
From the mid 1920s on, Julio González developed a sculpting language following a new process that involved 
working directly with metals using industrial construction methods, unlike more traditional molding processes. 
The sculpture by Julio González was not only important for the technical contributions it made to the medium, 
but also for the possibilities that this new artistic language could offer to three-dimensional representations, 
which he himself defined as “drawing in space.”

Julio González 
Drawing in Space

a surface on volume; and Tête dit “Le la-
pin” (Head Called “The Rabbit”, c. 1930), 
in which the figure is defined by synthetic 
forms fragmented by the light cast onto it 
and the materialization of shadows in its 
depths. In the words of Jörn Merkert, his 
works not only achieve representing a fra-
gile, solitary and misguided humanity that 
correspond to the painful historical events 
of the 1930s, but they also respond to a 
precise, autonomous language that turns 
the traditional art of sculpting into an ex-
pression of modernity. 

North American sculptor David Smith 
(1906-1965) admired González’s 
ironworks, qualifying in 1956 that Gon-
zález was the leading master in blowtorch 
techniques for innovations that brought 
welding and soldering to sculpting. His 
ironworks culminated in 1937 with two 
master works that demonstrate the ex-
pressive possibilities of his art, both in the 
field of realist figurative art with 

La Montserrat (Stedelijk Museum, Ams-
terdam) exhibited in the 1937 Pavilion of 
the Spanish Republic in Paris, and in the 
field of abstraction, with his great figure 
Femme au miroir (Woman with a Mirror, 
1937, Valencian Institute of Modern Art) 
exhibited at the same time in the Musée 
du Jeu de Paume in Paris. In it, the figure 
shares the viewer’s real space, confron-
ting us with González’s ability for large-
format works. Yet, this feature is also 

Julio González (Barcelona, 1876 – Arcueil, France, 1942) wrote about his own sculp-
tures, and he did so on account of the work of his friend Pablo Picasso (1881-1973). In 
1931, he penned Picasso sculpteur et les cathédrals, an excerpt from which was publis-
hed in Cahiers d’Art in 1936, in which he defined sculpture with the visual metaphor of 
“drawing in space” and emphasized the notion of space as a positive, primordial con-
cept in sculpting. He argued that, similarly to how stars draw infinite points in the night 
sky, sculptural forms are created in “the marriage between matter and space,” as they 
are “obtained or suggested by established points or perforations” in such a manner that 
“they become confounded, inseparable from each other like body and spirit.” 

From 1926, before his collaboration with Pablo Picasso in 1928, which culminated in 
the forged bronze sculpture Femme au jardin (Woman in the Garden, c. 1930-32), Julio 
González had already begun a process that would lead him to inaugurate a new means 
of creating sculpture. He produced his first works of iron sheeting with a silhouette that 
appeared to be trimmed from a lightly molded press in which the iron plating was treated 
like a chiaroscuro drawing. He delved deeper into the process of defining forms from vi-
sualizing light cast onto figures, which implicitly entailed immersing the very essence of 
sculpting into an art of space and matter. In this sense, he conceived of works like Deux 
Paysennes (Two Peasant Women, c. 1929), in which he reduced a naturalist scene en-
tirely into an artistic representation of light versus shadow and their effects produced as 



present in his small, subtle pieces like the 
ones we see in the Collection: Tête dite 
“L’entonnoir” (Head Called “The Large 
Trumpet”, c. 1932-33), made in silver, or 
Petite sculpture d’espace abstraite (Small 
Sculpture of Abstract Space, c. 1933-34), 
in iron, sculptures that encapsulate every 
possibility of immediate thought that 
the sculptor’s intelligence and sensibility 
knew to render in metalwork as a drawing 
in three dimensions.    

Another North American, art historian Leo 
Steinberg would likewise insist in 1956 on 
the deeper truth pervading his oeuvre, wri-
ting that González was “a strange exam-
ple of a modern artist and a humanist, at 
the same time. Modern because his forms 
are vital, open processes in space. Human 
because man is his ultimate theme, to 
the extent that when his work seems less 
anthropomorphic it still ends up being an-
thropocentric.” 

Two of the Museum’s sculptures and their 
related drawings are good expressions 
of this characteristic. In Femme assise I 
(Sitting Woman I, c. 1935), the seated 
figure is constructed from metal plating 
synthesized by regular volumes and linear 
signs that define a hollow figure; the fi-
gure likewise suggests a motif on the for-
thright seriousness and serenity of female 
forms in the Mediterranean tradition, while 
it transcends this allusion to become an 
original expression in mass and volume. 
Personnage allongé II (Reclining Figure II, 
c. 1936), demonstrates a more advanced 
degree of abstraction and expression with 
signs in space, which delineate a strange, 
reclining female figure that provokes es-
trangement from the viewer; in the figure, 
lines projected into space create an abs-
tract play with iron bars that tremble from 
its broken human form.

Julio González’s entire work appears to us 
today as central to developing the last cen-
tury of sculpting, standing as a very clear 
example of the avant-garde’s response to 
historical realities. His artistic career was 
forged in modernist Barcelona after wit-
nessing to the development of the first 
Parisian avant-garde movement, in which 

he would take part during his mature pe-
riod. From 1935 until his death, he would 
construct linear and spatial structures in 
metal, developing an art form thereafter in 
volume and mass while progressively mo-
ving towards the limits of abstraction. In 
them, the burden of history would lead him 
to respond to the events of his time with 
works related to the theme La Montserrat.

In turn, the work of his friend Pablo Gar-
gallo (1881-1934) stayed closer to the 
traditional concept of representation with 
his affinity for curved lines and arabesque 
aesthetics in Catalan Modernism, which 
both sculptors and Picasso knew in their 
youth. Aragonese artist Gargallo also wor-
ked in bronze casting, like Jacques Lipchitz 
(1891-1973), even though his sculptures 
are often constructed through metal cut-
ting. Such is the case for his masterwork 
Grand Prophète (The Prophet, 1933), a 
sculpture that offers a classical heroic 
perspective of the human figure suffering 
in solitude—a very different position that 
not only represents an ailing humanity, but 
one that also seems fragile and strange to 
the viewer, which González and Picasso 
showed us in the 1930s.
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