it is nature that brings 
about all of these shifting appearances, and that these changes 
become noticeable or perceivable through the interplay of light 
and material.

Space is created by an artist or an architect; one doesn’t 
find it packaged off the shelf, Judd emphasized. To create space 
was his chief concern, which he had pursued since giving up 
painting in the early 1960s. To create space had always been 
the concern of architecture. Judd “turned” sculpture from the 
exterior to the interior, which means that the interest is no lon-
ger only on the exterior surface, but in its interior. To create 
real space, he had to first define it and then occupy it. In this 
process he freed sculpture from its traditional emphasis on the 
figurative and symbolic. In Judd’s work space and its proper-
ties themselves are the subject, and therefore—to speak in his 
words—powerful. 

An artist lives in his own time and wants to find valid an-
swers—Judd’s interests were focused on everything this im-
plied. “It is my existence,” he said, “my work, my thoughts and 
feelings.” It was important for him to emphasize that he only 
spoke for himself and not for others. His work had to have a 
personal association in order to be believable for himself and 
others. This connection with self identifies his work and the 
time when it was made. It cannot be repeated. Judd was aware 
of the special moment he lived in and recognized the many 
outstanding artistic achievements that originated during his 
Here and Now. The desire to capture these achievements was 
a decisive reason for founding the Chinati Foundation, a place 
where a portion of contemporary art would be maintained in 
an authentic and unaltered way. He never wanted a museum 
just for himself, but one that would allow a dialogue among 
artists in a natural context of real life. In this way the artworks 
would not be torn from their social and timely context, as he 
saw in most museums.

Donald Judd left behind a body of work that is incompara-
ble in its scope and depth. He began working rather tradition-
ally on a small format only to advance radically on a large scale. 
Early on his texts gave his paintings focus, as the painting lent 
clarity to his writings. Around 1962 his interests had achieved 
such clarity that they would form the foundation for the rest 
of his life. These fundamental interests are expressed in his 
writings as much as his art, his architecture, literary interests, 
historical knowledge, his kitchens, or clothing. Everything car-
ries his mark, is unmistakably Judd. Even such an enormous 
oeuvre maintains unity, or wholeness. Nonetheless, as Richard 
Shiff pointed out, “Judd’s case remains complex because he 
rejected the traditional forms of integration and totalization 
founded on hierarchical systems and compositional harmonies 
of subordinate parts, yet he still accepted wholeness as a real-
ity, or at least an ethical aim.” Judd was a skeptic who trusted 
his feelings and perceptions. He also believed in the abilities of 
the individual: “Art need only point in the direction of a better 
world; it needn’t achieve the ultimate. A few local successes, by 
whomever could do it, would be enough.”30  
Translated from German to English by Steffen Boddeker.
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