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The Black Line
Alexander Calder
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Artist bio

Alexander Calder is one of the most celebrated artists of the 20th century. Born in Pennsylvania,
Calder was interested in creating movable objects from a young age. His father and grandfather
were both well-known sculptors, his mother was also a professional painter. Calder’s parents did not
want him to suffer the life of an artist, so they made him study mechanical engineering. However he
decided to pursue a career as an artist, and moved to New York City to study painting.
Subsequently,  upon  moving  to  Paris  in  1926,  Calder  began  creating  large-scale  mechanical
installations of intricate circus scenes, featuring wire sculptures with moving parts that he would
operate  over  a  two-hour  performance  session.  Building  his  so-called  Cirque  Calder,  he  began
sculpting portraits and figures out of wire, and received critical attention, exhibiting these works in
gallery shows in New York, Paris, and Berlin. 
While  in  Paris,  he befriended several  important  Abstract  artists,  including Joan Miró and Piet
Mondrian, and was invited to join the group Abstraction-Création in 1931. Influenced by Miro’ for
the playful shapes and by Mondrian for the use of strong and primary colors, Alexander Calder’s
work is generally known for its playful dynamism and, following the principles of Abstraction, his
paintings were always non-objective and abstract.
Inspired by the work of his fellow artists, he incorporated abstract and kinetic elements into his
sculptures, the artworks that he is best known for, today. Calder’s sculptures of movable parts were
christened “mobiles” by Marcel Duchamp, a French pun meaning both “motion” and “motive”. 
Many of  Calder’s  works on paper and his  printwork are studies,  tests  and theories  about  his
sculptures. As Calder’s sculptures moved into the realm of pure abstraction in the early 1930’s, so
did his works on paper and prints. The thin lines used to define figures in the earlier prints and
drawings began delineating groups of geometric shapes, often in motion.
Alexander  Calder  changed the  course  of  modern  art  by  developing  this  innovative  method of
sculpting, bending, and twisting wire to create three-dimensional “drawings in space.” Resonating
with the Futurists  and Constructivists,  as well  as the language of  early  nonobjective painting,
Calder’s mobiles consist of abstract shapes made of industrial materials – often poetic and gracefully
formed and at times boldly colored – that hang in an uncanny, perfect balance.
Alexander Calder has had several retrospectives, and, among many other awards, was honored with
the Presidential Medal of Freedom and the Bicentennial Artist Award from the Whitney Museum of
American Art in New York City in 1976. The Guggenheim Museum showed a retrospective of his
work in 1964.
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