
ALEXANDER 
CALDER



Alexander “Sandy” Calder 
was born in Pennsylvania in 1898.

His father was a well-known sculptor	
who created many public installations.

His grandfather was a sculptor.

The Calder house was filled with 
paintings and sculptures.

Naturally, Sandy was interested in art.

His mother was an artist.



The Calders didn't have a lot of money, 
however they made sure Sandy had a workshop. 

He learned how to make art  
from materials he could find.

His earliest sculpture at age 4 	
was a clay elephant.

He used scraps of copper wire found in 
the streets to make jewelry and beads 	

for his sister’s dolls.



He sculpted a duck 
and a dog out of 

sheetmetal to give to 
his parents.  

The duck rocked back and forth when he 
tapped it making it kinetic.



When Sandy was 11, he made a game for 
his father as a birthday present. It was of 
wooden animals that had to race back to 

their pens.

Sandy loved animals and even created a 
number of imaginary household pets.

His parents tried to discourage their 
children from becoming artists due to the 
financial hardships they would encounter.



Sandy went to a technical college and 
decided to study 	

MECHANICAL ENGINEERING.

He excelled at the mechanical drawing, 
drafting and descriptive geometry, 	

but after graduating 	
he wasn’t happy in any of the jobs he 

worked at.



Calder signed up as a fireman in the boiler 
room of a passenger ship, the HF Alexander.
Anyone notice something about the name 

of the ship?

Alexander is “Sandy” Calder’s first name.



He didn’t like sleeping in the stuffy, cramped 
quarters in a hammock, so he sometimes 

slept on the deck in the large coils of rope 
and watched the stars and night sky.

Calder created makeshift tools in the ship’s 
workshop like hammering out a scraper to 

make a much-needed penknife. 

“The basis of everything 
for me is the universe.”



Calder decided to study at the	
Art Students League in New York.

His subjects were the people and places 
of New York City.

While traveling around the city, he carried 
pieces of wrapping paper that sketched on.



Fireman’s Dinner for Brancusi



The National Police Gazette hired him to 
illustrate sports and entertainment 

articles.

This included boxers, baseball games, 
bicycle races, and prize fights.

Calder saw something that really inspired him 
and for two weeks he went 	

every day and night to ...





Circus Scene



Circus Drawing, National Police Gazette, 1924



In 1926, Calder sailed to Europe. 	
He went to a city where 	

both of his parents studied art.	
What city do you think that is?



Calder did not speak French and had little 
money beyond the $75 a month his mother 

sent him. But he had charm, humor and 
contagious laughter so he made many 

friends.



Calder lacked enthusiasm for the paintings he 
worked on in his Paris studio.	

So he turned to sculpture of fanciful 
creatures.





He exchanged his paints, brushes and 
canvases for some carving instruments, 

reels of wire, and a pair of pliers.
He decided he can earn a living from wire and 

wood more easily than from his drawings.



An American toy company hired Calder to 
design a new line of action toys. Calder used 
the scraps from the doors the company also 

manufactured to make his animal toys. 





The toys were a commercial success and 
earned Calder a modest but steady 
income that increased as sales grew.

That allowed Calder to have time to make 
one of his most famous sculpture creations 
combining his fascination with the circus and 

handmade playthings.



Guess what these detailed instructions 
are for?

A CIRCUS



Calder invited many people to view his 
miniature circus. He sent out invitations and 

began charging admission. 



The audience would sit on his bed, slightly 
in fear that one of the hundred toys that 

hung on the walls might fall on their 
heads, and Calder would sit on the floor.

A piece of carpet was unrolled and poles were 
set up for the trapeze aerialists.  A spotlight 

shined on the ring, and music played.

Then Calder as the circus master would 
say …



“Mesdames et messieurs, 
je vous présente…” (Ladies and 
gentlemen, I present to you…)

CIRQUE CALDER























Eventually it became a two-hour show 
performed by some 70 figures made of wire, 

cork, wood, and scraps of clothing.





A wooden horse galloped around a ring 
propelled by an eggbeater.

Dalmatian dogs ran in and out of the 
spokes of a wheel as the circus carriage 

moved in.
A flock of white paper pigeons descended 

on wires.

The circus master carefully worked the 
strings and cranks!

Trapeze artists had hooked hands and 
heels to grab the trapeze swing, and 

acrobats moved.



A visitor to his Paris studio suggested 
that he make sculptures out of wire alone 

and not combine them 
with wood or other materials.

“I think best in wire.”



















In 1928 in Paris, Calder met the surrealist 
Spanish artist Joan (wan) Miro, and they 
became close friends and admired each 

other’s work.



Calder’s Miro Miro’s work



Calder met a beautiful artist, Louisa, walking 
on the deck of a ship and 	

they begin to date. They later got married.



Tintype of Calder’s wedding day



In 1929, Calder’s work was exhibited at a 
gallery in New York. His Goldfish Bowl was a 
big hit. The two wire fish swam back and 

forth at the command of a small wire crank.



Back in Paris, Calder met another important 
artist in his development, 	

Piet Mondrian.
Mondrian was an abstract artist and 

worked only with right angles and in the 
primary colors of red, blue and yellow	
in addition to white, black, and gray.
Calder really liked Mondrian’s studio.



At the age of 32, 	
Calder decided no more wood and wire 	

or circuses. 

He was determined to create abstract 
works that would be taken seriously.

He tried to paint in abstract form, but after a 
few weeks he went back to wire. He remained 

firm in his decision to work abstractly.











What THEME do you see in Calder’s 
abstract work?  

Hint: Think of his time aboard the  
HF Alexander.

“The basis of 
everything for me is the 

universe.”





Calder created kinetic work that was 
driven by a motor, as in this sculpture 

titled A Universe. 	
Each element can move or sway in 

relation to the other elements in the 
sculpture.





Why Must Art be Static?



The next step for Calder led to the creation 
of a sculpture that moved in the air.

The Mobile

You might have had one of these 	
above your crib as a baby.	
What did Calder create?



















Calder was asked whether there was symbolism 
in each piece he chose for his mobiles.

Louisa answered that her husband was	
“about as unsymbolic a person as I know.”













Take a look at the scale of 
some of the mobiles.













Calder is famous for his mobiles, but he is also 
known for his large, powerful …

Stabiles
A freestanding abstract sculpture or 

structure, typically of wire or sheet metal, in 
the style of a mobile but rigid and stationary.

Another artist referred to Calder’s work with 
the word “stabile” and it became part of the 

English language!



























Jewelry
What did Calder make for his sister’s dolls?

So later as an adult, he decided to make some 
for 	

friends and relatives.

























Angelica Huston wearing one of his necklaces



Peggy Guggenheim wearing Calder’s earrings



Catherine Deneuve wearing his earrings



Georgia O’Keefe wearing a brooch



Calder kept a regular work schedule in his 
workshop in Roxbury, Connecticut.

He and Louisa also had a farmhouse 	
in the Loire Valley of France. 

Both homes were transformed into 	
“Calder homes.”

His workshops each had an elaborate system of 
ropes and pulleys that enabled him to reach 

whatever height he wanted.



The Calder House in France



Calder’s 
Connecticut 

Studio





Calder created a “gouacherie” (goo-ashery) in 
his French studio where he created paintings 

using opaque watercolors.



Gouaches 
(goo-ash)

Although simple, the gouaches were based on 
natural forms and some are abstract designs. 

Sometimes he made one a day, but the best ones 
are firmly structured and brilliantly colored. 

The are reproduced today for sale as lithographs.



Calder’s Paris “gouacherie”





































In 1973, during his later years	
Calder painted an airplane for Braniff Airlines. 	

The plane became known as the …

“Flying Canvas”



He also painted this car.



Alexander “Sandy” Calder

Calder had Parkinson’s disease, and in 1976	
he died of a heart attack. 

He was known to family and friends for always 
wearing red shirts, which were symbolic of his	

warmth and his sense of fun.







Calder roaring with his circus 
lion.








