


concrete connection between the two artists, this essay proposes that they 

shared a pursuit of social sculpture as a means to transform society. Beuys's 

collaborative projects-which included the establishment of a political organiza

tion through which he encouraged citizen-initiated legislation and a tuition-free 

school for the development of creativity in a broad range of fields-were intend

ed to heal the schisms created by World War II and usher in a new era of demo

cratic equality, ecological awareness, and mutual support Although Matta-Clark 

tended toward more symbolic interventions that activated participants outside 

the art world in New York, his efforts nonetheless embody Beuys's demand for 

a new political conception of aesthetics.2 As his own form of social sculpture, 

Matta-Clark's socially conscious artwork subtly shaped man's relationship with 

space through a redirection of creative energy. 

Although Matta-Clark likely encountered Beuys's concept of social sculpture as

early as 1974, when the artist came to the United States on a lecture tour, the

native New Yorker already held strong beliefs about art as a means of social

change. Matta-Clark's political awareness was formed early in his life under the

influence of his father, Surrealist painter Roberto Matta, a member of the Com

munist Party since the 1930s with a lifelong commitment to social causes, which

can be seen in the explosive battle of forms that permeate his paintings. Al

though Matta left soon after Gordon and his twin brother Sebastian were born

in 1943-they visited him only sporadically in Europe and South America there

after-the boys' artistic talents were further nurtured 'through their mother's

subsequent relationship with lsamu Noguchi and friendship with Buckminster

Fuller, both of whom had similarly utopian ideals about the integration of art

and society.3 

During the turbulent decade of the 1960s, while Beuys was organizing his

students at the Kunstakademie in Dusseldorf, Matta-Clark studied architecture

at Cornell University.4 Returning from a year abroad in Paris, where he encoun·

tered students striking for education reform, he joined the Students for a Dem·

ocratic Society (SDS), one of the primary vehicles for demonstrations against the

US role in the conflict in Vietnam.5 Aligning with a generation of young people

who were growing increasingly dissatisfied with authority in its many forms,

he began to question his intended field. His artistic path was only solidified fol

lowing his introduction at Cornell in 1969 to Robert Smithson, whose concepts

of site specificity and entropy encouraged him to experiment with materials

as conduits of energy.6 These interests, which were magnified by his study of

alchemy and metaphysics throughout the 1970s, established his belief in the

exoteric power of transformation, a theme that was mirrored in the spiritual

- - - - ----

properties that Beuys embodied in his own fat and felt sculptures from the 1960s 

onward.7 When Matta-Clark returned to New York from Ithaca the same year, he 

was immediately struck by the inability of modernist forms to provide solutions 

to the city's increasing social problems, and began to combine his activist con

cerns with his artistic production. Harnessing the energy of activist movements 

like the SDS into material form, Matta-Clark imbued his drawings, sculptures, 

performances, films, and social projects with transformative potential. 

By the time of Matta-Clark's return, artists in New York were already react

ing to the perceived failure of established institutions through their politically 

charged work and involvement in countercultural and social justice movements. 

A number of practitioners eschewed the art world altogether by allying with 

identity-related activist groups that were fighting for specific causes such as civil 

rights and feminism. Others expanded the notion of what it meant for an artist 

to be politically active through their participation in groups bound together in 

opposition to art-world elitism and US military aggression, such as the Art Work

ers Coalition (1969-71) and Guerrilla Art Actions Group (1J69-76). The socially

conscious work of these artists was geared toward a public audience, prefiguring 

the paradigm in US public art of the 1980s and 1990s known as "art in the public 

interest," which distinguished itself from the urban modernist sculptures that 

began appearing in US cities in the late 1960s in artists' attention to social issues 

and collaboration with specific communities.8

Matta-Clark was on the cutting edge of this trend. Yet art-historical narra

tives continue to celebrate the poetics of his forms rather than his subtle meth· 

ods for expressing his opposition to war, his concern for the environment, and 

his response to the city's rapidly expanding inequality and homelessness epi

demic.9 His unique approach was inextricably link,ed to the abundance of prob

lems occurring in New York during the 1970s, when a prolonged financial crisis 

and the threat of bankruptcy resulted in massive budget cuts and widespread 

layoffs that forced libraries and firehouses to shutter and piles of garbage to 

stand in the streets, uncollected.10 Lower Manhattan, once thriving with industry, 

grew desolate as manufacturers abandoned their buildings in search of lower 

production costs, and the upper and middle classes left for a better quality of 

life in the suburbs. Establishing the framework for the neoliberal "Reagan Revo

lution" that was to come in the following decade, a gulf began to grow between 

the city's remaining poor and marginalized residents (including artists) and the 

corporate elite, who eagerly developed areas of Manhattan into modernist of

fice towers and luxury apartments as the city razed large swaths of buildings 

in the name of urban renewal. Matta-Clark responded to this situation through 

his prominent role in the birth of the alternative space movement, a collective 
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Gordon Matta-Clark, Untitled, Anarchitecture, 1974. 

Courtesy the Estate of Gordon Matta-Clark and David Zwirner, 

New York/London. 

artistic reaction to the abandonment of downtown that reached its peak be

tween 1969 and 1975, in addition to his own multidisciplinary practice." 

In the summer of 1970, Matta-Clark helped Jeffrey Lew and Alan Saret trans

form a former rag-picking factory into an exhibition space called 112 Greene 

Street, which featured the work of many emerging artists at the time.12 Their

method was markedly distinct from the market-centered uptown galleries. Lew, 

112 Greene's director, used an extremely inclusive and casual model of exhi

bition organizing-the door was always unlocked, and the exhibition calendar 

was left open to artists' proposals.'3 During its peak, between 1970 and 1974, 

Matta-Clark performed and exhibited eleven works here, ranging from piles of 
recycled glass bottles and a small tree growing from a hole in the basement 

floor to hand-colored photographs of graffiti and a series of colorful drawings 

that show the growth and movements of trees. The raw space was used as a 

backdrop for these installations, but-more importantly for the history of socially 

engaged art-it was also an informal gathering place where artfsts could discuss 

ideas and experiment with a variety of mediums, styles of presentation, and 

concepts. As a forum for a free exchange of ideas not specific:1:o discipline, the 

space formed an ideal intellectual community quite independent of the market 

economy. Matta-Clark mined this close-knit social network of creative people 

for his projects, which were infused with the generous and animated spirit of 

their social gatherings, group meals, and collaborative events. He and the other 

artists also branched out into the street for their activities, finding willing new 

audiences and participants for their work there. 

Shortly after Matta-Clark began his involvement with 112 Greene, while 

scouting locations for his contribution to the site-specific exhibition Under the 

Brooklyn Bridge, organized by Alanna Heiss for the Municipal Art Society, he ex

perienced a turning point in his career.14 Beneath the Manhattan side of the

Brooklyn Bridge, he encountered a homeless man who had built an elaborate 

living space from discarded materials, including a rudimenta_!Y stove and wash

ing basin. Thinking that his architectural training could be used to help people 

like this man find sustainable forms of shelter, he produced jacks (1971), a pile of 

gutted cars that he raised on jacks to provide protection, and reconfigured his 

Garbage Wall (1970), a wall constructed with cement and debris, as a building 

element that could be made quickly and inexpensively by the homeless them

selves.15 Deploying a tactic that he later developed into a form of collaborative art 

making-sharing food with his audience-the artist roasted a whole pig over an 

open fire and passed out free sandwiches to entice curious locals to the opening 

of the project on May 24, 1971, resulting in the film Pig Roast.'6 Although this was 

not his first public performance, these works show the artist's increased desire 
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Gordon Matta-Clark, Homeless Man near the Brooklyn Bridge, 1971. 

Courtesy the Estate of Gordon Matta-Clark and David Zwirner, 

New York/London. 

to address marginalized groups by bringing to light the nutritional inequality 

and lack of access to affordable housing that accompanies poverty. 

Even at this early juncture in his career, Matta-Clark demonstrated a syn

ergy with Beuys's belief that art could include the entire process of living

thoughts, actions, dialogue, and objects-and therefore could be enacted by 

a wide range of people who were not professional artists . At the same time of 

Matta-Clark's participation in Under the Brooklyn Bridge, Beuys was promoting 

this agenda through the Organization for Direct Democracy, a storefront meet

ing place aimed at citizen-initiated legislation on topics such as education re

form, women's rights, and the protection of the environment, which he operated 

in Dusseldorf with a group of collaborators between 1970 and 1980.17 Although

both artists included non-artists in the production of the work, Beuys's formal

ized act of political dissonance contrasts with the casual and playful nature of 
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Gordon Matta-Clark, Garbage Wall: Brooklyn Bridge, 1971. 

Courtesy the Estate of Gordon Matta-Clark and David Zwirner, 

New York/London. 

Matta-Clark's projects, which empowered the homeless to resist exclusion by 

bringing visibility to their community. 

In the months that followed, Matta-Clark began renovating a storefront at 

the corner of Prince and Wooster Streets for a project that also built upon this 

idea. The former luncheonette was transformed into Food, the restaurant he 

opened with Carol Goodden on September 25, 1971. Less explicitly political than 

Matta-Clark's other socially engaged artworks, Food was the natural result of 

his experimentation with food as an artistic medium and the convivial atmo

sphere of the pair's social circle, in which art-themed dinner parties were fre

quent occasions. Together Matta-Clark and Goodden developed the concept and 

43 









Gordon Matta-Clark, Graffiti Truck, 1973. 

Courtesy the Estate of Gordon Matta-Clark 

and David Zwirner, New York/London. 

publicly express themselves within the artistic epicenter of the city, where their 

work might be seen by other artists and possibly collectors. 

Nonetheless, as photographic evidence shows, the installation received 

few visitors, none of whom took Matta-Clark up on his offer to take a piece 

of the installation.35 While Matta-Clark's established name in the art world was

intended to elevate their work to the status of his peers', the efforts of the graf

fiti artists were again obscured when parts of the installation were later sold 

as Matta-Clark's work alone. In its focus on creating an aesthetic experience 

for participants who painted the truck and reliance on tangible art objects to 

convey his message, this work conveniently circumvents the so-called "ethical 

turn" in dematerialized, community-driven work that followed in the 1980s, by 

which the quality of projects was often gauged based entirely on an artist's abil

ity to represent or identify with participants in their work.36

In the years that followed, Matta-Clark's numerous writings and interviews 

began to demonstrate a growing attraction to socialist ideals and giving back 

to the community in a more tangible way. This is particularly evident following 

a visit to Italy in November 1975, when he sought out a radical group of Marxist 

50 

teenagers who were occupying a small abandoned factory in Sesto San Giovanni 

in the hope of turning it into a community service center, into which he offered 

to make a building cut37 In his proposal, he said, "As an artist, for years I have 

endeavored to channel my actions toward an idea of social welfare .... I feel the 

need to become directly involved in a context that is physically, politically and 

socially structured, in short, to leave the studio and go out on the streets ... to 

relate to those buildings that have been abandoned by a system that doesn't 

look after them, that imposes the use and fate of property only as an end in 

itself."38 Like the young activists he addressed, Matta-Clark wanted institutions

to serve the people-artists and non-artists alike-rather than the elite. Instead 

of overturning existing structures, however, he wanted to establish a coexisting 

alternative to support the needs of everyday citizens and nonmainstream artists. 

Such concerns were amplified following the tragic death of his brother, who fell 

from a window in Matta-Clark's loft in 1976. With the help of his girlfriend, Jane 

Crawford, he turned to Buddhism, which may have influenced his decision to 

engage in charity toward others as part of his mourning process.39 

Over the next two years, Matta-Clark focused his energy ol'I creating a posi

tive environment for those who had been marginalized by society and empow

ering them to take ownership of their neighborhoods. To ensure that his efforts 

had longevity, he designed socially integrative projects that incorporated the 

preexisting efforts of the community and were intended to be self-sustainable. 

The first of these, an art center in the South Bronx conceived with Alanna Heiss, 

Robert Rauschenberg, and Robert Morris, failed to come to fruition.4° How

ever, it propelled the artist to propose an organization-cum-artwork, the 

Resource Center and Environmental Youth Program for Loisaida, for which he was 

awarded a prestigious John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Fellowship in 1977-41

With this money, the artist purchased a building on E.1st Second Street between 

First and Second Avenues on the Lower East Side (often called Loisaida by the 

area's Spanish-speaking residents) through an organization called Sweat Equity, 

which offered abandoned buildings to potential tenants at low interest rates 

in exchange for their labor during its renovation. The Resource Center project 

merged concerns of the area's community action groups, gardening initiatives, 

and alternative living arrangements with the underlying themes Matta-Clark had 

developed through his activities in SoHo. However, instead of enlisting other 

artists for this project, he hoped to involve the area's disenfranchised youth as 

his collaborators. 

The Resource Center involved two aspects: first, a community space where 

materials and equipment could be salvaged for recycle or resale; and second, 

a free program that involved training neighborhood youth to renovate and 
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