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In a career spanning three qu a rters of the twen ti eth cen-
tu ry, Joan Miró (1893-1983) became one of the most
ren own ed artists of the modern era . His sign a tu re two -

d i m en s i onal works are instantly recogn i z a ble – co l orful can-
vases and prints pop u l a ted by eccen tric fig u res out l i n ed in
bl ack , of ten amid splashes of red , yell ow and blu e . But his
t h ree - d i m en s i onal obj ects in ceramic and sculptu re rem a i n
rel a tively unfamiliar, p a rti c u l a rly the later sculptu res in
bron ze , p l a s ter, cem ent and fiber gl a s s , s ome of wh i ch he
p a i n ted . These works haven't been the focus of a major US
s h ow for three dec ade s , very little has been wri t ten abo ut
t h em , and not one re s i des in a US mu s eum co ll ecti on . So it is
a ra re treat to have so many on vi ew at the Corcoran this fall ,
accom p a n i ed by a su b s t a n tial publ i c a ti on packed with new
i n form a ti on abo ut this peri od of Mi r ó ’s work .

“ It is in sculptu re that I wi ll cre a te a tru ly ph a n t a s-
m a goric world of l iving mon s ters ,” Miró wro te in his note-
books of 1 9 40 – 4 1 . But that vi s i on a ry world would not
m a teri a l i ze until the 1960s, wh en he himsel f was in his sev-
en ti e s . The re sult was a race of rem a rk a ble cre a tu res or “per-
s on n a ge s ,” as he call ed them – gen era lly fem a l e s , t h o u gh
t h ere is no do u bt that some are sel f - portraits or alter- ego s .
Al t h o u gh at first they may seem like som ewhat ri d i c u l o u s
acc u mu l a ti ons of ord i n a ry obj ects cast in bron ze , these co l-
orful con s tru cti ons em body ch a ll en ging ideas abo ut iden ti-
ty and arti s tic ex pre s s i on .

Joan Miró was a kind of ph i l o s oph er- j e s ter, d i s co u rsing on
l i fe , de s i re and the en i gma of ex i s ten ce , who alw ays managed
to make his audien ce smile. Loath to waste time on trivi a l
m a t ters , the grand themes got his ju i ces flowi ng— the ti m e-
less dance of m en and wom en , the dign i ty of l i fe lived close to
the land, the spiri tual won der of the co s m o s . Rec u rrent moti fs
in his arti s tic universe were Wom a n , Bi rd and Star –
m et a ph orical co u n terp a rts for Eart h , Sky and He aven . Yet
h owever su blime his su bj ect s , he leaven ed them with hu m or.

SEXUAL IMAGERY
Pa rt of the hu m or of Mi r ó ’s sculptu res is their unsel fcon-
scious em brace of s ex u a l i ty. Miró was not squeamish wh en
it came to repre s en ting peop l e’s priva te s . His wom en alw ays
d i s p l ay their sex , ei t h er as mandorl a - s h a ped rece s s e s , tri a n-
gular open i n gs , or some va ri a ti on thereof . Some sculptu re s’
but tocks appear as two balls affixed to the re a r, of ten
f l a n king a demu re circl e . He was our foremost arti ficer of
ori fice s , and a form i d a ble fashion er of ph a lluses as well .
“ Rem em ber,” he said, “that in pri m i tive ,n on - dec adent race s
the sex or gan was a magic sign of wh i ch man was pro u d , f a r
f rom feeling the shame that tod ay ’s dec adent races feel .” Yet ,
h owever fla grant his innu en do, Miró was never cra s s . As the
a rtist ex p l a i n ed late in life ,“ If I repre s ent sex , it is in the rel i-
gious sense — like the Hi n du s . Love is for the god s , porn og-
ra phy for the pigs .”
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The nu de , of co u rs e , was a perennial theme in high art .
Sex was not, and cri tics ten ded to ign ore it, preferring to
“a pprec i a te” an art work’s tamer “p l a s ti c” a s pects su ch as its
co l or, line and form , obl ivious to its overt sex u a l i ty. But in
1959 cri tic Hi l ton Kra m er poi n ted out what everyone el s e
h ad overl oo ked : Miró had “one thing on his mind at all ti m e s
- a comical and co s m o l ogical fantasy of ero ti c i s m .” With the
1960s sexual revo luti on afoo t ,o t h ers gl om m ed on to the sex-
ual libera ti on of Mi r ó . The Bri tish cri tic David Sylve s ter fan-
c i ed the way Oi seau l u n a i re ( 1 9 4 6 ; 1966) “ri s e s , a ll ra m p a n t
l i bi do, l ooming up…cocky, bu llyi n g, tu m e s cen t , and one can
i m a gine avid wom en urging them s elves on to the great spike
that sti cks out in front of i t .” Well , this is a far cry from stu f f y
formalist cri ti c i s m . But then , f ace to face with the ero ti c
a n a tomy of Mi r ó ’s sculptu re s , what ch oi ce does one have? 

Th ere’s no mistaking wh a t’s what in a work like La care s se
d’un oise a u ( 1 9 6 7 ) , wh i ch fe a tu res a bi g, bri ght red tortoi s e
s h ell to the den o te the fig u re’s sex . Or in Mo n s i eur et
Ma d a m e ( 1 9 6 9 ) , in wh i ch a ri gid rectilinear stool repre s en t s
a man who eyes a wom a n ,h ere played by a curvy stool wi t h
an egg balanced on the seat. If s om etimes the icon ogra phy is
m ore elu s ive , and the forms playf u lly seem to repre s ent more
than one body part , dec i ph ering the imagery is half the fun.

Miró’s personality and behavior were less salacious than
his artistic preoccupations might suggest. Socially reserved,
he kept to a few close friends and remained true to the same

woman for 64 years. If he had a sexual obsession of sorts,he
confined it to the studio. And he rejected Freudian and
other interpretations of the work, insisting that there is
“nothing literary or intellectual about it.” Indeed, for Miró,
sexuality was as innocent and natural a presence in his artis-
tic universe as was his deep and heartfelt con n ecti on wi t h
his native Ca t a l on i a .

HOMAGE TO CATALONIA 
Miró made Ca t a l onia a lei tm o ti f in his work . Born in
Ba rcel on a , he spent mu ch of his yo uth on the family farm
near Ta ra gona wh ere he became inex tri c a bly bound to the
land and its cultu re . Wh en he painted landscape s ,t h ey were
the landscapes of Ca t a l on i a . Wh en he ga t h ered obj ects for
s c u l ptu re s , t h ey were of ten folk obj ects redo l ent of
Ca t a l on i a . And wh en he made a po l i tical statem en t , it had to
do with Catalan po l i ti c s . ( He con tri buted an anti - Fa s c i s t
mu ral —The Re a per, Peasant in Revolt — to the Spanish
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Rep u bl i c’s pavi l i on at the 1937 Pa ris Worl d ’s Fair wh ere it
hung alon gs i de Picasso’s Gu ern i c a. )

He spent a con s i dera ble amount of time in Fra n ce , firs t
in the 1920s wh en he mixed with the Pa risian ava n t - ga rde
( P i c a s s o, Breton , Di a gh i l ev, Hem i n g w ay, E lu a rd , Ca l der
and Arp ) , and the fo ll owing dec ade wh en he and his fam-
i ly fled the Spanish Civil Wa r. But thro u gh o ut his life ,
Miró retu rn ed to the Catalan co u n trys i de wh ere he
t a pped into the homespun hon e s ty of t h i n gs , to ren ew the
“d i rect con t act with the el em en t s .” Du ring the Secon d
World Wa r, he went to the Med i terranean island of
Ma ll orca wh ere he found a home aw ay from hom e , a n
i dyllic ru s tic set ting imbu ed with Catalan cultu re . Th ere ,
du ring the last three dec ades of his life , he cre a ted most of
the sculptu res in the Corcoran show.

POETIC ASSEMBLAGE
Rock s , go u rd s , the trunk of a palm tree , a chunk of bre ad ,
a lump of cl ay – all were placed in the cru c i ble of Mi r ó ’s
vi sual imagi n a ti on . A spigot from the cistern of the fami-
ly farm , an ironing boa rd , the toi l et seat from a ru ral out-
house – in they would go, cast in bron ze and com bi n ed in
the most astonishing ways . The poet Jacques Du p i n
rec a ll ed , “ It all begins with an improm ptu harve s t . Mi r ó
slips out of his studio like a shadow and comes back
l oaded down like a ped dl er with wort h l e s s , u nu s a bl e
t h i n gs , everything that natu re and men have abandon ed ,
for go t ten .” In his stu d i o, Miró would arra n ge his finds on
the floor, dec i de on a com po s i ti on , t h en send the com po-
n ents of f to the fo u n d ry in Pa ris wh ere he would su per-
vise their casti n g. In one work , a broad - bri m m ed straw
sun hat worn by a plowing don key becomes the face of a
fig u re , with eyeholes cut on ei t h er side of the pro tru d i n g
n o s e . In another piece , the circular lid of a wheat canister
becomes a face spro uting a pron ged ra ke , the wh o l e
p l aced atop a three - l egged wooden butch er ’s table to form
a Catalan agra rian to tem – wi t h , i n c i den t a lly, a su bt l e
re s em bl a n ce to the artist himsel f . Even his palet te of red ,
yell ow, green , blue and bl ack harks back to Ca t a l a n
Rom a n e s que fre s coe s . With so mu ch of his work bo u n d
up in the regi on’s iden ti ty, i t’s little won der Miró has
become one of Ca t a l on i a’s most ch eri s h ed sym bo l s .

Th ere’s a strong dose of Su rrealism in Mi r ó ’s bi z a rre
ga t h eri n gs of found obj ect s , and more than a dash of
D adaist insolen ce . Th ey cl e a rly were inten ded as affron t s
to conven ti on and social norms of a ll kinds. Th ere is no

do u bt that making a bron ze cast of an outhouse seat is a
grinning provoc a ti on to accepted ae s t h etic taste , but it
also is a proud asserti on of a rti s tic freedom as well as the
d i gn i ty of Ca t a l onian peasant life – with a ch a racteri s ti c
to u ch of ra u cous hu m or. Miró liked the pervers i ty of
using bron ze , with its noble high - a rt assoc i a ti on s , to fab-
ri c a te his far- fetch ed , del i bera tely of f - h a n ded assem bl a ge s
of l owly obj ect s . Coa ting the va lu a ble bron ze in “ri po l i n ,”
a Fren ch house paint, f u rt h er diminished its el eva ted sta-
tu s . But Miró didn’t just slap toget h er found obj ects to
t humb his nose at conven ti on . He com po s ed with them in
a poetic language rel a ted to that of his two - d i m en s i on a l
work . And just as his seem i n gly free - form painti n gs were
m eti c u l o u s ly worked out in drawi n gs , so his sculptu re s
were caref u lly planned , as the ex h i bi ti on’s many prep a ra-
tory drawi n gs illu s tra te .

In any case, Mi r ó ’s sculptu ral met a ph ors are so far- o ut ,
i t’s easy to mistake them for abstracti on s . But he wasn’t an
a b s tract arti s t . “ For me a form is never abstract . It is
a lw ays a sign of s om et h i n g. It is alw ays a man, a bi rd or
s om ething el s e ,” he said. But nei t h er was he a re a l i s t .
Ab s tracti on and realism are en d points of a con ti nu u m
that inclu des ex pre s s i on i s m , c u bi s m , minimalism and
o t h er isms. Miró worked som ewh ere in the middl e

gro u n d . He didn’t make pure or “n on - obj ective” a b s trac-
ti on devoid of recogn i z a ble image s . Had he done so —
h ad he abandon ed repre s en t a ti on com p l etely — his work
would have become less acce s s i ble to its audien ce . Pa rt of
the del i ght in “re ad i n g” his sculptu res is recognizing wh a t
s orts of obj ects he used , t h en decoding their de s c ri ptive
f u n cti ons in the fig u re s . As the eye searches and the mind
s tretch e s , the mouth inevi t a bly begins to a smile, for pen-
etra ting Mi r ó ’s whimsical vi s i on a ry universe is inva ri a bly
an en j oya ble ex peri en ce .
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