If I do paint abstract art, that’s what abstract
art means to me. I frankly do not understand the
question. About twenty-four years ago, I knew a
man in Hoboken, a German who used to visit us in
the Dutch Seamen’s Home. As far as he could re-
member, he was always hungry in Europe. He
found a place in Hoboken where bread was sold a
few days old—all kinds of bread: French bread,
German bread, Italian bread, Dutch bread, Greek
bread, American bread and particularly Russian
black bread. He bought big stacks of it for very
little money, and let it get good and hard and then
he crumpled it and spread it on the floor in his flat
and walked on it as on a soft carpet. I lost sight of
him, but found out many years later that one of

the other fellows met him again around 86th street.

He had become some kind of a Jugend Bund leader
and took boys and girls to Bear Mountain on Sun-
days. He is still alive but quite old and is now a
Communist. I could never figure him out, but now
when I think of him, all that I can remember is
that he had a very abstract look on his face.

ALEXANDER CALDER

My entrance into the field of abstract art came
about as the result of a visit to the studio of Piet
Mondrian in Paris in 1930.

I was particularly impressed by some rectangles
of color he had tacked on his wall in a pattern after
his nature.

I told him I would like to make them oscillate—
he objected. I went home and tried to paint ab-
stractly—but in two weeks I was back again
among plastic materials.

I think that at that time and practically ever
since, the underlying sense of form in my work has
been the system of the Universe, or part thereof.
For that is a rather large model to work from.

What I mean is that the idea of detached bodies
floating in space, of different sizes and densities,
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perhaps of different colors and temperatures, and
surrounded and interlarded with wisps of gaseous
condition, and some at rest, while others move in
peculiar manners, seems to me the ideal source of
form.

I would have them deployed, some nearer to-
gether and some at immense distances.

And great disparity among all the qualities of
these bodies, and their motions as well.

A very exciting moment for me was at the plane-
tarium—when the machine was run fast for the
purpose of explaining its operation: a planet
moved along a straight line, then suddenly made a
complete loop of 360° off to one side, and then
went off in a straight line in its original direction.

I have chiefly limited myself to the use of black
and white as being the most disparate colors. Red
is the color most opposed to both of these—and
then, finally, the other primaries. The secondary
colors and intermediate shades serve only to con-
fuse and muddle the distinctness and clarity.

When I have used spheres and discs, I have in-
tended that they should represent more than what
they just are. More or less as the earth is a sphere,
but also has some miles of gas about it, volcanoes
upon it, and the moon making circles around it,
and as the sun is a sphere—but also is a source of
intense heat, the effect of which is felt at great dis-
tances. A ball of wood or a disc of metal is rather a
dull object without this sense of something ema-
nating from it.

When I use two circles of wire intersecting at
right angles, this to me is a sphere—and when I
use two or more sheets of metal cut into shapes
and mounted at angles to each other, I feel that
there is a solid form, perhaps concave, perhaps
convex, filling in the dihedral angles between them.
I do not have a definite idea of what this would
be like, I merely sense it and occupy myself with
the shapes one actually sees.

Then there is the idea of an object floating—not
supported—the use of a very long thread, or a long
arm in cantilever as a means of support seems to
best approximate this freedom from the earth.

Thus what I produce is not precisely what I have
in mind—but a sort of sketch, a man-made approx-
imation.

That others grasp what I have in mind seems
unessential, at least as long as they have some-
thing else in theirs.



CALDER: Hanging Mobile. 1936. Aluminum, steel wire. Ca. 28” wide. Coll. Mrs. Meric Callery.
Still (upper left) and in motion.



