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Visitors to exhibitions in the United States Pavilion of the Venice Biennale typically follow a seamless itinerary 
through the graceful and lucid Neo-Palladian structure that begins in its partially enclosed forecourt and 
extends through a columned portico to a central rotunda, in the floor of which there is embedded a compass 
rose that emphasizes the finely-sited orientation of the symmetrical building within the cardinal directions. 
Visitors to Sarah Sze’s recent installation in the Pavilion in 2013, however, were slipped into the building via an 
emergency exit to its side, the way denizens of the city now enter its grand palazzi only from secondary doors 
adjacent to the pavement, no longer disembarking onto landings attached to the elegant façades fronting the 
water. And, while the architectural ambition of the Pavilion is to present a coherent, organically unified whole, 
with each part standing in a rationally defined relation to every other, Sze’s installation shifted its plan off-kilter, 
expropriating a storage closet into the exhibition arena and exploiting a wholly inapt 1970s addition of a wall of 
windows to destabilize the divide between inside and outside, yoking the contents of the building to its exterior 
environment, and pulling that environment in. 

Although one’s progress through an installation created by Sze is not linear, it has a certain rhythm. One 
walks around, under, and through a work, establishing a notional sense of its size and extension; one follows 
lines in space formed by thin metal, wood, and string to grasp its volume and shape; one sees elements such as 
wires, ties, clamps, and contractor’s tape at one moment as structure, and the next as ornament; one begins to 
inventory the individual items of generic bric-a-brac that constitute the work and then, abandoning this, one 
focuses on some aggregation of these artifacts only to recall and attend to another. And when one finally arrives 
at a provisional view of how the disparate elements coalesce into a whole, one discovers that, with a shift in 
position, they fall asunder. Indeed, Sze’s works are rarely organized around a settled or orthodox viewpoint, for 
different relationships among their parts emerge as one approaches at different scales of address (a fact reflected 
in the way photographs of the same construction are often difficult to identify as such). In these respects, Sze’s 
creations have the dynamic dimensions of Baroque sculpture, like Bernini’s Apollo and Daphne or Persephone 
and Hades which present multiple scales of focus and different internal arrangements as we move about them—
from some perspectives the identity and disposition of limbs appear incoherent, from others they snap into 
resolution as integrated elements of a fully realized form. And like the Ovidian conceits of those Baroque 
works, Sze’s installations feature perpetual transformations: in an early work of 1996 wetted and twisted toilet 
paper becomes an array of delicate bones, shells, and castings; in the Fondation Cartier in Paris, ladders that 
are nothing if not grounded are disassembled and rejoined in a levitating vortex of aluminum vectors (1999); 
the tattered and frayed fabric stretched on the frame of a folding cot becomes, when lit from below, a night-sky 
aerial survey of twinkling lights on land (Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, 2010), and disposable plastic pipettes and 
centrifuge tubes take on the roles of pendulous milky plants (SFMOMA, 2001).

In these transformations there is both growth and decay. A construction’s plant-like filaments wend 
their way through a space, clinging to and climbing the cracks of a wall, infiltrating a room’s deeper recesses, 
and penetrating its windows (or its ceiling, as in Sze’s contribution to the 1998 Berlin Biennial). This organic 
dimension is heightened by how these agglomerations seem to seek out and settle around sources of light, to 
colonize neglected or marginal areas of a space, both like a single living form and like the multiple inhabitants 
of a city who, bit by bit, in what city planners, indeed, call organic growth, anchor themselves to sources of 
shelter or water. In other cases, the growth is that of orchestrated development; the large-windowed room in 
Venice, as if it were the installation’s garden shed, contained bags of potting soil and a pell-mell assortment 
of tools, raw materials, and components of the exhibition in various states of unfinished fabrication. But such 
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them a richer identity, not just by virtue of what they refer to or represent but via the hierarchical and horizontal 
relations that seem to emerge among them. In some earlier works, the assembled items took on the appearance of 
the slowly disintegrating detritus of a neglected bedroom or the remains of a city like Herculaneum or Pompeii 
that was frozen in medias res. In other works, such as in the grotto-like tangle of pipes and bleached skeletons 
of marine creatures installed below grade at the Whitney Museum of American Art in 2003, or the Public 
Art Fund installation consisting of an off-kilter room embedded below (and emerging from?) the pavement, 
the objects serve as intimations of what is buried and forgotten, mundane and meaningless in themselves but 
significant as irruptions from what resides beneath us.

That push and pull between order and disruption, containment and freedom, uniformity and individuality, 
has always factored into Sze’s work, but it is especially prominent in her recent constructions, such as those 
in Venice, that contend with scientific ambitions to classify, model, measure, and domesticate interdependent 
earthly and cosmic systems. In Triple Point—whose title suggests a substance precariously suspended among 
the states of solid, liquid, and gas—different terrestrial climates and habitats were invoked in an elaborate 
circular assemblage of sundry objects, including white-board cutouts that looked like ice floes, stacks of crackers 
suggesting grain, piles of jeans standing for processed cotton, saline seas represented by salt shakers and fresh 
water by plastic bottles. These, along with tools of measurement and recording, were all arranged in descending 
arcs above a newly created compass rose marked on the floor and below a Foucault Pendulum, a device designed 
to register the earth’s regular rotation, but here swinging erratically. An elaborate planetarium made up of such 
elements as intersecting metal and bamboo spines, tripods, portable lamps, and a mirrored disco ball, suggested 
the structure of the larger system of planets. And their rotations were invoked in the eclipselike shadows formed 
by circular cutouts suspended from lab desks—their strings tied to stones as if they were held in an orbit-
forming gravitational pull. Alongside those terrestrial and cosmic models, another desk featured tokens of the 
microscopic world in, among other items, snips of colored yarn suggesting fluorescent chromosomes.

The scientific models emblematized by such works are typically devised to allow one to understand 
how a limited number of elements in a system bear a behavioral or explanatory relation to one another, while 
eliminating irrelevant factors that might obscure those relations if they were tracked in the real world. Thus, 
in such instances as Kepler’s model of the rotation of the planets, Watson and Crick’s double helix, frictionless 
planes imagined by physicists, and the perfectly isolated populations posited by evolutionary theorists, the 
operating assumption is that the elements of a model stand in an analogical relationship to some system, 
and the only relevant features of the model are those that serve to mirror targeted elements of real-world 
phenomena. Fittingly, Sze’s models resonate with finely tuned relations among their multifarious parts. Indeed, 
one’s experience of these installations involves a constant process of discovering the ways in which its elements 
refer to one another: how visually, causally, indexically, reflectively, temporally, allegorically, and so on, the 
objects hang together in a self-enclosed ecosystem of interdependent parts. Yet, those arrangements also seem 
to comically fall short of, or relinquish the aspiration to, a perfect systematization of any elements of the larger 
world. Objects spill out of their confined spaces and infiltrate others. Elaborate constructions take on the air 
of precariously unstable traps waiting to be sprung. As the perimeters of an installation shift and reestablish 
themselves with one’s approach, the demarcation between the works of art and the mere context of their display 
starts to dissolve. In these ways, Sze’s scientific models both register a human aspiration to expose and catalog the 
systematic relationships defining our world, and, in the same moment, reveal the natural factors of contingency, 
particularity, and resistance to containment by which that prospect is thwarted. 

aggregates also fall apart: objects corrode and structures unwind. Some of the table legs in Venice were whittled 
down to stems, as if eaten by termites, and the Tyvek-covered imitation rocks, surveyor’s tools, jigs, clamps, 
stands, wooden beams, cinderblocks, ropes, and pulleys that grew from within and around the United States 
Pavilion seemed to teeter on the edge of collapsing into its plaza.

The appeal to viral metaphors in many commentaries on Sze’s work captures its pullulating fecundity. 
But a different dimension of the trope also makes it apt: viruses share many qualities with living things, but they 
lack some of the essential properties that define ordinary biological organisms, such as cellular structure. That 
liminal identity between being living and soulless captures an ambivalent quality sometimes exhibited by the 
ordinary artifacts Sze assembles. One the one hand, part of the animating spirit of her work is that these items 
are resolutely generic in their everyday contexts of use and refuse, and thus serve as an ordinary medium, much 
as paint, graphite, and stone do for other artists. They have no aura of having been owned, lost, touched, or cast 
off by others. If they carry anything of human consciousness it is from their humble roles in a lebenswelt defined 
by the everyday anonymous devices we all indiscriminately employ, things that become meaningful to us only 
once they fall into obsolescence, like vinyl records and thin sheets of airmail paper. On the other hand, once 
employed within a given work, these artifacts take on novel identities and appear to organize and reproduce 
themselves while relinquishing whatever roles they might have been assigned in relation to human designs. It 
is as if Sze’s assemblages furnish what Proust, in an essay on Chardin, called an “initiation into the unnoticed 
life of inanimate objects.” And one of the charms of her work lies in the alternating tensions and equilibriums 
between what the objects do as if of their own accord, and what overarching construction they are marshaled 
in the service of. 

Sometimes Sze points to constructive ambitions that, if not futile, are intentionally comical in their 
aims. In a 2011 installation on the High Line in New York, metal bars fashioned into three-dimensional 
diagrams of one-point perspective were situated in real space, as if an engineer thought to lend structure to 
an actual environment using a technique designed for only two-dimensional surfaces. The title of her 360 
(Portable Planetarium) from 2010 suggests it could be sent out as a construction kit to astronomers somehow 
finding themselves in urgent need. And other works marshal elaborate and inventive constructions to serve, like 
Rube Goldberg devices, exceedingly modest ends, such as watering a plant. Finally, the relentless collecting, 
organizing, and displaying of small objects evinced by Sze’s constructions can suggest the serious play of a child’s 
precisely arranging shells into some obscure configuration in the sand, or a bowerbird’s elaborate repurposing of 
various human artifacts into a gaudy structure, their having been selected for features of which only bowerbirds 
are aware. 

Of course, Sze’s objects are not arbitrarily chosen, but reflect the contexts in which they are employed. 
Often acquired at local stores, or drawn from among the specific tools needed for a project, they sometimes 
register the very processes by which a work was installed, as when Sze cast little plaster forms from the containers 
of food and drink she and her assistants consumed while setting up a show. Also, although they are mundane 
and generic, these artifacts tend to exhibit a kind of vernacular modernist ethos in fully realizing their functions 
in their forms. There are many ways of lighting a fire, but there seems to be no better form in which to create 
a matchstick than the one we know. The same is true of plastic water bottles, Q-tips, and sugar packets. Such 
items exemplify what cognitive psychologists call prototypes: objects that stand as the most recognizable and 
immediately recalled instances of their kind, even if there are better, more functional, or more interesting 
variations. However, Sze’s incorporation of these hardware store and five-and-dime artifacts in her work gives 
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That aspiration takes on a profound resonance in one part of Sze’s 2013–14 show at the Fabric Workshop 
and Museum, where she has laid out on the floor a grid of New York Times front-pages roughly contemporaneous 
with the period of several months of her work on the installation. All the photographs in each spread have been 
cut out, and in their place we see reproduced images of natural materials, such as sand, cracked mud flats, ocean 
waves, the cosmos, and the sky. Small crumbling brick, stone, and plaster structures sit astride some of these 
papers, and in one case the cut-out window reveals the pitted and eroded cement floor of the gallery itself. Here, 
the cumulative effect is a gentle, but no less affecting, counterpoise between the newspapers’ highly particular, 
in-the-moment, and worldly reportage, and the sublime, ever-unfolding natural time in which all those urgent 
human concerns and undertakings registered in the papers, grand or inconsequential, will eventually expire.
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contributor to Artforum, he has written on contemporary art and cultural issues for magazines and newspapers 
including Afterall, Bookforum, the Economist, Frieze, and the New York Times; his monographic essays have 
appeared in exhibition publications for artists such as Doug Aitken, Jeremy Blake, Michaël Borremans, Luca 
Buvoli, Willie Doherty, and Tomas Saraceno. He was co-commissioning editor, with Sina Najafi, for the catalog 
of the 55th Venice Biennale, and editor of Land and Environmental Art (Phaidon, 1998). Kastner’s most recent 
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BIOGRAPHIES

Sarah Sze, born in Boston, Massachusetts in 1969, is an artist known for her large-scale installations that 
penetrate walls, suspend from ceilings, burrow into the ground, and stretch across museums. Sze’s practice 
exists at the intersection of sculpture, painting, and architecture, where her formal interest in light, air, and 
movement is coupled with an intuitive understanding of composition, color, and texture. Sze received her BA 
from Yale University in 1991 and an MFA from the School of Visual Arts, New York, in 1997. Sze’s work 
has been featured in solo exhibitions at the Institute of Contemporary Art, London (1998); the Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Chicago (1999); the Center for Curatorial Studies, Bard College (2001); the Walker Art 
Center, Minneapolis (2002); the Whitney Museum of American Art (2003); the Baltic Centre for Contemporary 
Art, Newcastle, UK (2009); and the Asia Society, New York (2011–12). In 2013, she represented the United 
States in the 55th International Venice Biennale with her exhibition Triple Point. Her work has also been included 
in group exhibitions at MoMA PS1 (1997); Manifesta 2 (1998); the 1999 Carnegie International; the 48th 
International Venice Biennale (1999); the Museum of Modern Art, New York (2005); The Fabric Workshop and 
Museum, Philadelphia (2005); the 5th Liverpool Biennial (2008); the 10th Biennale de Lyon (2009); and the 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York (2010). Her numerous accolades include the Rema Hort Mann 
Foundation Award (1997); the Louis Comfort Tiffany Award (1999); a John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation Fellowship (2003); a Radcliffe Institute Fellowship (2005); the American Federation of the Arts 
Cultural Leadership Award (2012); and the AICA Award for Best Public Project in a Public Space for Still Life 
with Landscape (Model for a Habitat) on the High Line in New York (2012). Her work is held in the permanent 
collections of major museums around the world, and she is represented by Tanya Bonakdar Gallery in New York 
and Victoria Miro in London. Sze currently lives and works in New York.
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