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THE IDENTITY AS A WOMAN SHINES IN A CELL
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After gaining international recognition in her seventies, Louise Bourgeois continued to create art until her final
years. Now, six years have passed since her death, and the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao in Spain is holding a
large-scale exhibition that surveys the world of Bourgeois, one of the most important artists of the 20" century.

by £Z& Ho Kyoung-yun
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m rt critic Lucy Lippard once said in 1975: “Itis dif-
ficult to find a framework vivid enough to incor-
porate Louise Bourgeois' sculpture.” This observation
continues to be quoted by other art critics in explaining
Bourgeois’ unique world of art. The title, however, of the
exhibition that is being held at the Guggenheim Muse-
um Bilbao is Structures of Existence. Is it finally possible
to discover a structure for that world?

The exhibition focuses on her series of installation
works she referred to as Cells. These works embody the
characteristics of her oeuvre, making each Cel/a micro-
cosm of her art world. This is because each of her sculp-
tural concepts exists in a mixture of multiple layers. After
they were first exhibited at the Carnegie International

in Pittsburgh in 1991, Bourgeois created about 20 more
Cells in the series, until the early 2000s. Considering
she was nearing 90 at the time, it was surely an amaz-
ing burst of creative energy. Especially since Bourgeois
limited most of her pieces after that to drawings, the -
Cells series is considered to have added significance for
being her last sculptural series.

Rather than being observed from a distance, each Cell
is meant to be experienced from within. Cells shattered
along-held stereotype about art, changed the way
spectators view art and marked a milestone in sculp-
ture history since the controversial works of Auguste
Rodin.As a female artist, Bourgeois explored the
subject of gender through the human form
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and personal stories. For Bourgeois, the home symbol-
ized womanhood. This can be seen in her earlier series
of paintings titled Femme Maison (1946-47). Bourgeois
also incorporated phallic symbols to express the emo-
tions and psychology of women. In Cells, all such sculp-
tures are collected into a single enclosed house, induc-
ing a feeling of anxiety that could lead to claustrophobia.

Ever since she was a young girl, Louise
Bourgeois had always been interested in psychology.
The mirrors that appear in the Cells series are often ex-
plained in relation to the concept of the “mirror stage”in
Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory. However, Lou-
ise Bourgeois' sculptures starkly contrast Lacan’s theory,
which uses the mirror to explain the existence of the
father. Instead, Bourgeois used the mirror to emphasize
motherhood, that is, the identity as a woman. Bourgeois
herself also defined her artwork as not being specific to
a gender, but expressing the “pre-gender” state.
Imagine Bourgeois' gigantic sculptures of a spider titled
Maman, one of her most representative works, editions
of which are on permanent display at the Guggenheim
Museum Bilbao, the Leeum in Seoul, the Mori Art
Museum in Tokyo and the National Gallery of Canada

in Ottawa. Bourgeois famously described her mother as
“deliberate, clever, patient, soothing, reasonable, dainty,
subtle, indispensable, neat and as useful as a spider.”
Thatis, the artist used memories of her mother, who
wove tapestries, to create thread-spinning spiders to
symbolize motherhood.
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An important factor in Bourgeois' art world was her family. She was bornin 1911 in
Paris and her parents ran a gallery they had inherited from her maternal grandpar-
ents. They repaired and sold antiques and tapestries, as well as organized work-
shops on tapestry restoration. When she was 11, Bourgeois began to help out by
drawing the missing elements in the scenes depicted in the tapestries. But the part
of her parents'influence that led her to create art was more psychological. Her father
had an affair with her English tutor for 10 years, while her mother suffered for most of
her life from influenza. In the patriarchal household, Bourgeois let her hatred for her
father grow. Then in 1932, when she was studying mathematics and geometry at the
Sorbonne, her mother passed away, which caused her to attempt suicide.
Bourgeois abandoned her studies and began her career as an artist. In 1938, she
met the American art historian Robert Goldwater, married him the same year and
moved to New York. After receiving an honorary award for a tapestry exhibited in The
Arts in Therapy exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in 1943, Bourgeois
began to make a name for herself in the New York art scene. However, it was only

in the 1980s, when Bourgeois, already in her 70s, started to receive international
acclaim. A retrospective of her work was held at MoMA in 1982, which went on tour
to the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston, the Museum of Contemporary Art
Chicago and the Akron Art Museum. In 1999, at the 48" Venice Biennale directed by
Harald Szeemann, Bourgeois won the Golden Lion and secured her position in art
history as one of the most representative female artists of her time.

“My body is my sculpture,” Bourgeois once said. Could that be why the
photographs of her in old age had a strange resemblance to her sculptures? Until
she passed away in the early morning of May 31, 2010, two days after she suffered
a heart attack, Louise Bourgeois continued to create art. It was not only in her later
years, but when she was a small child, when Bourgeois started drawing and never
stopped. Bourgeois affectionately called her drawings “feather thoughts,” and draw-
ing was a way for her to heal herself from past traumas. She started making large-
scale sculptures in 1980 when she remodeled an old garment factory in Brooklyn
and utilized it as her studio. In 2000, Bourgeois produced the 9-meter-tall / Do, /
Undo, | Redo for the opening of the Tate Modern in London, and in 2001 had three
bronze editions of Maman and Spiders installed at Rockefeller Center Plaza in New
York. The artwork Louise Bourgeois created during her lifetime of nearly a century,
which spans the 20" and 21# centuries, is still alive and well, breathing as proud
landmarks in cities around the world. s

Ho Kyoung-yunis an art journalist.




