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“Imperfectly ‘Remembered’”:
Louise Bourgeois’ Objects to be Used
LYNN SOMERS

1

MEMORY, ART, AND PSYCHE

Years before Louise Bourgeois (1911–2010) began a thirty-year psychoanalysis in
New York with Dr. Henry Lowenfeld,[1] her work was indebted to memory—
those impressionistic threads of narrative chronicling an interior life marked by
irresolvable and oft-buried conflicts. Bourgeois’s voluminous psychoanalytic
writings from the 1950s onward confirm that she welcomed Sigmund Freud’s description of neurotics and artists as suffering from reminiscences—forgotten
memory traces that are stirred up later in life disguised as hysterical symptoms,
including disorders of language, movement, vision, and speech (Freud and
Breuer, 7). He differentiated between our conscious recollections and the reminiscences operative in repression, our chief defense against intolerable pain, guilt,
and anxiety. In 1914, Freud pointed to a state of mind compelled by the roiling
unconscious drives: “The patient does not remember anything of what he has for-
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gotten and repressed, but acts it out. He reproduces it not as a memory but as an
action; he repeats it, without, of course, knowing that he is repeating it” (150).
Freud’s “Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria” (1905) provides an
emblematic illustration of the vicissitudes of memory, in which he asked his
eighteen-year-old patient “Dora” to tell the story of her life and illness. Suffering
from amnesia and the paradoxical loss of her voice, Freud interpreted Dora to be
embroiled in repressed Oedipal fantasies of jealousy, love, and desire for her
cherished father. Freud compared the initial account he heard to “an unnavigable river” whose stream is at various points choked, divided, and lost. Dora
shared contradictory sequences of events, memories, and moments wherein information dried up, “leaving gaps unfilled, and riddles unanswered” (16). Freud
regarded Dora’s inability to provide an ordered narrative of her life history to be
of tremendous significance to his interpretations and to the patient’s awareness
of self, plagued with a snarl of immured resistances. The symptom—which functions as a representation and realization of fantasy—in each case carries more
than one meaning and represents multiple unconscious trains of thought.
The comparison of the interior life to an archeological excavation pried
open is one Bourgeois shared with the mal de siècle Symbolists and Freudians
alike. Odilon Redon’s aphorism of 1898, inspiring many a surrealist as well as the
young Bourgeois, made the connection between artistic and psychic exploration
explicit, albeit facile. The artist, he wrote, submits to the arrival of the unconscious (Goldwater, 118). In 1937, Bourgeois concurred, claiming the artist exposes
the tortuous layers of the unconscious mind (Kuspit, 298). It is a common (and
Romantic) misconception that the unconscious is a kind of vault whose entombed contents lie in wait for the psychoanalyst’s key, which, upon turning the
lock, will reveal hidden mysteries through the interpretive reconstruction of
long-lost truths. The method in fact demands the tenacity of slow, meticulous
study that remains necessarily subjective and imprecise. Exploring the relation
of resistances—material, historical, and psychical—to narrative and memory,
this paper considers Bourgeois’s cryptic sculpture of the late 1940s as complicated fictions rather than truths, as well as emblems of dialectical object relationships.
Classical psychoanalysis involves the telling and retelling of one’s personal
histories—figments entwined with facts—built upon memory, a kind of palimpsest that weaves the vestiges of the past and wishes for the future in the
threads of the present. But Freud’s words provide a caveat to viewers of sculpture
as uncanny and as tethered to psychological themes and affects as that of Louise
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Bourgeois. For, ironically, what makes her poetic objects so evocative (and memorable) is the oscillating narratives of memory they repeat and reconstruct in
multiple bodies of work over time. Like Freud’s unreliable narrator, the art object covers an uneven terrain of incongruity, especially when the work is particularly sublime. Bourgeois took on the task of unravelling the ligatures of memory
even when this material remained out of reach, a quagmire that stirs up our own
empathic experiences. The density and complexity of her art objects, on the
other hand, generate material resistances, fissures, and other formal paradoxes
that I will explore as analogues to what D. W. Winnicott—the leading child analyst of British object relations in the post-war era—called the transitional objects
of inner life. And so, while Bourgeois was drawn to classical Freudian ideas and
often welcomed their relevance to her work, she also imagined the sculptures as
“whole and hearty objects” that reached beyond the dynamics of the individual
psyche, which is bound up with self-reflexivity (Balint, 114–15). In other words,
they perform within a broad symbolic field, gesturing to others (other art objects,
other beholders) as part and parcel of paradigms of object relations put forth by
Winnicott and others in the post-Freudian era.[2]
Bourgeois’s sculpture offers a pivot point for thinking about modernist objects, memory, art, and psyche. Namely, the interplay between the hidden self
and the expression of external reality (the object) was, like Dora’s misremembered story, marked by inconsistencies and illusions woven together to impart bare, essential truths. The kinship between psychoanalysis and story-telling
is serpentine, and Bourgeois scrutinized its web in decades of effort, weaving her
own knotty allegories with those of psychoanalysis, art, and literature. Although
she labeled her memories “documents,” she also recognized that her “memory
[was] moth-eaten / full of holes” (quoted in Morris, 178). Attuned to this oft-painful disintegration, Bourgeois also admitted feeling imprisoned by memories and
aimed, sometimes, “to get rid of them” (Destruction of the Father, 253–54). The
psychoanalyst W. R. Bion, to cite one example, cautioned against the misleading
nature of memory—what he called the “imperfectly ‘remembered’”—as it will inevitably be distorted by desire. Every session the therapist conducts ought to
have “no history and no future . . . what is ‘known’ about the patient is of no further consequence: it is either false or irrelevant. If it is ‘known’ by patient and
analyst” it ought be suspended (243–44). This mutability, which generates space
for openness of mind, informs not only the post-war landscape of object relations but also the ludic (if not difficult) schisms of modernist art. Much like
Bion’s use of what Keats called negative capability, Winnicott termed nonsense
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and paradox, and W. R. D. Fairbairn meant by surprise, “not-knowing” is what
makes the sculpture difficult to pin down and manifestly compelling, even when
it’s disconcerting (Phillips, 18–34). Memory requires a method of translation that
in the end remains incomplete, inconsistent, and perhaps even unknowable.
Art, like psychoanalysis, is a relational activity, and the work of sculpture operates within the tangled spheres of subjective and objective experience, attachment, and intimacy that contour the rapprochement of human relationships.
Bourgeois’s work reflects this interest in “one and others” and sketches an intricate (although fragmentary) picture of how she conceived and organized her
sculpture as transformational objects. Crucial to the reception of the recondite
modern work of art, this absorption provides a frame through which to apprehend her sculpture and its often excruciating affects.

2

SCULPTURE AS MATERIAL OBJECT

Made between 1945 and 1955 in dialogue with New York School abstract expressionism, existentialism, autography, and autonomy, Bourgeois’s earliest mature
work in sculpture—the Personages—were melancholy wraiths that evoked traumatic memory and a powerful post-war discontent. She fashioned approximately thirty carved pole, plank, spear, and staff-like sculptures, all of which are
semiabstract, anthropomorphic, and recalcitrant. The atavistic sculptures are
scaled to the human body and stand upright (typically at sixty inches), yet hazard
to teeter and sway precariously on tiny stilt-like legs or “feet.”
Carved of ordinary wood, the figures relate to monumental and funerary
structures. With titles such as Spoon Woman, Knife Couple, Pillar, Persistent Antagonism, and Dagger Child—they convey the duality of hybrid figures, both organic
and synthetic, vernacular tool or ritual object as well as human body. The monoliths appear both fragile and brittle, are honed to pierce and penetrate, and many
have incised niches or orificial pockets made by hammer and chisel or razor
blades. Although a few are top-heavy with the addition of traverse elements, others are more economical, attenuated, and spindly at both apex and terminus.
Several have assemblage elements suggesting nodes, limbs, or decorative elements such as those seen on African or Oceanic apotropaic figures.[3]
Such bricolage is manifest in Sleeping Figure (1950), a signal member of the
collective, in part because it was acquired for the Museum of Modern Art by one
of Bourgeois’s preeminent advocates, Alfred H. Barr, Jr., just one year after it was
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made. Constructed of three parallel volumes—a spindle-shaped body buttressed
by two maces or narrow gangling “arms,” which are attached at shoulder height
with wing pieces—the figure stands almost seventy-five inches. Painted coalblack, the body is delineated by lozenge-shaped segments analogous to a tripod
of minuscule legs, a cylindrical lower half, a torso (gouged out like a crude boat),
capped by a smooth, vaguely phallic toque. Sleeping Figure is tenuous in every
way: the body lists slightly out of plumb to the left, its painted pitchy surface is
pocked and scratched, and the shoulders and arms are only held in place with
two small L-wrenches. An analyst might say the figure manifests a sense of lack
or a structural deficiency. Notwithstanding the sculpture’s sullen and ungainly
comportment, its title introduces an element of playful wit if not absurdity. A
sleeping figure, of course, cannot stand, and thus it nods to a surrealist somnambulist, if not one of Freud’s neurotic case histories, those young women suffering
from symptoms that compromised their ability to stand, walk, speak, and comprehend speech.[4]
Most of the artisanal-looking pieces are polychromed in matte white, black,
crimson, or oxblood and share morphological qualities associated with emotional states of mind and body that summon animate and inanimate, male and
female, surface and depth. Bourgeois referred to them as caryatids—draped female figures used in Classical post-and-lintel architecture —although these lithesome and light-footed stems and stalks can bear little if any weight. With serried
surfaces sometimes scarified and incised, many of the Personages, including the
warrior-like Sleeping Figure, register direct, austere moods such as aggression, violence, depression, death, and torpor.
What feels simultaneously alive and petrified in Sleeping Figure is a reflection
of its formal contradictions, but also the way in which, as art historian David J.
Getsy notes in an essay on the passive resistance of sculptural statuary, such work
impinges spatially upon us in ways that energize the physical and psychological
terrain between object and viewer (2–3). In fact, while the enigmatic Personages
issue organicism, they remain stubbornly abstract, raising “uncertainty as to
whether they represent things or beings” (Storr, 97). This slippage between what
is insentient and sentient points to the insufficiency of the categories “figure” or
“statue” to denote the sculptures as signifying objects, and in particular, the kind
of numinous psychic objects I am imagining them to be.
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3

PERSONAGES AS SYMBOLIC OBJECTS

In his studies of traumatic memory, W. R. D. Fairbairn identified shell shock as
war neurosis in 1943, just a few years before Bourgeois debuted the talismanic
Personages, which she envisaged as cathartic, defensive, and warlike. In his paper
“The Repression and the Return of Bad Objects,” Fairbairn argued that the grim
realities of war called for a psychology of object-relationships (60). In his clinical
work with military patients (as well as mothers and children during the Second
World War) he identified an unbearable separation anxiety and a longing to return home, the symptoms which emblemise an unmitigated desire to reunite
with one’s internalized (and repressed) “bad” objects. In short, the trauma of war
reactivated early environmental failures with painful objects which were already
present in the patient’s unconscious.
Fairbairn and other analysts within the Independent tradition use the word
“objects” not to refer to objects or things in the everyday sense, but to people,
who are represented by mental images termed “introjects,” “personifications,” or
“illusory others” in the various dialects of object relations. Correlatively, “object
relationship” means relationship with people (that is, subjects), not with actual
objects. The object in reality, however, is critical because it determines psychic
structure, and one’s internal objects are viewed as reflections of experiences with
real persons (Buckley xii). Unconscious fantasy is constantly pressing upon the
perception of reality, just as reality impinges upon the unconscious. In effect, we
can speak of both art objects (in reality), and psychic objects (in fantasy) without
contradiction. Both rely upon symbols in the reconstruction of the subject (or
self); both activate states of transmutation and transformation; and both kinds of
objects can be reassuring, satisfying, meaningful, even inviolate, for the artist and
the beholder. Just as the real content of a work of art is called its subject matter
(not its object), this conveys that the work of art, while belonging to the external
objective world as symbolic form and matter, really belongs to the subjective
world (Balint 114). The mental process of symbolization is a key element in developing object relationships.[5] Sourced to our earliest capacity to play, symbolization allows for tangible reality within the compass of psychic reality and vice
versa. It provides a person (and the artist) with the tools to make personal meaning of her fantasy life and thereby communicate with others by way of the prismatic objects she creates.
In 1938, the same year Bourgeois emigrated from Paris to New York,
Fairbairn recast Freud’s focus on the unconscious of the individual into the
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realm of reciprocity with others. Among the first architects of object relations as
well as a Hegelian scholar, he posited a person’s relationships to herself and her
objects, both loved and hated, to be at the centre of emotional and psychological
life. Fairbairn advanced a psychological basis of aesthetic experience that takes as
fundamental the “schizoid” or split aspects of the modern personality, one that
he held as engrossed in the inner life (1940 3–8). From beginning of life, we seek
attachment and connection with supportive others, he argued, and when those
efforts fail due to deprivation or rejection, the psyche must find a way to replace
bad objects with good or “restored” ones. Fairbairn’s radical notion of restitution
described the process of repairing damage in the artist’s interior object world.
His metapsychological perspective resonates with Sleeping Figure, which synthesizes irrational instinct and rational form, traumatic past and fettered present. It is
the kind of object that issues aesthetic encounters that stir up the unconscious
emotional needs of artist and beholder alike (Fairbairn, “The Ultimate Basis of
Aesthetic Experience (1938)”, 389–90).
Recalling the poetry of the imperfectly remembered, Sleeping Figure operates within the psychic ambit of experience and the inner and outer realities elucidated by psychoanalysis. The language of art history and object relational theories are both invested in forms: the relationship between parts to the whole, and
the manner in which discrete elements relate to each other in the arrangement
of objects whose wholeness (and sanctity) is greater than the sum of their parts.
The psychic material that is most akin to art—in that it arouses emotions such as
contentment, joy, fear, anger, or disgust, and psychological affects such as beauty,
anxiety, depression, or sublimity—also organizes into forms and patterns mobilized through the convergence of fantasy and reality (Segal 78).
Bourgeois’s journals during the 1950s record intense feelings of anger, estrangement, isolation, depression, and homesickness.[6] Preoccupied with “the
problem of exile” (Destruction of the Father 195), her turn to three-dimensional
materials in 1947 represented an attempt to ameliorate distress. But it also lay
claim to a nascent ambition to test new procedures such as cutting and carving in
wood, inspired by a dissatisfaction with the “level of reality” she found in paint ing and printmaking (Wye 18). Bourgeois worked in a small room in her family’s
apartment just large enough to accommodate the narrow, lanky sculptures, as
well as on the roof of the five-story building. She imagined them as “friendly
presences” who kept her company in the cramped, domestic space, each with
distinct personalities. In her account, she says “I needed a real space with real sixfoot people,” surrogates for those left behind in Paris during the occupation
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(Bloch 373), although at the time she kept this motivation private, emphasizing
abstraction, rather than personal narrative in the work (Pels 48). On a symbolic
level, the Personages dealt with the artist’s memories of those intimate landscapes, emigration, and the ambiguity and penumbra of war. She relied on
masks of a different sort to assuage pain of the Gordian knots that imprinted her
existence, even comparing her art to a system of trench warfare, “all day, every
day” (Storr 771).
Exile—among the most potent companions of modern art and literature
within the European tradition—“is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience,” writes Edward W. Said. Both its curse and gift, it presents an
“unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, between the
self and its true home: its essential sadness can never be surmounted” (173).
Without muting the anguish of that experience, the psychic split induced by
emigration offered Bourgeois a nearly inexhaustible wealth of material which
she dug into with persistence. She associated her turn to black materials during
these years as symbolic of exile, regret, guilt, and grief. “I saw everything in
black,” she wrote, “black coffins, black legs, black people. It was the deep mourning of the war” (Herkenhoff 293). Viewed from New York shores, Bourgeois recognized her bellicose work in ebony was originally designed “to make things
disappear, all the death and mourning” (Pels 53). As if to irritate that wound,
Bourgeois linked Sleeping Figure a defensive stance. A cenotaph larger-than-life,
the sculpture calls forth a combatant wearing battle armour, and its articulated,
moveable, limbs indicated a turning axis, so as to know “what going on around
you as a protective device.” The colour, she noted, was “the black of regression”
(Pels 53). She pronounced it a “war figure . . . the face is a kind of mask, and the
arms are lances” (Gibson 46).
Ironically, the Personages that she spoke of in distinctly concrete language
had “nothing to do with sculpture.” Instead they were “physical presences” to be
used in the “reconstruction of the past” (Bloch, 373). This incongruity—that
sculpture offered durable “thingness” and yet the objects she made weren’t properly sculpture—is not so much a contradiction as it is dialectical. Antipodal aspects of Sleeping Figure, such as its nuance of surface and depth, horizontal and
vertical, speak to a dialectic of making that was essential to it and the other Per sonages: to their materiality, symbolism, and perhaps most of all, their staging.
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4

STAGING SCULPTURAL OBJECTS

Although Bourgeois had shown her experimental work to a few colleagues, when
the Personages were revealed at the Peridot Gallery in October of 1949 and
November of 1950, they must have proffered that element of shock or surprise
that Fairbairn argued is integral to aesthetic experience. He drew upon the work
of critic and art historian Herbert Read, who likewise stated that one precondition to aesthetic discovery was the capacity to hold an open mind and to have an
instantaneous response when faced with the startling work of art (17–18). Although in retrospect Bourgeois indicated that the melancholy Personages were
conceived to replace specific lost or missing people, to viewers of the exhibitions,
these foreign sculptures meant something different (Kirili 72). Lacking a coherent narrative on which to fasten the rudimentary pieces, contemporary critics
responded with an equal sense of strangeness and wonder. Bearing little resemblance to any other sculpture of the day – at that point dominated by the welded
steel constructions of American sculptors such as David Smith – a New York
Times critic remarked in 1949 that the “three dimensional wooden forms . . . cannot correctly be called sculpture” (Preston 9). Other commentators, however,
perceived a psychological dimension in the “starkly simplified” totems, describing them as “introspective personages” or intercessors, embodying a range of
direct expressions and moods (M. G. 46). Others associated the figures’ severe
and abraded surfaces with “the tragedy of isolation” (Sharp 22). And yet the nuance of the work seemed lost on the less than charitable Times critic: “Louise
Bourgeois’s intentions were sincere but she certainly overestimated her
talents . . . to our way of thinking the rough hewn wooden forms painted white,
black, and rust colour convey nothing at all” (Preston 9).
When Bourgeois mounted the second solo exhibition in 1950, she returned
with fifteen Personages, including Sleeping Figure, incrementally more complex,
with intricate assemblage, and detailed surface treatments. Responding to their
sophisticated silhouettes, the reviewer who had previously criticized the work for
“not being sculpture” noted the difference one year had made: “Suggestively
carved and painted skeletal objects” earned the right to be “recognized as ideographic sculpture” (Preston 1950, 9). This dovetailed with Bourgeois’s labyrinthine symbology as well as her assessment that the newer pieces were increasingly
“articulated” in form and more “articulate” in meanings (Wye 20).
Unorthodox for the time, Bourgeois staged the Personages as singles, in
pairs, and clusters contiguous with the floor throughout the gallery like points
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mapping an irregular grid in space. This approach predated what critic Rosalind
Krauss described in 1978 as a paradigmatic shift in sculpture away from the circumscribing modes of the classical and the monument toward temporality and
sitelessness, or what she termed “sculpture in the expanded field” (276–90).
While the Personages do not exactly fit Krauss’ claim that sculpture be defined in
terms of negation, Bourgeois’s motivated use of the relational aspects between
beholder and object, between object and object, signals phenomenological reception that also dramatized an unfolding of psychic time not unlike Freud’s remembering, repeating, and working through.
Sentinels, witnesses, or bystanders leaning, huddling, stalking, or cowering,
the sculptures cast shadows across each other and the floor. Several were
gathered in corners of the room or propped against the walls. Bourgeois in effect
opened up a kinaesthetic space whereby the sculptures related to each other, but
also to the beholder, who moves into and out of the highly charged orbit of these
haptic memorial figures. Their disposition highlighted the beholder’s sense of
dislocation within the contingent environment, but one that could also be penetrated and even disturbed by the active viewing subject. As such, one reviewer
aligned the sculptures with the primitivist features of surrealism and useful ritual
objects, stating they were “inhabitants of a private world,” standing “ready for use
in some primitive rite” (Levy 16). Bourgeois likewise acknowledged, “The space
of the viewer becomes the space of the maker. You enter the space and manipulate objects within that space” (Bloch 372). And yet, this radical approach didn’t
sit well with at least one commentator at the time, who claimed, “Complete
works of art must stand alone and do not necessitate a stage setting to complement them” (Sharp 22).
The installation, far from supplemental, functioned as an integrated totality
for embodied encounters with potent objects. The collected figures spilled over
with a myriad of associations from the anxious and claustrophobic to the oracular and the sublime. Bourgeois’s sense that the “social space” (Bloch 373) could be
catalysed by others suggests that the sculptures could magically be brought to
life, were no longer separate or even necessarily distinguishable from other objects to be used. But in 1957 when the Personages had drawn to a close, Bourgeois
relayed a dissatisfaction with her symbolic statues because “they are not the real
thing – they are information, signs (valuable) signs or symptoms along the road
but they are not real – in a way they are phony if tested by reality” ( The Return of
the Repressed 2: 50).
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5

TRANSITIONAL OBJECTS TO BE USED

The majority of her contemporary criticism tracked with histories of modernism that would have made sense to Bourgeois. Narratives of war and memory,
the interior consciousness, divided Self, as well as art’s capacity for transformation and transcendence all find ground in the Personages, which are rife with
symbolic resonance, echoing lost histories, memories, and fantasies. But among
the concerns this work raised (certainly at the time), what seems especially pertinent is the feeling that the figures were not rightly sculpture, conveyed “nothing at all” (Preston 9) and as the artist herself declared, had “nothing to do with
sculpture” (Bloch 373). Their very intractability and indifference to predominant
modes of sculptural address, in other words, made them resistant to critical interpretations that might engage with them on their own terms.
Bourgeois approached her eccentric sculptures with an insouciance that
freed them from the conventional role of sculpture, that is, of a monument upon
a pedestal or an allegorical figure personified in the visible world. She preferred
to use them in some manner or form, and in fact, most are designed and scaled
to be hand-held, portable, without bases, or feature indentations or handgrips
for easy conveyance. Because the Personages couldn’t stand on their own, Bourgeois used five-inch-square flat plinths to secure and display them. When she reported to an interviewer in 1989, “I need to make things, but I have no need to
show them” (Kirili 73), nothing could have been further from the truth, but the
statement reflects a profound ambivalence about the nature of these unruly objects, their convoluted affects, and the roles they filled in the artist’s life.
In a letter Bourgeois wrote to Barr in 1951, she provided specific instructions
as to how Sleeping Figure should be installed. With emphasis upon the museum’s
responsibility to explore all its possibility for use, she offered up not only the
sculpture’s kinetic potential – which seemed to extend its aesthetic value – but
its role as a transitional object:
If you look closely at the shoulders of the figure you will see two holes that
go through the thinness of the wings. They are made for a different position
of the arms when the figure is not endormie anymore. At that time the arms
are not closed to protect the body, by facing the spectator, leaving the body
free and at rest. The feeling of rest is given by the unbroken parallelism of
the three volumes (corps and bras) in the new position. However the two new
shapes of wood have to be placed as shown on the drawing.
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The owner of the figure should be able to do that himself. Besides there are
not two shoulders but two sets of shoulders one gay and one sad . . . The
statue should be in working order when delivered (and I will see to it that it
is, and that no piece is missing) after this it is the role of the owner to take
care of it by using all its possibilities such as: The statue should be made to
function in different surroundings, sometimes indoors sometime[s] outdoors, sometime[s] in a dark space, sometimes in direct or indirect or grazing light, sometimes on a crowded floor sometimes in solitude, sometimes
standing, sometimes resting horizontally on two brackets. I would not let
anyone but the artist venture to place the statue in any angle position, but it
could be done if the artist is not held responsible.
Also pieces should be added or placed aside according to results wanted. In
that fashion there would be more complete enjoyment of the work of art. If
there is in the process, damage or breakage the artist could be called upon
to repair it, paid a reasonable fee, he should be happy to handle old work of
his. But of course he should be mistrusted and watched carefully during the
repairing since no artist sees his work today quite the way he saw it yesterday and his impulse will be to “improve” the given piece and sometimes the
improvement might reach the point of destruction (Destruction of the Father
62–63).
The instructions provide a fascinating window into Bourgeois’s thinking about
Sleeping Figure as a transitional object. Her description of the tractable figure does
not conform to any modernist aesthetic of sculpture of the post-war era and is,
in fact, in violation of the formalist criticism of Clement Greenberg, a regular
contributor to the Partisan Review, the mouthpiece of elite progressives which
Bourgeois called “our bible” (Gibson 45). Greenberg underlined his stern prescription for contemporary sculpture, stressing it must “avoid communication
with any order of experience not inherent in the most literally and essentially
constructed nature of its medium . . . this means renouncing illusion . . . the arts
are to achieve concreteness, ‘purity,’ by dealing solely with their respective selves”
(“Sculpture in Our Time” (1958), 56). While the materiality of Sleeping Figure fits
the edict for the concrete, it was anything but pure, in Greenberg’s terms, but
acutely engaged with rapprochement. By its very invention, the blackened war
figure conjured the symbolist and the illusory, if only in the mind. Bourgeois’s
directives as to how the memorial piece was to “perform” indicates it was a
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hands-on object to be “used” in both psychic and aesthetic fashion. Her insistence that the Personages weren’t properly sculptures, but functional avatars for
oneself and others, reinforces this proposition.
Mute doppelgängers of prosaic material, the sculptures were, at core,
transitional. In this manner, the surrogate figures-as-objects can be seen as a
form of reality testing, meaning they were experimental and a means of grappling with what was real and unreal. This process occurs within what Winnicott
called the transitional or “potential space” between mother and child, the self
and her objects. It is also the space where aesthetic creation takes hold: cultural
productions served as extensions of what he expressed as transitional phenomena within transitional space, that is, the interactions unfolding among ourselves
and others within the sphere of human experience. Winnicott enlarged upon
questions such as “what does art mean, and why does it matter?” in his clinical
work by conceiving transitional objects as paradoxical (“Playing and Culture
(1968)” 205–206). And he “located” cultural experience in the playful space of the
transitional object:
When we witness an infant’s employment of a transitional object, the first
not-me possession, we are witnessing both the child’s first use of a symbol
and the first experience of play . . . . The object is a symbol of the union of
the baby and the mother (or part of the mother). This symbol can be located. It is at the place in space and time where and when the mother is in
transition from being (in the baby’s mind) merged in with the infant and alternatively being experienced as an object to be perceived rather than conceived of. The use of an object symbolizes the union of two now separate
things, baby and mother, at the point in time and space of the initiation of their
state of separateness (“The Location of Cultural Experience (1967)” 96–97).
Recalling the dialectic that distinguishes Sleeping Figure, the child’s inventive
play is located neither inside nor outside the mind, meaning it is of fantasy as
well as reality. Play is also how the patient “recreates” her analyst as a good object
in the reliable space of the consulting room. Similarly, the artist also makes ruthless use of others in order to restore unsatisfying objects to something good and
even sublime. The transitional object enables a developing apperception as to
what is “me” and “not-me,” which is not unlike the artist’s dilemma to separate
herself from her (art) objects, which she also injects with a part of herself. According to Winnicott, this process occurs in “an intermediate state between a

L. Somers · “Imperfectly ‘Remembered’”: Louise Bourgeois’s Objects to be Used

13

baby’s inability and growing ability to recognize and accept reality.” The substance of illusion (that we find in art and religion within adult life), is thus an extension of infant life (“Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena (1951)”
230–31). The artist and the beholder in their own unique ways relate to and
identify with these transformed objects, which are endowed with a kind of electricity generated by meaningful, intimate contact. Bourgeois’s uncanny objects
come alive in potential space, that is, a realm that is neither pure subjectivity or
objectivity, in which one feels free to investigate the interplay between herself
and other objects and beings in the external universe.

[1] Selections of Bourgeois’s papers based on her psychoanalysis were published posthumously in 2012
with the prior blessing of the artist as Louise Bourgeois: The Return of the Repressed. Works by JeanMartin Charcot, Breuer, Freud, Anna Freud, Otto Rank, Wilhelm Stekel, Theodor Reik, Marie Bonaparte,
Marie Langer, Helene Deutsch, Karen Horney, Wilhelm Reich, Bruno Bettelheim, Melanie Klein, Carl Jung, R.
D. Laing, Ernst Kris, and Winnicott were among those in her library and appear in her writing (LarrattSmith, 13).
[2] This list could broadened to include many other object relational theorists such as Melanie Klein and
her followers, although for the purposes of this paper, I am drawing on the Independent Group of the
British Psychoanalytic Society, chiefly Michael Balint, W. R. D. Fairbairn, and Winnicott.
[3] On the primitive and fetishistic quality of the Personages, see Gibson, Lippard, Nixon, McEvilley,
Wagner, and Wye. Bourgeois consistently denied that the pieces had any relation to so-called primitivism,
although her peers among the Abstract Expressionists (many with surrealist leanings), borrowed broadly
from cultural motifs and themes prevalent in African, Oceanic, Incan, and Native American art.
[4] Nixon has analyzed the Personages as works of Freudian mourning and Kleinian reparation (119–165).
[5] See, in particular, chapter 3 on “Symbolism,” in Segal.
[6] See LB-0466, November 27, 1951 (p. 25–27); LB-0454, December 3, 1951 (p. 28–29); LB-0455,
December 17, 1951 (p. 32–34); LB-0036, October 17, 1955 (p. 47–49); LB-0138, January 7, 1957 (p. 50);
LB-0649, April 15, 1958 (p. 77–78); LB-0530, c. 1959 (p. 106); LB-0124, September 17, 1959 (p. 107); all
in Bourgeois (Return of the Repressed, vol. 2).
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