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Despite its grand, somewhat romantic title, “Lucas Samaras: Offerings From a Restless Soul” at 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art demonstrates quite clearly that Mr. Samaras is at his best as an 
artist when he settles down — particularly with photography, the medium he’s most associated 
with. Unfortunately this show, drawn from the museum’s collection — particularly a cache of 
works bequeathed to the Met by Mr. Samaras’s art dealer, Arnold Glimcher, and Mr. Glimcher’s 
wife, Milly — is rather slim on photography. Instead, it tries to bolster Mr. Samaras’s status as a 
versatile artist, with negligible results. 

Because the show was extended beyond its original closing date, even a small selection of 
Polaroids originally included has been removed. What remains are drawings, paintings, 
sculptures and assemblages from the 1960s through the ’80s and a few recent photo works that 
incorporate digital effects, as well as a 2006 video of Mr. Samaras making a drawing on a light 
box. One of the exhibition’s bright spots is that it shows Mr. Samaras as a member of an artistic 
community in New York that was indeed restless, innovative and experimental. 

Born in 1936 in Kastoria, Greece, Mr. Samaras moved to New Jersey as a teenager and became 
involved with Happenings in the late ’50s. He was a performer in one of the best-known 
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examples of that genre, Allan Kaprow’s “18 Happenings in 6 Parts” (1959). The work, which 
placed the audience in an interactive environment that followed a tightly scripted “score” (Mr. 
Kaprow had studied with the experimental composer John Cage at the New School), took place 
in the Reuben Gallery in New York. On view here is a work that Mr. Samaras saved from the 
event, attributed to Jasper Johns, Robert Rauschenberg andMr. Kaprow. “Untitled (Remnant 
From ‘18 Happenings in 6 Parts’)” (1959) is a piece of muslin on which, following Mr. Kaprow’s 
instructions, Mr. Johns painted stripes on one side and Mr. Rauschenberg painted circles on the 
other. 

Other works from that era include “Box No. 10” (1963), in which Mr. Samaras took a Victorian 
jewelry box, covered it with colorful yarn, straight pins and brass springs and attached two 
photographs of himself to the inside lid. The box is reminiscent of works created by Fluxus, 
another group of experimenters in the early ’60s. Fluxus borrowed heavily from Marcel 
Duchamp — and also recalls Duchamp’s “Box in a Valise (From or by Marcel Duchamp or Rrose 
Sélavy)” (1935-41), a kind of museum-retrospective in a suitcase with reproductions of 
Duchamp’s art. 

Another work by Mr. Samaras, somewhat in the same vein, is an “Untitled” (1970) stack of 
“drawings” — lacy bits of paper cut from a single sheet and colored with graphite and markers 
and displayed at the Met on varying see-through levels to convey three-dimensionality. The 
work splits the difference between drawing and painting, but also sculpture — categories that 
were under siege during that era as the art world moved in a more conceptual direction. 

The ’60s had also brought a surge of interest in the body as a site for and a subject of art. Mr. 
Samaras is quoted here on a wall label saying: “Because I was Greek, I could deal with the body 
freely. Consider the Greek Vases.” This is true, as a jaunt through the Met’s Greek and Roman 
galleries will confirm. But Mr. Samaras came of age during the so-called sexual revolution, 
which had at least as profound an influence on his work as Greek vases. 

Mr. Samaras’s body features prominently throughout the show, from early ’60s pastels to 
psychedelic renderings of skulls and other body parts. (If you want to get picky, the Greeks 
rendered bodies as naturalistic wholes and would probably have been horrified by Mr. 
Samaras’s fragmented depictions.) You also see a preoccupation with the body in more recent 
works like the digitally altered “Conflict 23” and “Conflict 22” (both 2003), in which the artist, 
nude with a gray ponytail, lounges in a landscape or has bird’s wings digitally attached to his 
body. 

The missing link is Mr. Samaras’s Photo-Transformations, Polaroids that he took of himself 
before manipulating the wet dyes of the print to create dizzying effects. Several from the ’70s 
were on view during the show’s early months. Mr. Samaras will most likely be best remembered 
for these works because they took a new technology — now virtually obsolete — and turned it 
into a hybrid medium, something between painting and photography. 

Luckily, this exhibition is tucked into mezzanine galleries at the rear of the museum, next to a 
long gallery with paintings by Robert Ryman, Pat Steir and Chuck Close, including a portrait of 
Mr. Samaras by Mr. Close. These artists ignored the ’70s edict to stop painting and turn to other 
forms of artmaking. Museums have tended to celebrate that development; for one thing, it’s 
easier to display paintings than Happenings. 

But this exhibition shows how you could split the difference, engaging with new forms and 
technologies while remaining rooted in the classical traditions of drawing, painting and 
sculpture. 

“Lucas Samaras: Offerings From a Restless Soul” runs through Sept. 1 at the Metropolitan Museum of Art; 
212-535-7710, metmuseum.org. 

A version of this review appears in print on August 15, 2014, on page C24 of the New York edition with the 
headline: Hybrids From a Fervid Iconoclast.   
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