
 



 

How do you tie a 
bronze k~not? 
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I know how to make a bronze knor. That's easy. You sranwiihcla, 
or wax and model it with a cool or your hands. You make a moldt; 
pour molten metal into it and you create the image of a kno1 ih,1, 
made in bronze. It's not so hard co tie a knot with a rope or sculp11 

knot in a soft material like clay. Bue how do you tie a kno1 inbion.: 
Does chi happen in the sculpting process' ls the sculprnrama~­
cian who knows how co manipulate hard metal and make i1 pli;b1e 
and soft? Or does it happen in the viewer's or the sculprnr'smind' 
Can a knot be so beautifully sculpted chat it seems ro hare beenn,. 
after the metal chat forms it was poured, cooled, and made hard' 
What would a metallurgist say? What would a perceptual pmho,~ 
gist or even a philosopher chink? 

Thomas Schi.icce's sculptures not only have such knors bm are 
such knots. They maintain a fluid, malleable quality even after 
leaving clay and being made in bronze. The bronze Mn1111oh11tG~. 
(Man ,vithout Face, 2018; fig. 1) is made of a material I think of a1 
super clay. As a bronze, the form is more pliable than the clmhe 
sculpture's mold was patterned on. This fluidness isn't jusr acro;;rr, 
surface of the figure, bur it is a form chat exists between the ani11. 

his sculpture, and che perception of the viewer. I think the element, 
of chis equation exist in che past, present, and furn re. The surfaceoi 
Schi.icce's sculpture is not a manifold of details, but when the ropol· 
ogy of his figure's face, drapery, foot, or hand ripples across one's 

Fig. I. Thomas Sch ii tee. Mann ohn, Cesicht (Man without Face). 2018. Parinared 
br?nze, 14' 9 'I,• x 7' 10 1/," x 7' IO 1/," (450 x 240 x 240 cm). Thomas Schull< 
Snftung Neuss G I II • · • A M . ' • ermany. nsra ac1on view, Thomas Schulle: Tr01s ctts, 

onnaic de Paris, March 15-Junc 16, 2019 



 

;m·arencss "f rhc ,urLtlT, ir creates a form rhar can only be sculpture. 
This moLkling of rhc ,urface is not made simply from chunks of 
cla,·. ;1s rhc ,p:tff .ind place around rhe sculpture an: modeled, mo. 
Thl' form of I he tigurl'. the surface of rhe sculprun:. and rhe ,pace ir 
occupies are in r he ,:1me equation ro rhc exrenr rh:n rhey become one 
and rhc same. Ir ,ccm, rhar an inward rcvcrbcrarion from rhe ,urfacc 

crcarcs rhc g,·s111rc of rhe figure. Ori, ir rhc gesrure of rhe figure rhar 
rc,Trhcrarc, <Htrward and crearcs rhc ,urface of rhe ,culprure' \Xlherc 
doc, Thoma, ',ch1·1m: srand" I know he i, rhc arrisr, and hi, much i, 
in rhL· sculprur<:, bur arc hi, hands ,rill a, apparent m rhe viewer as 
rhn· musr ha1'<: b<:cn ro him' ls rhe facr rhar he made rhe ,culprure 

and gave-in ro irs g<:srurT as important as rhe image of rhc sculprurc 
is ro us' \Va, rhc physicaliry of rhe work emergent from rhc image, or 

was rhe image emergent from rhe arrisr sculpting' 
Schiirre's sculprure, have no dcbr ro our presenr riml'.. Ir's nor 

rhar rhey're nor parr of rhe contemporary world. They cmng<: from 
ir, bur rhey wercn'r made wirh rh<: nl'.l'.d robe: rekvanr. If he uses 

hisrory as a parrern. rhc sculprure doesn'r ,rand behind ;1rrisr, of 
rhe pasr. His works don'r sir srably in my appreciation of Rodin, 

nor do rhcy belong ro D<:gas. although Degas also sculpted a figure 
in a rub of water. Degas's /,c fob (Th,· Tiib, modeled 1888-89. casr 
1921-31; fig. 2) show, a lady in a barh wirh a sponge in her band 
and a gesrure rhar seems ro ,pring forrh from rhe arrisr's sculprure 
rarhcr rhan his idea of rhc figure in a barh. This sculprure knors 

rogcrher the figure, Degas, and me. When I bend over ro look down 
upon rhi, \\'ork. ir\ hard ro separare rhe acriviry of rhe barh, rhe 
warcr. and rh<.: barber. I am nor a passive viewer, bur my viewing 
has been ,rnlpred, a, I also form a gesture of bending over ro look 
ar rh<.: sculprurc. I'm pulled in physically from my benr waisr. This 

gc,rurc ncce"ary ro view the sculpture is one strand of a srring thar 
rics a knor \\'irh rhe srring of acriviry apparenr in the sculpture. This 

sculprurc exisr, in a marrix of a process of making and viewing rhar 
exrrnd, it, contemporariness inro the future. Schi.irre's sculpture 
nor only is modeled in warer-based clay bur finds Auidness in rhe 

w<.:rness of rhe clay and rhe wetness of our bodies and our minds. 
Ir's nor ro say his work is old fashioned or analog, but the digiral 
rcrrcars in rhe Auidness of looking and material. While Degas used 

wax, ir roo has a malleability rhar's rranslaced up and our inro the 
sculpror's world. Degas's bronzes were case postmortem. Thomas 
Schiirrc's arcn'r. Grear bronze figurarive sculpture has a meaning 

rhar can be superimposed over che temporal qualities of culture. 
How do such works extend, borh forward and backward in culrural 

or biological rime? The modeling in Schi.icce's sculptures is nor 

unlike rhe forces of geology. The geological has a different temporal 
register. Schi.icce's work, like a mountain or a deserr, nor only exists 

bur shows evidence of the past and present, as well as projecrions 

inro rhe furure. There is a quickness and a looseness ro the Auidiry 
of Schiirre's sculptures, bur like the geology of a mounrain, beach, 

or ocean, ir couldn't be any ocher way. 

Perhaps some of the artfulness in these works exists in another 

family of knots, eying efforclessness and exactitude together. In 
Schi.irre's portrait heads, che eyes are like bellybucrons, a remnanr of 

an umbilical cord. There are both innies and oucies in his sculpted 
heads (fig. 3). Bue what the innies and the ouries have in common 

is rhar rhey punccure rhe image of che bust. Ir's nor just physically; 

rhe eyes don't bulge our or open inro a great hollow dark inrerior. 

Rather, both che innie and the oucie eyes are like passages into a 

perceived ,oul of rhe porrrair-nor rhar one has ro believ<.: in god or 
;1 soul ro pass rhrough rhc cy<.:s of rh<.:se lrn,rs. bur rheir nnde-n<.:ss 
in clay rranslared inro rhe super-clay qualiry of hi, bronz<: ,up<:r· 
impme, rhrough rhi, p,,.,,agc rhc inrnior qualirie, of our mind 

inro rhe physicality of rhc porrrair busr. The metallic qualities of 
rhe bronze. rhc psychological geology of rhc mockling p,tss ou1 of 

rhe <.:y<.:s of rh<.: sculpture inro rh<.: mind of rhe l'icwcr. :\n anima-
rion exi,r, bet\\Ten our eye, and rhc ,culprcd <.:\'c,. The cyn arc 

only a caralysr for rhis process as rhc <:nrire surface of rhc ,culprun: 
exchange, information in a dialogue \\·irl1 rhc l'inn:r. Through form 

and surface and fluidirv of m;l[(:rial. ',chum:\ sculprun:s dissol\'c 

Fig. 2. Edgar Degas. U Tub (The Tub). \lodekd 1888 89. c."' 1921-31. 1',1tin,1ted 
bronze. 81/11 x 17 ¼ x 181/16~ (22.5 x 43.8 x 45.8 cm). fvtu,fr d'On..ly. Pari:,,. Acquired 
through rhc generosity of the artist\, heirs and the: Hebrard~. 1931 

Fig. 3. Thomas Schutte. \V'a/sers \Vifr. 2011. Parinared bronze on 
sreel pedestal, bronze: 25 •;,, x 14 •y,. x 21 1/, • (65 x 38 x 54 cm}, 
pedestal: 471/, x 17 •y,. x 17 •y,.· (120.3 x 45 x 45 cm}. Collection 
Anne Dias Griffin 
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a boundary between interior and exrerior. If the surface emerges 

from the form or the form from the surface, we emerge from rhe 

sculpture as the sculprure emerges from us. There is no interior only 

becau e the exterior is the interior. The viewer and the sculpture 

exist in the same or an identical marerial world. The spacial realiry 

char hi an exist in i rhe same spacial realiry char we creare for our 
own existence. 

Recently I had a conversation wirh a young artist wirhour much 

money looking for ways ro work while she couldn't afford a srudio. 1 

told her to look ar chiirre's heads. his porrrair busrs: they're monu­

mental yet they fie upon a kitchen cable. It's like rhe saying "All chat 

glirrers isn't gold" has a sculprural equivalent in ""All char's big is not 

monumental:' I don't measure a sculpture such as rhe man with his 

face in his hand with a physical or even a psychological yardstick. It 

simply exists in a cale chat i not big or small. The model of Mann 

ohne Gesicht (2018, fig. 4) i nor a small version of the larger version. 

To me, it's not a study of the bigger version. In a sense, rhe bigger 

version could be a rudy of the smaller version. Perhaps scale is an 

Fig. 4. Thomas Schuett. Mann ohnr Gmcht (MO<k/11:5) (Man w11hou1 Fae, 
[MO<kl 15/J. 2018. Patinarcd bronze on steel pcdcs,al, bronze: 481/, • 26 •;, x 

26 ¼" (123 x 67.5 • 67.5 cm), pcdcscal: 39 ¾ • 31 Y, • 31 y,· (100 x 80 • 80 cm). 

Pinault Collcccion 
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idea of in ide and ourside rhac the l wo ,culpcures can be placed in. 

Is one sculprure a reference ro rht 1ndl\ ,dual viewer and throcher 

to rhe greater public char wander, in .t public space that the work is 

placed in? Perhaps rhe larger of rhL t \\C ,Lulpcures nor only embeds 

irself in a public space bur abo emh, d, mdf in rhe public itself. Tb( 

sculprure needs che crowd, a~ ir 1, p.nr Pl rhe crowd even ifthepllll 

is em pry. Meanwhile che smaller ,n lpru1t i, quierly embedded in 

che hisrory of sculpture yer has a ,ptu,d rt Ltrionship ro the indi­

vidual in the present moment. I kr, ,ind I am speaking stricdrfor 

myself-I find beauty, in char chc ,uilpnirc,, borh rhe model a~dch, 

one outside, are cwo complctcl} d1th ruu ,culpcures ratherchanl',\, 

versions of one and rhe same. The ht)! ,md rhe small. rhe model and 

rhe real dissolve or lose imponanct \\ hen placed in the indoorrnd 

che outdoors. This embedmenr i, ,omcrhtng Thoma\ Schune ma1 

nor necessarily chink about, bur ch~ dfortlt.·,,nes, of the percepnon 

of his work brings i c forth. 
Bur what of che image icselP I lm1 doc, che image of a man11nc 

his face in his hand standing in mud. or \later bring mcaningcochr 

perception of the sculpcure? \'>?as rhc inugc of rhe sculpture chough: 

of and then made? Did che image of a man wirh his face in hi1hanJ 

scare our as an idea for Schurre co ,cul pc' I'm nor saying that he 

didn't see the image first in his head and then ser upon rhe mi1m 

of sculpting ro bring ic forrh, bur ,omehow ir ends up, thi1 image. 

as a compositional pare of the larger mechanics of rhi; projm. Hoi 

could he culpc chis sculprure? How did he sculpr rhe ~culpcure' 

How could rhe face of che figure be in che figure's hand yer che heid 

of che figure still be completely and ror,tlly complere' The fam kn 
where rhe face is mis ing doesn't function as a mera-face. It creacn 

a face of another pare of ourselves. Ir's a; if I'm looking at myself a, 

a kind of centaur or ocher creature. Bue chis image of rhe man wnh 

rhe face in che hand doesn't create a Surrealist window where I am 

on one side and che image is on che ocher. Ir's nor dreamlike. chougl 

I imagine ir could appear to you in a dream. The sculprure irselfi, 
active. Ir's nor stable enough ro become an image on rhe orhersidr 

of the line berween realiry and unrealiry. Thar i ro say, thesculptu'., 

is completely and cocally, in image and physicaliry, real. !rs phN 

caliry and ics made-ness bring a realiry to rhe object rhar has cobe 

dealt with and pondered if you wane ro look ar che sculprure nocail 

photograph bur as an object in front of you. 
When I first saw che model of che man with his face in hishaod 

it was in Francois Pinaulc's collection ac che Bourse de Commerce~ 

Paris. I c was over in rhe corner of che room, bur char didn't mauer. 

I remember liking the pedestal, but rhac also maybe didn'r mar· 

rer. I fi rsc saw che facer left: by the missing face. In rhe hand of the 

figure, I didn't see a face bur a sponge. Perhaps because rhe figurt 
was standing in muck orwacer. Ifin che hand I saw a ponge,a<ptic 

second lacer I saw ir as a face, rhe face of che figure. The magic of: 

sculpture is char the face never seems robe missing. Ir was scu_lpc 
in such a powerful relation to che rocalicy of rhe sculprure that ,n du, 

. • 1 . . narom1cal 
conrexc 1c a most seems ro have been left: m 1cs correcr a 
position. The figure being in the water in a kind ofbarrelorrubrhll 
. . . . ~~ 
is m1ssmg its sides is whar perhaps brought che first 1mpre 
rhe face as a sponge. It's an impression rhac I have no need roco[!f(l­

even after connecting rhe face ro che identity of che subject. Th;lt 
surface of the liquid char rhe man is standing in i modeled noc 

1 

a rough sea or even wind on warer bur more like a bog. Bur the 
b • . k. . d e exist ,n. 

oggmess 1s a 111d of meta-liquid, che warer or wtn 111 



 

My perception of the face as a rag or sponge of rhe figure sranding in 
the bronze, warerlike Auid is what brought me in the first instance of 
viewing ro Degas's Le Tub. I do see this as a relationship between rhc 
rwo artists, as a temporal vibration between the past. prescnr, and 
future. How could Degas's sculprurc of rhc barhcr surface in rhc now. 
so presenr and powerfully> Schi:me's relationship ro hisrory is not 
anachronistic, even if rhe dress and drapery of his sculprures appear 
so. His relationship ro history springs our of a figurarive rradirion. 
like if we could dive on a diving board into rhe furure. I rhink our 
experience of the sculprure is the meaning of rhe work. I can wrire 
abour ir and pm my thoughts ro pen and paper. bur rhe experience 
of irs embeddedness in rhe space and rime of culrure springs from 
a language nor of words bur of form. surface. and mare rial. You may 
rcll me char everything is embedded in rhc world and rhar would be 
rruc. A car, rhe space shurrle. an apple. a rrce. or a shoe-they arc all 
arrifacrs of rhe beehive. Bur Schtirrc's work and irs cmbedmenr is dif­
fcrenr because rhe embedmcnr i; nor a function of rhe object bm is 
central ro rhe experience of the object. Somehow iris the experience 
itself rather than the object alone char finds embedmenr in space and 
rime. You don't drive his sculprure on errands rhrough rhe rown. You 
don'r pick a hybrid apple from irs branches. No, rhe sculprure affects 
you in a different way. Ir's a work of arr. Look closely at rhe figure. 
rhc image of the figure, and what the figure is doing, the narrative of 
the figure. l lowevcr understandable, however masterfully rendered, 
ir cxisrs in a Auid. The Auidiry of culrure. space, and rime don'r mar­
rcr. Whar matters ro me is rhar rhe figure and rhe nature of Auidiry 
arc somehow complercly one and rhe same. This figurative sculprure, 
wirh his face in his hand, is embedded or sranding in rhe muck. Ir 
is an image or a juxraposirion of an inrernal sculprural srrucrure 
superimposed on our human condirion. In ocher words, iris a met­

aphor. Bur if rhis figure is embedded in the muck of its imagisric 
environment, the larger idea of rhe sculprure itself is embedded in 
rhe cultural muck existing all around us. Thar is ro say, rhe sculp-
rure of this embedded figure is embedded in a larger matrix of our 
condition. If you walk into a room and say, "Who pur char here? How 
long is rhar going robe here?" Or in a ciry plaza, where one sculprure 
can be replaced wirh another. Or when rhe crowds of people rise up 
against an old hero and topple his or her bronze edifice for whatever 
sins they may have commirred in the past. If chis happens before, 
after, and during rhe experience of looking, rhe game is over. The arc 
has collapsed. Bur if a sculprure is complete, iris never standing in 
the way. The complexity of rhe artfulness of a sculprure embedded 
in space and rime is both physical and cultural. Schiirre's sculpture 
of a man can wirhsrand or ar least gives rhe perception of withstand­
ing disruptions geological and cultural. The weight of the sculp­
rure's ground is both physical and menral. The Aac facer left from 
a displaced face is one and rhe same as rhe Aar unseen facer under 
rhe volume of water, rhe round wheel of liquid whose flatness and 
weight stabilize rhe sculpture. Ir will nor gravitationally topple in the 
physical and popular culture of human acriviry. 

I would like ro end wirh this thought about knots. The knot that 
ties rhe shirr ends of Schiitte's bronze sculpture Mann ohne Gesicht 
looks ro me like rhe looping tail ends of looking, thinking, and mak­
ing. A mathematician will tell you that if you remove from the world 
the space chat a knot exists in, each and every kind of knot with rhe 
space removed will open co a new dimensional domain. Perhaps this 
is what happens when looking at the knot Schiitce's sculpture ties. 

110\X' DO \'Ol" TIL A BIUl:SZE ~:S<lT' 
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