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Fig. 1.  Alexander Calder’s wire portrait of the artist John Graham (ca. 1931)  
in David Smith’s living room (hanging above the bookcase, to the left),  
photographed by Ugo Mulas, Bolton Landing, N.Y., 1965

6  I would like to thank Lily Lyons and Susan 
Braeuer Dam of the Calder Foundation and 
Peter Stevens of The Estate of David Smith 
for bringing these documents from the 
respective artists’ archives to my attention. 
Letters from Alexander Calder to David  
Smith, dated February 19, 1941, and March 3,  
1941. The Estate of David Smith archives.

7  David Smith, interview by David Sylvester for 
BBC Radio, Rockefeller Center (New York, 
March 1960), broadcast on BBC Radio, Third 
Programme, July 29, 1960, at 8:35 pm. 
Edited version published in Living Arts 3 

(April 1964): 5–13. Reprinted in David Smith 
1906–1965, exh. cat. (Valencia: Institut 
Valencià d’Art Modern; Madrid: Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, 1996), 
341.

1  Times of London, 1876, quoted in Mark  
Calney, “The International Centennial Exhi- 
bition of 1876; or Why the British Started  
a World War,” May 7, 2006, accessed  
April 11, 2017, http://larouchejapan.com/
japanese/drupal-6.14/sites/default/files/
text/1876-Centennial-Exhibition.pdf. Foot- 
note 10 reads: “This Times statement is 
quoted by General Hawley in his Report of 
the President to the Commission at the  
final meeting of the Centennial Commission, 
January 15, 1879.” 

2  George Kubler, The Shape of Time (New 
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2008), 63.

3  Carmen Giménez, introduction to Picasso 
and the Age of Iron, exh. cat. (New York: 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 1993), 
16. Note: though the phrase “drawing in 
space” is best known, and most attributed to 
Julio González, in reference to Picasso’s 
pictures in metal, in fact, “drawing in space” 
was first publically associated with Calder  
by critics at the Salon des Indépendants  
in 1929. Gros, in Paris-Midi on February 2, 
1929, stated: “It looks like a drawing in 

space. One can imagine the patience of the 
sculptor armed with pincers and pliers  
and uncoiling around his stele the spool of 
copper wire that he will twist and untwist  
to give birth to figures.” Gros quoted in  
Susan Braeuer Dam, “Liberating Lines,” in 
Calder and Picasso, exh. cat. (New York: 
Almine Rech Gallery, 2016), 45.

4  Kubler, The Shape of Time, 5.

5  Selden Rodman, “Alexander Calder,” in 
Conversations with Artists (New York: The 
Devin-Adair Co., 1957), 138.

The American invents as the Greek sculpted and the 
Italian painted: it is genius.
 ––Times of London, 18761

A much rarer category of “radical” inventions discards 
these ready-made positions. The investigator constructs 
his own system of ready-made positions. The investi- 
gator constructs his own system of postulates and sets 
forth to discover the universe they alone can disclose.  
 ––George Kubler, The Shape of Time, 19612

THE OCCASION AND THE CONNECTION
Alexander Calder / David Smith brings together  
both intimate and large-scale works created over the 
course of four decades by two Americans credited 
with radically reinventing sculpture in the twentieth 
century. The exhibition celebrates a time when 
Alexander Calder and David Smith tapped into the 
tensile strength of metal to make objects so shock-
ingly new—so open and energetic and planar—that 
their configurations seemed to offer a whole new 
diagram for the pictorial realm. Not surprisingly, 
Calder and Smith, both of whom began their careers 
as painters, continued to rely upon drawing and  
the perceptual shift from two to three dimensions  
as a generative source of innovation. 

Picasso and the Age of Iron, an exhibition curated 
by Carmen Giménez and held at the Solomon  
R. Guggenheim Museum in New York in 1993, set the 
precedent by addressing the significant connection 
between Calder and Smith, in succession with Picasso, 
González, and Giacometti. The phrase “drawing in 
space” connected these five artists because it best ap- 
plied to their materialization of the line, to their 
capture of the image, and, particularly with respect to 
the Americans, to the force of linear trajectory into 
the transparent dimension beyond the page, picture 
plane, or frame.3

DIVERGENCES
Despite this connection, Calder and Smith are di- 
vergent artists. Here the contrast brings to mind what 
George Kubler would call different “entrances” into 
time.4 What should we make of the disparate circum-

stances arising from the fact that eight years separate 
Calder, born in 1898, from Smith, born in 1906—or  
that the former comes of age during the Roaring 
Twenties and the latter during the Great Depression? 
Selden Rodman, who interviewed both Calder and 
Smith in 1956, surmised a generation gap: “Ten years 
earlier, Calder would have been a Beaux Arts aca- 
demician—the American artist was not then ready for 
such freedom. Ten years later he would have been 
preoccupied with social significance, or fighting 
against it angrily—like David Smith.”5 Rodman’s 
breathtaking generalizations aside, there is no deny-
ing the issue of timing.  

Calder and Smith may have been acquain- 
tances—after all, the New York art world in those days 
was a relatively small place—but they were not 
friends. There are no records of substantive exchanges 
between them: no correspondence, no conversa- 
tions, no visits—with two notable exceptions. A scrap 
with Smith’s address scrawled upon it—“David 
Smith / Bolton Landing, N.Y.,” not in Calder’s hand— 
exists among Calder’s papers, while among Smith’s 
papers there are two notes from Calder, the first ask- 
ing whether he and a few others could stay at Bolton 
to do some skiing, and the second politely acknowl- 
edging Smith’s apparent dismissal of the request. And 
one more thing: Smith actually owned a wire por- 
trait by Calder of the painter John Graham (fig. 1; see 
page 55), a gift to him from Graham. But throughout 
his ownership, Smith never acknowledged it as an 
artistic influence.6

In 1960, when asked by interviewer David Syl-
vester whether his use of metal was influenced by 
Calder, Smith distanced himself. “No,” Smith replied, 
“I knew metalworking before I knew Calder. And 
Calder is one of our great men, and he is earlier by  
a few years than any of the rest of us. Calder had 
worked in Paris quite a bit in the early days, though 
he did go to school here in New York at the Art 
Students League, I have been told.”7 Smith had been 
told right.  

In 1926, Smith began at the Art Students League 
(and studied with Calder’s teacher John Sloan) just  
as Calder finished at the school and caught the wave 
of Americans going to Paris. Calder continued a 
pattern of travel between New York and Paris for the 



14 15

Not surprisingly, each artist provoked a decid-
edly different response from his audience. Smith 
specifically recalled the time dealer Pierre Matisse 
found one of his reclining bronze figures (fig. 4) 
particularly hard on the eyes: “It looked better before 
you unwrapped it.”15 Conversely, Calder contended 
with the issue of invisibility. At the 1929 Salon  
des Indépendants, a French critic noted one visitor 
literally walking through Calder’s wire objects  
unaware (fig. 5).16 By the 1940s, the generational  
divide between Calder and Smith was solidified by  
the coincidence of the influential critic Clement  
Greenberg’s dismissive review of Calder’s highly 
popular retrospective at MoMA and his recognition  
of Smith as a promising young sculptor to watch.17

AND YET, THEY MEET? 18   
Yet one key documented historic event did tie Calder 
and Smith to a shared—and instructive—experience. 
Exhibiting in Spoleto, Italy, in 1962 is now a legen- 
dary moment in the careers of both artists, although 
one rarely told as a shared story. Though the an- 
cient hill town nestled at the edge of the Apennines 
was hardly a metropolis, it nevertheless was chosen  
to host the project called Sculptures in the City, a com- 
pelling prospect for modern art on the occasion of 
Gian Carlo Menotti’s Festival of Two Worlds. The 
sculpture exposition, the first of its kind in the his- 
tory of a festival devoted to performances of music 
and modern drama, ultimately comprised 106 works 
by 52 sculptors. Calder and Smith were among ten 
sculptors commissioned—a group that also included 
Eugenio Carmi, Lynn Chadwick, Ettore Colla, Pietro 
Consagra, Nino Franchina, Carlo Lorenzetti, Beverly 
Pepper, and Arnaldo Pomodoro, all invited by cu- 
ratorial impresario Giovanni Carandente—to make 
new things for the occasion.19 Here we find Calder 
and Smith equally joined, each at the top of his game 
in the creation of new work.

Along with the steelmaker Italsider, who spon-
sored the Spoleto display and provided its partici-
pants with machinery and materials, in addition to 
the assistance of professional welders and ship- 
builders, Carandente turned to Calder and Smith 
with unique yet equally enticing propositions, each 

providing me with the full citation and quote. 
“A sculptor exhibits a wire statue depicting a 
naked woman. It is difficult to see and a visitor 
of average size passed through this beauty 
without even noticing it. A good statue should 
be able to be seen from anywhere. Today  
one can see a good statue anywhere.” Maurice 
Raynal, Intransigeant, January 21, 1929.

17  “Calder’s art is always called gay and exuber- 
ant, and it is. But more seems to be wanted. 
This particular world lacks history. Lots of 
things go on in it but nothing happens. . . . 
Good taste has its advantages, and Calder is 

one of our best artists. I do not think that he 
is in the same class as David Smith, who 
works in a similar medium and derives from 
the same ancestry, but he comes next.” 
Clement Greenberg, “Alexander Calder: 
Sculpture, Constructions, Jewelry, Toys, and 
Drawings,” Nation, October 23, 1943.  
Reprinted in John O’Brian, ed., Clement  
Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1988–95), 1:159.

18  An allusion to Fernand Léger, preface to 
Alexandre Calder: Volumes–Vecteurs– 

Densités / Dessins–Portraits, exh. cat. (Paris: 
Galerie Percier, 1931). I would like to  
thank Susan Braeuer Dam for suggesting 
the appropriateness of Léger’s words  
here.

19  William McHale, “A Town Full of Sculpture,” 
Time, August 24, 1962, 48, 50. The Estate of 
David Smith, clipping archives. 

Fig. 5.  Alexander Calder, Spring (1928),  
photographed by David Heald

beauty.”12 Calder’s early wire objects, such as the 
aforementioned portrait of John Graham (fig. 1;  
see page 55), on the other hand, find a source for 
elation in the efficiencies of wire emptying out the 
weight of sculptural history, what he called “mud 
piled up on the floor.”13 Calder’s suspended and open 
structure seeks ways for the wire lines to be put in 
relation in space—big space—in the hopes of, as he 
said, “a new possibility of beauty.”14

next seven years, keeping a studio in Paris until  
1933, when he returned to New York with a net- 
work of contacts on both sides of the Atlantic. In the 
early 1930s, just as Smith was beginning his conver- 
sations with Julien Levy and Pierre Matisse, Calder 
had already secured shows with both of these legend-
ary gallerists, and in the case of the latter, he had 
secured representation as well.  

Seemingly no straight line connects Calder  
and Smith biographically, technically, or conceptually  
to the same pattern of evolution. There is a restless 
discontent in the expressive range of Smith’s struc-
tures over decades—so much so that, as the expres-
sion goes, “a new ship had to be built for every voyage 
to sea.”8 Calder arrived early at the mature form of 
mobile and stable structures, which he then utilized 
as a vehicle for exploration, pursuing new experi- 
ences of space, particularly big space.  

At the point of invention, each artist appears to 
have developed a different understanding of what  
he was doing. Consider the consequence of Smith’s 
choice of the oxyacetylene torch and power saw  
in contrast to Calder’s preference for manual tools— 
pliers, hammer, and file (figs. 2, 3).9 Now consider  
the differing marks of the tools: the exposed weld 
beads of the torch in contrast to the wire loops and 
linkages formed by pliers, which enable the objects  
to negotiate gravity and encompass space. Even  
their approaches to simple machines, simple forms 
such as the lever, the level, the wedge, or the inclined 
plane, are distinctive. All of these contrasts demon-
strate not only distinct technical but also conceptual 
concerns. As Rosalind Krauss has observed, Smith’s 
thinking derived from the procedure of welding, 
while Calder’s thinking was clarified in relation to 
motion10 and, as Albert Elsen observed elsewhere, by 
bending wire or manipulating metal sheets.11

Smith’s earliest welded constructions, such as 
Chain Head (1933) (see pages 53, 54), find a blunt  
force latent in metal that seems to match the moral 
weight of conscience against gravity—as if in the act 
of balance necessary for Smith’s configurations to 
relate, attach, and stand upright, the artist is some-
how amending a history of industry, weaponry,  
or other assaults against humanity. As Smith later 
explained, “it may be society’s vulgarity, but it is my 

8  Archibald MacLeish, “There Was Something 
about the Twenties,” Saturday Review, 
December 31, 1966, 11.

9 I would like to thank Ed Ford, Professor of 
Architecture, University of Virginia, for his 
insight about the mark of artists’ tools. It is 
worth noting that Smith also used pliers, 
hammers, and files in addition to power tools. 

10  Rosalind E. Krauss, “Magician’s Game: Decades 
of Transformation, 1930–1950,” in 200 Years 
of American Sculpture, exh. cat. (New York: 
Whitney Museum of American Art, 1976), 162.  

11 Albert E. Elsen, Alexander Calder: A 
Retrospective Exhibition, exh. cat. (Chicago: 
Museum of Contemporary Art, 1974).

12 David Smith, “The New Sculpture,” paper 
delivered for a symposium at the Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, February 21, 1952. 
Published in David Smith 1906–1965, 325.

13  Yvon Taillandier, “CALDER: personne ne pense 
à moi quand on a un cheval à faire,” XXe Siècle 1, 
no. 2 (March 15, 1959). Reprinted in English  
in Calder: Gravity and Grace, exh. cat. (Bilbao: 
Museo Guggenheim Bilbao, 2003), 87.

14  Alexander Calder, “Que Ça bouge–à pro pos 
des sculptures mobiles” (manuscript, 1932). 
Calder Foundation archives. Translation 
courtesy Calder Foundation, New York. 

15 Pierre Matisse quoted in “Events in a Life,” in 
David Smith by David Smith: Sculpture and 
Writings, ed. Cleve Gray (London: Thames & 
Hudson, 1968), 27.

16  See Arnauld Pierre, “Thoughts on Transpar-
ency,” in Transparence: Calder / Picabia,

 exh. cat. (Zürich: Hauser & Wirth, 2015), 10.  
I would like to thank Susan Braeuer Dam for 

Fig. 2.  David Smith welding Head (1938), photographed  
by Andreas Feininger, ca. 1938

Fig. 3.  Alexander Calder with Swizzle Sticks (1936) in his New 
York storefront studio, photographed by Herbert Matter, 1936

Fig. 4.  An example of one of David Smith’s  
Reclining Figure sculptures, this one from 1933,  
photographed by David Heald
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Fig. 8.  David Smith in the Italsider factory, 
photographed by Ugo Mulas, Voltri, 1962

25  This event was recounted by Calder in 
Osborn, “Calder’s International Monuments,” 
38. The documentation of the Spoleto 
commission includes a letter from Alexander 
Calder to Giovanni Carandente, March 27, 
1962; a letter from Alexander Calder  
to Giovanni Carandente, April 20, 1962; a 
telegram from Alexander Calder to James 
Johnson Sweeney, July 24, 1962; and  
a memorandum in a letter from Alexander 
Calder to Giovanni Carandente, August 6, 
1962. All are published in Giovanni  
Carandente, Calder, exh. cat. (Milan: Electa, 

1983). Also see Giovanni Carandente, 
Teodelapio: Alexander Calder (Milan: Charta, 
1996), 17–69, which includes corre- 
spondence, drawings, and photographs of 
Teodelapio under construction.

26  McHale, “A Town Full of Sculpture,” 53.

At the very least, Carandente knew that some-
thing unprecedented was about to happen and  
enlisted the photographer Ugo Mulas to capture it on 
film. What “it” might look like was another matter.  
As he said, “The solution was not, of course, part of 
any prearranged plan.”22 Carandente, described as a 
“sorcerer’s apprentice,” was happy to wait to see what- 
ever the setting inspired.23

These contingencies yielded surprises. Smith 
arrived in May and promptly created his two works 
within days; by the end of the prescribed month,  
he had made a total of twenty-seven works—nothing 
less than “a gusher of art,” in the words of a report- 
er from Time.24 Carandente wondered where to put 
them. Emergency measures were taken to find ex- 
hibition space in an unused amphitheater (fig. 6). For 
his part, Calder, in correspondence with Carandente, 
worked remotely, sending a maquette in May but not 
arriving in Spoleto himself until August 1, in re-
sponse to a distressed call from those on site at the 
train station who were contending with the stabil- 
ity of his giant object.25 The construction on what 
was at the time believed to be the world’s largest 
modern metal sculpture lasted for the remainder of 
the festival, which ended August 31.26 The differences 
in timing and process that produced Smith’s multi-
tudes and Calder’s colossus, Teodelapio (fig. 7), belie a 
similar imaginative investment in Spoleto, which  
is the most revealing aspect of their stories. Their two 
fantasies are equally matched. 

SMITH’S ENTRANCE
Smith’s fantasy begins with his choice to use the  
recently decommissioned Italsider factory (fig. 8)  
in the town of Voltri (near Genoa) instead of its new  
replacement in Cornegliano. In Voltri, Smith had  
full access to the mill complex and the use of any  
materials available, even carts and wagons. The  
detritus of the newly abandoned space suggested  
to him the cyclic stream of industrial invention,  
production, distribution, consumption, and ob- 
solescence. As Smith’s “Report on Voltri” described,  
the complex of factories formerly found in Voltri  
once made “springs, trucks, parts for flatcars,  
bolts, spikes, balls, many things by forging,” but,  

20  “He wrote me in Roxbury, asking for my 
collaboration. One object lent itself to that 
large scale. Because it was to arch the 
crossroads at the entrance, I made the 
model higher in the crotch—thirty inches 
long, thirty inches high. Italsider, a ship-
builder in Genoa, built the thing.” Alexander 
Calder quoted in Robert Osborn, “Calder’s 
International Monuments,” Art in America, 
March–April 1969, 38. 

21  “Menotti offered [to] dedicate opera [to] 
daughters Candida, Rebecca (7 + 8 years)  
I said fine they like your works, I’ll go . . .” 
Letter, David Smith to David Sylvester, 
November 12, 1962. Reprinted in Giovanni 
Carandente, Voltron (Philadelphia: Insti- 
tute of Contemporary Art, 1964), 11.

22  Carandente, Voltron, 8.

23  McHale, “A Town Full of Sculpture,” 48.

24  Ibid., 53.

Fig. 6.  David Smith, Voltri XVIII and Voltri V  
(both 1962), installed at the Roman amphitheater, 
photographed by Ugo Mulas, Spoleto, 1962

Fig. 7.  Alexander Calder, Teodelapio (1962),  
photographed by Alberto Zanmatti, Spoleto

centering on a free rein to invent. Carandente ini- 
tially asked Calder to make a model of a large “object” 
to serve as a symbolic entrance to the city,20 while 
Menotti invited Smith to work in an Italsider factory 
for thirty days to fabricate two new works. (Smith did 
not remember being given a specific number but  
did recall that Menotti promised to name an opera in 
honor of his daughters.)21




