
	  

Louise Bourgeois and Ursula von Rydingsvard: 

Contemporary Artists Exploring Childhood Experience 

Artists working in the 21st century draw from a myriad of muses for artistic content. Two 

complex and compelling contemporary artists, Louise Bourgeois and Ursula von Rydingsvard, 

both look back to traumatic childhood experience in order to create psychologically charged art. 

Louise Bourgeois, a highly regarded contemporary artist who recently passed away at the age of 

98, is known for her autobiographical work that references her childhood experiences and 

troubled family life. Similarly, Ursula von Rydingsvard often acknowledges the connections 

between her early experiences in Nazi slave labor and post-war refugee camps and her massive 

cedar constructions. This commonality of introspective reference is particularly clear in the 

comparison of Bourgeois’ sculptural installation entitled Cell (Glass Spheres and Hands) (1990-

93) and von Rydingsvard’s cedar masterpiece, Czara z Babelkami (2006). 

Louise Bourgeois’ ‘cell’ works have a consistently commanding presence. Always 

incorporating some element of 

caging, these structures are large, 

freestanding sculptural installations 

that oftentimes fill entire rooms. A 

dark steel framework with glass-

paneled walls and chain-link fencing 

constitutes the box-like exterior of 

Glass Spheres and Hands, and 

consequently, the sculptural objects 

within are visually obscured. 

Bourgeois offers only visual access to Cell (Glass Spheres and Hands) by denying physical entry 

into the walled space. In certain places along the walls, however, panels of hazy glass have been 

shattered or removed, providing only glimpses of the cell’s beautifully intricate interior.  

Figure 1: Louise Bourgeois, Cell (Glass Spheres and Hands), 1990-
93. Glass, marble, wood, metal, and fabric; 86 x 86 x 83 inches. 



	  

When allowed a clear view of the crowded internal contents of Bourgeois’ Cell (Glass 

Spheres and Hands), the viewer immediately spots a white marble cast of two human hands, 

fragmented at the upper wrist and 

clasped together as if in prayer. This 

gestural sculpture is placed upon a 

wooden table that is covered with 

cloth. The hands appear delicate and 

soft, like skin, contrasting sharply 

with the coldness of the outer walls of 

the cell. Around the table, which is 

situated in the corner of the square 

chamber, are five green glass spheres placed on antique wooden chairs, each facing towards the 

sculpted hands, creating a type of unified perimeter. This unity is only disturbed by the disparity 

in size of the glass bubbles, which seem to float around the alter-like table in a bobbling rhythm 

of resistance. The constructed cell is thus balanced by its contents in both size and shape, as the 

light, bulbous glass contrasts with the shady, sharp edges of the cage.  

 Louise Bourgeois’ ‘cells’ contain a multiplicity of meanings. The title ‘cell’ is a reference 

both to the biological units that make up the human body and also to the home (Leoni-Figini). 

The amalgamation of these two associations highlights Bourgeois’ emphasis of the powerful 

influence of early home experiences in the development of her personal identity. Louise 

Bourgeois has explained, “My childhood has never lost its magic, it has never lost its mystery, 

and it has never lost its drama” (Bourgeois in Campbell-Johnston). As a young girl in France, 

Louise lived in a troubled home environment. She once said, “It was a family situation I could not 

stand. I come from a dysfunctional family” (Bourgeois in Storr and Herkenhoff 9). Bourgeois’ 

father, Louis, was a “tyrannical philanderer” who, for ten years, indulged in an affair with 

Bourgeois’ governess, Sadie (Campbell-Johnston). All the while, Louise’s mother—described as 

Figure 2: Louise Bourgeois, detail Cell (Glass Spheres and 
Hands), 1990-93. Glass, marble, wood, metal, and fabric; 86 x 86 
x 83 inches. 



	  

“an intelligent, patient and enduring, if not calculating, person” by the artist—turned a “blind 

eye,” incapable of dealing with the situation (Campbell-Johnston). The death of Louise’s mother 

in 1932 further complicated the artist’s youth, as she served as primary caregiver throughout her 

mother’s illness, striving to conceal the situation from her callous father (Campbell-Johnson). 

Nancy Spector, chief curator of the Guggenheim’s exhibit of “Louise Bourgeois: A Life in 

Pictures” writes:  

This familial triangle of sexual infidelity and illness cast the young artist in the 

most inappropriate of roles—as voyeur, accomplice, and nurturer—the 

combination of which left her with life-long psychic scars. Bourgeois’ diaries, 

which she has kept assiduously since 1923, indicate the tensions between rage, 

fear of abandonment, and guilt that she has suffered since childhood. (Spector) 

 With knowledge of Louise Bourgeois’ personal background, Cell (Glass Spheres and 

Hands) takes on a new meaning, as each material “tells its own story” (Art21). Her repeated cage-

like structures scream of imprisonment, as the metal bars evoke the notion of captivity. “The steel 

and glass walls enclosing each work protect the objects inside, but also restrict them from ever 

escaping. Like a prison, the caged walls enforce a rigid form of solitude while offering only 

partial views of the outside world” (Art21). It is this author’s belief that this symbolic prison 

represents Bourgeois’ early home experiences; as a young girl, the artist was trapped in a 

claustrophobic household filled with tension and discomfort. In the sculpted hands is Bourgeois’ 

characterization of the cornered, powerless child—undoubtedly a retrospective self-portrait. Upon 

closer inspection, the cloth-covered table appears rickety, as if powerless to support the weight of 

the child’s prayer. This unsteady structure signifies the uneasiness Bourgeois felt in her youth, 

living for ten years in a home environment always threatening to collapse. 

Louise Bourgeois’ intense anger, fear, frustration, and sadness from her childhood are all 

dramatically displayed in her autobiographical ‘cell’ works. Bourgeois once stated, “I carry my 

psychoanalysis within the work. Every day I work out all that bothers me—all my complaints” 



	  

(Bourgeois in Cooke). Louise Bourgeois claimed that her childhood was the “psychic source” of 

her art, and that her series of cells were meant to be “evocations” of that childhood (Cotter). She 

said, “Given that the fears of the past are linked to physical fears, they resurface in the body. To 

me, a sculpture is the body. My body is my sculpture” (Bourgeois in Leoni-Figini). It can be 

understood that Louise Bourgeois revived her early traumatic experiences as a kind of artistic 

therapy, reawakening her memories in order to better understand and accept them. This attitude is 

illuminated by Bourgeois’ statement:  

Art is a privilege, a blessing, a relief… It is a fantastic privilege to have access to 

the unconscious… It was a privilege also to be able to sublimate… There is 

something very special in being able to sublimate your unconscious, and 

something very painful in the access to it. But there is no escape from it, and no 

escape from access once it is given to you, once you are favored with it, whether 

you want it or not… to escape you have no place to go. You have to have the 

courage to face the risk. You have to have the independence. All these things are 

gifts. They are blessings… Sublimation is a gift. (Harrison 1088) 

 Although qualities of Feminism and Surrealism are seen in Louise Bourgeois’ Cell (Glass 

Spheres and Hands), Expressionist theory can be most clearly applied. Louise Bourgeois 

identified herself as an Expressionist artist throughout her career, stating: 

I only work when I feel the need to express something. I may not be sure of exactly what 

it is, but I know that something is cooking and when I am on the right track. The need is 

very strong. To express your emotions, you have to be very loose and receptive. The 

unconscious will come to you, if you have that gift that artists have. I only know if I'm 

inspired by the results. (Bourgeois in Cooke) 

Bourgeois’ work is based on deeply felt life experiences. In order to exemplify this personal 

source, the artist used casts of her actual hands in Cell (Glass Spheres and Hands). In an 

interview with Art21, Bourgeois said: “It shows how much I care about the whole thing. It shows 



	  

how much the emotion that this expresses is true. It is an emotion that has been lived and that is 

real, not something that is made up” (Bourgeois in Art 21). 

In addition to Bourgeois’ evident expressive intent, the artist’s use of symbols and 

metaphor to create a visual language in Cell (Glass Spheres and Hands) corresponds directly with 

Expressionism. Viewers of Bourgeois’ ‘cell’ must look into the work, reading it like a text, in 

order to interpret it from their own perspectives. This aspect of Bourgeois’ Cell (Glass Spheres 

and Hands) is suggestive of Benedetto Croce and R. G. Collingwood’s Expressionist theories, in 

which the viewer is involved in creating meaning for the artwork. Croce wrote that art is “not a 

contemplation, it is an action” and the viewer is not “a merely receptive one, but collaborative” 

(Collingwood 125). Bourgeois intends for viewer interaction with her work; the impenetrable 

cage with scattered openings of Bourgeois’ Cell (Glass Spheres and Hands) forces the spectator 

to actively interact with the installation’s outer walls. Through seeking a better view of the cell’s 

interior, the viewer must risk contact with shattered glass. This hazard, coupled with the physical 

barrier of the steel caging, conjures feelings of fear and isolation in the viewer, infusing the work 

with the sentiments of shared experience.  

Equally as monumental as Bourgeois’ ‘cells’ are Ursula von Rydingsvard’s distinctive 

cedar ‘bowls.’ Czara z Babelkami, one of the largest sculptures of this type made by the German-

born artist, towers over 16 feet high. The work’s name, literally translating to ‘bowl with 

bubbles,’ conjures a compound of connotations for the artist and viewer. The form of a ‘czara,’ an 

ancient type of magic bowl, is manifest in the main shape of the sculpture; when viewed head-on, 

Czara z Babelkami tapers towards its base from an 11-foot width at the peak (von Rydingsvard in 

Art21). ‘Babelkami,’ literally meaning ‘bubbles’ in Polish, accounts for the gurgling topography 

of the cedar structure. A pattern emerges on the surface of Czara z Babelkami as these 

‘babelkami’ jut out from the façade in a loose grid that stretches and bulges in various areas along 

the intricate planes. This creates a rhythmic pulse that flows along the sculpture’s surface, 

suggesting a sensuous, human-like vivaciousness. Thus, the overall form of von Rydingsvard’s 



	  

bowl not only connotes the figure of a ‘czara,’ but also the human form. The artist’s choice of 

material for Czara z Babelkami furthers its 

organic feel, as the ‘bowl’ is made out of the 

artist’s customary cedar. Choppy cuts into the 

structure’s surface expose varying shades of the 

flesh-toned wood, while its knotted surface 

creates a vivid play of light and shadow along the 

knobs and pockets. 

Born to a Ukrainian father and a Polish 

mother in 1942, Ursula von Rydingsvard was 

profoundly shaped by her early experiences with 

upheaval and poverty (Berman). Much of von 

Rydingsvard’s youth was spent first in Nazi 

agricultural slave labor camps and later in nine 

different German post-war refugee camps before 

her family finally settled in the United States in 1950 (Anderson-Spivy). During this long period 

of hardship, von Rydingsvard lived in “crudely built wooden barracks,” subsisting on very little 

(Anderson-Spivy). In an article entitled “Ursula von Rydingsvard Sculpts Metaphors in Wood,” 

Avis Berman writes, “The artist's respect for organic materials and the dignity of labor, and the 

sense of loss and pain, and the persistent memories that inform her work may be traced back to 

these formative experiences” (Berman). 

Von Rydingsvard’s introspection infuses four-by-four-inch cedar boards with memory in her 

Brooklyn studio; she admits, “If I were to point to something from the camps that one can see 

most directly in my work it is that we stayed in barracks—with raw wooden floors, walls, and 

ceilings. I have a feeling that that fed into my working with wood” (von Rydingsvard in Art21). 

Figure 3: Ursula von Rydingsvard, Czara z 
Bąbelkami, 2006. Cedar; 202 x 125 x 74 inches. 



	  

Just as the crevasses and protrusions of Czara z Babelkami form elaborate surface 

patterns, analysis of the work reveals an “intricate map of meaning” (Young and Phillips 8). An 

alternate translation of the Polish term ‘babelkami’ shines a new light on the von Rydingsvard’s 

massive ‘czara.’ Literally meaning ‘bubbles,’ the Polish word ‘babelkami’ is also used to describe 

a particular type of popcorn stitch often found on woolen textiles. In an interview with Art21, the 

artist describes this introspective association in terms of her childhood experience: 

I had a sweater as a little girl (in the refugee camps in Germany), and it was hand-knit out 

of unbleached wool from sheep. It had wonderful babelkami (popcorn stitches) on it, on 

the grid that was at the top part of the body. And of course, in no time at all (because it 

was not as though I had more than one of these...it was actually the only sweater I had 

during all those years) it got worn on the sleeve, around the shoulders and around the 

belly, so that it was kind of wayward. The grid got disrupted. It went organically 

wayward. It started flowing. It started falling. (von Rydingsvard in Art 21) 

In this light of this connection, von Rydingsvard’s Czara z Babelkami assumes a new manner of 

emotional expression. In this author’s view, the bulging knobs of the sculpture’s façade can be 

seen as von Rydingsvard’s attempt to recreate the comfort and familiarity of this special sweater 

that she had as a little girl in the refugee camps. As “supplies were meager and the most menial 

possessions became precious, essential survival tools,” this sweater embodies the artist’s youthful 

hopes for endurance in the midst of despair (Anderson-Spivy). 

 Ursula von Rydingsvard’s Czara z Babelkami, like Bourgeois’ Cell (Glass Spheres and 

Hands), is therefore also formed by an interpretation of her personal experience through an 

Expressionist lens. Like Bourgeois, von Rydingsvard speaks through metaphor in her work. 

Czara z Babelkami is a symbol for the artist’s favorite sweater from childhood—one that she 

cherished throughout six years spent in labor and refugee camps. About this special sweater with 

popcorn stitches, von Rydinsvard said:  



	  

It folded in ways that had almost mountainous landscapes to it—a kind of erect landscape 

that made all kinds of indentations and crevices, little hilltops and so on. And I just 

remember feeling it on my body, the harshness of it and at the same time the softness of 

the parts that were more worn down. And I remember the sun hitting those structures on 

my body. (Art21) 

Admittedly taking visual cues from the human body in her cedar sculptures, von Rydingsvard 

evokes the form of this sweater, worn by herself as a young girl, as a “metaphor for our innermost 

yearnings and struggles” (Castro). 

Ursula von Rydingsvard dips into her painful past in order to explore her childhood 

feelings through art. For von Rydingsvard, though, “art may both comment on and provide solace 

from horrible events in one’s history and era” (Castro). This aspect of the artist’s work recalls 

Leo Tolstoy’s Instrumentalist theory of Expressionism, in which art is valued for its extrinsic 

moral impact. In Tolstoy’s view, because art facilitates emotional communication and connection, 

artists “may cause viewers to become more aware of and sensitive to the feelings and needs of 

others” (Barrett 60). In this author’s perspective, von Rydingsvard’s purpose for Czara z 

Babelkami is to express the feelings of people—both young and old—caught within unjust 

circumstance, with the hope of engendering a sense of understanding in the viewer. In an 

interview with Art21, von Rydingsvard explained:  

…within a piece that has tremendous agitation and agony there can also be 

something very hushed and very quiet, and very lyrical and very humane. Within 

the context of something that feels as though it’s full of violence, one can have 

something that feels humble, that feels as though it’s capable of petting you on 

the head in a most gentle sort of way. (Art21) 

 Both Louise Bourgeois and Ursula von Rydingsvard draw from childhood experience in 

order to create art that communicates powerful personal feeling through metaphors. Bourgeois’ 

anger, fear, and frustration, originating during her troubled childhood, are passionately expressed 



	  

in Cell (Glass Spheres and Hands). The work connotes the loneliness of a child in a dysfunctional 

home, and the uneasiness and frustration that are inherently part of that experience. Similarly, von 

Rydingsvard’s recollections of a childhood spent in Nazi labor and later post-war refugee camps 

infuse Czara z Babelkami with the desolate feelings of an innocent child caught in a barren 

emotional and corporeal landscape. Both artworks expose themes focused on the human body and 

“its need for nurture and protection in a frightening world” (Cotter). Yet, while Bourgeois ‘cell’ is 

a place of uneasy contemplation for the viewer who participates in the creation of its meaning, 

von Rydingsvard’s cedar ‘bowl’ communicates “brooding and somber” feelings of trauma in a 

humble and gentle way (Berman). Avis Berman writes about von Rydingsvard: “Many of her 

large cedar sculptures refer to her youth, but not in a cold, angry, resentful, or bleak way. Instead, 

they appear as knottily complex as people are” (Berman). 
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