


Introduction

In 1977, Robert Irwin (b. 1928) was invited by the 
Whitney Museum of American Art to present a ret-
rospective exhibition in its Marcel Breuer building. 
In addition to a selection of works made from 1958 
to 1971, a new work, Scrim veil—Black rectangle—
Natural light, Whitney Museum of American Art, New 
York (1977), was created specifically by the artist 
for the Museum’s fourth floor. Irwin subsequently 
gifted the work to the Museum with the stipulation 
it be shown only in its fourth-floor gallery. Thirty-six 
years later and in close collaboration with the art-
ist, Scrim Veil is being reinstalled for the first time 
in anticipation of the Museum’s move downtown. 
While Irwin has created an astounding number of 
installations at museums and spaces throughout 
the world, he has remarked that Scrim Veil “set the 
course for the next thirty-five years.”1 

While preparing for the 1977 exhibition, Irwin dis-
tilled his aesthetic and philosophical ideas into an 
ambitious essay, “Notes on a Model,” which was 
included in the accompanying catalogue. In his 
text, Irwin argues that perception is not only the 
key to human understanding but the essential sub-
ject of art. The trajectory of Irwin’s thinking can be 
traced through his painting practice. Beginning in 

the 1950s with highly gestural surfaces reflecting 
the influence of Abstract Expressionism, Irwin pro-
gressed in the 1960s to optically charged surfaces 
with meticulously painted dots and lines, and cast 
acrylics that engaged the light and space surround-
ing them. Ultimately, he came to question what he 
saw as painting’s arbitrary nature and the limits of 
the frame: “In 1970 I began again by simply getting 
rid of my studio and all its accompanying accou-
trements and saying that I would go anywhere, 
anytime, in response.”2 That decision led him to 
respond to a number of different spaces and situa-
tions, ranging from forays into the Western desert 
to projects in his Venice, California, studio to the 
Northridge (California) Shopping Center, to numer-
ous museums in the United States and abroad,  
culminating in his project for the Whitney. 

Irwin’s 1977 exhibition extended beyond the Muse-
um’s walls, and he referred to these additional  
projects as the New York Projections. In addition 
to Scrim Veil, he painted a black square formed by 
the intersection of 42nd Street and Fifth Avenue, 
and used a black cable to articulate the rectangle 
between two buildings of the World Trade Center 
complex. He also documented the geometry of 



Manhattan through aerial photographs isolating the 
rectangle created by the mercury vapor lamps sur-
rounding Central Park as well as the grids created 
by the city streets. In a text panel that accompanied 
the exhibition, Irwin explained his thinking: “Assum-
ing that context is not only the bond of knowledge, 
but the basis for perception/conception, this exhi-
bition has been developed contextually. By holding 
the most essential contextual threads (those ele-
ments taken from perception and used in ‘art,’ i.e., 
line, shape, color, etc.) and removing in turn each 
of the additional contextual threads (imagery, per-
manence, method, painting, sculpture, etc.) which 
have come to be thought of as usual in the recogni-
tion of art, we arrive at the essential subject of art.” 
A series of diagrammatic drawings reproduced in 
this catalogue show how Irwin perceived the condi-
tions of the Whitney’s site: the grid of the ceiling, 
the dark rectangle of the floor, and the light ema-
nating from the window, all of which are activated in 
Scrim Veil. 

Many of the 1970s works made by Irwin in response 
to specific spaces were impermanent and there-
fore largely known through diagrammatic drawings, 
installation photographs, and exhibition catalogues. 

Although these devices serve as important sources 
of information about Irwin’s thinking and the rig-
orous integrity of his approach to his work as well 
as essential historical records, they cannot, nor do 
they intend, to replicate the experience of the work. 
In a world saturated with spectacle and the kind of 
augmented reality made possible through the digi-
tal, Irwin’s work, by contrast, raises critical questions 
about the fundamental nature of how and what we 
perceive and the value of “looking at and seeing all 
of those things that have been going on all along 
but previously have been too incidental or mean-
ingless to really enter into our visual structure, our 
picture of the world.”3   

—Donna De Salvo, 2013

We wish to acknowledge the original organizers of the 1977 
exhibition, Richard Marshall and Marcia Tucker, and the artist, 
Robert Irwin.  
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2.	 See page 23 in this volume.
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