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Timeless Geometry: The Art of Peter Forakis is a retrospective exhibition, examining the distinguished career of an abstract minimalist sculptor, that has spanned more than fifty years. Forakis is a member of a generation of San Francisco artists who came of age working in New York during the 1960s; while in New York he met Abstract Expressionist artists of the previous generation: Willem de Kooning, Franz Kline, Robert Motherwell, Barnett Newman and David Smith. He was also among the artists who pioneered the abandoned industrial district south of Houston Street, now called SoHo, for its large studio spaces and cheap rents. In 1966, Forakis was included in Primary Structures, an exhibition held at the Jewish Museum (NY); the following year he was in the major survey, American Sculpture of the Sixties shown at the Los Angeles Museum of Art before traveling to the Philadelphia Museum of Art. These exhibitions placed him among the most prestigious sculptors of the day: Alexander Calder, Joseph Cornell, Mark di Suvero, Dan Flavin, Louise Nevelson and Isamu Noguchi to name a few. In 1967 the gallery on the campus of Windham College in Putney, Vermont honored him with his first retrospective.

Peter Forakis believes that origins are the source of his art. By employing geometric forms codified by ancient theorems, Forakis created a sculptural vocabulary moored to his geographical and cultural beginnings. Born in Wyoming to Greek émigrés, Forakis felt a profound bond between his ancestry and the epic expanses of America’s high plains. He described Wyoming’s dramatic prairie as a place “where you can watch a squall pass by and make a line at your feet … where lightning balls bounce past you and you can chase them till they disappear.” As a boy, Forakis read stories about the great personages of ancient Greece, his favorite being Archimedes, but it was geometry, formulated by Euclid during the third century B.C., that both captivated and tied him to his heritage. “Geometry … is a natural law that exists not only in my thinking and my blood, bones, and marrow, but in the universe and all its matter.”1
Joining first the merchant marines and then the army, he served two years in Korea before being sent to Japan in 1953. While in Japan he took the opportunity to study art and was included in a 1953 exhibition of figurative and surreal work at the Ujeno Museum in Tokyo. The following year he enrolled at the California School of Fine Arts, (now the San Francisco Art Institute) and began collaborating with some of the most progressive artists on the West Coast including Joan Brown, Jay De Feo, Wally Hedrick, Manuel Neri, Deborah Remington and Leo Valledor. Although a painter at the time, he became a member of the communal Six Gallery, a literary and performance-based artist’s space founded in 1954 by De Feo, Hedrick and Remington. Among the active members were Brown, di Suvero, Dean Fleming, Charles Ginnever, and Neri. Dedicated to merging film, poetry and performance art with painting and sculpture – mediums and forms of artistic expression typically kept segregated at the time — the Six Gallery became the model for many later experimental artist cooperatives.2
Forakis moved from San Francisco to New York in 1959 with friends from art school and the Six Gallery, including di Suvero, Fleming, Ginnever and Valledor. They formed another artist’s cooperative in 1962 on the top floor of 79 Park Place, which offered a communal space for sharing work and improvising free jazz.3 Music, particularly jazz, was among the highest priorities for the “Park Place Group,” a carryover from the Six Gallery’s Studio 13 Band. These were the years when Ornette Coleman’s “free form” jazz was having an impact, and the painters and sculptors of the Park Place Group were inspired to carry on their own sessions of instrumental improvisation.4 They, ultimately, found an artistic focus: “…the styles of the various group members did gradually coalesce by 1965 around their shared interest in geometry and complex space. Their’s was an urban abstraction, filled with dynamism and energy.”5
Forakis saw Park Place as “…an art experiment …an environment for experimentation and exploration.”6 As the group’s principal “geometer,” he was not satisfied with thinking of sculpture three-dimensionally. Instead, his work ventured to find a door into the fourth-dimension, an absolute realm of pure visual sensation and meaning, venerated as the holy grail by early abstractionists. The influences fueling Forakis’ interest in the fourth dimension were varied: Edwin Abbott’s 1884 book Flatland, Robert Heinlein’s 1941 science-fiction story, And He Built a Crooked House, as well as writings on the subject by Marcel Duchamp and Buckminster Fuller.7 Magic Box (1966) represented a breakthrough in this endeavor. On the reflective exteriors of two parallel rhomboids made of sheet metal and steel-rod, Forakis saw the “dissolution of the planar surface” while conceptualizing “mirrored space” which he called “four dimensional space.”8 Hyper-Cube (1967) was another foray into the fourth dimension, this time using rods welded together to create a complex of four cubes that were dimensional extensions of one another. One pair was perfect cubes, the other rhomboidal; the cubes appear to stand in opposition, yet pull toward a common center. The rhomboids, however, seem to be collapsing as if folding into another dimension.

By the late sixties, Forakis’ sculptural concepts were made most readily accessible as maquettes (small-scale models of large works) displayed on the table at Park Place. The art critic Lawrence Alloway wrote that, even in small scale, these works were a geometry of “uncertainty rather than [the] demonstration of order” – a sculpture “of double-takes, rather than of stable determinate solids.”9 Forakis received his first monumental public commission when Texas developer Angus Wynn selected a maquette from the Park Place table to serve as the gateway entrance to his Great Southwest Industrial Park. Atlanta Gateway (1967) is the tip-to-tip meeting of two giant irregular tetrahedrons (elongated pyramids) formed by the intersection of three 200 foot-lengths of pipe. With one tetrahedron grounded on two points, while the other rests on only one point, Atlanta Gateway has the appearance of precarious stability. His examination of “double–takes” continued for decades with works such as Double Exeter (1977) and Big Joe (1987) in which he continued to replace preconceptions of geometric stability with revelations of uncertainty, as the appearance of these works morph into different forms when observed from different angles.

Forakis uses titles as a way of linking himself biographically with his sculpture. When giving his works such names as Daedalus and Icarus (1963) Grecian Urn (1970’s) and Knossos Suite (1983), Forakis consciously draws upon his Greek heritage. Moreover, titles such as Tower of Lakota (1967) on the campus of Williams College, Tower of Cheyenne (1971) at the University of Houston and Jack London, (1982) in the collection of the Oakland Museum of Art, emphasize his western birthright.

Always innovative when exploring the infinite possibilities of geometry, Forakis developed an alternative method of fabricating his sculpture during the 1970s in works like the series Archimedes Cubes (beginning in 1968), Sokar (The Egyptian Key) (1974-77) and Jack London. Instead of welding, Forakis now cut slots into steel plates at different angles, allowing them to assume geometric forms by simply sliding together. Their sheer weight and gravity are all that is necessary to hold them secure. He has generously shared this knowledge over twenty years, teaching at the art school of the Brooklyn Museum of Art, the Carnegie Institute, Penn State University, the Cooper Union, Windham College, the School of Visual Arts in New York, UC Berkeley, and the University of Kentucky.

In 1983, Forakis settled in Petaluma, California, where he maintains his home and studio. His work remains inextricably linked to his Greek heritage and the rugged independence of the American West. Ancient in concept yet modern in execution, the elegant and minimal sculptures of Peter Forakis are timeless reminders of geometry’s infinite possibilities.

1Joanne Dickson, “Profile: Peter Forakis” [interview], Ocular (Denver), 6 (Winter 1981): 56.

2Historically, Six Gallery will be remembered as the venue where Allen Ginsberg read, for the first time before an audience, his poem “Howl” in October 1955.

3Linda Dalrymple Henderson, “Park Place: Its Art and History,” (As part of the catalog for Reimagining Space: The Park Place Gallery Group in 1960s New York, Blanton Museums. September, 2008-January, 2009) p. 4.

4Carter Ratcliff, “Taking Off: Four Sculptors and the Big New York Gesture,” Art In America, (March/April 1978): 100.

5Henderson, Op. Cit., p. 9.

6Dickson, Op. Cit., p. 54.

7Ibid., pp. 46-47.

8Ibid. p. 46.

9Lawrence Alloway, “Peter Forakis Since 1960: Notes on His Retrospective at Windham College, Vermont,” Artforum, 6 (January 1968): 28. 

