News Release

The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston Presents Alberto Giacometti:
Toward the Ultimate Figure in November
Touring exhibition featuring the work of Alberto Giacometti, one of the most
important artists of the 20th century, makes its stop in Houston
Houston, TX — July 28, 2022— This fall the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston will present
Alberto Giacometti: Toward the Ultimate Figure, an ensemble of 60 masterpieces
highlighting the artist’s major achievements of the postwar years (1945-66). Co-organized
by the Fondation Giacometti in Paris and the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, the exhibition
is co-curated by Ann Dumas, MFAH and Hugo Daniel, Fondation Giacometti and will be on
view at the MFAH from November 13, 2022 through February 12, 2023.
Widely acclaimed as one of the most important sculptors of the 20th century, Giacometti
(1901-66) reasserted the validity of the figure and figural representation at a time when
abstract art had become dominant in the international art world. His works became
associated with existentialism; to many,
Giacometti’s emaciated figures—evoking
alienation, fear, insignificance and uncertainty—
embody the psychological complexities of the
Cold War era. Stripped to essentials, compressed
and flattened, these fragile beings present
themselves as expressions of a deep crisis facing
art and humanity.
“Alberto Giacometti was a defining artist of
modernism and of the 20th century,” said Gary
Tinterow, Director and Margaret Alkek Williams
Chair, the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.
“Toward the Ultimate Figure brilliantly explores
Giacometti’s creative process to illuminate how
he came to produce his iconic figures.”

Exhibition Overview

Gordon Parks, Untitled, 1951, Alberto Giacometti and his
sculptures, Paris France, silver print on paper;
Archives, Fondation Giacometti. © Courtesy of and
copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation.

The exhibition is presented in 12 thematic
sections that illuminate Giacometti’s focus on the
human form and the development of his signature style.

Paris: Life in a Studio in Montparnasse
Born and educated in Switzerland, Giacometti moved to Paris in 1922, at 21, to study with
sculptor Antoine Bourdelle at the Académie de la Grande Chaumière. Four years later, he
began renting a studio measuring only 16 x 16 feet in a small house in the Montparnasse
district of Paris. He maintained this legendary studio until his death in 1966 and produced

the majority of his works there. After his death, the plaster walls he had filled with painted
images were removed and preserved by his widow, Annette.
Obsessed with Heads
Like most artists of the period, Giacometti had been trained to draw and sculpt from live
models. He became obsessed with rendering heads early in his career, but upon entering his
Surrealist period in the late 1920s, he stopped working from models to instead invent
images inspired by memories, dreams and hallucinations.
Into Thin Air
Giacometti was deeply concerned with the relationship between the figure and the
surrounding space. He wanted his figures to appear as if viewed from a distance, stripped to
essentials and devoid of any sense of narrative or anecdote. Giacometti advanced this
concept in the late 1940s and 1950s by elongating his figures into filament-thin shapes that
almost seem to disappear when viewed from certain angles.
On Solid Ground
Giacometti considered the base or platform an integral part of a sculpture. Determined to
reinvent the most fundamental aspects of the medium, he explored ways of altering the size,
scale and position of the base in relation to the figure. He also investigated methods of
stacking several bases in ways that give even tiny figures a sense of solemnity and grandeur.
Attaching his emaciated figures securely to a base or platform also introduced a
contravening force to their progressive dematerialization.
Other Spaces: Landscapes
While known for his figural works, Giacometti also sketched and painted landscapes. During
his later years, he merged the genres of landscape and figure representation. His sculptures
The Forest and The Glade of 1950 contain multiple tall figures rising from a broad platform
to suggest trees or wild plants growing in a meadow or clearing in the mountains. Faces and
bodies in his figural sculptures also began to resemble boulders in a mountain landscape.
Creating a Myth: Giacometti Seen by Photographers
Giacometti’s reputation as a fiercely independent voice in the international art world was
greatly enhanced by photographers who recorded and disseminated his image. Man Ray
and Rogi André produced memorable portraits of Giacometti during the 1930s. Robert
Doisneau, Gordon Parks and Arnold Newman photographed the artist with his sculptures in
the studio in the 1940s and 1950s. Irving Penn and Richard Avedon produced portraits of
Giacometti in the 1950s. Henri Cartier-Bresson, Gisèle Freund and Yousuf Karsh
contributed to Giacometti’s growing fame through their compelling images of the artist
during the final decade of his life.
Alberto Giacometti: A Portrait in Film
In 1964 Swiss photographer Ernst Scheidegger began shooting a documentary film about
Giacometti. Scheidegger completed a 25-minute version of the film in 1966 and released a
50-minute version in 1998. A frequent visitor to Giacometti’s Paris studio, Scheidegger
produced a large corpus of photographs of the artist and his works. Selected excerpts from
the 50-minute film are shown in this gallery.

Giacometti and the Literary Scene
Giacometti was intimately involved in the literary scene and wrote incessantly to express
his experience of the world. He published texts in avant-garde journals and maintained
close friendships with eminent writers, including André Breton, Jean-Paul Sartre and
Simone de Beauvoir. Giacometti was also a prolific illustrator of poetry books. Several
writers in his circle, including Jacques Dupin and Jean Genet, published essays and articles
that contributed to the artist’s critical reception in the international art world.
The Human Condition
In the late 1940s, Giacometti’s art became associated
with existentialism. Giacometti’s search for a universal
art that would express the nature of the human
condition emerges most clearly in his sculptures of
emaciated figures trapped in a metal cage or walking in
separate directions through empty city squares.
Models from the Inner Circle
Since Giacometti sought inspiration in the world around
him, he needed models. But that was challenging, as he
was extremely demanding, typically requiring the
model to remain immobile in a closed position through
multiple sittings that stretched over time. He frequently
relied on close friends and relatives. Among his favorite
models were his younger brother Diego and his wife,
Annette.
Alberto Giacometti, The Nose, 1947–49, Bronze,
painted metal, cotton rope, Fondation Giacometti. ©
Succession Alberto Giacometti / ADAGP, Paris, 2022

Grappling with the Real
Giacometti’s struggle to resolve the tension between
abstraction and naturalism is an ever-present feature of
his paintings and sculptures. It appears in his portraits of the late 1940s and emerges in his
sculptures of Eli Lotar, a photographer and friend, who posed for a series of half-length
figures in the 1960s. Neither fully naturalistic nor abstract, his postwar portraits are infused
with the same feelings of doubt and uncertainty as his standing and walking figures.
Standing Woman, Walking Man
Giacometti’s long search for the ultimate figure culminated in his large standing woman and
walking man sculptures of the postwar period. He first began exploring these themes in a
walking woman sculpture of 1932. He returned to the idea in the 1940s and created two
distinct types: a standing woman and a walking man. By developing his figures in opposite
directions, he accentuated the contrasting qualities of stillness and dynamism, timelessness
and temporality. Subjected to a process of elongation, these thin, emaciated figures signaled
a radical rejection of the weight and permanence of traditional marble sculpture.
Alberto Giacometti: Toward the Ultimate Figure
Upper Brown Pavilion, Law Building
November 13, 2022 – February 12, 2023
More information available at www.mfah.org/albertogiacometti

Publication

Alberto Giacometti: Toward the Ultimate Figure is accompanied by a fully illustrated
catalogue featuring more than 100 sculptures, paintings, drawings and prints. It offers a
comprehensive survey of the artist’s work, from its beginnings in Stampa to its
development in Paris. Essays by scholars of Giacometti and modern art focus on
masterpieces such as the Walking Man, the Nose and the Chariot and on key aspects of his
work, such as the significance of Surrealism, his drawing practice and the relationship
between forms and space in his sculptures.

Organization & Funding

This Exhibition is co-organized by the Foundation Giacometti in Paris and the Museum of
Fine Arts, Houston.
The touring exhibition involves four stops: Cleveland Museum of Arts, Seattle Art Museum,
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art.

Generous support provided by:
Jerold B. Katz Foundation
Carol and Mike Linn
Sara Dodd and Will Denton

About the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston
Spanning 14 acres in the heart of Houston’s Museum District, the main campus comprises
the Audrey Jones Beck Building, the Caroline Wiess Law Building, the Lillie and Hugh Roy
Cullen Sculpture Garden and the Nancy and Rich Kinder Building. Nearby, two house
museums—Bayou Bend Collection and Gardens, and Rienzi—present collections of
American and European decorative arts. The MFAH is also home to the Glassell School of
Art, with its Core Residency Program and Junior and Studio schools; and the International
Center for the Arts of the Americas (ICAA), a leading research institute for 20th-century
Latin American and Latino art. www.mfah.org
About the Fondation Giacometti
The Fondation Giacometti is a private foundation recognized as a state-approved institution
and created in 2003. It is the universal legatee of Annette Giacometti, the artist's widow, and
owns the world's largest collection of works by Alberto Giacometti, with nearly 10,000
works and objects that represent the artist’s entire career.
Located in Paris, the foundation is directed by Catherine Grenier, heritage general curator
and art historian, and brings together a highly-skilled team in the fields of cultural
administration, conservation, art historical research, education, artist’s rights.

Based on this expertise and on its broad collection, the Fondation Giacometti aims to
protect, disseminate, and promote the work of Giacometti. It organizes several international
exhibitions a year and grants loans in France and abroad. The foundation is also responsible
for the authentication committee of Alberto Giacometti’s work and compiles the catalogue
raisonné of his work. The Institut Giacometti is the current exhibition space of the
Fondation Giacometti, which is also dedicated to art history research and education.
www.fondation-giacometti.fr
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