
       
Louise Bourgeois (b. Paris, 1911) has cultivated a remarkable body of work that spans 
almost seven decades, and this retrospective exhibition includes key sculptures, drawings, 
paintings, and prints from throughout her career. Despite associations with several 
20th-century artistic movements, Bourgeois’s distinctive and individual approach defies 
categorization. The artist moved to New York City in 1938, where she continues to reside, 
focusing since the late 1940s on three-dimensional work. She has expanded the definitions 
of sculpture by exploring materials, which have ranged from marble to fabric, and forms, 
which have ranged from totemic objects to the encompassing installations she calls Cells. 
Though Bourgeois has made many discrete bodies of work, she has developed a vocabulary 
of forms, themes, and motifs that is consistent throughout her production. Interested in 
exploring her own personal memories as well as giving expression to psychological states 
of trauma and anxiety, the artist often employs imagery that is autobiographical to make 
sculpture that addresses universal human conditions.
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Femme Maison 
During the 1940s, Bourgeois made the 
painting series Femme Maison, which 
means “housewife” or, literally, “woman 
house.” These works depict women who 
appear to be trapped in buildings, their 
lower bodies exposed. Bourgeois, who at 
times suffered from agoraphobia, claimed 
the Femme Maison “does not know that 
she is half naked, and she does not know 
that she is trying to hide. That is to say, she 
is totally self-defeating because she shows 
herself at the very moment that she thinks 
she is hiding.” 

Personages 
During the early 1940s, Bourgeois was 
struggling to bring up a family and find 
her place in the New York art world. She 
lived with her husband, art historian Robert 
Goldwater, and their three children in a 
Manhattan apartment block. She used its 
roof space as an open-air studio, and her 
work of the time reflects the verticality 
of the surrounding skyscrapers. The 
series of standing sculptures known as 
Personages links architecture with the 
human form. Bourgeois has commented 
that they represent those she left behind 
when she moved from France. She first 
showed the Personages in a series of 
exhibitions at Peridot Gallery in New York 
between 1949 and 1953. These works, 
critical to the history of postwar American 
art, preempted the modular sculpture 
produced by minimalist artists during the 
1960s. However, lacking the hard-edged 
geometry of minimalism, Bourgeois’s 
structures are almost always skewed 
and off-balance, giving them a fragile 
vulnerable quality. 

Latex and plaster works 
After withdrawing from the art world for a 
number of years, Bourgeois began in the 
mid-1960s to produce work that linked 
her to a younger generation of artists 
reacting against minimalism, including Eva 

Hesse and Bruce Nauman. Abandoning 
her wood structures to explore malleable 
materials, she exhibited a series of plaster 
and latex sculptures in 1964. These 
works—with their amorphous, organic, 
and soft qualities—suggest growth, 
fecundity, and germination. Bourgeois’s 
interest in exploring corporeal forms 
resulted in a variety of new works, many 
with obvious phallic or sexual dimensions. 
Fillette (Sweeter Version) (1968) and Le 
Trani Episode (1971) seem to combine 
male and female sexual organs, while 
other sculptures are more ambiguous, 
evoking both the body and landscape. As 
Bourgeois explained, “Some materials are 
fine for the pinning down of ideas, but 
they are not permanent, and they do not 
take a satisfactory surface. However, all 
the shapes have in common the fact that 
originally they were poured, and could only 
be obtained through that process.” 

Marble sculptures 
Bourgeois began working with marble 
in 1967, and Sleep II (1967) and Cumul I 
(1969) have sensual organic forms similar 
to those of her latex and plaster sculptures. 
Her use of marble generates a tension 
between the works’ apparent softness and 
their actual hardness, and their forms are 
similarly ambiguous—at once phallic and 
bulbous, masculine and feminine. Some 
clearly represent parts of the body, so that 
a hand, arm, or foot seems to emerge from 
the rough stone; because of their allusion 
to the art-historical legacy of representing 
flesh in sculpture, they have been 
compared to works by 19th-century French 
sculptor Auguste Rodin.

Destruction of the Father 
Destruction of the Father (1974), 
Bourgeois’s first self-enclosed installation, 
is autobiographical, conceived during 
a period when the artist was speaking 
openly about her traumatic childhood 
and her anger toward her father, who had 



made her English governess his mistress. 
The artist has spoken of the work as 
“basically a table, the awful, terrifying 
family dinner table headed by the father 
who sits and gloats. And the others, what 
can they do? They sit there, in silence. 
The mother, of course, tries to satisfy the 
tyrant, her husband. The children are full 
of exasperation… So, in exasperation, we 
grabbed the man, threw him on the table, 
dismembered him and proceeded  
to devour him.”

Cells 
In 1980, Bourgeois took on a large studio 
separate from her living space that 
allowed her to work on a much larger 
scale. She began to produce Cells, large-
scale installations composed to represent 
a tangible manifestation of psychic space. 
These works suggest both rooms that 
enforce confinement, such as prison cells, 
as well as those that provide private, 
reflective thinking space, such as a 
monk’s quarters or a bedroom. Bourgeois 
has also compared her cells to the “cells 
of our blood…that are next to each other 
yet separate.”

The carved marble “dollhouse” at the center 
of Cell (Choisy) (1990–93) is a scale model 
of the home in Choisy-le-Roi, just south 
of Paris, where Bourgeois lived with her 
family from 1912 to 1917. As in the Femme 
Maison paintings, the flesh-like pink marble 
merges architecture and the body. Although 
Bourgeois recalls having been happy in her 
infancy, her knowledge of the events that 
followed threatens those remembrances 
like a guillotine poised to fall.

The Red Room Cells (1994) comprise 
the only pair of Cells in Bourgeois’s 
oeuvre; together, they generate a potent 
sense of familial tension, of intimacy 
and estrangement. Each is a circular 
chamber constructed from discarded 
wood doors containing arrangements of 

found and handmade objects in various 
shades of red. The smaller room, for a 
child, incorporates spiral motifs, from 
spools of thread on spindles to towering 
hourglasses arranged in dusty disarray. 
The larger parents’ room establishes a 
domestic setting for intimate relations—a 
bed covered in red and a variety of objects 
both erotic and troubling, including an oval 
mirror carefully placed to engage each 
viewer’s reflection within the work. 

The Cells incorporate imagery and objects 
that appear throughout her oeuvre, 
such as the spider, which the artist 
associates—along with sewing, spinning, 
and weaving—with her own mother, who 
ran a tapestry restoration business. Both 
predator and protector, sinister threat and 
industrious repairer, the spider is an elegant 
metaphor for the matriarchal figure. In 
Spider (1997), the arachnid presides over a 
cage containing tapestry fragments.

Fabric works 
In recent years, Bourgeois has made a 
number of remarkable sculptures from 
fabric culled from her own clothes and 
household items. These materials function 
as a sort of diary, as they have associations 
with people, places, and events in the 
artist’s life. Bourgeois’s stacked fabric 
towers are reminiscent of the vertical 
wood Personages of the 1940s. She also 
uses tactile fabrics such as terrycloth 
to create stuffed figures and heads that 
have an uncanny macabre quality. These 
sculptures suggest critical moments or rites 
of passage: couples having sex, mothers 
giving birth, or horizontal figures suggesting 
illness, vulnerability, or death. 

This text was adapted from an exhibition brochure 
written by Ann Coxon for Tate Modern, London.
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RELATED EVENTS

Art Talks

These informal discussions of current exhibitions feature 
artists, curators, critics, writers, and other arts professionals. 
Unless otherwise noted, talks take place in the exhibition 
galleries, attendance is free with museum admission,  
and reservations are not required.  
INFO 213/621-1745 or education@moca.org

SUNDAY, OCT 26, 3pm 
moca grand avenue 
Frances Morris, exhibition curator and head of  
collections at Tate Modern 

THURSDAY, OCT 30, 6:30pm 
moca grand avenue 
Lawrence Rinder, director, Berkeley Art Museum and  
Pacific Film Archive, University of California

THURSDAY, NOV 20, 6:30pm 
moca grand avenue 
Jeremy Strick, MOCA director and Bourgeois scholar 

SUNDAY, DEC 7, 3pm 
moca grand avenue, ahmanson auditorium 
Spider iconography plays a significant role in the work of 
Louise Bourgeois. Arachnologist Janet Kempf, affiliated 
with The Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County, 
will present a general overview of spiders, including a 
discussion of the ongoing Los Angeles Spider Survey. As 
part of the program, she will bring live spiders to have close 
encounters with audience members. 
Art Talks are made possible by The Times Mirror Foundation Endowment, 
Good Works Foundation, and the Department of Cultural Affairs,  
City of Los Angeles.

 
FIRST SUNDAYS ARE FOR FAMILIES WORKSHOP

SUNDAY, JAN 4, 1–3:30pm 
moca grand avenue 
View specially selected works from Louise Bourgeois,  
then have fun creating your own unique sculpture with  
artist Allison Danielle Behrstock. 
INFO 213/621-1765 or fflores@moca.org 
FREE; no reservations required
First Sundays are For Families is presented by Bank of America.  
 

TEENS OF CONTEMPORARY ART (TOCA) EVENT

SUNDAY, DEC 14, 3–5pm 
moca grand avenue 
Where do narrative and form meet? View the works in 
Louise Bourgeois and make wearable art based on your 
own life history.  
INFO 213/621-1745 or education@moca.org 
FREE; no reservations required
Teens of Contemporary Art is made possible by UBS.

COURSEs

Sculpture and Installation:  
Exploring the Third Dimension in Contemporary Art  
SATURDAYS: NOV 22, DEC 6, and DEC 13, 10am–1pm 
moca grand avenue and the geffen contemporary at moca 
In conjunction with Martin Kippenberger: The Problem 
Perspective; Louise Bourgeois; and Index: Conceptualism 
in California from the Permanent Collection, MOCA 
offers a three-session course exploring the ideas of 
sculpture and installation from the latter part of the 
20th century. Participants will investigate how the 
notion of three-dimensional artwork has changed in the 
past 40 years through exhibition walkthroughs, slide 
lectures, and discussion.

Instructor: Gwen Robertson, art historian and  
MOCA educator  
Advance registration required; no refunds 
INFO 213/621-1745 or education@moca.org 
$90 MOCA members, $120 nonmembers

Education programs at MOCA are supported by The James 
Irvine Foundation; the William Randolph Hearst Endowment for 
Education Programs; Jean and Lewis Wolff and Family;  
The Lura Gard Newhouse Charitable Lead Trust; the Los Angeles 
County Board of Supervisors through the Los Angeles County 
Arts Commission; Wells Fargo; The Green Foundation;  
and David Hockney.
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