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Anteros Diploma. 

Conversations about Art. 

Sculpture.   

1926. Brancusi Bird in Space. Sculpture as art or object? 

 

Brancusi – b.1876 in Romania. Moved to Paris in 1904. Influenced by Rodin (who 

died in 1917) but then became more interested in abstract shapes and structures.  

He was preoccupied by the theme of the bird, culminating in the sculpture Bird in 

Space, of which he made 15 versions in marble and bronze and a number of plaster 

casts. Brancusi sought to convey the essential nature of a bird, without the need for 

traditional representational forms. 

 

In 1926, Brancusi sent a version of Bird in Space to New York for an exhibition curated 

by Marcel Duchamp. The law permitted artworks, including sculpture, to enter the U.S. 

free from import taxes but when Bird in Space arrived, officials refused to let it enter 

as art. To qualify as “sculpture,” works had to be “reproductions by carving or 
casting, imitations of natural objects, chiefly the human form”. Because Bird in 

Space did not look much like a bird at all, officials classified it as a utilitarian object 

(under “Kitchen Utensils and Hospital Supplies”) and levied against it 40% of the 

work’s value.  

Brancusi took the case to court to have the work declared as art (and so free of import 

tax).  

Constantin Brancusi 1876-1957

Bird in Space
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Court case about whether this was a work of sculptural art. Or a piece of mere craft – 

a utilitarian object. If it was a work of art, it would have to look like what it said it was. 

i.e. a “bird in flight”.  

The task of the trial became, however, how to define “sculpture”—and, more broadly, 

“art.”  

The art critic Frank Crowninshield was asked by the court what it was about the object 

which would lead him to believe it was a bird. He responded: “It has the suggestion 
of flight, it suggests grace, aspiration, vigour, coupled with speed in the spirit of 

strength, potency, beauty, just as a bird does. But just the name, the title, of this work, 

why, really, it does not mean much”. 

Court agreed that its definition of what constituted art was out of date. The decision of 

Judge J. Waite read, “There has been developing a so-called new school of art, whose 

exponents attempt to portray abstract ideas rather than imitate natural objects. 
Whether or not we are in sympathy with these newer ideas and the schools which 

represent them, we think the facts of their existence and their influence upon the art 

worlds as recognized by the courts must be considered”  

 

Two points arise out of this which I want to look at in the history and theory of sculpture 

particularly in the Renaissance period.   

1. Was Brancusi a creative artist or a craftsman? And is, therefore, sculpture an art 

or a craft based on manual labour? 
2. How does sculpture capture the essence of something and does it do this better 

than other art forms? 

These were not new arguments or questions.  

Is sculpture more or less artistic than other forms of artistic expression?  

Until the Renaissance, sculpture was mainly seen as a form of technology, mechanical 

art, a craft that relied on skill and manual labour, and fulfilled, above all, material and 

practical needs – ie. Sculpture used to decorate buildings. Used for public display.  
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Would the same question that was asked of Brancusi’s bird have been asked if it had 

been a painting? Or do we expect (did people expect) painting to be, in a way, an 

illusion, slightly poetic. And expect sculpture, being 3 dimensional, to be more realistic, 

something we can relate to in a physical, human way?  

This argument about physical nature of sculpture vs artistic nature of painting is a 

Renaissance one. The comparison of the arts is called a “Paragone”. And this was 

an important literary genre for artists and art theorists in Renaissance.  

The paragone was between manual and intellectual aspects of art. The sculptor has 

more manual and technical difficulties because of the material he works with. This 

makes it a more demanding art.  

Painting. The painter says this is not a serious problem. It is merely physical, not 

intellectual. The intellectual problems of art are proportion, perspective, light, shade 

etc which only painting has to deal.  

Leonardo – “Sculpture is a very mechanical art because the sculptor has to toil under 

the sweat of his brow”. “The sculptor’s work entails greater physical effort and the 

painter’s work greater mental effort”.  

For Leonardo, the work of a painter is more intellectual as it depends on creating visual 

illusions through skill. Also, painting is more civilised and therefore more intellectual. 

The painter sits around well dressed, listening to music (the sculptor cannot hear 

music because of the noise of hammer and chisel). Painting is more refined and 

civilised.  

Sculpture. Defenders of sculpture praised its permanence, grandeur, and, most 

importantly, its realism. That realism comes from the fact that sculpture show its 

subject matter from multiple viewpoints.  

Michelangelo thought that the highest form of art was to take a block of stone and 

allow the image to emerge from it through the skill and imagination of the artist. 

“The greatest artist has a clear perception of what a single block of marble potentially 

contains within its mass. But only a hand obedient to the mind can penetrate to this 

image”.  
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Beautiful image from Vasari describing how the figure emerges from the marble: 

imagine a figure in a basin of water lying flat. If you lifted out the figure, it would slowly 

appear, first the most protruding parts then you would see the figure as a relief and 

finally it appears in full three dimensions. Atlas and Matthew. 

            

 

Michelangelo argued that only sculpture gets at the heart and essence of what 

something is. And this makes sculpture the highest of the visual arts.  

 

How does sculpture get at the heart of things for Michelangelo? 

Here I want to introduce some theory and philosophy of art.  

Michelangelo had studied the philosophy of Plato and he was influenced by Plato’s 

theory of Forms  

Plato’s theory of forms. For each thing that exists in the world (i.e. a bed), there 
exists a perfect form or Idea of that thing of which the physical object is a copy. A 
painting or other representation of the object is therefore a copy at two removes from 
the Idea or Form.  

Theory says that what we perceive in the world around us is a copy or imitation of an 

abstract Idea of that thing which exists at a metaphysical or spiritual level.  

This thing in itself is what Plato calls the Form or the Idea. All genuine knowledge is 

based on the intellect’s apprehension of immaterial concepts such as the Beautiful 

itself and the Just itself. Real Knowledge of the Form cannot be gained from the 

perceptible world alone; we have to attain it through a process of removing ourselves 

from the world around us to get to the purely ethereal.  

Michelangelo

Atlas. 1513-1520 St Matthew. 1506
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Plato says that artists can represent the look or appearance of something, but not its 

essence or structure; they can, for example, show the manner of a just person but not 

show what his justice is. The Symposium continues this line of argument, urging the 

philosopher who pursues a true understanding of beauty to turn aside from perceptible 

appearances and representations, seeking the incorporeal and intangible eternal 

essence of beauty. 

In other words, Plato is criticising art for merely copying or imitating. But if an artist 

takes a philosophical approach to art then they might be able to approach the Idea or 

the Form of the object and so get at its true essence.  

And this is what Michelangelo was aiming to do. If Leonardo saw art as a branch of 

science, Michelangelo saw it as a branch of philosophy. How does he use Platonic 

philosophy to make his sculpture look like it does?  

 

Michelangelo trying to get to the spiritual conceptual heart of the subject in his 
sculpture. David.  

The piece of marble which was 

enormous was quarried in the 15th 

century. It had been waiting for the right 

artist. A number had tried to make 

something of it in 15th century but had 

been defeated. So the block stood partly 

carved, in poor condition. At beginning of 

16th century, M convinced the authorities 

that he could create a statue of David 

from the damaged block.  
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Michelangelo is showing David not in any 

historically recognisable way but as an 

ideal figure. 17ft tall. We can only just see 

the sling used to throw the rock to kill 

Goliath. He is a huge figure who looks more 

like a Greek classical statue. Michelangelo 

gives him the contrapposto pose which is 

taken from classical art. The size is also a 

reference to classical Greek sculpture as huge public monuments were regarded as 

an ideal of Greek art. He is completely nude, no armour at all. i.e. not at all practical 

for a fight with a giant. There is really very little to suggest that this is David. Instead it 

is an image of a highly idealised young man, a sort of perfect Form of the human male 

figure. In this way he is just like the idealised Greek statues of classical period. 

Michelangelo looking back to these and also looking back to the philosophy of that 

time.  

Can we therefore ask why he called it David? The American court asked the same 

question of Brancusi’s Bird in 

Flight. That did not look like a bird 

in flight and David does not look 

like a young boy who is about to 

or has just killed a giant. 

Compare traditional views of 

David. Donatello and Verrocchio. 

Michelangelo’s is more like “Ideal 

Male Form”. And indeed his 

contemporaries described M as 

having created “a new Nature”.  

 

Same idea with Michelangelo’s Pieta. One of M’s earliest works. M is striving for a 

pure beauty here. Although it looks naturalistic, it is really an idealised sculpture. The 

figures are very young, Mary looks younger than her son. (show details) And neither 

of them looks racked with pain and grief which is what traditional views of this scene 

David

Donatello 1430s Verrocchio 1473-5 Michelangelo 1504

Classical Contrapposto

Doryphoros (spear-bearer) 
440BC

Hermes and Dionysos c340BC
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showed. It has been said that M is striving for absolute beauty rather than scientific 

truth. It is striking that M did not like making portraits (whether in paint or stone) of real 

people. He always aimed at the ideal.  

  

Michelangelo is not aiming at an accurate representation of suffering and pain. And in 

fat he made it clear in his work throughout his career that he was not actually that 

concerned about accuracy and truth and clear representation.  

Medici tombs, New Sacristy, Florence. One of the great collections of sculptures 

conceived as a unified coherent whole. In fact the whole chapel is a form of sculpted 

architecture. Commissioned by Pope Leo X (a Medici) to honour his family. Brought 

to fruition by another Medici Pope Clement VII who employed Michelangelo to design 

and create the chapel and its tombs. The two main figures commemorated here are 

Lorenzo and Giuliano Medici. Lorenzo is thought to have been the inspiration for 

Machiavelli’s The Prince. Both died young. Were soldiers, politicians, Renaissance 

men.  

      

Michelangelo 
Pieta
1499

The New Sacristy, San Lorenzo 
Florence

Michelangelo 
Medici Tombs, Florence

Giuliano de' Medici 1526-33 Lorenzo de’ Medici 1524-31
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But Michelangelo does not aim to produce a true likeness of them. He shows them as 

types, the man of action and the man of thought and contemplation. And M is aiming 

to show even more deeply the Idea of thought and contemplation. So this is sculpture 

is about philosophical ideas.  

M was criticised for not producing true likenesses but he said that in 1000 years no-

one would know or care what they looked like. So the likeness is not that important. 

The idea is what is important. This is one important strand of sculpture. The work of 

art as philosophical idea.  

In this he was showing the influence of ancient Greek art (which was really an 

extension of Greek philosophy). And one of the criticisms of that art was (and is) that 

it did not show people as they were and often showed figures as looking very similar 

or the same but that was actually the point. These figures were designed to show 

“classic restraint”. They are works of sculpture that aim at “the omission of all non-

essentials”.  

 

And this is where we started with Brancusi and abstract art.  

Theory of forms used by Michelangelo finds a modern parallel in 20th century abstract 

art which aims at the pure form and the idea and the metaphysical concept. 

In 20th century this aim to go beyond the reality of here and now led not just to abstract 

forms. It also tried to make sculpture abstract by taking it out of time. And there is a 

timelessness in 20th century sculpture (in the same way that Michelangelo was aiming 

at timelessness in his images of the Virgin Mary and the Medici).  

In 20th century, this timelessness is achieved by making references across time 
to sculpture from previous ages.  

In his 1914 Vortex manifesto for Wyndham Lewis’s Blast, Gaudier-Brzeska had 

surveyed sculpture from every time and place, from the Palaeolithic to the 

contemporary and across the globe. He dismissed Greek classical sculpture and the 

tradition that had come from it in Europe. Instead he looked at sculpture of prehistoric 

Europe, Egypt, India, China, Mexico and sub-Saharan Africa, analysing it from the 
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point of view of form and energy: Said that the modern sculptors such as himself, 

Epstein, Brancusi, Modigliani had to aim for such form and energy in their work.  

G-B. Head of Ezra Pound. Influence by the great totemic Easter Island figure that used 

to stand at the entrance to the British Museum. 

      

Relationship between past and present. Giacometti, Moore.  

“Achieve timelessness and universality in their art, to make things that moved beyond 

the specificity of period and place, to say something about the human condition”. (In 

the same way that Michelangelo had done). 

 

When Giacometti moved to Paris to study he spend hours studying ancient sculpture, 

Cycladic, Etruscan, and African. Major influence on 20th century is ancient, world art.  

1920s and 30s. Dan Spoon and Spoon 

Woman (this is almost 5ft tall). Influence of 

sub Saharan culture coming into Europe 

now. The bowl of the spoon is echoed by 

the main body of the woman which is seen 

as a womb like figure.  

 

 

Henri Gaudier Brzeska
Heiratic head of Ezra Pound

1914

Hoa Hakananai’a
Easter Island c1000AD

Dan Spoon
Ivory Coast or Liberia 

19th or early 20th century

Giacometti 
Spoon Woman 

1926-27
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Elongated figures. Etruscan and Standing 

Woman. These elongated figures were a 

huge influence on Giacometti throughout 

his life. First saw them in Italy as a young 

man, then in Louvre. As with African art, it 

was an important discovery for European 

artists in 20th century and there was a major 

exhibition of these Etruscan figures in Paris 

in 1955.  

Giacometti insisted that he was attempting to convey his own experience of 
looking at people. However, this concern with visual truth was always fraught with 

uncertainty and doubt. He often reworked his sculpture over long periods before 

casting them in bronze, building up the clay model, then stripping it down, rebuilding 

and stripping again, as he gradually eroded the outline of the body to its essential 

core. i.e. aiming at the heart of what it is to be human – almost what it is to be human 

in an abstract way.  

Henry Moore and Sleeping Lady. Sleeping Lady found at beginning of 20th Century 

in Malta – prehistoric temple. Emphasis on her fertility – exaggeration of her hips, 

stomach. Tiny head with minimal expression.  

Moore concentrates on the protective 

element of the mother – big shoulders 

shielding her child. Tiny head.  

If we are saying something about femininity 

in the abstract and saying something about 

the female body then the individual face 

must be subordinated to the body.  

 

The Sleeping Lady
Hal Saflieni Hypogeum, Malta

3600-2500 BC

Henry Moore
Mother and Child 

1932

L’Ombre du Soir
Etruscan

c350-300 BC

Giacometti 
Standing Woman

1948-49
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Cycladic Sculpture. From Greek islands in the 

pre-archaic period. Very simple, geometric 

designs, flat forms. Highly abstract and pared 

down. Sense of mystery about them. Perhaps 

more influential on modern art than any other 

very early or pre-historic art. Influence on 

Brancusi. (See separate images at the end of 

these notes - including “Brancusi’s Egg”, The 

Beginning of the World.) 

 

Anthony Gormley.  Influence of archaic Greece - Kouros sculptures. The figures he 
creates are made from casts of his own body which are then covered in lead. Although 
we know that the figure is Gormley, this is not, I think, crucial. The figures are facially 
indistinct and, like the Kouros, appear to represent and stand for a generic humanity, 
for the human condition in the wider environment which is why Gormley places his 
sculptures in so many unsettling places.  

The placing of his figures on beaches, on 
mountains and on top of buildings (as here 
on the UEA library) force us to ask the 
question “what is that person doing there?” 
which in turn raises questions about our own 
relationship to our surroundings (whether 
natural or built) and our fellow beings. These 
figures are usually placed alone but even 
where they are placed with others in the 
same place, they appear to have a haunting, 

isolated and distant quality. It is not a surprise that people react in such a powerful 
and visceral way to them - particularly those on buildings. Placing strange figures in 
strange places is bound to produce strange reactions in the viewer.  

Gormley says that they are “[bearing] witness to what it is like to be alive and alone 
in time and space’. 

 

 

 

 

Cycladic Influences
Cycladic head 
2700-2300 BC

Brancusi 
The Muse 

1912
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I now want to look at sculpture from the opposite view, that of a heightened realism.  

Sculpture and realism.  

This sort of heightened realism raises questions about our relationship with the 
sculpted human form. It does seem to generate a particular intensity.  

But do we stop seeing it as art and see it as something more (or less).  

This extreme realism and intensity are at their greatest in the Baroque work of Bernini.  

  

The baroque style is about theatricality – Caravaggio. David, Rape of Proserpina. 

Action – concentration on one crucial moment. Bernini not interested in multiple 

viewpoints but with the viewpoint of the principal action of the sculpture which was the 

main purpose of it. These are works which engage with us and force us to engage with 

them. We are drawn to one specific violent detail (the grimace on David’s face or the 

fingers pressing into the flesh in Proserpina) and that defines and creates the intensity 

of the relationship with the viewer. Compare the David with Michelangelo and you will 

see the difference between Idealism and Realism. And between the classical and the 

baroque.  

Bernini
David
1623-4

Bernini
The Rape of Proserpina

1622
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Louis XIV sculpture portrait. Bernini was 

living in Paris  - working at French Art 

Academy. Used to visit the king and 

watched him play tennis, or working and 

then would make sketches of these 

movements so that he would have the 

full sense of what the King was like -

really getting at his character, both 

physical and mental. And then makes 

the sculpture.  

Creates a sense of the King floating on clouds. Face is framed by softness of hair, 

lace and cloth. Bernini trying to capture abstract notions of majesty, nobility and 

heroism. An apotheosis – idea of a divine king. This is sculpture in the service of 

political propaganda and promotion for the powerful. We cannot call it Idealistic in the 

Platonic sense of a Michelangelo work because it has to create a likeness of a real 

person.  

Of course this was not new (Bernini was just very good at it). Sculpture has always 

been used for this purpose and still is.  

The simplest and most common 

example is figure of a head of state on a 

coin. Roman examples and modern. 

Low relief carving. Roman portraits on 

coins were to show people what the 

emperor looked like and also to remind 

people that the empire that ruled over 

them was embodied in the figure of this 

one person and that every time you 

used those coins you were engaging with that empire and that emperor. 

Sculpture gives a sense of substance and reality. This alters our relationship to, and 

our view of it and we have a much more complex relationship with a sculpture portrait 

of a person than perhaps we do of a painting. We feel that they are there in a more 

real and present way.   

Bernini
Louis XIV

1665
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How can this work in practice?  

Our feelings for the person can be projected onto a sculpture in a way that they rarely 

are with other art forms.  

Roman portrait sculpture. Treatment of bad emperors. Recycled. Eg Nero and 

Domitian – condemned by Senate. Their portraits were recycled or destroyed. Result 

of “damnatio memoriae”. Erasure of name from public inscriptions. Attack on 

portraits as if against the person himself. Recycled portraits into image of someone 

else. Private individual or a later emperor. Recarved portrait is easy to recognise. 

Flattened ears, or disproportionate hairline.  

Nero/Claudius. The nose, lower lip, chin, and 

ears are modern restorations, but this head 

also shows signs of re-carving in antiquity on 

its cheeks and jaw. The deeply cut locks on 

the back of the head are characteristic of 

portraits of Nero and were untouched by the 

later artist. However, the area around the 

mouth has been reworked, and the deep grooves recall portraits of the emperor 

Claudius (ruled AD 41-54), an elderly man when he came to power. It is likely that 

after Nero's unpopular rule, the portrait was re-carved to resemble his well-liked 

predecessor, Claudius. 

Similar ideas now. Look at modern ideas. Removal of a sculpture is always a public 

act. A sense that you are removing the person. Churchill and Colston.  

  

Stalin. Hungary 1956 Lenin. East Germany 1991

Emperor Nero, recarved as Claudius
Original: 54-68AD. Recarved: c.70AD
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Restoration. A photograph of a statue - 
printed on card and then covered with gold, 
jewels, shells.  
"...It is perhaps the image of Colston (2006) - 
see left - that is most haunting. He is adorned 
with cowrie shells and other trade beads ... 
we are made aware of his ... involvement in 
the uncomfortable truths of corrupt African 
Kingdoms selling their people ... Locke views 
this work as an act of 'mindful vandalism' 
an exploration of these characters who he 
finds both attractive and repellent.”  
"When travelling around Britain, the first 
things I’m looking for are the statues ... I often 
think 'why have they got a statue to this 
person and why to that person?' ... On a 
purely aesthetic level I often find these 
historical monuments beautiful and have a 
genuine respect for their skilled academic 
sculptors. I have a somewhat schizophrenic 
response. It is not an anti-military critique, but 
an investigation into the idea of the Hero, and 
a meditation on our relationship with 
monumental public sculpture.” (Hew Locke) 
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The other side of strong personal feeling for sculpture is Agalmatophilia – 

Pygmalion. he is most familiar from Ovid’s Metamorphosis in which Pygmalion was a 

sculptor who fell in love with a statue he had carved. He carved the figure of Galatea 

and fell in love with her having previously 

been unable to express any love for real 

human women. On the day of the festival 

of the goddess Aphrodite (of love) 

Pygmalion went to the temple and made 

offerings at the altar of Aphrodite. Too 

scared to admit his desire, he quietly 

wished for a bride who would be "the 

living likeness of my ivory girl." When he 

returned home, he kissed the statue, and found that its lips felt warm. He kissed it 

again and found that the statue had come to life.  

There are other medical cases of people falling in love with statues and trying to form 

sexual relationships with them.  

But can we see it as art? Does the fact that it is serving a practical purpose mean that 

we no longer see it in purely artistic or aesthetic terms. At what point does the bust of 

a political leader become art or cease to be art?  

What are we doing when we respond in this physical way to a sculpture? Are we 

ignoring or avoiding its artistic content? Or when we look at Bernini’s Louis XIV as a 

piece of brilliant sculpture, are we ignoring the politics? Can we separate the two? Can 

we really look at art (particularly public art) in a disinterested, purely aesthetic way? 

 

 

 

 

 

Etienne Maurice Falconet
Pygmalion and Galatea

1763
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I want to look at two 20th century 

types of sculpture – 

joining/constructing and 

ready-made sculpture. 

Ready-made. A term devised 

by Marcel Duchamp to describe 

pre-existing, mass-produced 

objects, selected at random, 

which were then accorded the 

status of works of art. His first 

ready-made was a bicycle wheel mounted on a stool (1913) – an assisted ready-made. 

Elevated to the status of art by the mere act of an artist’s selection and 

designation. And because these are “found” or made from “found” objects, there 

is no sense of the original because they can be “found” and “made” again and 

again.  

This has given rise to one of the major debates of the 20th century art i.e. the Role 
of artist – what does an artist do. And what is the work of art?  

The mental process or the physical form? This argument really develops in 20th 

century from work of Duchamp.  

Fountain. Duchamp wanted to exhibit this 
in New York at an exhibition of the 
Society of Independent Artists: 
“The Fountain may be a very useful 
object in its place, but its place is not in 
an art exhibition and it is, by no 
definition, a work of art.’  

Duchamp upset about this, not least 
because the society was supposed to 
have no jury judging works and was 

supposed to accept all submitted work.  
 
Fountain was taken up in an art magazine called Blind Man in which Stieglitz’s 
photograph was shown. ‘Mr Mutt’s fountain is a fixture that you see every day in 
plumbers’ shop windows. Whether Mr Mutt with his own hands made the fountain 
has no importance. He CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so 

Duchamp 
Bicycle Wheel

1951 “copy” after 1913 “original”

Marcel Duchamp. 
Fountain. 

1917. 
Photograph by Alfred Stieglitz

“I was interested in ideas – not 
merely in visual products. I 

wanted to put painting once 
again at the service of the mind”
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that its useful significance disappeared under the new title and point of view – 
created a new thought for that object”.  

The point of this is that for the first time, items that are in everyday use for a 
practical purpose were being presented as art works and the argument for it as a 
work of art was that important people (not necessarily all) thought it was. Here the 
exhibition committee did not agree but a whole range of other artists, critics and 
writers were ranged against them to say that it could be seen as art. 

This began a completely new way of looking 
at art and exhibiting it. Which has given us 
work such as this. Tracey Emin – My Bed. 

 

 

 

 

Kinetic sculpture 

The bicycle wheel was also hugely important in influencing another major development 

in 20th century art, Kinetic art and the mobile. Kinetic art simply means any art 

concerned with movement. In a broad sense a great deal of art falls into that category 

– Bernini’s David for example – but we tend to use it to refer to works which depend 

on actual motion. And even within this narrower definition there are differences 

between artists who use mechanical motion and those who rely on natural forces to 

move the work – most obviously air moving mobiles.   

Calder Mobile 1932. The movement 

redefines the work each time there is a 

change. It is a physical alteration but 

works such as this make us think about 

time as the work alters over time in the 

way that other sculpture and painting 

does not. So these mobiles are constant 

changing works.  

Alexander Calder 
Mobile 

c.1932

Tracey Emin
My Bed
1998
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And traditionally sculpture is the art of permanence. Kinetic sculpture however uses 

sculpture to create temporary works. Every time the air shifts and the pieces move a 

new work of art is created. The opposite of permanent.  

George Rickey - American air force in WWII. Involved in the design of rotating 

support structures for mounted machine guns in bombers. Used these design 

elements in the construction of his kinetic sculptures. Particularly interested in the 

combination of technology, new materials and the arrangement of elements in 

space. 

Rickey made his first kinetic sculptures in 

the early 50s. Aluminium - hung in such a 

balance that the slightest breath of wind 

sets them in motion. The parts themselves 

have a geometric shape, for instance, a 

square, a line, a rectangle or a triangle. The 

shapes change position constantly and 

never touch each other. This creates ever-

changing compositions in the space. 

Two vertical, three horizontal lines, 1965 – 1966. five needle-shaped lines that 

slowly move independently of each other in horizontal and vertical directions and 

rotate around a vertical axis.  

 

Sculpture as assembling.  

David Smith  - associated with the abstract expressionists. Sculptures bring disparate 

things into proximity. He ran his studio like a factory, stocked with large amounts of 

raw material. He claimed it was a way of liberating himself, of avoiding being precious 

with materials. Large sculptures were begun on the floor, steel arranged on a flat, white 

painted background, then tack-welded and hauled up to be worked in the 

round. Despite this industrial technology and materials there is a sense of lightness 

and the tactile in his work. Rich three-dimensionality, usually difficult to decipher in 

photographs. 

George Rickey. 

Two vertical, three 
horizontal lines.

1965 - 1966
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‘Agricola’, the Latin word for farmer. 

Refers to the agricultural implements from 

which it is made. Smith found many of the 

tools and disused machinery parts he used 

in his sculpture lying around near his home 

in upstate New York. He wrote: ‘Forms in 
function are not often appreciated in 
their context except for their 

mechanical performance. With time and the passing of their function... 
metaphoric changes can take place permitting a new unity, one that is strictly 
visual’. i.e. how raw materials change and become art.  

Cubi. They are composed of simple 

geometric shapes and relate, as the name 

suggests, to Cubist painting and 

sculpture. In 'Cubi XIX', and a number of 

related pieces, the forms on the cross 

beam are arranged rather like a still-life 

though elevated by the vertical beam. 

Smith intended the 'Cubi' works to be 

shown outside, so that the burnishing of the stainless steel would reflect changes in 

lighting conditions. The geometric forms were softened by this response to the 

environment as Smith anticipated in a note on a sketch: 'polished - like I feel if I make 

square clouds'. 

The other interesting thing that Smith’s work has the quality of a drawing. Although 

it is three dimensional, he suggests a two dimensionality and strength of line in his 

work.  

Anthony Caro. Influenced by Smith. He used materials from a factory in Italy. Caro 

saying of his work “that we were all engaged on an adventure, to push sculpture 

where it never has been. We are explorers, equals”.  

David Smith 
Agricola VIII

1952

David Smith
Cubi XIX

1965
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Early One Morning. Plays with angles, 

horizontals, verticals, pieces coming off at 

different angles. All about different 

rhythms and configurations. The work has 

no fixed visual identity and no single focus 

of interest. Rather, it unfolds and expands 

into the spectator’s space, its appearance 

changing with the viewpoint. Really need 

to walk around these works. Although the work is made from a number of disparate 

pieces of metal, the individual elements are unified by the bright red colour – all 

brought together in colour rather than form or structure.  

A paradox here in that the heaviness of the materials when placed together and 

placed on the floor into our space, suggest a huge amount of space, light and 

weightlessness. These things should be heavy, industrial, forbidding but in fact are 

very welcoming and fresh. a lyrical mood and a light open infrastructure of 

cantilevered planes and lines. Made sculpture which seemed almost to hover above 

the ground. 

Perhaps the greatest achievement of 20th century sculpture has been to create from 

the art form that traditionally relied for its effect on the sense of permanence, solidity, 

three-dimensionality, work that paradoxically conjures up feelings of lightness, 

airiness, the temporary.   

Go back to Brancusi’s court case. Caro’s work has a mechanical technical quality 

which is what Brancusi was criticised for. But it is a measure of how far theories of 

art and our aesthetic understanding have moved in 20th century that what are clearly 

utilitarian objects when treated in certain ways and looked at in certain ways 

transform themselves into something new and beautiful. It is largely through 

sculpture that these big aesthetic changes have occurred and developed. 

 

 

 

Anthony Caro
Early One Morning

1962
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FROM 2700 BC TO 1900 

CYCLADIC SCULPTURE TO BRANCUSI. 

                 

 

              

 

 

 


