
Gaston Lachaise inherits the tradition of modern sculpture that was initiat-
ed by Carpeaux and Rodin. His movement in shaping clay is extremely rhythmic,
and this pulsating rhythm reveals a sexual dimension that is present in the draw-
ings of the two great masters. While studying at the Ecole des Beaux Arts de
Paris, Lachaise was very attentive to Rodin’s erotic sculptures and drawings, while
also very aware of the controversy surrounding them. When he arrived in Boston
in , as a twenty-four-year-old, he encountered an American society that was
very ill at ease with the representation of nudity. Consider Rodin’s Iris, Messenger
of the Gods, (fig. ) in the collections of the Boston Museum of Fine Art, which
was held in storage for many years, with a tag that read, “unexhibitable.”
Lachaise’s participation in the New York avant-garde circle led by Steiglitz no
doubt allowed him another opportunity to view the simplified lines, watercolor
highlights, and soiled-looking, colored paper of Rodin’s erotic drawings.1

In his handling of sexuality, Lachaise remains closer to Rodin than to
Maillol or Brancusi. He insists on maintaining tactile deformities and marks even
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Fig.  Auguste Rodin, Iris, Messenger of the Gods,
modeled c. , bronze, 1⁄16 inches high (. cm)
with erotic drawings by Rodin, Musée Rodin,
Paris. Photo © Bénédicte Bucher, .





though his surfaces sometimes become smooth, or his hair regular and neoclas-
sical. Emotional intensity dominates the conceptual dimension in his work.
Nude with a Coat,  (plate ), is a very powerful statuette that reminds me of
Rodin’s Nude Study of Blazac as an Athlete, from – (fig. ): Balzac mastur-
bating naked. Pleasure, sexuality, and creation are Rodin’s affirmation by way of
explaining Balzac’s creative genius. And all this before Freud. Rodin expresses
the sexual fulfillment of women in the plenitude of flying figures such as his
Iris, Messenger of the Gods. But the draped version of the Balzac, with his hands
gathered around his sex and the chest mostly uncovered, anticipates Lachaise’s
 Nude with a Coat. In fact, for me, Lachaise is responding to Rodin by
attributing the affirmative power of a sexualized verticality, dynamic in its
curves, to the female body. Lachaise celebrates and adopts female power, con-
fident in this new world. The sculpture’s slight leaning gives it a life that
Lachaise has perfectly grasped in the effects of obliquity in the final version of
the Balzac.

Lachaise made a living with portrait commissions and decorative architec-
tural work, but what interests me above all are his most daring sculptures, which
approach a free sexuality. While these personal expressions are constrained by
their dimensions and a limited production, they are a celebration of woman in
the excess of her body. What matters is not the burlesque or grotesque quality of
these works, but the fact that they are tremendous signs of transgression, courage,
and the celebration of life. .

Thinking back to prehistoric depictions of Venus, we can affirm that
Lachaise inaugurates a new aesthetic. While prehistoric sculpture represents a
goddess of fertility profoundly anchored in the earth, the modernity of Lachaise
defies the weight of the body and the feeling of gravity. Stephan Bourgeois must
have sensed the same, for the very title2 he gave to Lachaise’s sculpture Elevation,
– (fig. ), translates Lachaise’s desire to inscribe himself within the move-
ment of levitation that Rodin had achieved in Iris, Messenger of the Gods.
Elevation is one of his rare large-scale sculptures, measuring  inches high (.
centimeters). The body appears weightless on the tips of its toes, the arms seem
to float free, the lips and nose are extremely sensual, and the eyes are closed, rep-
resenting an inner concentration.

Fig.  Auguste Rodin, Nude Study of Balzac as an
Athlete (Type F), c. , cast , bronze,  x 
x 1⁄2 ( x . x . cm). ... Gift of Iris
and B. Gerald Cantor. Courtesy Brooklyn
Museum of Art.

Fig.  Gaston Lachaise, Elevation, –,
bronze,  inches high (. cm).





  Gaston Lachaise, Nude with a Coat,
, bronze, 3⁄4 x 3⁄4 x 1⁄4 inches (. x
. x . cm)



Standing Woman,  (fig. ), is a sculpture . centimeters in height,
which affirms a desire for monumentality and pays homage to Charles
Baudelaire’s poem, La Géante. Here again, the body is in ecstasy, but at the same
time expresses an affirmation of worldly life. The hands pressing against the hips
bring out the musculature that creates a rhythm of light and shadow. The face is
slightly inclined, and again the closed eyes evoke attention to an inner energy.
This search for the excess of the body is reconfirmed in a small sculpture from
, Abstract Figure (figs. , ), which escapes anthropomorphic representation
through its sheer accumulation of bodily fragments: swollen vaginal lips and
voluminous breasts provide the rhythm for this new statuary, which for me recalls
the symbolism of Indian erotic temples (as does his Dynamo Mother, , only
. centimeters [fig. ]). In his text “A Comment on My Sculpture,”3 Lachaise
writes:

Then “Woman” rose again, upstanding, noble, bountiful, poised on her
toes, with closed self-absorbed eyes, nearly detached from earth. Still
later, after communion with the universe and cosmic
realization,“Woman”, —spheroid, planetary, radiative, —was entirely
projected beyond the earth, as protoplasm, haunted by the infinite,
thrust forth man, by means of art, towards the eternal.
This Eros is solar, radiant, a plenitude: Lachaise is certainly an heir of the

French eighteenth century and has nothing morbid about him. Nor, in my opin-
ion, is there anything obsessional in the musicality of his sculpture, which is flam-
boyant in its variety, its power, and its gentleness. No repetition fixes a sign or
image in a fetishistic manner. The oeuvre is formally complex. I wish he had lived
longer and in an environment that encouraged his quest.

Lachaise is my predecessor not only as a French sculptor come to live in the
United States, but as a pioneer of resistance to the Puritanism of America. His
refusal of its ambient prudery had an effect on great American artists such as
David Smith, but also on courageous and refined collectors such as Lois Orswell,
who had a true passion for what is at stake in Lachaise’s oeuvre. Forty-four sculp-
tures and drawings by Lachaise figure in her collection, known also for its many
works by David Smith. Orswell’s collection translates this artistic commitment,
and offers an enlightened vision of art by juxtaposing, for example, a painting by

Fig.  Gaston Lachaise, Standing
Woman, , bronze,  inches high
(. cm)
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Figs. ,  Gaston Lachaise, Abstract Figure, c.
, bronze, 1⁄2 x  x 1⁄4 inches (. x . x
. cm), two views.

Fig.  Gaston Lachaise, Dynamo Mother, ,
bronze, 1⁄8 x 3⁄4 x 1⁄4 inches (. x . x .
cm). Photo: Paul Waldman

 



Franz Kline, Untitled (), with Rodin’s Iris.4 Orswell writes, on Lachaise:
I know I do not always see at least instantly what might be called the
pornographic, but I also see form in space and so often expect to see a
sculpture have carved space as well as matter. I always saw that in some
of the Lachaise work which is one of the reasons I like him. . . .5

Her attraction to Lachaise may be understood in her description of herself:
Anglo colonial revolutionary Puritan religiously unaffiliated sexually
unknown pro-choice for everything pro-aesthetics anti de-construction
animal mad square musician financially trembling on the edge female
having lots of fun.6

Rodin’s heritage is also evident in Lachaise’s interest in using non-profes-
sional models. Recall that Rodin is the first to break with the traditional model.
Lachaise goes to burlesque shows to memorize bodies that are no longer part of
the classical canon. His sculpture Acrobat Woman, , shows his interest in cir-
cus performers, which we also find in Rodin. The modeling of this sculpture, one
of my favorites, has a magnificent ascending rhythm. The figure rests on its toes
on its base, and the way one leg bends toward the other opens a space of trans-
parence that breaks up the monolithic rhythm of the sculpture. I should also point
out that the small sculpture Torso, – (fig. ), only 3⁄4 inches high (. cen-
timeters) exhibits tremendous modernity in that the raw gesture of violent decap-
itation recalls the mutilation effects in Matisse’s sculpture. In Burlesque Figure, ,
. centimeters, there is an effect of drunkenness and of dancing in a near-trance-
like state that recalls the notion of trembling in de Kooning. Here the body takes
on the excess of flesh in a way that is very distinct from the often repressive dis-
course of our western culture, which speaks of obesity to describe what is often so
well understood as a glorification of the body in the cultures of Africa or Asia.

Lachaise pushed the rehabilitation of the body in the excess of flesh to an
extreme. It is through the photographic oeuvre of Ariane Lopez-Huici that I,
myself, have come to understand this kind of respect, love and tenderness for the
body.7 Lachaise’s Abstract Figure, – (fig. ), assembles two breasts and female
genitals: in this manner he was the first to show that abstraction can be incarnate.

It is easy for me to imagine the challenge that Lachaise faced in confronting
Anglo-Saxon Puritanism in its Boston headquarters. His enthusiasm for the new

Fig.  Gaston Lachaise, Torso, c. –, bronze,
3⁄4 x  x 3⁄4 (. x . x . cm)





world had to reconcile itself with an atmosphere of repression concerning the
body and sexuality that is unknown in France but dominant in the United States.
His emotions must have been exacerbated by this intolerable atmosphere. In her
text on Lachaise, Louise Bourgeois noted quite rightly that his most sexualized
sculptures shake up the formal language of statuary through the pulsating
rhythms of the sculptor: incarnate abstraction.8 These particular works, among
his most important, were not exhibited or cast during his lifetime. It is not diffi-
cult to imagine this artist’s pain, and the courage it took to persevere in the cre-
ation of this “abstract sculpture.” His passionate love for Isabel is mentioned
often, but I believe that this should not be separated from his desire to set him-
self in opposition to Protestant frigidity, which he experienced as a repressive
force just as surely as I myself feel it today. This is what explains my profound
solidarity with my predecessor. Louise Bourgeois has a very different view of
things, since she finds Puritans “sexy,” and a “challenge” to seduce.9 Comparing
her confrontational relationship with the world, Louise has teased me about my
empathy with the world. In this sense, Lachaise is also empathetic.

The presence in the United States of Gaston Lachaise, Marcel Duchamp,
Louise Bourgeois, and the composer Edgard Varèse, representing the transition
from Houdon to the Surrealists, has made an immense contribution to the
understanding of France’s artistic role vis-à-vis that of the United States. Their
presence in the United States spanning the entire history of modernism offers
interesting insights into the relationship between aesthetics and ethics.

The fact that Lachaise was exhibited in Venice with de Kooning and David
Smith is an apt reflection of the shared affinity of these artists for creating work
inspired by the female body.10 The Woman of Lachaise develops into those of de
Kooning, and these, developed further, become my Ariane, Messenger of the Gods,
–, and Plastiras, . Lachaise’s Abstract Figure11 is a body modeled in
such a tormented state that the work’s abstract side dominates. Since the work is
1⁄2 inches high (. centimeters), one easily senses the inebriation of the hand
as it remembers certain parts of Isabel’s body. Lachaise is expressing, at the high-
est level, the freedom of modeling from memory, from his sentiments and emo-
tions. The model never poses in his studio.

Louise Bourgeois understood this situation very well:

Fig.  Gaston Lachaise, Abstract Figure, bronze,
1⁄2 x  x 3⁄4 (. x  x . cm)





These forms are a convincing compulsion. I am all in favor of his
authenticity, which bloomed only when he was alone in his studio. Only
alone with the thought of his muse did he allow himself to express his
sexual compulsion.What are the secret demons in Lachaise’s relation-
ship to his muse
Why the obsession with breasts and cunts
. . . Lachaise did not exploit women but enjoyed them. To be a sex

object is a flattering experience. Why her and not me
His sculptures are the greatest compliment to women. . . . [I]t is a com-
pliment to grant the sex object such power that it can trigger such pas-
sion.12

To live as a foreigner in another country reveals our original sense of natu-
ralness as a cultural artefact. One understands one’s own heritage better by con-
fronting it with a quasi-hostile world. To cross the Atlantic as Gaston Lachaise
did in , in that period, meant a real break with Europe. He appreciated the
absence of historical weight in the new world. Women seemed to him more
politically present and more socially developed than in Europe. I myself have
long appreciated this notion of a break as a means of reinventing one’s life. But
today, with the World Wide Web, communication is immediate, constant, and
global: that distance becomes more and more impossible to experience and this
portends a dramatic change of mentality for creativity and for humanity in gen-
eral. We need to be very attentive to the changes that negate our ability to under-
stand the stimulating status of becoming a foreigner somewhere.
Marcel Duchamp is the Calvin of the plastic arts. Today, when the body appears
in the contemporary arts, it is represented in its own negation, in kitsch. The con-
temporary art influenced by Duchamp has censured exuberance and the celebra-
tion of the body, verticality, ecstasy, and pleasure both spiritual and sexual.
Puritanism is perpetuated through a horrible ideology of disenchantment that
runs through all of the works of our period: a veritable theology of ugliness and
constant negativity. Therefore I live my singularity and give preference to dia-
logue and exchange with artists from Carpeaux to the Abstract Expressionists, all
at a distance from the Duchampian alienation that weighs on contemporary art.
And happily, I find in African American music an active complicity in this tra-





dition of incarnated art. Creative artists who share in this quest include: the
sculptor Joel Schapiro, the filmmaker Pedro Almodovar, the video artist Bill
Viola, the writer Philip Roth, and the photographers George Dureau and Ariane
Lopez-Huici, to mention only a few. Similarly, Brice Marden’s calligraphic draw-
ings reveal Venuses, virgins, and voluminous muses that emerge from his uncon-
scious and recall the flesh celebrated in Lachaise.

In my own work, the art of gesturality and modeling in my terra cottas also
brings forth female sexes and lips; through hammering and forging, my iron
pieces privilege suggestive and spiritual curves and carnal slits. If there were a
musical equivalent, it might be free jazz, an abstract incarnated music in which
urgency confronts the moment to be seized. Lachaise’s sculpture, In Extremis,
provides a fine translation of this ethic of extreme urgency.

The oeuvre of Lachaise inspires me in its celebration of the verticality of
sculpture in the round. To appreciate the sculpture fully, you have to walk around
it. His oeuvre is also a celebration of tactility. At the invitation of Salander-
O’Reilly Galleries, I am exhibiting a selection of my sculptures in dialogue with
those of Gaston Lachaise. This dialogue is an emotional one for me because it
concerns both the singularity of my own identity and the formal relationship
between our respective bodies of work. If the curves of my sculptures recall those
of Lachaise, this may be due to a shared sense of improvisation and spontaneity,
or because the stakes of the unconscious in my work echo his. I am exhibiting
sculptures that belong to the series, Nataraja, , named after the Hindu God
of Dance, and inspired by the graceful forms of the dancing female body. In these
works, I dedicate myself to the restoration of the aesthetic and ethical stakes of
verticality. My sculptures will harmonize with the bodies of Lachaise in a hymn
to female verticality!

My recent sculptures Nataraja () open the vertical monolith into a cir-
cumvolution of dancing calligraphy of forged iron. Abstraction and figuration are
deeply interwoven in this three-dimensional celebration of generous curves,
transparency and emotion. I use immemorial techniques that are testimony to a
desire for incarnation that, vested in the dignity of humanity, time cannot alter.
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I wish to express my profound appreciation for the long-time collaboration of Fred Crist—
friend, master blacksmith and sculptor. – ..




