


Abstract: 

This paper discusses the dialogue between repair and reinvention in the narrative of the artist; it explores the contradictions of the human condition through Bourgeois’ work, personal reflections, and exploration of the self in psychoanalysis and art. It examines the dialogue between the work of Freud, Klein and Bourgeois and the role sculpture plays in Bourgeois’ practice to facilitate the  processing, repair, and reinvention of  the self. Discussing the repurposing of fabric in Bourgeois’ work and touching on the relevance of material, thread, and repair in art today it focuses on two of Bourgeois’ textile sculptures, similar in construction and materiality with the aim of understanding the tension between repair and reinvention in her work. Bourgeois merged the boundaries between art and psychotherapy; her process becoming a form of psychoanalysis in itself. Prolific in her writing on the subject, Bourgeois is often claimed by modern repair artists and curators; but tension exists between the  driving ideology of Bourgeois’ work and that of today’s textile practitioners, for whom stitching is an act of care or remembrance .  For Bourgeois repair was embedded in her family life and childhood; she consistently describes her compulsion to make art as reparative. In contrast to her words,  Bourgeois’ works  are frequently violent in their rejection of the past and reinvention of the present. Art was the process by which Bourgeois repaired her own psyche and attempted release from the torment of the self. 















How does Louise Bourgeois present the tension between repair and reinvention in her work?

Deconstructing the Human: Self, Identity and Other
Elizabeth Tucker (0452436)
MA Pathway: Illustration
Coexistent Perspectives (ADAA7000)







































Introduction
Repair: The action of repairing a damaged, worn, or faulty object or structure by replacing or fixing parts.
Reinvent : To invent again. 
Oxford English Dictionary (no date)
The act of repair frequently invokes nostalgia, a memory of, or yearning for the past. Louise Bourgeois is extensively associated with the idea of art as a process of repair, however, her fabric sculptures and figurative work contrast starkly with nostalgia for the past. Vigorously dismantling and reinventing the material of her personal history, Bourgeois utilises sculpture as a methodology to explore anxiety and trauma. Restoration was rooted firmly in Bourgeois’ childhood, in the tapestry repair workshops of her family (Celant and Bourgeois, 2010, pp.318-19). During the mid-nineties Bourgeois began to deconstruct the textiles of her past, emptying her wardrobes of their garments to interrogate her former life; she utilised personal clothing in hanging sculptures, stating that “you can retell your life and remember your life by the shape, the weight, the colour, the smell of the clothes in your closet.” (Bourgeois, Rugoff and Lorz, 2022, p.118). This paper explores  Bourgeois’ art as a process of self-analysis, rooted in her study of, and participation in, psychoanalysis. It  addresses the question of whether Bourgeois was making amends with and attempting to repair or fix her past or deconstructing and inventing a new personal narrative. Through examining two of her textile sculptures, The Cold of Anxiety (2001) and Untitled (2002), this paper considers themes of separation and attachment and their significance in the artist’s oeuvre. The tension between repair and reinvention  in Bourgeois’ work is central to deciding whether her art constitutes a  deconstruction or reconstruction of the self in her roles as mother, daughter, and wife to understand her relationship with the other.

Psychoanalysis: Exploring the Self and the Other

Bourgeois was committed to self-exploration and a desire to arm herself in her constant personal battle with anxiety, depression, and insomnia. Her artwork and reflections should be viewed in the context of the decades she spent in psychotherapy with analyst Dr Henry Lowenfield (Storr, Herkenoff, and Schwartzman, 2004, p.16). This was combined with her extensive reading and personal studies in the field throughout her adult lifetime. Larratt-Smith describes her psychoanalytical writings as a body of work in their own right  existing alongside her physical work and making a significant contribution to the field of psychoanalysis (Larratt-Smith and Mitchell, 2021 pp.106-7). Whilst they offer insight into her process, Bourgeois’ writings they should not be read as an explanation of her work; much of it written in private papers and diaries, often during her sleep deprived hours, and discovered only after her death . These were private thoughts,  not necessarily intended for public reading. 

Referred to as ‘Freud’s Daughter’ in a posthumous exhibition at the Jewish Museum in 2021 Bourgeois often resented and rallied against Freuds theories. She stated in her essay ‘Freud’s Toys’  “The truth is that Freud did nothing for artists” Bourgeois (1962, quoted in Larratt-Smith and Mitchell, 2021 p.151). For Bourgeois, art involved suffering from which there was no cure or release, this compulsion was evident throughout her life. Bourgeois continued to make work until the week before her death, aged ninety-eight years old (Coxon and Bourgeois, 2010, p.9). Her extensive studies in psychotherapy included the work of Freud, Klein and Winnicott and were an exploration of her past, projecting into her present. Rejecting the talking therapies of Freud and committing instead to a lifetime of making, Bourgeois used art as a method of accessing her unconscious, in particular, sculpture as a means of invoking “the encounter with the Other – both of which involved her body” (Larratt-Smith and Mitchell, 2021, p107). Critics, such as Nixon, reject the idea that Bourgeois was a Freudian, identifying her creative process as Kleinian based on its instinctive desire to both destroy and reconstruct, (Nixon, 2005, pp.112-117) seeing this as evidence of the life and death drives which Klein argued exist in constant tension with one another.

The debate around the super-ego is central to understanding Bourgeois’ work. Klein (1988) disputed Freud’s claims that the ‘super-ego’ developed at five years old. She argues that feelings of guilt are present from around five/ six months of age. She suggests that at this stage the baby becomes aware of his “destructive impulses” and feels a need to repair perceived damage done to the mother as a result of these impulses. The anxiety present at this stage is part of normal infant development and results in “the tendency to make reparation” in our future relations (Klein,1988, p.255). While Freud argues  psychoanalysis is the only method available to work through the feelings of guilt associated with these destructive impulses, Klein indicates that this occurs through normal development and  adaptation to external reality. She suggests that we internalise a part of the person we love or hate by taking “something of them into ourselves” which shapes our own attitudes:
In the one case it enriches us and becomes a foundation for previous memories; in the other case we sometimes feel that the outer world is spoilt for us, and the inner world is therefore impoverished 
(Klein, 1988, p.256)
Bourgeois used art to process her ‘destructive impulses’ throughout her life,  frequently describing her urge to make art as a form of violence. In  Louise Bourgeois: The Spider, The Mistress and The Tangerine (2010), her long-term assistant and friend, Gerry Gorovoy, describes frequently rescuing her sculptures from  these impulses. Nixon argues that, for Klein, “a relation to reality entails acceptance of one’s own aggression” (Nixon, 2005, p.101) Bourgeois openly accepted her own aggression, in particular referencing the dichotomy of  emotion in her relationships, she refers repeatedly to the conflicting love and hate she feels towards her father; at times her life was both enriched and impoverished by the extremes of her feelings towards him (Weiermair, 1991, p.9).  Despite this conflict Bourgeois maintained a relationship with her father into her adulthood, identifying his death as a significant life event which sent her into a spiral of depression and impacted on her ability to make art for a period (Storr, Herkenoff, and Schwartzman, 2004, pp. 9 -11). The reality and complexity of family life means that it exists as a place of tension,  a dynamic interplay  between the desire to harm and make reparation. In Kleins view, it is an environment  where the subject of love or hate is internalised (Klein, 1988, p. 248); in Bourgeois’ case her family life significantly impacted on her view of the world and her artistic responses to it. Nixon argues that her artwork was always about the struggle between “psychic integration” and the reality of life (Nixon, 2005, p.112).

Loss and separation are driving forces in Bourgeois’ work. She attributes the deaths of her mother, her husband, and her father a significance in her life. She describes herself as becoming  “the runaway girl” who left her family behind in France after emigrating to New York on marrying  American art historian Robert Goldwater in 1938 (Larratt-Smith, 2021, p.119). Alongside these events Bourgeois describes the internal anger and resentment she felt on discovering the lies and destruction at the heart of her family caused by her fathers’ affair with her governess, Sophie. Bourgeois’ anger towards her father was compounded by the grief she felt at the loss of her mother whom Bourgeois cared for  until her premature death when Bourgeois was twenty-one years old (Celant and Bourgeois, 2010 p.41). In addition, Bourgeois reflects on her treatment by her father, Louis, who made no secret of the fact that he had wanted a son, not another daughter,  often belittling  or ridiculing her in front of guests. According to Larratt-Smith Bourgeois believed that she “had to make herself forgiven” for being a girl because “a daughter is nothing”  (Larratt-Smith and Mitchell, 2021, p.112)  . Decades after her father’s death she is still reduced to tears by his treatment of her as young woman; During an interview in Louise Bourgeois: The Spider, The Mistress and The Tangerine (2010) Bourgeois described her first sculptures as figurative works of her father made at the dinner table from bread and saliva which she would then consume, symbolic, even as a child, of her violent, cannibalistic  hatred of him. 
 
In contrast Bourgeois often represents her mother as patient like the spider identifying her as Klein’s “good mother;” her identification with the father as “the good father”  however is impacted by his extra-marital affair, in the family home during her mothers’ illness. According to Klein the relationship between the parents plays a pivotal role in the “healthy development of the child” (Klein, 1988, p.252); the discovery, later in life, of her father’s disruption of the family home would undoubtedly have disrupted or fragmented Bourgeois’ early childhood experiences and memories. Bourgeois carried with her a sense of injustice on her mothers’ behalf, that her father should have been enjoying himself and conducting relationships with other women during her mother’s prolonged period of illness (Louise Bourgeois: The Spider, The Mistress and The Tangerine (2010).

Destructive Repair 

Bourgeois’ sculptural works are described by Larratt-Smith as making conscious the unconscious ‘the repressed and inaccessible’ (Larratt-Smith and Mitchell, 2021, p107), in the same text Bourgeois is quoted, saying “For me, sculpture is the body. My body is my sculpture” (p.130). Constructed from steel and fabric both works explored in this paper are totemic in appearance. Consisting of stacked cuboid shapes getting progressively bigger, from the bottom up, in the case of The Cold of Anxiety (Figure 1) and smaller in Untitled 2002 (Figure 2); both reference the deliberate precision often present in Bourgeois’ work illustrating the artists belief that “In the mathematical world… the impossible is possible” (Bourgeois, Rugoff and Lorz, 2022, p.128).   This stacking of separate, contained shapes is present throughout many of the sculptures in Bourgeois’ exhibition ‘The Woven Child’  Bourgeois stated: 

My sculpture allows me to re-experience the fear, to give it a physicality so I am able to hack away at it. Fear becomes a manageable reality. Sculpture allows me to re-experience the past, to see the past in its objective, realistic proportions. 
(Celant and Bourgeois, 2010, p.306)

In both works Bourgeois deconstructs textiles from her past. In The Cold of Anxiety, she uses fabric associated with personal, intimate care and sleep, soft pink flannelette. In Untitled 2002 the cubes are constructed from the tapestries of her past. The height of both sculptures an almost human, physical presence, requiring the viewer to look up slightly in order to view fully.
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                   Figure 2: The Cold of Anxiety detail 

Figure 1: The Cold of Anxiety : Bourgeois, L. (2001) 


The Cold of Anxiety stands over two metres tall on a small steel plinth. The work comprising twenty-nine, pink cuboids of brushed, worn flannelette, the colour referencing the flesh pink present in much of Bourgeois’ figurative work. Made from the intimate fabric of bedding with the  four words The Cold of Anxiety embroidered simply on one of the side panels in pale running stitches visible only in close proximity to the work. The words, combined with the flannelette sheeting could be a reference to the insomnia ever present in Bourgeois’ life. Each shape is neatly constructed with the panels bound and joined by a small, neat whip stitches. They defy gravity in their perfect upward balance. 
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    Figure 3: Untitled : Bourgeois, L.(2000) 

Untitled 2000 stands at just under two metres, also constructed from steel and fabric in a stacked formation on a small metal plinth. The woven tapestry construction consists of fifteen cubes and cuboids, sometimes frayed, or repaired. Stitched in  contrasting-coloured thread, the stitches stabbing at the bulging fabric are more violent in their execution than those of the previous work. There is an imposing heaviness to the form; cubes pressing down on each other, their shapes sometimes distorted by the physical weight of what lies above. Patches of repair in some of the cubes, and the choice of worn tapestry reference  Bourgeois’ early life in the family workshops. During her childhood, the emphasis would have been on reconstructing the precious panels, Bourgeois’ presence in the workshops as a twelve-year-old girl, an unusual privilege (Bourgeois, Rugoff, and Lorz, 2022, p.8). There is symbolism in Bourgeois decision to return to tapestry in this later work to tear  and destroy the valued, repaired fabric of her childhood.

The heaviness and  compression of shape giving a physical presence and weight to the past, is a theme frequently referenced in Bourgeois’ works which explore and  re-imagine her fears and anxieties. In these works, Bourgeois processes and packages her emotions in the form of the cubes and cuboids, restructuring them with a precision which compartmentalises, reconstructs, and exerts control over ‘the cold of anxiety.’ Nixon (2005) describes the stacking and separation of shapes in Bourgeois sculptural works as reflective of her drive to both destroy and repair the past. She links her selection of fabrics and shapes to Klein’s belief that when the ego is faced with chaos or a feeling that “its loved objects are in a sense of dissolution”  anxiety is created around reconstructing “in the right way and at the right time; how to pick out the good bits and the bad ones” and bring them to life again. (Nixon, 2005, p.149). Bourgeois uses sculpture, and fabrics from her past (in the case of the tapestry) or  present (intimate bedding and clothing) as a process of self-realisation, a way of understanding or reconstructing not just her memories but repairing their impact on her ego in the present. Her choice of materials, her re-use of what already exists, is an active choice, a selection of Klein’s  “good bits” and a rejection  of the bad. Nixon suggests that Bourgeois’ choice of material for her sculptures, from the beginning, are an indication of her resistance to postwar industrialisation and a choice in favour of materials discarded after the war (Nixon, 2005, pp.119 -22).

Bourgeois recognised and understood the complex relationship between her art and self-realisation, often declining to explain her work while understanding the role it played in facilitating self-exploration. Thread or string according to Winnicott (2017, pp.57-58) can be seen as a transitional object, stitching as a metaphor “synonymous with healing”  (Jharveri and Wolfe, 2024, p.163). Bourgeois recognised the role of art as a method of communicating with herself and others. In her essay ‘Freud’s Toys’ Bourgeois argues “Art is reality….a work of art is a language” with “an absolute value” (Larratt-Smith and Mitchell, 2021, p.151). Making art was a method of processing both the losses of her past and her role as a mother “the work of mourning and the work of mothering…. converged in the work of sculpture” (Nixon, 2005, p.150). In cutting, piecing, and stacking fabric shapes Nixon suggest Bourgeois is addressing the tension between destruction and restoration that Klein describes as “the depressive position.” By stacking these constructed shapes on poles Bourgeois is remaking the pieces into a whole. Both The Cold of Anxiety and Untitled 2000  simultaneously exist as  complete forms whilst generating separation and fragmentation through the individual, combined shapes of their construction. The relationship between repair and destruction is complex, frequently acting as a dialogue. In the creation of these sculptures Bourgeois makes physical her subconscious desires for reparation of the past, of her damaged ego, alongside her violent, angry drive to destroy the intimate, personal experiences and memories of her childhood (Nixon, 2005, p.119) .  Both works, with their carefully balanced structure and shape illustrate the subtlety with which Bourgeois was able to hold and describe the tensions within her own emotional state and her artwork.
The Female Artist, The Family  and the Good Mother
Tension is a continuous feature of Bourgeois’ work; the contradiction between reparation and destruction, the  balance between being seen as a ‘female artist’ or simply an ‘artist.’ Bourgeois did not believe it was necessary to say, “women are different to men because it is obvious to me” (Louise Bourgeois: The Spider, The Mistress and The Tangerine (2010). Despite her resistance to the claims of feminism, Bourgeois was championed by feminist collective Guerilla Girls who referenced her in their work.
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Figure 4: The Advantages of Being a Woman Artist : Guerilla Girls (2008) 
In an interview in Louise Bourgeois: The Spider, The Mistress and The Tangerine (2010)  they identify  the line “knowing that your career might pick up after you are eighty” as a direct reference to Bourgeois. Her refusal to be defined as a ‘female artist’ could be seen as a stand against the idea that art should be defined by gender or that her work should be claimed by one ideology or movement. Art must be considered in the context of its times. Bourgeois lived through very different eras; her nine decades spanning second and third wave feminism while paving the way for women, older women, and textiles to become more widely valued and accepted. Bourgeois’ use of stitch and textiles reflected and contributed to an elevation of textiles from “the domestic sphere”   leading to them being “accorded a new importance” (Parker, 2019, p.190). Linked with the surrealists, Bourgeois refused to be claimed by any one ideology, exercising instead her freedom of self-expression. Her independence and refusal to identify with of one set of rules, or one single ideology meant that Bourgeois was free to reinvent herself and her art repeatedly.
Despite Bourgeois’ refusal to identify as a female artist  it is impossible to differentiate Bourgeois the mother, daughter, and wife from her work. Themes of separation, attachment and loss emerge repeatedly and reflect the debate between Freud and Klein around how separation is processed by both the infant and mother. Larratt-Smith claims that in her life and her psychoanalysis Bourgeois endeavoured to be a good daughter. Bourgeois often referred to the influence of her skilled mother, describing her as “patient, soothing, reasonable, dainty, subtle, indispensable and neat” (Bourgeois, Rugoff and Lorz, 2022, p.33). Klein argues that the infant projects all of their emotions onto the mother, their hate as well as their love  “making her a good as well as dangerous object;” this dialogue continues throughout life, creating a conflict which means the adult is “never quite free from the influence of his internal world”  (Klein, 1988, p.20). Bourgeois argues that the artist “remains a child that is not innocent” resulting in them being unable  “to liberate himself (sic) from the unconscious.” (Celant and Bourgeois, 2010, p.100). Klein describes  this projection, onto the mother, and introjection, to the self,  as “unconscious phantasies” (Klein, 1988, p.20). The externalisation of the internal  present in Bourgeois’ work, the projection of both love and hate onto her mother, her father and herself in her own role as mother contribute to the tension between mending or keeping whole and the destruction/  reconstruction of the past through sculpture. Despite the soft materiality of Bourgeois’ textile work and her own descriptions of it  as a process of repair, violence and destruction are palpable in her work; the soft, intimate textiles, and suggestion of repair in polemic debate with the stabbing stitches of Untitled 2002. Bourgeois talks of her drive to create, not as a visual or ideological force, but rather as the desire to recreate  “an emotion of wanting, of giving, and of destroying” (Celant and Bourgeois, 2010 p.114) claiming repeatedly in her writings that to be an artist is to live in torment for which there is no cure. Whilst Bourgeois sought understanding through psychoanalysis, this did not bring her respite from “the cold of anxiety.” This she found, to some extent, in her artistic processes.
Fray-Smith suggests that Bourgeois dedicated her work to exploring her mind and body, focusing repeatedly on the influence of her childhood throughout her life. Her work links emotional and physical pain, frequently an attempt, according to Fray-Smith ‘to keep things together and make them whole”  (2024, quoted in Jharveri and Wolfe, 2024 p.167) as a  reaction against separation and abandonment. The influence of the family on Bourgeois’ work extended beyond childhood and into her own experiences of inadequacy during motherhood (Storr, Herkenoff, and Schwartzman, 2004, pp.30–34). Bourgeois again felt emotional conflict; being both grateful and afraid of her own inadequacy she expressed fears that she would not measure up to the role of mother in the same way as she felt that she had not measured up in her role as a child. Bourgeois depicts birth and attachment over and over in her work, but in contrast to Klein’s notion of the good mother in which the infant must trust to survive, Bourgeois introduced the ‘Bad Mother’ as a theme in her work (MoMA, date unknown). 
Conclusion
 Much of Bourgeois’ writing around repair has been repurposed by, and about, reparative art and artists including Celia Pym, Georgina Maxim, and Angela Su (Jharveri and Wolfe, 2024 pp.182 - 185) who discuss the healing properties of stitch, fabric, and clothing in their works . Artists such as Pym utilise repair functionally and metaphorically often making garments whole again, though visually altered, theirs is a process of fixing, which maintains the original form of the object and is frequently nostalgic (Pym, 2023 pp.9-12). Bourgeois made textile art as a means of processing past trauma; her writing describing  a desire to “destroy, to pulverise”  alongside the plea inherent in her work to “repair… (to plead for) a second chance” (Celant and Bourgeois, 2010, p.81) Bourgeois does not just hold and examine the past she actively deconstructs memory in her sculptural works frequently destroying the fabrics and fabric of her past. For her the act of reparation is aligned with a destructive impulse which enables reconstruction of the self. Unlike her mother, who Bourgeois describes as a “restorer,” Bourgeois identified her own need to “destroy, rebuild, destroy again” as a cyclical process (Bourgeois, Rugoff, and Lorz, 2022, p.189). This spiral of reconstruction often a violent alteration of  the original object beyond recognition. 
Mending and sewing are a visual metaphor for physical and emotional repair; sewing or suturing closes wounds, healing replaces rupture in the body (Pym, 2023 p.10). Bourgeois employs sewing as an act of violence in her sculptural and figurative work, stabbing and piercing the fabric repeatedly; it is also a method to order and reshape its form. This is in juxtaposition to the ideology of sewing as a meditative process, its repetition stilling mind and body. Describing  Bourgeois as ‘Freud’s Daughter’ emphasises the contradiction and conflict present in her work. Prolific and eloquent as she was Bourgeois has been claimed by contradictory ideas and movements throughout her life, in Art, psychoanalysis and politics. 
Bourgeois lived a long and creative life in which art was a driving force for self-realisation. Her body of work seen in its entirety is contradictory; through her sculptural and textile works she systematically dismantles, destroys, and reinvents herself. The interwoven dynamics of her art, psychoanalysis and life are inseparable. Despite her huge catalogue of  artwork and writing we must be aware of the risks of evaluating her “life’s work as though it were stock in a warehouse” (Berger and Mohr, 2016, p.165). Bourgeois did not intend her words to explain her art, they were inherent in her process, not its definition. Bourgeois recognised the internal conflicts which led her to repair or join things together on good days while dark moods would drive her to cut and destroy (Celant and Bourgeois, 2010, p.268). She was compelled to create Art as a process of reinvention throughout her life but particularly towards its end. Engaging in, and studying,  psychoanalysis for decades empowered her to recognise the impact of this process on her relationship with the self. Far from this offering her solace or repair this was frequently violent and destructive. The works examined in this paper indicate that Bourgeois was able, at times, to reassemble her fragmented self. The dialogue between repair and reconstruction manifest in Bourgeois’ work demonstrate how she utilised  psychoanalysis and art as a  therapeutic approach to self-repair and reinvention, often unsuccessfully, in a bid to be released from the torment and anxiety of the self. 
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THE ADVANTAGES
OF BEING
AWOMAN ARTIST:

Working without the pressure of success.

Not having to be in shows with men.

Having an escape from the art world in your 4 free-lance jobs.

Knowing your career might pick up after you're eighty.

Being reassured that whatever kind of art you make it will be labeled feminine.
Not being stuck in a tenured teaching position.

Seeing your ideas live on in the work of others.

Having the opportunity fo choose between career and motherhood.

Not having to choke on those big cigars or paint in Halian suits.

Having more time to work after your mate dumps you for someone younger.
Being included in revised versions of art history.

Not having fo undergo the embarrassment of being called a genivus.

Getting your picture in the art magazines wearing a gorilla suit.
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