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Drawing is inside the person, not on the paper.  1

 Richard Tuttle 

 

Richard Tuttle is a master of playing with space, perception and expectations. The work that is 

the focus of this paper, 8th Paper Octagonal, 1970, is a good example. When one encounters it 

in the museum, the work provokes a sense of the beholder’s body located in the space and 

confuses vision as the viewer seeks to understand what they are looking at.  

 

In this work as in much of his work, Tuttle makes fine art out of mundane materials seemingly 

casually arranged. The paradox in his work is that what appears casual is extremely intentional. 

Tuttle refers to his works as drawings. Viewers 

would tend to categorize many of them as 

sculptures, paintings, installations, and 

performances. Another aspect of Tuttle’s work 

is the way in which he uses drawing to “lay 

claim to the space of the gallery.”  2

 

8th Paper Octagonal, 1970, Tate Modern 
London 
Wall Text at Tate Modern:  
“Tuttle intends that the octagon should 
disappear into the wall as much as possible. 
Nonetheless, once noticed, the work becomes 
strangely present. As an object it is ultra-thin, 
but it still takes up an awkward place between 
painting and sculpture.”  3

1 Gross, Jennifer R. Drawing Redefined, deCordova Sculpture Park and Museum, Lincoln, MA, Yale 
University Press, New Haven and London, 2015, p. 53 
2 Gross, p. 56 
3 http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/tuttle-8th-paper-octagonal-t14136 



 

With Tuttle, it is a kind of spiritual focus. He truly believes in the power of drawing. “I believe that 

one of the purposes of drawing should be to challenge the philosophical and artistic tedium of 

the ready-made. In a sea of tired, second-hand and endlessly recycled images, the indigestible 

dross that has passed many times through the body politic only to resurface again and again in 

the sewers of cyberspace, the drawn image that springs directly from the visual imagination of 

the individual is infinitely more potent and subversive.”  4

 

In her book Studio To Situation, British curator Claire Doherty poses the very important 

question: “Where does the work reside?” Doherty's book explores artists’ works and projects 

that exist more emphatically out in the world and, therefore, do not rely on the signifier of the 

gallery or museum but I think this question is relevant for Richard Tuttle's work as it does 

resides in those sanctioned art spaces and subtly yet profoundly shifts our sense of them.  

 

BACKGROUND 

Richard Tuttle was born in New Jersey in 1941 and studied at Trinity College in Hartford, 

Connecticut, and Cooper Union in New York City. As a young artist in his early twenties, he 

worked as an assistant at the Betty Parsons Gallery in New York. Parsons gave him his first 

solo show and helped him garner a grant to spend time in Paris. He had an infamous show in 

1975 at the Whitney Museum in New York which was roundly panned by New York Times art 

critic, Holland Cotter: “a bore and a waste… pathetic.”  As a result of the exhibition, curator 5

Marcia Tucker was fired and went on to found The New Museum in New York. While European 

4 Petherbridge, Deanna. The Primacy of Drawing: Histories and Theories of Practice, Yale University 
Press, 2010, p. 432 
5 Gardner, Paul. Odd Man In, ARTNews, April 1, 2004, 
http://www.artnews.com/2004/04/01/odd-man-in/ 



art worlds were quick to appreciate Tuttle’s work, eventually the American art world came to 

appreciate Tuttle and the Whitney had an expansive retrospective of his work in 2004 including 

works on paper, drawings that take a three-dimensional form and incorporate multitude of 

materials like cardboard, paper, wire, wood, and bubble wrap. Tuttle has had exhibitions in 

major art institutions all over the world. In 2014, he had double exhibitions in London where he 

had a solo exhibition at the Whitechapel Gallery and was commissioned to make a massive 

work for the Turbine Hall at the Tate Modern. Forty-four years after making the relatively small 

and humble Paper Octagonal works, Tuttle still found a way to make a massive work in the 

cavernous Turbine Hall that has a precarity, fragility, and provisional quality that relates to the 

very early works. In an interview with the Carol Mancusi-Ungaro, conservationist at the Menil 

Collection, Tuttle speaks about the fragility of his work and its relationship to our mortality as 

human beings. At one point, he states “As soon as the Menil receives my work for the collection, 

it should go straight to the conservator.”  He is unabashed about the ephemeral nature of his 6

work. 

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The 8th Paper Octagonals is part of a  series that also includes Cloth Octagonals and is not 

alone in Tuttle's oeuvre as extremely minimalist. There's also 3-inch Rope Piece, Wire 

Drawings, Ten Kinds of Memory and Memory Itself - all such minimalist early works showing his 

first instincts were completely reductive. Jennifer Gross in Drawing Redefined suggests that this 

series of works aligns two- and three-dimensionality with the body of the artist as performer: 

“These were drawings and sculptures simultaneously two- and three-dimensional work that 

Tuttle performed into being using his whole body.” 

6 Menil Collection. 



 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s when Tuttle was making these early works, he was influenced 

by some key artists who were working in minimalist and conceptual ways. Agnes Martin and 

Ellsworth Kelly were showing with Betty Parsons so Tuttle saw their work up close. Also at that 

time, Sol LeWitt was making his very reductive wall drawings and proposing the instructions 

alone were enough to constitute the work. Eva Hesse was working with a range of sculptural 

materials to signify a 

three-dimensional line 

such as in her Untitled 

(Rope Piece).  

 

Agnes Martin, White 

Stone, 1964  7

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7Guggenheim Museum website, https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/2804 “This painting’s freely drawn 
grids; fragile, almost dissolving lines; and hushed tone encourage quiet contemplation in order for the 
subtleties of the composition to be revealed.” 

https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/2804


Tuttle’s Paper Octagonals series also relates to the much earlier work, Suprematist 

Composition: White on White by Kazmir Malevich created in 1918. While this work would have 

appeared particularly austere in the early 20th century, there is actually a trace of the artist’s 

hand in the work.  Similarly, Tuttle’s Paper Octagon could appear to be a graphic on the wall but 8

upon closer examination, it’s mundane, hand-applied quality gives way to a more intimate 

experience.  

 

Kazmir Malevich, Suprematist Composition: White on White, 1918 

 

 

8 MOMA website. www.moma.org 



“...Richard Tuttle's serene octagonal piece of white paper pasted almost invisibly to the wall 

makes most of the art around it look stagy and self-important...  9

I first encountered 8th Paper Octagonal at the Tate Modern in London in 2012, this being one of 

a series of paper and cloth octagonal works Tuttle made in the 70s. I subsequently visited the 

piece at the Tate several times because I felt it had more to deliver than the single visit offered. 

The work is situated in a very large white cube space that is shared with much more dominant 

works such as on of Donald Judd’s untitled stacked box pieces and one of Janis Kounellis’ large 

wood and burlap pieces, both very physical works. In the midst of these powerful gestures, 

Tuttle's 8th Paper Octagonal seems to be saying “I'm not playing your game.” Its presence is 

almost marginal, a very simple piece of bond paper cut in an irregular octagonal shape wheat 

pasted to the gallery wall. I'm not sure who Installed this particular version of the piece but 

originally the piece was installed by the artist  (see above). 

9 Cotter, Holland. “Review/Art; Far Better to Display Than Merely to Receive,” New York Times, May 29, 
1992 



Tuttle installing a Paper Octagonal work, 1970  10

In the gallery at Tate Modern, it’s easy to miss. I noticed it more for the blank wall it 

commandeered than for the piece itself. When encountering this work, I came in close to try to 

understand what I was seeing: Is this paint on the wall? Or maybe a drawing of some kind? 

Then, upon closer examination, the very thin edge of the paper is perceptible. Now up nose to 

nose with it...I'm not even sure you could call it a thing...maybe a mark? It kind of hovers 

between thing and mark and not being there at all. It actually operates as a phenomenon and as 

such unnameable. There's really nothing else to see. It's this very simple shape which does 

have an interesting kind of wobbly effect because it's not a perfectly stable octagonal but there 

is nowhere else to go. Tuttle has something singular to say and he has reduced his message so 

completely that I am left to just contemplate this very slim presence in the gallery. The work 

10 Gross, p. 87-88 



provides a kind of silence in a gallery of noisy works that are spectacular visually, physically, 

and accomplished in terms of fabrication. Meanwhile I find myself standing in front of the Tuttle 

puzzling and just purely enjoying the space that he has created in the gallery...a quiet, 

contemplative presence/space. 

 

The presence and slight physicality of 8th Paper Octagonal brings up questions about the 

apparently slim process of fabrication and the process of installation. Where is this shape on the 

wall? Is it intentional? One could also imagine what happens over time. How is the work 

handled when exhibitions change - is this very humble piece just scraped off the wall and 

thrown away? So this goes back to Claire Doherty’s question: Where does the work reside? 

With this work, I'm curious about the source of the image and the idea behind it.  I'm interested 

in the installation of the work and knowing that initially Tuttle installed this work himself, as he 

did with several other works including including the Wire Drawings works and Ten Kinds of 

Memory and Memory Itself. 

 

With 8th Paper Octagonal, Tuttle brings us intimately into the space of the gallery if we are 

willing to investigate and look closely at this very simple object and regard it. In this work, Tuttle 

challenges are our most basic assumptions about art. Mastery? Not available. Complex 

fabrication? Not at all. Impressive materials? Absolutely not. So what are we left to talk about? 

In my experience, what's left is the presence of the thing and my awareness of my body in 

relation to the thing. How did I feel standing in front of the object? What was the sound that it 

made in this very large space? And I think this is probably close to the response that Tuttle 

would appreciate.  

 



In all works of art aside from performance art, the body is absent. Yet some works more keenly 

evoke that absence than others. I would argue that Tuttle is a master at making works that truly 

have a feeling of evidence of the presence of the artist. This quality creates a sense of intimacy 

and, at the same time, almost concern, due to their fragility. The objects are often fragile, 

possibly temporary, and seem to need our help or engagement.  

 

Karin Sander, Wallpiece, burnished wall plaster, 

1993 and 1996 

 

One contemporary work that relates to Tuttle's Paper 

Octagonal works is Karen Sanders’ WallPiece first 

created in 1993 and then recreated in 1996. The 

work consists of a rectangular area of the wall in the 

gallery that has been burnished over many hours till 

the surface becomes glossy. The effect creates a 

related phenomenon that Tuttle creates by much 

simpler means. There appears to be something on the wall or perhaps attached to the wall but 

in the cas of this work it is the wall, altered to created a different phenomenon in one area. As 

shown in this photograph the piece provokes close examination from the beholders and 

reflection on meaning. As in Sanders’ work, Tuttle's work yields no easy answers.  

 

 

 



In searching for images of this work installed at the Tate Modern, I ran across a few people who 

took the time to reflect on the piece online. One blog writer shares her thoughts after viewing 

Tuttle's 8th Paper Octagonal. “It seems to me that the artists (in this exhibition) are playing a 

trick on the audience in seeing how far they can 

push us to accept these pieces as art (which begs 

the question – what is art?).”  This self-described 11

non-expert (seen to left in her “Really?!?!” stance 

in front of the work) seems to have found one 

possible meaning of this piece. It does pose the 

question: What is art? My take on this would not 

be quite from such a disbelieving stance but 

rather Where is the art in this piece? Is it in the 

performance of this piece being applied seemingly 

rather permanently to this wall in this esteemed 

Institution? Is the (barely) physical work not so 

much calling attention to itself but actually asking 

us to notice the space within it, around it, in the room, in the institution, and even to think about 

the absent body of the artist who installed the work? With very slender means, Tuttle has made 

a work that is very provocative. 

 

Here Tuttle is speaking about the cut string piece, Ten Kinds of Memory and Memory Itself, but 

it could also apply to the Paper Octogonal work:  “A lot of my work is about not being able to do 

something well. It tries to locate itself in a place where appreciation of craft is not necessarily 

11 https://takingtangent.wordpress.com/2012/05/12/tate-modern-i-dont-get-it/ 



part of the piece. Nobody could tell me how to do the craftmanship in this piece. It comes from 

inside.”   12

 

Conclusion 

Tuttle is intimately engaged in the making process, however simple, in his work. In his early 

works in particular, his presence in the gallery is an integral part of the work as it is left as a 

trace of his activity. I will close with this quote from Tuttle talking about the impact of his work on 

the beholder:  

“The big hit...if you can handle one of those a day… 

and you don’t need more than that… 

It’s so renewing, so satisfying. Conceivably one person could walk up 

 to that little piece and say, ‘This is it for me,’ and just, like,  

be totally renewed and refreshed. And that’s the...service… 

one human being is trying to offer another human being.”   13

Richard Tuttle 

 

  

12 Art21 video, Richard Tuttle: Reality and Illusion, 2009, 
http://magazine.art21.org/2009/05/15/richard-tuttle-reality-illusion/#.Wlf5lJM-cWo 
13 Menil Collection ADP video 
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Appendix: Works related to Richard Tuttle’s Paper Octagonal 
 

 
Richard Tuttle, Wire Piece, 1972 
 
 
  



 
Ten Kinds of Memory and Itself, 1973, Richard Tuttle installing at the Whitney Museum, NYC 
 
 



 

Tuttle in his studio with Cloth Octagonals works, 1967  14

 

 

  

14 Gross. p. 84 



 

Tenth Cloth Octagonal, 1967, cloth, 119.4 x 138.4 cm 

 



 

Cloth Octagonal 2, 1976, dyed and sewn canvas, 145.2 x 136.5 cm 

 



 

12th Wire Octagonal, 1971, wire and brads, 110 x 106.5 cm (irregular)  

 



 

Third Rope Piece, 1974 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 



 

 

Richard Tuttle with Marcia Tucker installing his work  

 

 

  



 

Regarding Paper Octogonal at Tate Modern: 

Child: “Dad, what is it?” Dad: “Well…”  15

15https://whatalotofbirds.wordpress.com/2014/01/18/drawing-a-blank-in-search-of-the-tate-moderns-blank-
canvases/ 


