
Louise Bourgeois:
The Body in Exile (1947-1949)

A complex series of references explains the sculptures from the first few years of Louise Bourgeois’ work in the 
USA. The artist’s approach to geometric abstraction, the repetitive use of form and industrial materials can most 
notably be seen in the work C.O.Y.O.T.E. (1947–49), which anticipated Minimalism and generated a hybrid, at 
once constructive and organic and based on architecture and the figure, that alluded to, by way of united forms 
and in formation, the stockpile of people’s energy, some supported by others, to overcome fear and the world in 
the face of individuality.

where the core themes that stretch across 
her career emerge. Originally sculpted in 
wood and subsequently made in bronze, a 
number of them were displayed by Bour-
geois in her first exhibition, held in the Peri-
dot Gallery in New York, in 1949, and were 
arranged as totems in standing groups, 
supported by a wall. The Personages refer 
to female existence in Western society, 
viewed from the artist’s own experience as 
a young mother of three in New York, the 
city where she took up residence in 1938 
after marrying the renowned art historian 
Robert Goldwater. They also represent a 
personal response to the predominant-
ly masculine world of American Abstract 
Expressionism, which also included the 
sculptor David Smith among its ranks.

The titles of these sculptures refer to the 
symbolic combination of body and archi-
tecture, for instance Pillar (1947–1949), 
or forced exclusion and physical isolation, 
as in QUARANTANIA III (1949). As a whole, 
they express highly personal emotions 
which the artist shaped into monoliths on 
the roof of her Manhattan apartment – an 
original rooftop studio under the New York 
sky, where the surrounding skyscrapers 
are seemingly reflected in the sculptures. 
In reference to these works, Bourgeois 
stressed how the Personages “were con-
ceived of and functioned as figures, each 
given a personality by its shape and articu-
lation, and responding to one another, they 

Consequently, it is worth pointing out that the first version of this work, in painted wood 
and 178.7 cm high, was entitled Blind Leading the Blind, alluding to the expression in-
cluded in the Gospel According to Saint Matthew 15:14, which states “They be blind 
leaders of the blind”. Its totem-like appearance joins the scale of the work to stress the 
idea of a house, as reflected in a photograph taken in 1966 in which the artist can be seen 
inside the habitable space of the sculpture. In 1979, Bourgeois furnished the work with 
patently feminist content, changing the red and black to pink, and giving it the new title 
C.O.Y.O.T.E. in reference to the group Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics, led by her friend Margo 
Saint James, in defence of prostitutes’ rights.

Bourgeois described the sculpture as “an army of legs, two by two” and connected it to 
her childhood, associating it with her view of her parents’ legs under the dining room ta-
ble, and her feelings when she saw these legs move from her cosy darkness. The work is 
also related to two photographs of Louise Bourgeois as a child, where she appears to be 
guiding her father and mother with a walking stick while they pretend to be blind, and to 
Bruegel the Elder’s painting The Parable of the Blind, with both providing insight into the 
meaning of the pathetic and inevitable path of a blind humanity.

Bourgeois’ other sculptures included in this room belong to an ensemble called Personages, 
produced between 1945 and 1955 and the most characteristic group in her early work, 



were life-size in a real space and made to be seen in groups”. She also explained their 
configuration as an expressive attribute, highlighting how “these monoliths are absolute-
ly stiff - the stiffness of someone who’s afraid. The way one can say, ‘he’s scared stiff’. 
Immobilised with fear. Stuck”.

The works of Louise Bourgeois displayed in this room belong to The Easton 
Foundation, managed by The Louise Bourgeois Studio, and are the outcome of a 
long-term loan agreement established in 2014.
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