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Press Release

Faurschou Foundation is pleased to present “Louise Bourgeois: Alone and Together,” 
curated by Jerry Gorovoy, opening on 27 October, 2012, in the 798 Art District of Beijing.  
Considered one of the most important artists of the twentieth century, this will be 
Bourgeois’s first retrospective exhibition in China.

Spanning Louise Bourgeois’ seven decades of practice, the exhibition includes work from 
across her diverse oeuvre: from her sensuous bronze and marble works, to hanging 
aluminum sculptures, from her “Cell” installations, to her soft sculpture works; from 
her iconic spider sculptures, to the evocative series of “feathery” gouache diptychs on 
paper for which the exhibition is titled.

A fiercely intelligent, well-read artist, for whom the making of art was as much a 
means of ‘being in the world’ as a vocation, Bourgeois drew heavily on psychoanalytic 
thought. Performing uncanny exorcisms, she navigated the labyrinths of her past 
and her unconscious through her creations. Through the spinning of metonymical 
visual narratives, Bourgeois’s work forms a web of stories about her life that are 
simultaneously stories about the paradoxes of the human condition and served as 
a crucible in which a Self – straining towards the nearly impossible yet existentially 
necessary act of connecting with Others – could be forged out of alienation and 
personal trauma. 

 



Bourgeois’ art embodies a courageous struggle to balance between the antinomies 
of ‘being in the world’ – alone and together – that the artist understood so well. We 
are mortally alone and we are inextricably connected. This connection is fraught 
with anxiety and pain, but it is also one of the great sources of pleasure and reasons 
to persist in our separate, yet intertwined existences.

Jerry Gorovoy, Bourgeois’ longtime assistant, has selected a body of work that 
reveals the central themes and rhythms of her autobiographical art. Gorovoy offers 
China an unprecedented chance to be touched by the reparative, human power of 
Bourgeois’s art.

—Maya Kóvskaya, PhD



About the artist

Internationally renowned artist Louise Bourgeois was born in Paris in 1911.  Although 
she lived in New York from 1938 and until her death in 2010, much of her inspiration 
was derived from her early childhood in France.  Using the body as a primary form, 
Bourgeois explored the full range of the human condition.  From poetic drawings 
to room size installations, she was able to give her fears a physical form in order 
to exorcise them.  Memories, sexuality, love and abandonment are the core of her 
complex body of work. Her work appears in collections worldwide and significant 
exhibitions include her breakthrough 1982 Retrospective at the Museum of Modern 
Art, in New York; 1993 Venice Biennale (where in 1999 she was also awarded the Golden 
Lion award); her Retrospective at Tate Modern, London (2007-2008), which traveled to 
the Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris (2008), the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New 
York (2008), etc.; and “Louise Bourgeois: Conscious and Unconscious,” at the Qatar 
Museums Authority, QMA Gallery, in Doha (2012).
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ALONE AND TOGETHER 
by Jerry Gorovoy

Bourgeois had written in “the unraveling of a torment you have to begin somewhere.”1 Even 
I, who was so intimate with Louise Bourgeois for so many years and had the privilege to be a 
first-hand witness as she created her objects, had access to her diaries, and had so many long 
conversations with her over more than thirty years of a shared life, was unable to unravel the 
torment that lay behind this complex body of work. What insights I have, unfortunately, come 
from those moments when her intense anxieties were projected onto me. These episodes were 
horrific and painful for both of us, but I knew they were much worse for her. 

I was mystified by my ability to calm her down and rescue her from the well of blackness 
that seemed to descend from nowhere.  That she sensed this capacity in me from our first 
encounters was also mysterious, but Bourgeois had uncanny insights into everyone. So we 
became a couple - she the arrested young girl, and I her “pacifier”.

I understood much later that when she invited me to her home for the first time, letting me 
glimpse the incredible objects she had made over the previous 40 years, I had entered a 
trap she had set. The way she lived her life in that house, what she had created, how she 
spoke about its meanings, what the sculptural forms looked like in relationship to her physical 
presence, all seemed inseparable. There was something there in the primal-looking sculptures 
strewn about that had taken hold of me, and this intense identification with both her and her 
art was revelatory.

Over the years, each new work was like a piece of an intricate puzzle. I now realize that she 
had removed certain pieces from the board long ago, ensuring that the puzzle could never 
be solved, as a safe guard that I would never abandon her. Perhaps what she wrote about her 
own art, “The search (pushing on) for the truth is what has kept me going, the secret of my 
anxiety”2 was exactly what I acted out in my relationship to her.

1  Louise Bourgeois, June 6, 1994. Diary entry. © The Easton Foundation.
2  Louise Bourgeois, April 1, 1974. Diary entry. © The Easton Foundation.



All Bourgeois’s works emanate from a dialogue with the Other. She needed a “polar star that I 
cannot live without.”1 Her life was a series of crushes and seductions.  I know that she created works 
addressed to me, and made others that were about us, but they were never about those “islands 
of silence”2, the happy moments of reprieve from torment. Her art is about the difficulties she had 
relating to other people, and about how badly things can go wrong. She needed the Other to 
define who she was, and despised that dependency in herself. Without the Other, she experienced 
the terror of nonexistence. She hated silence. It filled her with anxiety. It made her want to kill. She 
was afraid of destroying all the close relationships she had in real life – her husband, her sons, and 
me. As a defense against this fear, she created figures in her art that would cling to each other 
for eternity. The violence, the jealousy, the murderous impulses expressed in her sculptures are 
retribution for feelings of abandonment and betrayal. Whenever I left her, her horror of loneliness 
welled up and every return was met with revenge and punishment. 

This breaking of relations with others, not being understood, being rejected, not living up to what 
was expected, caused an enormous amount of guilt. This explains the confessional tone of her 
writings, where she confirms that “all my production is an apology.”3 Her need for reparation with 
others and to be at peace with herself, the desire to be “whole again”4 is something she was only 
able to achieve through her art. Thus, her artistic process is one of continually creating, destroying, 
and rebuilding. Bourgeois’s writings reveal that she was aware of the destructive nature of her 
acting out.  In her sculpture, she vividly expresses this fragmentation of her body under the pressure 
of anxieties and fears. Bourgeois lived in an emotional world that grounded her art in the primacy 
of her body because “the fears of the past were connected with the functions of the body, they 
reappear through the body”.5 

1  Louise Bourgeois, March 19, 1995. Diary entry. © The Easton Foundation.
2  Inscribed in French on the drawing: Louise Bourgeois, DANS LA TOURMENTE, 1950, Pencil and ink on paper, 11 x 8 1/2”; 27.9 
x 21.6 cm.
3  Louise Bourgeois, April 24, 1952. Loose sheet: 11 x 8 1/2 in. (27.9 x 21.6 cm). LB-0128. © The Easton Foundation.
4  Meyer-Thoss, Christiane. Louise Bourgeois: Designing For Free Fall.  Zurich: Ammann Verlag, 1992, page 133.
5  Meyer-Thoss, Christiane. Louise Bourgeois: Designing For Free Fall.  Zurich: Ammann Verlag, 1992, page 195.



We will never know exactly what happened to her between the ages of 12 and 16, those years 
of puberty, but something traumatic did happen. Was it a single event? A coalescing of many 
emotional experiences? Was there a loss, a split, a rejection, or a breaking apart? Whatever 
occurred, real or imagined, conscious or unconscious, it left its imprint forever. I witnessed 
that repressed, sexualized childhood erupt into the present, causing hysterical fits, screaming 
matches, and the smashing of her own sculpture. I was always aware that the smallest event –  
passing a particular  building on the drive to her studio, the arrival of a plumber at her house, 
or even something I said – could transport her back to that traumatic moment in the past.  It 
was as if she was caught in some rip tide, and I was dragged into the maelstrom with her.

She never left behind the world of her childhood; it “never lost its magic, never lost its mystery, 
and never lost its drama”1 because it was highly sexualized and therefore pleasurable. Yet to 
be continually drawn back to this past trauma the child who never underwent the rites of 
passage was also immensely painful: the acting out of these regressions was destroying her 
relationships in the present. The contradictory emotions one finds in a single form throughout 
her work attests to the importance of memory to her creative process. Her complex forms 
must contain both perpetrator and victim, crime and punishment; a safeguard is built into every 
form so that these polarities balance each other out. One has the sense that she is confessing 
everything in her art, that she is “a woman without secrets”2, yet suppresses everything at the 
same time. Bourgeois’ art is the retelling of a life out of chronological order precisely because 
her memories and emotions attach themselves associatively. The manifestations of her art 
objects need to be continually revived as they spiral around the fixed point of her psychic 
wound. Each new encounter in the present and its emotional correlative has to be processed 
and linked to the traumas of the past, thereby constantly recalibrating the narrative. In every 
work of art, 

1  “Louise Bourgeois: Partial Recall”. Produced by the artist’s The Easton Foundation
(First shown at LB’s MoMA, Retrospective, 1982-1983) 1983, 17:25 minutes.
2  Meyer-Thoss, Christiane. Louise Bourgeois: Designing For Free Fall.  Zurich: Ammann Verlag, 1992, page 137.



she repeats the drama of her whole life, since “art is... an acting out... [and] not a liberation.”1 

I only speculate that this trauma resulted in the primacy of the visual in her relationship to 
the world, and that this visual relationship is sexual in nature. The trauma seemed to have 
dislodged her from a certain kind of analytical and critical thinking, forcing her to inhabit a 
world of emotions. In Bourgeois’s writings, you see the moments of “silence”2in her torment 
when she steps back and tries to make sense of the stream of consciousness pouring out. She 
is capable of faithfully recording her inner turmoil even as it occurs. Her detachment allows her 
to give concrete shape to her emotional states. In the process of making sculpture, as in her 
encounters with the Other, Bourgeois had direct access to her unconscious. 

Though she told the story of her tapestry dealer father’s serial liaisons many times and spoke 
of the pain they had caused her, she never really admitted how deeply in love she had been 
with him and how competitive she was for his affection. Her ambivalence towards her father 
was paralleled in her relationship with her ailing mother (a tapestry restorer). Her writings 
attest to an intense oedipal rivalry, although as a young girl, in a reversal of roles, Bourgeois 
had nursed her. Her lifelong fear of abandonment began when her father went off to war and 
continued with her mother’s illness. Her mother’s death in 1932 caused Bourgeois to abandon 
the certitude of mathematics for art. Her depression over her father’s death in 1951 led her into 
psychoanalysis. In this mixing of maternal and paternal identification Bourgeois joined art and 
psychoanalysis. This fusion accounts for her endless oscillation between past and present, 
passive and active, male and female, hard and soft, cutting and sewing. If, when she acted out 
in real life, she enacted the infantile emotionalism of her father, art making placed her in the 
position of the mother who repaired and restored tapestries. The phallic daggers of her early 
Personages are 

1  Louise Bourgeois, in conversation with Jerry Gorovoy, c. 1992. Loose sheet: 11 x 8 1/2 in. (27.9 x 21.6 cm). LB-0837. © 
The Easton Foundation.
2  Inscribed in French on the drawing: Louise Bourgeois, DANS LA TOURMENTE, 1950, Pencil and ink on paper, 11 x 8 
1/2”; 27.9 x 21.6 cm., (BOUR-14336)



associated with her antagonism against her father, the later soft fabric sculptures with the 
nurturing mother.

This first presentation in China of Bourgeois’ works and writings derives its title, “Alone and 
Together”, from a series of late gouache diptychs. On the left panel of each, Bourgeois has 
rendered herself as a multi-breasted naked figure. The corresponding right panel depicts a 
couple – her self-portrait joined by a male figure. In some of these drawings Bourgeois added 
a fetus inside her belly. The overall embryonic feeling of the imagery is enhanced both by the 
color red and the fluid handling of the gouache. 

In these works one sees the themes of birth, growth, and regeneration, family and motherhood 
that she has explored for decades. However, like all of Bourgeois’ iconography, these images 
are multi-layered in meaning. She told me, as she painted the child inside the belly, that it was 
her. We know from Freud that the wish to return to the womb symbolizes death. As a defense 
against her lifelong fear of abandonment, she still needed to create images of a happy family. 
With her body becoming frailer, through these works Bourgeois is calling for her mother to 
protect and comfort her. This same plea for help finds expression in the large spider sculpture 
she called Maman.

The impregnation in “Alone and Together” can also symbolize the “the fear of emptiness”1 that 
comes from being alone. Bourgeois’ response to Sartre’s, “Hell is others” is “Hell is the absence 
of others.”2 To be without the Other is to inhabit a world of fear and anxiety. It is a world 
without love. “If you leave me I kill myself – the separation is equal to death.”3

1  Louise Bourgeois, YOU ARE MY POLAR STAR, 2009, archival dyes printed on fabric and embroidered, 36 x 27 5/8”; 
91.4 x 70.2 cm.; edition published by Carolina Nitsch Contemporary Art.
2  Storr, Robert, Paulo Herkenhoff and Allan Schwartzman.  Louise Bourgeois, London, England: Phaidon Press Limited, 
2003.  (Translated into French by Phaidon Press Limited in 2004.), page 13.
3  Louise Bourgeois, c. 1957. Loose sheet: 6 1/8 x 4 7/8 in. (15.6 x 12.4 cm). LB-0247. © The Easton Foundation.



For anyone wanting to study this autobiographical body of work, the chronological evolution of 
her forms would be a useful beginning. Bourgeois assimilated many historic moments in her art, 
from the tapestries of her youth to Art Deco, the Symbolists, and the Surrealists, yet she always 
stands apart. Literature – the fables of La Fontaine, the existential novels of Camus, the case 
histories of Sigmund Freud – also shaped her work. The themes she continually returns to and 
spirals back on, elaborated in ever-changing forms, lie at the heart of her artistic creation.  

Her sense of architectural space is a metaphor for her relationship to the other – whether close 
or separated, isolated or joined forever. We see this in the way she installed her Personages 
in the 1940s, emphasizing their loneliness; in the solitude of her involuted lairs of the 1960s as 
she turns inward on herself; and in the cage-like environments of the Cells of the 1990s, where 
she is trapped and boxed in, a prisoner of her memories. Her psychology – her compulsions, 
obsessions, the urgency of emotions – is the driving force behind her formal inventions, as her 
writings attest. Her work is a form of exorcism. More than mere self-affirmation, it is an act of 
self-preservation and survival.



LOUISE BOURGEOIS: ALONE AND TOGETHER

Maya Kóvskaya, PhD

The life and work of Louise Bourgeois (1911-2010) – one of the most celebrated artists of 
our time – are monuments to the paradoxical nature of being in the world. The impetus of 
her lifelong creative and personal trajectory has been described as the need to “alleviate a 
core experience of abandonment”1 by her longtime assistant, companion and ‘found family’ 
Jerry Gorovoy, who has curated her first retrospective in China, Louse Bourgeois: “Alone and 
Together”, at the Faurschou Foundation in Beijing. 

Spanning Bourgeois’ seven decades of practice, the exhibition includes work from across her 
diverse oeuvre: from her sensuous bronze and marble works, to hanging aluminum sculptures, 
from her “Cell” installations, to her soft sculpture works; from her iconic spider sculptures, to 
the evocative series of “feathery” gouache diptychs on paper for which the exhibition is titled. 
With a body of work that reveals the central themes and rhythms of her autobiographical 
works, Gorovoy offers China an unprecedented chance to be touched by the reparative, human 
power of Bourgeois’ art.

A fiercely intelligent, well-read artist, for whom the making of art was as much a means 
of ‘being in the world’ as a vocation, Bourgeois drew heavily on psychoanalytic thought. 
Performing uncanny exorcisms with her creations, she navigated the labyrinths of her past 
and her unconscious. Through the spinning of metonymical visual narratives, Bourgeois’ work 
forms a web of stories about her life. These are simultaneously stories about the paradoxes 
of the human condition and served as a crucible in which a Self – straining towards the nearly 
impossible yet existentially necessary act of connecting with Others – could be forged out of 
alienation and personal trauma. 

Born in Paris in 1911 to a father who sold and a mother who restored and repaired medieval 
and renaissance tapestries, Bourgeois’ understanding of herself was formed in a complex 
relationship to her family. Troubled by a highly charged, conflicted relationship with her father, 
whom she both loved and resented, family trauma permeated her adolescence and left its 
traces on her art. Her father betrayed the family, and pressured young Louise to be someone 
she was not. In order to become who she needed to be, she had to reject and negate him. 
This symbolic loss of her father was compounded by the untimely death of her passive but 
nurturing mother in 1932, following a long illness, during which Bourgeois cared for her in a 
poignant reversal of roles.

1  Gorovoy, Jerry and Danielle Tinkin, “There’s No Place Like Home,” in Louise Bourgeois: Memory and Architecture, exhibition catalogue, Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, 1999, p.15.



Trauma, rage, and retribution against her father would fuel the making of many artworks 
throughout a significant part of Bourgeois’ life. Her later works, however were increasingly 
informed by a coming to terms with the loss of her mother and the reclamation of a generative, 
maternal power. Through the making of artworks, she found an inner clarity and strength to 
make reparations (to others and to herself) for what she had suffered and lost. Finding herself 
through her art took place, in part, along the axes of her “bad father” and “good mother.” 
Defining herself required negotiating her own place somewhere in between their two poles. 

Later in life, when Louise Bourgeois had left her mark deep upon subsequent generations, and 
risen to a position of prominence in the art world paralleled by few artists of her time, male 
or female, some would wryly claim her as contemporary art’s very own “bad enough mother,” 
–  an artist who was “bad enough” to challenge and transgress the taboos and repressive 
order of society, yet maternal enough to engender new forms of growth and healing through 
her artwork’s regenerative power. As the first woman to have a retrospective at the New York 
Museum of Modern Art (in 1982), Bourgeois helped open the way for a new generation of 
marginalized artists to claim their places in the art world. 

At the time her mother died, however, Bourgeois was still an emotionally volatile, vulnerable 
young woman seeking her way in the world. She enrolled at the Sorbonne to study Mathematics, 
hoping its rationality and order could still the tumult inside her caused by her family dramas. 
When she failed to find the relief she sought in Euclidian Geometry two years later, she flouted 
her father’s contempt for artists, and sought solace in the geometry of visual forms on paper, 
and later in three-dimensional space, instead. 

As a young girl, Bourgeois had used her drawing talents to help her parents repair worn tapestries 
by sketching in the missing parts that had to be rewoven. After leaving the Sorbonne, in 1934 
she sought formal training at various art institutes, such as École de Beaux Arts, Académie 
Ranson, Académie  Julian, and began to frequent artists’ studios, encountering artists such as 
Yves Breyer, Fernand Léger, Andre Lhote, and others.



In 1936 she rented a flat in the building where famed Surrealist André Breton’s gallery Gravida 
was located. Soon familiar with their work and their circle, Bourgeois rejected both the 
patriarchal authority of that male-dominated scene, and the label of Surrealist, and identified 
herself instead as an existentialist. Uninterested in finding either surrogate father figure or 
paternal patron, and unwilling to play the main roles available to women in the scene – that of 
sexual object and/or muse –Bourgeois chose independence over belonging and maintained a 
certain distance from the Surrealist movement.

In 1938, over discussions of Picasso at the print shop she had opened in Paris, where she sold 
lithographs of major artists, Bourgeois met her future husband, Robert Goldwater, an eminent 
art historian who pioneered the study of “primitive” art. They married soon thereafter and she 
moved to New York. There she would raise their three boys, survive the death of her husband 
in 1973, and pursue her vigorous art practice from her late twenties until she died at the age of 
98 in May of 2010, at the peak of her creative powers.

In New York, Bourgeois’ art practice galvanized around the intensely personal motifs she would 
explore throughout her life in various media. When she first arrived in the US in late 1938, the 
respected painter and art teacher Vaclav Vytlacil mentored her. Her paintings and prints from 
that period already offer a precocious glance at many of her life-long preoccupations – in 
particular her fraught relationship to the twin poles of autonomy and connectedness – and 
prominent themes that reappear in various guises throughout her long career. 

Throughout the 1940s and 50s, Louise Bourgeois became a respected participant in the art 
world. Although her work was well-received within the art circle and by the 1940s she was 
exhibiting alongside major American artists such as Mark Rothko, Willem De Kooning, and 
Jackson Pollack, she did not enjoy the same widespread public recognition garnered by her 
male peers until her breakthrough 1982 Retrospective at the New York Museum of Modern 
Art. 



Too expansive to be contained within the confines of established “schools of art,” Bourgeois’ 
work drew freely on the visual and conceptual resources of art history and defiantly resisted 
assimilation into easy categories. Her gift for making meaningful wholes out of a patchwork 
of ragged parts has ensured the evocative force and enduring relevance of her work. Indeed, 
the visual grammar that she offered for making sense of the human condition now inhabits the 
deep structure of our collective unconscious in ways that have transformed the landscape of 
contemporary art in Asia as well as in the Western hemisphere. 

Throughout her seventy-year career, Bourgeois worked her way through multiple modes of 
exploration that form the distinct genres of her practice. In her early paintings, from the late 
1930-40s, such as her “Femme Maison” works, disciplinary domestic architecture envelops the 
heads and upper bodies of nude female figures. 

In her sculptural debut in 1949 with her “Personages” works,  the totemic wooden pieces were 
long, thin, vertical, phallic, and precariously installed throughout the gallery environment like a 
group of people viewers had to move among and face. 

Between 1953 and 1964, Bourgeois worked in relative isolation. Her move to Chelsea, with her 
studio in the basement, where she lived until her death in 2010, marked a shift in her practice. 
“Soft Landscapes” were wrought from materials as diverse as alabaster and plastic, from 1963-
67. Plaster and latex molded into squat, biomorphic forms, culminated in her most overtly 
phallic work – “Fillette” (1968) – and father-oriented work – “Destruction of the Father” (1974), 
which was a symbolic, cannibalistic consumption of the tyrannical, once-beloved father who 
betrayed her.

In the late 60s, a trip back to Europe led to a two-decade-long enchantment with ‘traditional 
materials’ such as bronze and marble. She explored more biomorphic and gender ambiguous, 
polyvalent imagery in a form she called the ‘cumul,’ which like cottony clouds in the sky seem to 
shift shape to yield abstracted body parts, and morphing masculine and feminine signifiers. 



In the 1990s, Bourgeois began making her “Cell” installations, which combined the found and 
the fabricated, sculpture and installation to create emotionally evocative environments.

During the same period, she began to make works using textiles and sewing, to turn her own 
cast-off clothing into figurative soft sculpture, and produced a body of work that manifested 
her growing preoccupation with motherhood, and the reparative possibilities of maternal 
power, among other existential states of being. Perhaps because her mother was a weaver 
who could make the frayed and damaged whole again, Bourgeois saw needles as restorative, 
rather than violent symbols.

At the turn of the century and into the new millennium, when she was well into her nineties, 
Bourgeois was still prolific. Reanimating her “good mother,” the weaver, in a new guise, she began 
to make her iconic spiders, exemplified by the 9-meter tall steel “Maman” (1999) protecting her 
clutch of marble eggs.
		
Vulnerable yet formidable, frightened yet courageous, Bourgeois explored her conscious and 
unconscious fears of abandonment and need for human connection through her remarkably 
diverse and prolific art practice. This enabled her to give concrete forms and specific faces to 
her most intimate hopes and fears in an effort to confront and heal the wounds of the past. 
The enduring power of her art is a testament to the ways in which the fragmented, damaged 
parts of an individual’s life can be repaired and restored into a coherent whole that can speak 
to the larger human condition.

Just as the central mode of meaning-making in Bourgeois’ work is metonym – in which a part 
stands for a larger whole – her private, personal preoccupations stand for elements of our 
shared human experience of being in the world. Her art embodies a courageous struggle to 
find equilibrium between the antinomies of ‘being in the world’ – alone and together – that she 
understood so well. We are mortally alone and we are inextricably connected. This connection 
is fraught with anxiety and pain, but it is also one of the great sources of pleasure and reasons 
to persist in our separate, yet intertwined existences.



With the intensity of someone for whom art offered the only safety net she knew how to 
weave, Bourgeois lived and worked like a tightrope walker balancing herself over the abyss of 
the mortal world of Others, afraid of heights, but nevertheless forcing herself to keep looking 
down. 

Like so many of us, in her personal life, Bourgeois needed and sought a human intimacy that 
she feared and sometimes fled. In her art, she evoked binaries and oppositional categories 
in a way that undermined them, dissolving their boundaries. Even as she feared instability 
and chaos, her work consistently challenged the order these binaries represented, rendering 
them ambivalent, and offering us new possibilities for seeing ourselves and our world in the 
process.

Perhaps we can imagine Bourgeois as one of her iconic spiders, clinging to the threads 
that crisscross and intersect to form the web of her works, spun out of past traumas and 
transformed into existential safety nets. Spinning visual narratives that gave form to her fears, 
and allowed her to exorcise her demons, making art gave Bourgeois a thread to navigate her 
way through the labyrinth of her unconscious, and her painful past. The shared pathos of this 
human predicament and the gloriously sui generis manner in which Bourgeois conducted her 
life and made her art resonate on a frequency across the webs that bind us all together in ways 
that ensure the enduring relevance and restorative power of her work.



Louise Bourgeois: Shaping the Subtle Spirit

Zhu Qi, PhD
(Translation: Cindy Carter)

In the process of transforming autobiography into art, Louise Bourgeois describes the shape of 
the subtle spirit, the hidden mysteries of the human soul. Her creations suggest the offspring of 
some genetic coupling gone awry, creatures modeled on parts of the female anatomy, in which 
the parts have been distorted, dislocated, deformed, or subjected to repeated replication.
 
Although Bourgeois assimilates Western concepts of Surrealism, Symbolism and modern 
psychoanalysis into her work, her sensibility at times seems closer to Eastern animism, the 
notion that all living beings are imbued with a spirit, that there is some inherent spirit animating 
all living things. Her sculptures evoke a parade of fantastic supernatural beings, mysterious 
fetishes, some hidden occult parasitic on a corporeal body of fragmented or misshapen flesh—a 
neck with three heads, a stone trough with breasts, a four-breasted headless pink torso, two 
legless bodies fused together end to end, and an enormous, soft slithering creature.
 
Judging from their physical form, all of these creatures appear to be in the throes of suffering. 
Their peculiar shapes make it seem as if they came into this world half-formed, partial or 
incomplete, afflicted by some unspeakable anxiety or dread. In Eastern mythology and artistic 
tradition, peculiarly shaped objects or living things are seen as spiritual embodiments, aesthetic 
symbols of a life force that transcends space and time. In this respect Bourgeois is thoroughly 
modernist, for her peculiarly shaped creations make reference to the psychoanalytical “division 
of mind” and Weltschmerz, the awareness that life is necessarily incomplete, fragmentary, and 
fraught with psychological fragility and malaise. 



For  Bourgeois, there is a clear referential relationship  between art and autobiography. She 
rarely strays beyond the narrow biographical confines of self and family, and nearly all of her 
subject matter derives from the subtle spiritual connections between the artist and her parents, 
husband and children. Bourgeois takes these relationships and transforms them into symbolic 
allegories. Her most representative work, “Maman”, is no mere portrait of the artist’s mother; it 
is an enormous spider whose vast form defines a psychological space symbolizing the artist’s 
desire to be encircled by her mother. “Maman” reflects a contradictory inner desire: to enjoy 
one’s solitude and silence, while also looking forward to a more intimate form of coexistence 
with the mother figure.



LOUISE BOURGEOIS 
AbBREVIATED BIOGRAPHY

1911  		  Born in Paris, France
1938	  	 Moved to New York City
1995             Became an American citizen
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The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg, Russia “Louise 
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(6/02-8/02); Museet for Samtidskunst, Oslo, Norway (9/02-12/02)
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2005-2006  
Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna, Austria “Louise Bourgeois: Back and Forth” (11/24/05-2/5/06)



2006  
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Baltimore, MD “Louise Bourgeois: Femme” (2/11/06-5/21/06)
Kunsthalle Bielefeld, Bielefeld, Germany “Louise Bourgeois: La Famille” (3/12/06-6/5/06)

2007  
Kukje Gallery, Seoul, Korea “Louise Bourgeois: Abstraction” 
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2007-2008 
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Tate Modern, London, England “Louise Bourgeois: Retrospective” (10/10/07-1/20/08).  
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2010  
Kukje Gallery, Seoul, Korea “Louise Bourgeois: Les Fleurs” 
(2/24/10-3/31/10)
The Museum of Cycladic Art, Athens, Greece “Louise Bourgeois” 
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Fondazione Vedova, Venice, Italy “Louise Bourgeois: The Fabric Works” (6/5/10-9/19/10).  
Traveled to Hauser & Wirth, London, England (10/14/10-12/18/10)
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Maison de Balzac, Paris, France “Louise Bourgeois: Eugénie  Grandet” (11/2/10-2/7/11)

2011  
Hauser & Wirth Colnaghi, London, England “Do Not Abandon Me: 
Louise Bourgeois / Tracey Emin Collaboration” (2/16/11-3/12/11)
Fundación Proa, Buenos Aires, Argentina “Louise Bourgeois: The 
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National Gallery of Iceland, Reykjavik, Iceland “Louise Bourgeois: 
Femme” (5/27/11-9/11/11)
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1/8/12)

2012  
Qatar Museums Authority, QMA Gallery, Katara, Doha, Qatar “Louise Bourgeois: 
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Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg, Germany “Louise Bourgeois: Passage Dangereux” 
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2012-2013
Faurschou Beijing, Beijing, China “Louise Bourgeois: Alone and Together” (10/6/12-3/24/13)
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Faurschou Foundation is a privately funded art foundation in Copenhagen and Beijing 
established by Luise and Jens Faurschou. For 25 years they have mounted exhibitions of 
works by internationally recognized artists both from Denmark and abroad.  Over 
the years, Luise and Jens Faurschou have assembled a notable international 
collection, and are planning future exhibitions with some of the world’s foremost 
contemporary artists, curators, museums and galleries. Both exhibition spaces are 
free and open to public.
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