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Simoe the fears of the past were onnected with the functions of the body, they
reappear through the body. For me, sculpture is the body. My body is ry sculpture,

Man became man when he made art—nrot artifacts, mind you, as Louise Bourgeols
herself points out” Consequently, art has todowith the essence of man, and this sets
the door wide open for the Interpretation of both this essence and art. For lack of a
final touchstone, all inter pretations have a speculative character and Lacan warns us
repeatedly: “Beware of understanding.” The: period in wihich every elongated object
was interpreted as phallic, every apening as vaginal,is not far behind us. How canwe
understand the relation between art and the artist, between art and the art-lover,
without falling inta psychological ready-mades? The fact that Lowise Bourgeois had
an almast lifelong relation with psychoanalysis doesn’t make things easier. On the
contrary, any fermale artist walking anound Mew York with an oversized phallus under
her arm s just begging for psychoanalytic attention. And if she baptizes her piece
Fillette (1968, “little girl,” the feminist interpretation is inevitably thraw in as well,
just for good measure. Mo wonder that the number of publications on Bourgecis
matches the breadth of her ceuwre. On top of that, she was a prodigious writer,
producing diares and innumeraus loose notes during her many insamniows nights,
in a sometimes desperate attempt to give words and images to what haunted her?

Art testifies to the essence of man, alengside two other typically human
endeavors, Le. religion and scence. Different as they may be, these three share a
common goal and a common approach: to control unpredictable nature—mather
nature—via a symbolic system. By Implication, this means fustly that man is no
longer part of nature and, secondly, that the use of symbols—be they religious
(tarmbstones bells), scientific (farmulas),or arlistic—grants us a mostly illusory power
over what Lacan called the Beal. Some areas of the Real prove tobe particularly unruly
and obstinate, meaning that we have to try time and again to master them, without
much hope of producing a final answer; birth and death, sex and matherhood—
in brief, those areas pertaining to owr body Bourgeols puts it quite apth
"Toujours sur le mdlier reploce ton olvrage (Al upon the loom your wiark shall
put back]™ Having come from a family that worked in the tapestry business, she
knew probably better than Boileau what she was talking about, And this brings
us to the personal question: which parts of the Real were particularly challenging
for Lovise? To answer this question, a quick review of her life story s in order.

Textbook Oedipal Complex

Born in Paris on Christrnas Day in 1gn as a second daughter” she was three when
her father had 1o leave as a soldier for the Great War Her maother was desperate
and followed her husband through his various postings in France, taking only Louise
with her In 1615 he was wounded and hespitalized at Chartres. After the war, they
resumed their business of restoring ancient tapestries in Antomy: Louise " specialized”
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in restoring the feet*When she was eleven, her father introduced an English gaver,.

ess, Sadie, into the household to teach his children English and to satisfy his sexyy
needs.” At that time, Louise took care of her mother Joséphine who suffersg from
theSpanishfluafterthefirstworldwarin parttoplease her father Lovise's matherdigg
in1g32.When her studies in geometry did not produce the certainty Louise was logy.
ing for, she switched to art—Léger was her favorite teacher In 1938, she was livip gin
Paris and working at the family tapestry gallery on the Boulevard Saint-Germair,
whien she met Robert Goldwater” They married later that year and left for New Yoy,
The couple adopted a bay in 1935 and had two sens of their own in 1940 and 194,
They were part of the art scene, as her husband was a professar in art history Lovise
spent ner time painting, drawing, and sculpting—her first exhibition of paintings
took place at the Bertha Schaefer Gallery in 1945, followed in 1947 by another exfipi.
tionf paintings at the Morlyst Gallery She had exhibitions of sculpture at the Peridat
Galleryin1g4a,1950.and 1953, Bebween1gso and 1951, the Goldwater famibywas Iiul.-.g
in Paris because Robert was an a Fulbright grant, and in April 1951, her father died,
initiating a complicated mourning process that spanned years. Her diaries are full of
anxiety and depression, rage and gullt, and feelings of abandonment. She consulted
briefywith a well-known psychiatrist, Leonard Camimer, before entering psychoanal-
ysis with Henry Lowenfeld upon her return from France In 1951, Frequent references
appear in her diaryto psychoanalytic theary ingeneral {“Freud and Lacan did nathing
for the artist. They were barking up the wrong tree™), and to the privileged relation
of the artist o the unconscious in particular (“The artist has been given a gift . it
is the ability immediately to short-circuit the conscious and to have direct access
to the deeper perceptions of the unconscious™)" On June 11, 1953, she mentians
the foundation of the Societé Psychanaltique de Paris and nates all the names and
addresses of the members.” In the 1970s she became a feminist role model, although
she was not particulariy interested in the role (“The feminists took me as their roke
model, asa mother It bothers me.| am not interested in being a mother. | am still 2 gir
trying o understand myself ™). Her productivity far exceeded the moderate success
she experienced during that period ™ Her husband died in 1973, She continued ta fill
her house in Chelsea with hes work, and from 1980 onwards her atelier in Brookhyn,
The magnitude and quality of her work was discovered In the late 19705 by Deborah
Wye and Jerry Gorovoy, Wye organized a retrospective of her work at the Museum
of Madern Art in 1982, Gorovoy stayed on as a personal assistant, in Louise’s words
her“eminence grise.” In her seventies, she was recognized as one of the leading female
artists in the world. She died on the last day of May 2010 at the age of g8,

Obviously, there are a number of salient points in her biography Her
lifelong fear of abandonment probably started as a mirror of her mother's anxiety
when her husband left for the war and both mother and daughter followed him
from camp to camp-—there is a picture showing |itle Louise in front of the hospital
where her wounded father was treated We can only guess how a threeyearold
perceived her mother's despair conceming her father, especially when she is the
one chosen to accomparny the mother, The fact that the man introduced a mistress
into the household a few years later reinforced her ambivalence—he abandoned
her maman again. Moreover, the father was always traveling on business away from
hame, which reinforced Louise’s anxiety, As a woman, she never met the fathers
standard, A month after her father's death, she notes: "He warted / me to look like
a poule [tramp]. | wanted then to look the cartrary of a poule [tramp] / that is to say
a student or an independent woman or an artist or a / saint.™ Her father did not



want her to become an artist—he thought it was pretentious—and did not think
she needed much of an education. He wanted her to get married and grocrmed her to
carry on the family business. Her work wasn't good enough either and he never took
her art sericusly. Consequently, she herself could hardly consider her work as art and
her diaries are full of self-doubt and anger. Mo waonder she left for the LIS, marrying
a man whom she repeatedly described as the complete opposite of her father.

The psychoanalytic giveaway is undoubtedly the tangerine episode. As an
entertainment far his dinrer guests, her father would draw an elongated fernale
figure on a tangerine, cut It along the lines, and peel it. When he reached the navel
of the tangerine, the white core would come out between the legs of the figure,
mimicking a penis, “Well,1am sarry that my daughter does not exhibit such a beauty,”
he wauld say™ We can only imagine Lowenfeld’s broad smile when he explained
to Louise the concept of penis envy, espedally when she added that she overcame
this trauma via a dream featuring a classic symbaolic scene:"He was telling his Joke,
and his eyes fell off on the dinner table, and the cat gobbled up his two eyes. | had
achieved my revenge”" Castration! Add in the story of the mistress Sadie, which
Bourgeais illustrated with slides in a presentation called Aartial Recall at The Museum
of Madern Art in 1983, and we have something like a textbook Oedipal complex.

Beyond Interpretation

Clearly, her |ife in general and these salient paints in particular explain part of her
work. It is possible to put forward a number of interpretations, based on what she
herself has said orwritten. Instructive as such interpretations may be, cur thesis is the
exact eppasite: the maln part—and in our opinion the best part—of her art cannot
be interpreted. Roughly put, this concemns her work between 1960 and 1980, which,
for reasons that will be explained later, we call her chthonic work, This impossibility
does not reside in the lack of biographical material—as we will see, it is quite possible
to link her wark fram this period to particular events in her life as well. Rather, it has to
do with the inherent quality of these works, Not anly do they go beyond the usual
nterpretive canon——by and large the Qedipal ternplate and the ever-failing sexual
relationship—they go beyond any narrative core as well. Even mare-they are an alrmast
desperate attempt to give form and representation to what is beyond interpretation.

Louise herself was quite aware of this quality and refers to it on several
pocasions. In an answer to Christiane Meyer-Thoss, she talks about “the sleep of the
material” that she is prawd to disturb, adding, " get the materials’ dreams, though
not in a namative way, of in symbolic way™® On September 5, 1950, Louise discusses
her crush on a cousin during her adolescent years and her father's prohibition, about
Lacan's fight with psychcanalysis and Jewish men and his love for Jewish women. Out
of the blue comes the follawing: "Literary illustrative theatrical. Bachelard starts with
aword not an emation, or an accident, or a problem. | start with a problem.. deeply
imvolved in the subject, not through books but my own experience. Net through
jargon of writers or teachers, through my unfortunate ewn experience. It may be
idicsyncratic but it is not literary. Metaphorical ™ We would not call it meta phorical,
however, but “phorical’ ie. bearing, carrying, as a first and necessary stage before
the tangent parts of the Real undergo a meta phorical processing, making them less
unbearable and introducing them inte the ever receding rezlms of meaning In such
a way that we can dilute our anxieties. The Oedipal development is the final, and
hence very reassuring, elaboration of the original life and death drives,
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Such direct access Is rare, and it is not a matter of choice. On the
cantrary, her chthonic work may be understood as her attempt literally to keep
her sanity {"art is a garanty [sic] of sanity™), the other alternative probably
being a psychotic breakdown. Her diaries show that the death of her father
taused a complicated mourning process—depression s too simple 3 word for it
Freud talks about Trauerarbelt, the work of mourning, and equates it with the
analytische Arbeit, the work undertaken by someone in analysis. In both cases,
the identity of the person is deconstructed as the identificatory layers that
constitute the ege are extirpated, owing to either the literal loss of a loved one
(mourning) or the loss of the identification’s protective function (analysis).®

It is our hypothesis that the combination—being In analysis because
of complicated mourning—forced Louise fram the normal Oedipal structure via
the pre-Oedipal level towards a confrontation with the Real as the core part of the
unconsciows. As Lacan puts it: It "is something that comes to us from the structural
necessitles, something humble, born at the level of the lowest encounters and of
all the talking crowd that precedes us...™ Her resulting work is net a return of
the repressed; it s an always desperate attempt to remember what can never be
remermbered in order to be able to forget it, at last,

A Classic Reading: Love and Betrayal

Before and to a certain extent after this confrontation, Bourgeois's work can be read
via the classic carion. This is espedally clear of her work before the 1950, when she
struggled to come to terms with her position as an expat, a wife, 3 mother and
a fernale artist. Her diaries reflect the expected joys and sorrows. She doesn’t get
along very well with her mother-in-law; she quarrels with her husband and has
oeep regrets twa days later On July 19,1940, she notes: “Morality - never get mad to /
somebody. if you do don't show it / politeness is nat a vain word ¢ miéfie toi — de (o
colére c est la pire ennemi [beware —anger is the worst enemy].” ™ Her sudden outbursts
of anger will be a lifelang problem. Her homesickness is reflected bath in Person-
ages and Femmes Maisons. The sculptures represent free-standing figures that
can be put against a wall and carried around—lerry Goroway tells us that some of
thern even had handles. Thirty years later, she opts for the appasite—"a sculpture has
to stand.™ In a 2001 New ¥ork Times review Grace Glueck describes them very aptly
as “enigmatic people-sized totems"*—they probably express her longing for those
whom she had defiberately left behind The drawings present women whase heads
are a house or a building, mixing memaries of her home at Choisy and the New York
skyscrapers. At the same time, the house is a classic symbel for the mother, while
the usually naked body marks feminine eraticism. Matherhood and sex is always
an impossible combination.

From 1942 onwards, there are regular entries concerning her work, alter-
nating with worries about the children and household. Her 1947 diary testifies to
her struggle for recognition. On Decernber 18, she nates (in translation); “Nate for
future dark days - / since the exhibition | have not warked ¢ (dark days) all of a sudden
this evening / the dark shroud is lifted | and instead of having lost and ! being late
! rave taker a / feap forward - to have confidence | and not to try to do too much.“™
The strange mixture of a fierce independence, a begging for approval, a lack of
confidence in her work, and a depressive reaction to success will remaln a constant
throughout her lifetime. This can be traced back to her original family situation, to



a father who did not take her sericusly and the accompanying sibling and Oedipal
rivalry, the latter being intensified by the presence of the mistress/poverness.™

The ever complicated theme of keve and betrayal finds confirmation in two
bexts written in 1947, He Disappeared inte Complete Silence is accompanied by nine
engravings, but the link between text and drawings is rather inose.™ The Puritan was
lald aside for 5o vears before it became a hand-colored art book with purified archi-
tectonic images, The first text consists of nine unrelated scenes depicting the failure
of love and communication. The second tells the story of a man "as pure and perfect
as the Mew York sky " Trouble starts when a woman enters the scene—a woman who
“had no taste for fun"—and falks in love with the man. Something comes between
them, and then there is "the silerce of the completely dead.” Later, the man dies,and
everybody cries, These stories may be read as a roman @ clef. The year before her father
dies, hes diary testifies to a number of family crises, probably becauwse of Loufse's love
for Alfred Barr. An entry from January n, 1950 reads: "my desperately falling in love
/ with impossible AB, coincides / with a deep depression.”™® The sibling rivalry and
the Qedipal competition reappear in a note dated "Februany 12,1959," as it presents a
schematic view of her original family constellation and contains a significant refer-
ence ta her rivalry with Sadie. In translation: "the big ones A+B+C Parents + nurse
{ the small ones 2 b ¢ Henriethe Loukse Pierne / Sadie 15 Henriette and Merre tra £y
rival successful + female / the important is Pierre, successtul +/ male my aggression
rmade him trip / Henrlette unsuccesstul + female + despised / my mother successful
+fermale f luctuation along the day — the / trip chaotic by the hour ! road chaotic and
sinuous / defraction [sic] angles - Obwiously, her sister Henriette was no match
for her and she defeated Plerre (her brother), the only rival left being Sadie, as the
rmather seerms to be an independent figure, Quarantania (1547} is probably the best
rendering of the original family constellation and the feelings it evoked.

All this endorses a classic reading, namely the unhappy chiléhood—the
Great War, the father—philanderer, a successful mother-businesswoman, sibling
rivalry, lack of recognition and love—as an artist's goldmine and the basis for Louise's
later Inner conflicts between motherhood and femininity and her struggles as
a female artist in a male-dominated world. Remarkably enough, she herself seems
to refuse this reading of her work—at least this is the message corveyed in the
interview with Donald Kuspit® Remarkable, because this dassic interpretation is
true to a certain extent. Generally speaking, many works of art have a consoling
quality, as we recognize our own worries and sofrows presented In a form which we
pursehes are incapable of preducing. The Oedipal template in its marmy variarnts stil
holds good as an explanatory background.

The thing about the Cedipal structure is that it keeps us busy forever,
because it causes the failure of ail romantic and sexual relaticnships. While we are so
busy, we don't need o face what lies underneath. The classic template implies a role
distribution-the man/father is the incarnation of the Law and the (incest) prohibition,
the mather is the first love object, an idealized icon of tendermess, and the children
compete for his or her attention while harboring secret death wishes against the
other parent, In everyday reality, howsever, no man is able to live up to his function
as a father and, more often than not, he transgresses the rules ke is supposed to
represent. Maotherhood is a sealed cap on top of a volcano of passion and eroticism
with a violence that is hard ta conceal. The children re-embody these duplicities
without being aware of t—The Blind Leading the Blind is not a bad tithe for the dance
macabre that happens under the Dedipal table,
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What Lies Beneath: Mother and Body

This classic template has been seriously corrected by Lacan™—a comection that we
believe would have made Lovise Bourgeois very happy It is nat so much that the
Oedipalscherne and its consequences are wrang, but rather that the Oedipal conflict
does not constitute a problern in and of itself, On the contrary, it presents a solution for
an unaerlying threat. As long as we can remain focused on our never fully satisfyl ng
redationshipls), remantic andfor sexual, we don't need to confront a more funda men-
tal danger. The Oedipal scheme is a saclal construction, an invention through which
we make oursehves believe that we are facing more or less arbitrary rules and prohibi-
tions thatwe might surpass.We never do,and for good reason: under neath lies a more
threatening reaim, one for which words are lacking, This threat is assoclated with the
pre-Oedipal mother,appearingin cur nightmares and in psychotic delusions as a two-
way goddess: having praduced her child, she can gobble it up again. For Lacan, even
this threat is a secondary construction, because it covers our horror in confronting
the Real of our body and its fouissance at the fringes of the literaliy unthinkable.

It is 2 matter of historic justice that we can find the first inklings of this
realm in the same culture that gave us the Oedipus complesx. By and large, the Greek
tragedies describe an evolution stretching from Pentheus to Orestes, with Oedipus
in between. Orestes escapes because of the installation of the Law—the Athens
tribunal acquits him of matricide {Clytemnestra having murdered Agamemnon,
his fatherh. Cedipus's fate is sealed despite and because of all his efforts. Pentheus
stands no chance—he Is discovered spying on the women performing their secret
bacchantic rites which no man is allowed to see, Hours later, Agave staggers inta the
palace square, still in ecstasy, triumphantly carrying a severed head in her bloodied
hands. She cheers and sings: under the influence of Bacchus she has caught a wild
animal together with her sisters, nat with nets, not with spears, but with her bare
hands. Together they drove it Into a corner and tore it to pieces with their nails and
teeth, screaming and howling: now she comes to show off her boaty The head is that
of Penitheus, her own son. The story is that of Euripides’tragedy The Bacchae, and the
scene is one of the most grueserne from the plays that have been passed down tous.

Real love is devouring love. Does this mean that the beloved maother hides
a dangerous creature that is just walting to re-incorporate her offspring? It wouldn't
be hard to argue that Baurgecis's work invites such an interpretation, es pecially
concerning the Maman-spiders, There are plenty of fairytales in just about every
culture warning us about witches and stepmothers who feast on their children, and
the post-Freudian reading of the pre-Oedipal period is basically a story about who
eats whom. This is the second level, just beneath the Oedipal one, the latter protect-
ing us against a falling back, The pre-Oedipal danger is associated with the mather
and the body, the Oedipal protection with the father and tha law.

I Louise's case, this protection was precarious, Her father did not endorse
ner identity as a woman and an artist, thus installing an ever-lurking uncertainty.
When he died, she disappeared as well—she stayed literally in bed for years, as her
san Jean-Louis tells us.* The diaries of 195153 are full of depression, anger. and anxiety
The maother appears in nightmares where Louise looks for help from her husband,
father, or analyst, though not one of them is able to help her. On December 3, 1951
she notes that her childhood anxiety is retumning, together with a mernary about her
father wha taught his children not to be anxious by obliging them to go out in the
dark. That following night she has a nightmare, written down at 7ron: “Very very tired



day because of the drearm. / That dream about my mother was a horroe” The drearm
starts with the idea that she is going to find something terrific in a dream and that
Robert, her husband, has to get the meaning—the symbolic order and law resides
with the man/father When the bets are called in, no rnan can live up to this task; her
hushand bets her down, she doesn't manage to get his help in spite of her screaming:

[...] there it &5 catch it every / thing is set. the angolsse [anxiety] is horrible. and it
comnes: it 15 my mother £ call come come and | pound on Robert she: is going away.
and he does ¢ not wake up, Then in asurhuman [sic] effort knowing that he fails to
answer / | ¢all har and try to reach her again, and suddenly | reach a climax / and
satisfaction in a kong kiss. | am surprised to see that | wanted / it, and she leaves in
my mouth an object fike an almond. wiich was in / her mouth. | take it out in my
fingers and think that is strange, | £ notice that it does not rmeve. | notice also that it
i= hard enough  to resist the pressure of even my thumb nail 'itis harder than soap
/1 thirk that marbds is harder Then D want to put it away for exami / nation may be
[sic] it s mot the truth but it may be a form of truth, £ you know solittle, you have to
try everything you can ta learn how / to read around you AL a level above mother
and the atmand. | am worried / about B not hearing and answering the signal | am
poing to koose [sic] my / truth. now that |hald it,1am going to lose it. | pound again
o his / chest howding: maman. marman [...]*

Interpreting this dream without the associations of the dreamer s
impossible. Wevertheless, it is easy to see that the man/husband is not much help,
and that the mather is associated with horror and climax, a combination that Lacan
captures in his notion of jovissance. Generally speaking, it is precisely the association
between motherhood and jowissance that explains cur atavistic anxieties about and
aggression againstwormen They return inyet another nightmare, dated November g,
1953. Louise has tried in vain to help her father, when the fallowing scene pops up:

[...] the # bucket i 3 quarters full of a # pink bloody liquid a ittle ¢ geatinous /| as
I kaak further 1 s2e ¢ a brain whole and floating ¢ and | wake up in horror £ thinking.
it i4 my e bady £ she put in there — 7 then my mother calls loud £ to me and say
‘Louise do you ¢ know that your red trunk £ which is In the luggage / compartrmert
has holes in it

These dreams illustrate the pain and the pleasure at the pre-Oedipal level,
where mother and infant are condemned to each other because of the primary
caretaking interactions. This level precedes genital sexuality and even gender
differertiation as such; only the body with all its openings and contents count in
interactions with the primary (m)Other. From that period omwards, joulssance and
its prohibition are inevitably linked with the mother, together with the ensuing
apgression. The father/man is 35 of yet no help. Another nightmare, dated December
15, 1954, expresses this very clearly {in translation): *[..] L [ lowenfeld, her analyst]
has Just come J here to visit me, | cannot pay much /7 attention to him because
the toilet / is overflowing — Alain [her son] does not / know haw to handie it. Robit,
[her huskand] / is at the store + cannot be every £ where” There are insects as well,
"top many to { think about squashing them” The dream ends with Louise peeping
through a kevhole: *[...] a powerful ! arm pogs in and grabs ry ! wrist, the shock is /
just deathly by its terror and / suddenness | wake up”™*



Chthanic Art

Even a nightrnare fails in its attempt to represent the unthinkable; we wake
up before the final confrontation with what is literally undreamt of Louisey
insommnia spells may be understeod as a nightly vigilance to keep the horror at bay,
with the insomnia drawings functioning as a charm to ward off the danger of the
Real by intraducing it inta the Symbalic, This Is the final level, ie. the confrontation
at the border with the truly unconsciows, facing the most fundamental farces that
drive us Eros pushes towards synthesis, destraying all individuality in a deadly fusion,
Thanatos precipitates towards analysis, destroying all unity and giving birth tg
the individual in & deadly isolation. These bwo principles govern the organic
wiorld, from chemistry to the male-female relationship. By and large, their reign is
uncanscious for us and we only confront them in those moments that are called
“pxistential”; death, birth, sex. Even then, we are usually well-protected because
we have buried this Real under the |ayers of the Symbalic, usually in a mixture of
religious, scentific, and artistic forms. For some, this defense is broken through,
meaning that they hawe to construct a new one by themselves for thernselves,
Such is the case with Louise Bourgeois.

As previously suggested, chthonic s the best denomination for her work
from that period (incubating in the yggos, produced mainly in the 1960s and 19705,
roughly speaking). In its eriginal Greek signification, chthonic means pertaining to
the earth, subterranean. Chthonic art must be distinguished from and contrasted
with Oedipal art, which is always in one way or another a sexual-genital and rela-
tional processing of these originally undifferentiated and more anxiety-provoking
forces. Such processing is almost completely lacking in chthonic works, as shawn by
the differert versions of Soft Landscope (1965-67), Portrait 1963} and Lair, Amoeha
(1503-65), Le Regard (1966), Germinal (1967), Avenza (1968-6g), Curmwl [ig6g), and
Steep (1967). These works cannot be interpreted, in cur opinion, because they are
themselves first atternpts to interpret what can never be fully represented. In Louise's
words:“It is not an image | am seeking. It's not an idea. It is an emation you want to
recreate, an emotion of wanting, of ghving, and of destroying"¥ Because chthonic
precedes the traditional erotic level, it is not surprising that Louise Bourgeois rejected
the sexual interpretations of her work® Such automatic interpretations say more
about the interpreters than they do about her work

Once these works had provided her with a more or less stable focting,
we see a return to the first inklings of shared meanings at the pre-Cedipal level
with its ambialent bond between mother and child and with the onset of gender
differentiation, The latter is illustrated by the different versions of Janus and
Fillette, She-Fox and Mature Study. The former appears in her comment on a drawing
(Uintitled, 1986) of a |arge pair of shears with a smaller version between its |egs,
linked by an umbilical cord, She tells us that the big pair is her mother, and she is the
striall ene-"That she was a moenstrous cutting instrument didn't matter to me. | liked
her the way she was: very dangerous."* Ten years Later, the spider project (1gg5-g7]
ar Maman endorses this return to the pre-Oedipal level from her horrific encounter
with the Real. In part nine of the film The Spider the Mistress and the Tangerine,
Louise tells us that the spider is her mother and an ode to her mother."it represents
a reconciliation.” She says this while walking around the spider, pulling and hitting
the legs {"they can take a lot"). The Laurie Anderson soundtrack—"so hald me Mom,
in your long arms, in your automatic arms,.."—adds to the work's eerie quality.



After returning from the borders of the Real via the pre-Oedipal stage
back to the narmal level, meaning the Oedipal stage of sexuality and gender
relations, the quality of her work, compared to that before the1ggos,is much higher—
the confrontation with the fringes of madness proved to be very frultful. A number
of her later works condense the Qedipal and the pre-Oedipal level. That she herself
is conschous of this condensation appears from her commentary on The Twosome
(19g1) a5 a rendering of the attraction of adu ltery for the male and female elements
and at the same time of the effort of a child to gain independence.™ With Arch of
Hysteria (1993) she deliberately mixes the two genders, but now with an erofic,
almest seductive quality Altersd States (1992-94) brings the couple back, although
originally still with a dominating woman/mother. This is no longer the case in
the many versions of Couple. With the different versions of Red Room and Cells, as
imaginary constructions of childhood memaries, fantasies and anxieties about love
and betrayal in the intimacy of the family, she can truly say "I have been to hell and
back. And let me tell you, 1t was wanderful ™ Her retum is illustrated by her diaries
from the early 19905 as well, mirroring the anxieties of her early years, the Oedipal
craving for The Father included—in translation: "1 have o manage to find a good
father { a professor, a schotar @ genius, a / doctor [,

Conclusion: Art, Beyond Religion and Science

As far as we know, humans are the only living creatures who are more or less
consciously confronted with their own lack of understanding of what drives them,
We try to sobve this lack either by religion, by science or by art, ie. three different
constructions in the Symbolic designed to master the Real A religious person puts
his ar her faith In God, thus blecking his o her arrival at his or her own truth, God
being the unfathomable answer, A scientist is convinced that he or she will find The
Final Answers in an as yet to be discovered formula, combining knawledge and truth
{and preferably a Nobel Prize). This started with Descartes, and it is no coincidence
that Louise refers to him and his solution™ As a young adult, she cherished the hope
of finding peace and stability in mathematics. In contrast to most scientists, she had
the courage tarecognize the futility of this hope,and turned to art for a maore personal
confrontation: "the day | understond that there were other geometries besides
Euclidean, | experienced a sharp disappointment. It was for me the death of a
symbaol ... The new equation was art,™

Incantrast ta science and religion, art ks a personal, even private, atternpt to
come toterms with the hurman condition via an ever desperate attempt to produce
form and meaning. The easiest way to do this is to fight the sodial corventions of
sexuality and eroticism, giving the artist an image of rebel whilst permitting him
or her at the same time to stay at the safe side of the barrier. Very few artists are
obliged ta go further, their art becoming a means of survival when confronted
with the Real of the bady In between stands the mother, the one who gives birth,
the one who conceives and the one te whorm we finally return, Mother Earth.* It is
a matter of poetic justice that Loulse Bourgeols ended her career with red gouache
drawings of pregnant mothers or even of the birth process itself identifying explicity
with the new-born child or even with the fetus, as she told Jerry Gorovoy™ Philip
Larratt-Smith is right when he points out that these drawings are the mirror-image
of her first Fermmes Maisons: she has come full circle
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Louise Bourgeols, “Self Expression is Sacred and Fatal: Statements,” in Christiane
Mieyer-Thaoss, Louise Bourgesds: Designing for Free fll {Zurich, Switzertand: Ammann
Verlag, 1992], 195,

Sep “Freud's Toys,” Arfforum 28, no. 5 Uanuary 199ch, m-13; rpt. in Marie-Lawvne Bernagg,
and Hars-Uirch Olwist, eds., Lowise Bourgeois: Destruction af the Father/Beronstruction

af the Father (Wiritings and fnberviews 1023-07) ({Cambridge, M: The ST Press in
association with Violette Editions, 19g8], 185,

The magnitude of the material obliges us to be explicit abowt which sources we have
wsed for our contribution. From a psychoanalytic paint of view, it s important to focys
as much as passible on the material produeced by Loulse Bourgeois herself. As such,

wie are very grateful to Philip Larratt-Smith and the Louise Bourgeois Studso for making
this possible, by irviting Paul Werhaeghe to New York and giving him access to the
Lourse Bourgeols Archive. During a one week research stay, he studied the diaries

From w40 to 1942, which cover her first years inthe US and the adopiicnbirth of hes
£0ns; 1047 [exhibition at the Marlyst Gallery); the years wgo-56 (death of her fathes
and mourning period); 1972-74 (death of her husband). The diaries of 1976, 1978,

158, 1984, and 1986 weere given only 2 cursary glance. The diaries from 1992 101954
were studied as thoroughly as the first ones. The final diaries, cowering 2001-03, were
examined as well, Additionally, he read several of the so-called “loose coturments,” a
collection of Bourgeots’s papers that have been ordered and nurmbered by the Louise
Bourgeois Studin At the end of his stay, he listened tolerry Gorovoy sprak about his
extensive experience with Louise Bourgeols. Besides all this, we used Interviews with
Bourgenis [Donald Kuspit, Bourgeos [Mew York, NY: Elizabeth Avedon Editions/Vintage
Contemparary Artists {a division of Randam House), wBE], and Christiane Mayer
Thoss's interviews with the artist, wB86-3g). The rmary interview fragments from Lourse
Bourgeois: The Spider, the Mistress and the Tangering, a fim directed by Marion Cajorni and
armei Wallach (2008, Mew York, NY: Zeitgeist Films, 20og, DVD) proved very wefud as
wezll. And finally, we immersed ourselves as much as possible in her work.

1B-0272 (lanuary 19, 1958). Bourgeois's quote references a line from Boileau®s LArt
postigue (1674): "Vingt fois sur [ mélier remetter valra suvage,” which became a cormmon
French saying meaning: “nothing is ever perfact enough.” In her diaries, Bourgecrs often
mizoed French snd English, English translations of the Frerch parts and editor's notes are
given between [ ].

Lowise was actually the younpest of three daughters. Her aldest sistar, born out of
wedlock, died before Louise was born. The second daughter was Henriette, Louise also
had a younger brother, Pierns,

Around the age of elght years, Louise acquired the position of draftsman in her
grandmother's tapestry atelier. During school holidays and on Sunday, Lowise drew

in the missing parts of cld tapestries, starting with the drawing of fest, See"A Memair:
Louise Bourpesis and Patricia Beckert,” in Bernadac and Obrist, ng.

In Lowsa's eyes it felt ke a double betrayal. She was betrayed not only by her father, but
also by Sadie, wha was only a few yoars alder than Louise herself. Louise thought she and
Sadie were going to be friends, but instead Sadie deceived her. See “Child Abuse:

& Project by Louise Bourgeots,” Artfavam 20, no. 4. (Decernber w82), 4o0—47; pkin
Bernadac and Obrist, 134

Louise Bourgeoss Transformed a part of the house in the Boulevard Saint-Gerrnain into fer
own gallery, where shie was selling prints and paintings of Henri Matisse, Plerre Bonnard,
Fablo Picasso, et al. It was in this gallery where she and Robert Coldwater met, See letter
from Lowise Bourngeok to Colette Racharme, Seplember, 1938, pub, in Bernadac and Obrist, 30.
Lowise Bourgeols, "Statements,” in Meyer-Thoss, 200,

Weyer-Thoss, i

At this time Loutse immersed herself in psychoanalylic literature, from Freud to Klein,
frarn Jung to Horney, from Stekel toRank, et al.

LEO-1353

Cajori and Wallkach.

After her third and final show at Persdot Gallery in 1953 she did not have another solo
exhibition until 1964 at the Stabla Gallery in kew York,
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LR-0466 {dated Thanksgiving Day, 4th Thursday in Movernber #051),

Cajori and Wallach. When she told the story sarme go years iater, Louise Bourgeois
cried in a way that even Jerry Gorowoy had never seen.

ibdid.

MeyerThoss, 122,

Louise in conversation with lerry Corovoy (LB-0051), See also Cajori and YWaltach.
pan-1g2 [Aprl 16, 1ggz]. See also Donald Kuspit, "Louse Bourgeois in Piychoanalysis
with Henry Lowenfeld,” in this publication, p. 26, note 3.

[1g17], “Mourning and Melancholia” in The Sandord Edition of the Compiete Prpchological
Works of Sigmuwned Freud, vol, K1Y, ed. and trans. James Strachey (London: The Hegarth
Press and the Institute of Psycho-Anatysis, 1957), 237-60.

The Fowur Fundamental Concepls of Phychoanahsis, ed, A Miller and trans. A Sheridan.
[Harrmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1904), 47.

LAE-15944,

Mieyer-Thoss, 63 and 69,

“Art In Review: Louise Bowrgeois, The Personages,” in The New York Times, April 27, 200, E31.
LEE-1547.

Muql?ggmuiw'ﬁ.gu,. ilt, feelings of unworthiness and her continual need for reparation
proceeds from the fact that she knew precisely what she wantad, namely, the father.
She could not destroy that desire nor her knowledge of it, and therefore had to destroy
him, iz, the seduction extending to other attractions to father Aigures (teachers,
anakysts, her husband, et al.). For an illustration, see Lio-1004 (September 3,1004]
Louise Bourgeais told Debarab Wye and Caral Smith not to link the prints too closely to
the narratives. See The Prints of Lowise Bourgeais [Mew York, NY: The Museum of Modern
Art, 1994). Both The Buitan and He Disappeared info Complete Slence are published in
Meyer-Thoss.

LED-1954,

LE- 43

Bowrgeois, 15 EE,

. Paul Verhaeghe, New Studies of OV Vilksins {New York, NY: Other Press, 200g].

Cajori and Wallach,
LE-O454.
LEO-1553,

. LAB-1554

“Staterments,” Meyer-Thoss, 194,
Jerry Gorowvoy, in conversation with the auther, July zo10,

. In a BBC decumentary diracted by Jill Michols (imagine... Lowise Bowrgeois Spider Woman,

2007), only the sculptor Antory Gormbey woiced a different reading: "she has made her
pain inta form... anxlety, amoety |s the thing we need tofind a form for”

. Qreoted in Meyer-Thoss, 133. Drawing reproduced on p. 232,

ieuise Bourgeods, directed by Camille Guichard {Paris: Terra Luna Films and Centre
Georges Pompidow, 1943),

Statement was embroidered cn 3 handkerchief: Louise Bourpeois, Unlitied

{1 Heave Been to Mell and Back), 1996,

LED-19g4 {September 3, 1994).

44. MeyerThoss, Th

45.

Quoted in Meyer-Thoss, §3-54; see ako 135 and LB-0043 Danuary 2, 1go),

46, Ses Sigmund Freud [va13], "The Theme of the Three Caskets,” in The Standord Edition,

47
48,

wol Xl hiosB), 2a1—30n.
See Michols,

“Miother Mature,” in Mgfue Study, exh. cat. (Edinbungh: inverleith House, 2008}, 4-



