


L i n e s  a n d  M a t e r i a l

I don't want to make anything that I can't handle myself. The part that remains in 

sculpture for me is what I can handle myself, physically within the range I want to 

work in. My independence is there, my freedom is there.* HENRY SAXE

“H an d le” is a k ey  w ord  in th e  w ork  o f  C an ad ian  sc u lp to r  

H enry  S a x e . His c o n c e r n s  a re  e x p r e s s e d  th ro u g h  th e  m ed iu m  o f  a 

m ateria l —  w h e th e r  th is  b e  w ood, alum inum  or s te e l, o r ev en  a  sim p le 

p e n c il th a t  le a v e s  its  m ark  on  p ap er. He lik es  to  h a n d le  h is raw  m a te ­

ria ls  h im se lf; h e  m u st h av e  a p h y sica l s e n s e  o f  th e  w eig h t o f  th e  m e ta l 

in h is u n d erta k in g s , in  o rd e r  to  o v e rco m e  its  a p p a re n t in e r tia  and  

im p a rt m o v e m e n t to  it. T h ro u g h o u t h is w ork , w e fe e l th e  im p o rta n c e  

o f  th e  c re a tiv e  p ro c e s s , w h ich  inv o lv es org an iz in g  v ario u s e le m e n ts  

so  a s  to  e s ta b lish  in te re s tin g  sp a tia l re la tio n s .

H e n r y  S a x e  c o m p l e t e d  h is  f in a l  y e a r  o f  t r a i n i n g  a t  

M o n tré a l’s É c o le  d es b e a u x -a r ts  in 1961  w hile a lso  tak in g  p rin tm a k ­

ing w ith  A lb ert D u m o u ch el. His p ic to ria l w ork follow ed  th e  ro u te  o f 

a b s tr a c t io n . T h e  a r t is t  e x p r e s s e d  h im se lf  in d yn am ic d raw in gs w ith  

g r e a t  g e s tu r a l  e x p r e s s iv e n e s s , and  in p a in tin g s  w h ich , w ith  th e ir  

co lo u re d  p la n e s e m b ed d ed  in to  o n e  a n o th e r , rev e a l th e  in flu e n ce  o f 

A m e rica n  a b s tr a c t  e x p re ss io n ism .
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S e e k in g  t o co n v ey  his g ra p iiic  e x p lo ra tio n s  in a th ird  d im en ­

sio n , S a x e  m ad e a  few  co lla g es, and  th e n  so m e cu to u t p a n e ls  in w hich  

h e  u sed  p u re  co lo u rs . In 1 9 6 4 , h e  p ro d u ced  h is f irst scu lp tu re , Sojcux, 

a  p ie c e  in pEiinted w ood th a t h e ra ld ed  his iim n in en t a b a n d o n m e n t o f 

p a in ting . It is n o te w o rth y  th a t, u n like th e  tra d itio n a l scu lp to r  w ho 

ca rv e s  or c a s ts  h is w orks and  p la c e s  th em  on a  p e d e sta l, S a x e  p re fe rs  

to  e n te r  th e  s p e c ta to r ’s s p a c e  by ixlacing h is p ie c e s  rig h t on  th e  floor 

and  cre a tin g  th e m  using  th e  a sse m b la g e  te ch n iq u e .

T o  b e g in  w ith , S a x e  d ev e lo p ed  a s e r ie s  o f  w o rk s th a t e x a m ­

in e  th e  n o tio n  o f  m od u le  and  th e  d iffe re n t w ays it ca n  b e  jo in e d . 

R e p e tit io n  o f  th e  m od u le  is im iio r ta n t in th e s e  p ie c e s , s in c e  it is 

th ro u g h  an  ov erall view  th a t  a  v o lu m e ta k e s  sh a p e . O n e o f  h is f irst 

s c u lp tu re s , Thiscrway (F ig . 1) is m ad e  up o f  id e n tica l sm all, s ta t io n ­

ary , co lo u re d  p la n e s  th a t a re  ju x ta p o s e d . T h e  w ork n e v e r th e le s s  c a r ­

rie s  on  a d ia log u e b e tw e e n  p a in tin g  and  s c u lp tu re , in th a t it to u c h e s  

th e  w all a t  th e  sa m e  tim e  as it re s ts  on  th e  floor. S a x e  n e x t  e x p e r i­

m e n te d  w ith  m o re  f le x ib le  and  c o m p le x  ju n c tio n  p o in ts  w ith  a  view  

to  in c r e a s in g  p o s s ib le  v a r ia t io n s . T h e s e  m o d u le s , s o m e  o f  th e m  

th r e e -d im e n s io n a l, a r e  e q u ip p e d  w ith  s im p le  o r  c a te r p i l la r - ty p e  

h in g es, allow ing th e  a r t is t  to  m od ify  th e  w ay th e  s c u lp tu re s  fill th e  

s p a c e , by  b e n d in g  or ro ta tin g  th e m , a c c o rd in g  to  h is fan cy .

In 197Ü, S a x e  e la b o ra te d  a n o th e r  tyi^e o f  m od u le  as a  re s u lt  

o f  h is  a c q u is i t io n  o f  a n e w  jx ie c e  o f  e q u ip m e n t , a  p ip e -b e n d e r ,  

en a b lin g  him  to  b e n d  m eta l tu b e s . A lth ou gh  th is  m ay se e m  a  m e re  

d eta il, it re v e a ls  th e  a r t is t ’s d e e p  r e s p e c t  cUid c o n s id e ra tio n  fo r th e  

m a te r ia l, to  th e  p o in t th a t sp a tia l and  te c h n ic a l  lim its ca n  cu rb  h is 

p ro d u ctio n . In a  ty p ica l w ork from  th is  p erio d , Seaplecc (F ig . 2 ) ,  S a x e  

c irc u m v e n ts  h is orig in al m ateriEil, a  s te e l  rod , by  g iving it th e  form  o f 

a link in a ch a in . T h e  re s iilt in g  in te rtw in in g  g iv es th e  im p re ss io n , n o t 

o f  a rigid, s t r ic t  g rid , b u t o f  a f le x ib le  w ire  m e sh  en liv e n e d  b y  an  

u n d u la tin g , paradoxicÉilly  flu id, m o v em en t.



S a x e  to o k  a  m a jo r  new  tu rn  in th e  early  s e v e n tie s , w hen  he 

b e g a n  to  in v e s tig a te  n io re  o p en  s tru c tu re s . A b an d o n in g  th e  u se  o f 

th e  m o d u le , w ork s m ad e  up o f fa m ilia r m a te r ia ls  —  b its  o f  ro p e , 

p ip es, and  m a n u fa c tu re d  ite m s lik e  la d d ers  or trip o d s —  g rad u ally  

em e rg e d  from  his handling . L e t us ta k e  a  look, fo r e x a m p le , a t Wecige 

(F ig . 3 )  a  g ro u p in g  w h o se  c e n tr a l c o n c e p t  is th e  tr ia n g le , th e  sh a re d  

g e o m e tr ic  f ig u re  th a t  b r in g s  to g e th e r  th e  la d d e r, th e  tr ip o d , th e  

su sp e n d e d  tria n g le  and  th e  th re e -le g g e d  s tru c tu re , w h ich  seen\ to  

fo rm  fo u r h e te r o g e n e o u s  p a rts . H ere th e  a r t is t  sh ow s a  new  sp a tia l 

sen sitiv ity : th e  w ork is in te n d e d  a s  a  kind o f in s ta lla tio n  s in c e  it is 

p re se n te d , n o t as a s e r ie s  o f  vo lu m es, bu t as a  n e tw o rk  o f  lin es  w oven 

in sp a c e . T h e  o b je c ts  a re  c h o s e n  fo r th e ir  form al q u a litie s  and  sh ed  

any  utilitarian  re fe re n c e , as w e can  readUy s e e  by noting  th e  p recariou s 

b a la n c e  o f th e  la d d er w ith  o n e  leg  c h a n g e d , so  th a t  it h a s  on ly  th re e  

p o in ts  o f  su p p ort! P re fe ra b ly , o u r e y e  sh ou ld  fo cu s  on  th e  m a te r ia ls ’ 

c o n tra s t in g  p h y sica l and  form al q u a litie s  —  th e  o rg a n ic  c h a r a c te r  o f 

th e  w ood in co m p a riso n  w ith  th e  m in era l n a tu re  o f  th e  s te e l , o r th e  

rigid a s p e c t  o f  th e  m e ta l as o p p o se d  to  th e  f le x ib ility  o f  th e  ro p e .

In 1 9 7 3 , H en ry  S a x e  m ov ed  to  T a m w o rth , n e a r  K in g sto n , 

O i^tario , w h e re  h is  m o re  s p a c io u s , n ew ly  b u ilt s tu d io  w ou ld  e x p a n d  

h is  a b i l i ty  to  e x p e r im e n t .  H is s c u lp tu r e s  a r e  th e  p r o d u c t  o f  a 

le n g th y  d ia lo g u e  w ith  th e  m a te r ia ls  h e  h a s  a t  h an d . T ire d  o f  u sin g  

s c u lp tu ra l m o d e ls , h e  p r e fe r s  d ir e c t  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  s te e l  b e a m s, 

p la te s  o r b a rs  h e  em p lo y s . He is s e n s it iv e  to  th e ir  d if fe r e n t  te x -
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l u r e s , th e ir  r e s p e c t iv e  m a s s e s , and  is e x c ite d  b y  th e  v isu a l r ic h n e s s  

( jf  t lie  d if fe re n t  sjDatial re la t io n s  w h ich  h e  c a n  e s ta b lis h  b e tw e e n  

th e s e  o b je c ts .

Now  le t  u s look a t  Over and. Under (F ig . 4 ) ,  ei p ie c e  from  

1 9 7 4 . T h is  w ork c a n  a ctu a lly  b e  d e sc r ib e d  a s  a  d raw ing th a t o c c u p ie s  

cl th r e e -d im e n s io n a l  s p a c e ;  it  c le a r ly  i l lu s t r a te s  th e  a s s e m b la g e  

p r o c e s s  th a t  c o n s is ts  o f  w eav in g  th e  d if fe re n t  e le m e n ts  to g e th e r . 

E x c e ji t  fo r th e  rod  s e g m e n te d  in to  10 p a rts  he ld  to g e th e r  b y  w eld s, 

to  p re v e n t it from  b rea k in g  a jia r t  if it is m ov ed , th e  w hole  re s ts  on  a 

sk ilfu l b a la n c e  o f w eig h ts. B y  c ircu la tin g  aro u n d  th e  p ie c e , v iew ers 

a re  inv ited  to  iiucigine th e  a r t is t ’s h an d lin g  o f th e  m atericils by w o rk ­

ing b a ck w a rd s; th e y  m u st fe e l th e  fo rc e s  in p lay , and  rea liz e  th e  s ta ­

b il ity  o f  th e  p ie c e  b a la n c e d  b y  th e  m a s s  o f  th e  e le m e n ts ,  th e ir  

d e g re e s  o f  f lex ib ility , th e ir  te n s io n s , e tc .

S ta r t in g  in 1 9 7 6 , S a x e ’s w ork  fo llow ed  a  d if fe r e n t  d ir e c ­

tio n , le a d in g  h im  to  scu lj^ itu res d isp la y in g  a m u ch  m o re  u n ifie d , 

c o n c e n tr a te d  s tr u c tu r e . W e n o t ic e  a  c o n s tr u c t iv is t  c h a r a c te r  in th e  

p r e s e n c e  o f  o v e rla p p in g  p la n e s . T h e s e  w o rk s a ffirm  h o riz o n ta lity , 

a b o v e  cill, an d  th e y  g e n e r a lly  r e la te  to  th e  s p a c e  th ro u g h  th e ir  c o n ­

ta c t  w ith  th e  flo o r . A ty p ic a l w ork  m ig h t b e  Eight Stations (F ig . 5 ) ,  

w h ich  re v e a ls  an  a p p a r e n tly  d is p a ra te  a s s e m b la g e , lik e  a  ran d o m  

a s s o r tm e n t . A nd y e t  S a x e  g lo r if ie s  th e  f in ish e d  w ork  b y  d raw in g  th e  

v ie w e r’s e y e  to  th e  t r a c e s  o f  h is h a n d lin g : w eld in g , b o ltin g  o r sim - 

Itle su p p o rt. “I’m  try in g  to  k e e p  a fo rm  o f  s c u lp tu r e  th a t  is v e ry  s im ­

p le  in its  s t r u c t u r e ,” sa y s  th e  a r t is t .  “I’m  n o t in to  s t r u c tu r e  a s  co m - 

I i le x itie s  b u t Ju s t  s im p le  w e ig h t d is tr ib u te d  in a  c o m p r e s s io n  s ta te , 

o n e  th in g  o v e r  a n o th e r . E v e ry th in g  s e c u r e d , p ro c e d u ra lly  m a d e  a s  

if  it w as fa b r ic a te d  b y  a g u y  w ho w as ju s t  a w e ld e r .”*  D u rin g  th is  

sa m e  tim e , S a x e  e x p r e s s e d  h is in te r e s t  in  m o v e m e n t th ro u g h  d raw -



in g , in p ie c e s  th a t n o n e th e le s s  re m a in  a u to n o m o u s  in th e  s e n s e  

th a t  th e y  a re  n o t p re p a ra to ry  w ork  fo r  s c u lp tu re s .

In 1 9 8 7 , S a x e  re tu rn e d  to  alum inum , a  light, m alleab le  m a te ­

rial th a t re f le c ts  light. He e x p e rim e n te d  w ith new  p ro c e s s e s  to  c re a te  

m u ch  a irie r  s tru c tu re s  th a t bring  ou t th e  m obility  o f  th e  e le m e n ts  in 

re la tion  to  on e a n o th er. T h e  Balls se r ie s , in c o n tra s t  to  th e  co m p a ct 

a p p e a ra n ce  o f  th e  jirev iou s p ie ce s , e x p r e s s e s  rh yth m  and lig h tn ess . 

T h e s e  w orks se e m  to  draw  th e ir  ow n form  a s th ey  w hirl in sp a ce .

W ith  h is em p h a s is  on m ain ta in in g  th e  in te g rity  o f h is m a te ­

ria ls , a t  th e  sa m e tim e  a s  h e  ca lls  in to  q u e s tio n  sc u lp tu ra l p ra c tic e  a t  

its  m ost fu n d a m en ta l level ( its  c o n n e c tio n  w ith  th e  g ro u n d , its  s ta tu s  

a s  an  o b je c t ,  its  form al c ju alities , th e  p ro c e s s  o f  a s s e m b la g e ) , how  

sh ou ld  w e d e s c r ib e  H enry  S a x e  —  as a g ra m m a ria n  or a  p o e t?  B y  

gazing  in to  e a c h  w ork , th e  v iew er ca n  s e e  th e  c le v e r  in te rn a l b a la n c e  

o f  th e  e le m e n ts  a rra n g e d  w ith  a rig ou r t h a t m ay, at f irst g la n c e , se e m  

g ra n u n a tica l. It is w orth  tak in g  tim e  to  look, h o w ev er, as all th e s e  h o l­

low s, c o n to u rs  and  lin e s  o f  te n s io n  b e g in  to  rev e a l a  sp e llb in d in g  

p o e try . ■ M a r  i t : - F r a n c e  B é r .a r d
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