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In our postmodern age, when sampling, copying, branding, deskilling, and uncreativity are
commonplace, even celebrated, in what has recently been defined as our “atemporality” or
our time of timelessness, Keats’ belief in “Negative Capability” and the artist’s ability to live
in “uncertainities” must seem quaint. And yet, it was Keats’ contribution to theory that came
to mind when | was looking at Puryear's work, especially “Big Phyrgian.” Looking at his
work, | realized how often he must have refused to give himself a way out and sought
certainty. In contrast to many other sculptors, Puryear has never developed a style. Since he
began exhibiting in 1972, he has remained fresh, even as he broadened his work. By using
the Phrygian cap as a starting point, he takes a potent symbol and makes it his own, even as
he rejects the obvious markers of subjectivity and the “I.” Moreover, he brings history back
into sculpture, something that was supposedly banished by the rise of modernist sculpture
and the innovative work of Constantin Brancusi.

Knowing that he was going to die from tuberculosis, Keats transcended his stricken state to
write poems in which imagination overcame all obstacles without denying their existence.
Puryear, a black artist working during a time when pronouncements of all kinds about what
should and should not be done, declares, “| am free too.” By doing so, Puryear speaks both
for himself and for any artist who refuses to conform to expectations, refuses to become
easily identified or reach after the reassurances offered by fact and reason.

This is the undeniable greatness that they share.

Martin Puryear was on view at the Matthew Marks Gallery (502 & 522 West 22nd Street,
Chelsea, Manhattan) November 8, 2014—January 10, 2015.
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