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Few artists have worked as successfully in as many different media as Bruce Nauman. He has 
produced sculptures, which appear purely geometric or minimalist, but in fact derive from 
fragments of the artist's body or abstractly dramatize his political or social concerns. Throughout his 
career, which began in the 1960s, Nauman has also developed an interest in word puns and multiple 
associations through drawings, stone sculptures, and most dramatically through his innovative use 
of flashing neon. 
 
In all of these different media Nauman has consistently explored his fascination with double 
meanings and paradox: the appearance of the fantastic within the ordinary, and the capacity of an 
object to stand in for an idea. In the 1970s, Nauman began to make installations in the form of 
corridors and enclosures that literally corner the viewer. His more recent fairy-tale-like videotapes 
address how repressed regions of individual anger and violence erupt within the confines of 
everyday life. 
 
Nauman's Vices and Virtues for the Stuart Collection consists of seven pairs of words superimposed 
in blinking neon, which run like a frieze around the top of the Charles Lee Powell Structural 
Systems Laboratory. Seven vices alternate with seven virtues: FAITH/LUST, HOPE/ENVY, 
CHARITY/SLOTH, PRUDENCE/PRIDE, JUSTICE/AVARICE, TEMPERANCE/GLUTTONY, 
and FORTITUDE/ANGER. 
 
Here, atop a laboratory where engineers erect and then stress parts of buildings to test their 
resistance to earthquakes, this cataclysmic list of moral opposites, created long ago, takes on special 
significance. The virtues flash sequentially clockwise around the building at one rate; and the vices 
circulate counterclockwise at a slightly faster rate. At brief intervals, both the seven virtues and the 
seven vices flash together. The progression of the two repeating cycles playing off each other 
allows all possible combinations of the words to be displayed. This complicated performance, 
generated by the mechanical sequencing of a simple moral dichotomy, dramatizes the instability of 
any ethical judgment. As Nauman implies in this work, we may know the difference between faith 
and lust, or hope and envy, but in real experience these vices and virtues are never experienced 
purely. They continually show themselves in new and baffling combinations. 
 
The letters are seven feet high and placed over glass windows six stories up. Each letter is a 
combination of two colors, with a total of fourteen colors and nearly a mile of neon tubing. This 
work, first proposed in 1983, was completed and erected in October of 1988. 
 
Nauman has been the recipient of many awards, including the Wolf Foundation Prize in Israel, the 
Wexner Prize from Ohio State University, Leone d'Oro (The Golden Lion) at the 48th Venice 
Biennale, Italy and the Praemium Imperiale Prize for Visual Arts, Japan.  He lives in Northern New 
Mexico. 


