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Conflict of mass and balance at
Peabody Essex Museum
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SALEM

Hardly any artist could be more easily
recognizable than Alexander Calder. Using the
conflict of mass and balance to create his own
visual language, Calder fabricated enormous
public sculptures and lighter-than-air mobiles and
stabiles, all carrying a grace that defies their steel
and wood materials, and their welded and riveted
construction. Calder’s work, on view through the
end of the year in an airy exhibition at the
Peabody Essex Museum, comes from nature, and
in some respects, belongs there. “Calder and
Abstraction: From Avant-Garde to Iconic,” makes
a strong case for Calder as a major artist, a
continuation of the modern tradition stretching
from Duchamp to Kandinsky to Miró.  The
exhibition is beautifully curated, and includes
mobiles, Calder’s hanging kinetic sculptures;
stabiles, his fixed abstractions; and multiple
fascinating moquettes—models, most about five
or six feet tall—of his outdoor installations.
Spread throughout several large galleries, the
works have room to gently move and cast
shadows along the walls. The entire exhibition,
curated by Stephanie Barron of the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art, invites
contemplation.Balance, delicacy and whimsy
characterize almost all the work. None of Calder’s
circus creations—his elaborate diorama-like
assemblages of movable circus characters and
props—are on view here, but his fascination with
the interaction and shapes of the circus informs
almost all his creations.  Calder was also an artist
of his time, and it comes as no surprise that he
took ideas from the shape-changing work of
abstract painters and sculptors. His strength
comes in how he created his own voice and style,
never wavering from it through hundreds of
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commissions (some incredible varied, like his out-
sized design work that appeared on McDonnell
Douglas DC-8 aircraft in the 1960s). That
consistency also points out the shortcomings in
Calder’s work. No single work stands out. No
sense of growth emerges. No changes, not social,
political or personal, can be investigated in these
pieces. Calder was Calder. His inspiration came
from nature, in the largest sense—nature
including the cosmos. His mobiles could be any
planetary system, and his stabiles and public
sculptures could be any enormous tree, dinosaur
or mountainside.  With so many cluttered and

over-explained exhibitions on view these days, the quiet and expanse of this show makes for a
welcome antidote. The work is simple, the exhibition likewise. (One quibble: fix the music. Perfectly
appropriate piped-in scores from Eric Satie and Morton Feldman become a preposterous overlap of
sound in some places.) Calder’s outdoor sculptures, spread throughout the world, are the gold
standard for public art: sturdy enough to belong in the elements, but proportionate and appealing
to the eye. The moquettes that represent these works are a fascinating glimpse into the artist’s feel
for the work and its intended environment. So too are the works that show Calder in his most
daring—the balancing brinksmanship of “Orange Under Table,” or “Fake Snake.” But of the mobiles
and stabiles, it must be noted, if you see one, you’ve seen them all. Color and line vary little;
subject matter rarely stimulates. But if you have seen one, you’ve seen the genuine Alexander
Calder. “Calder and Abstraction: From Avant-Garde to Iconic” runs through January 4 at the
Peabody Essex Museum, East India Square, Salem. The exhibition is free with museum admission.
For more information, and a listing of exhibition related programming, visit www.pem.org or call
978-745-9500. 
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Shocking Photos Of
Hollywood's Sexiest Stars That
Have Gained Some Weight

Check Out These Rare
Historical Creepy Pics They
Will Leave You Speechless

If You Have Gas, Bloating,
Constipation or an Upset
Stomach Please Watch This

15 Famous Celebs Who Have
Committed Horrible Crimes
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Richest Women by Region: Wal-Mart Heiress
Tops Global List

Demi Cheated on for Looking Too Old - See
Her Revenge Makeover

Ladies Ages 40+ Are Going Crazy Over This
Wrinkle Trick

Blake Shelton Finally Confesses How He
Dropped All of the Weight

Brain Booster Too Effective, Should It Be
Banned?

 Email
NewsLetter

 Sign Up Today 

Sign up for our newsletter and have the top
headlines from your community delivered right
to your inbox.

»  STAY INFORMED

MotÃ¶rhead
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Dead at 70

Check Out the
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Trailer for DC's
Legends of
Tomorrow
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Stephen Hawking Says This Smart Pill Is
Proven to Double IQ

Barbara Walters Refuses to Return to the
View, Due to This Secret

Research Reveals the Four Stages Before a
Heart Attack
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Gloucester captain grateful to have survived
tugboat sinking off Colombia Dec. 28, 2015

Movie review: Jennifer Lawrence can't save
'Joy' Dec. 25, 2015

Movie review: 'The Big Short' cashes in;
Steve Carell gives Oscar-worthy performance
Dec. 23, 2015

7 ingenious uses for roofing shingles
Dec. 23, 2015

ASK DOG LADY: Party pooper offended by
pup's behavior Dec. 24, 2015

THE BEER NUT: New beers from Rogue,
Ommegang and Spencer Dec. 23, 2015
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10/31 12:00 am Newton Camera Club Exhibit

10/31 12:00 am Registration for Newton Community
Ed
10/31 12:00 am Entertainment at North End Tavern

10/31 12:00 am Newton Camera Club exhibit
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Free Lung Cancer Screen
Beverly Hospital Offers Lung Cancer Screening. Learn More Here.
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