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  In thinking of my family . . .
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  Sandra’s Critters

  An Introduction by Jed Perl

  Sandra Calder Davidson’s drawings of family and friends, reimagined as figures from the animal kingdom, are an enchanted parallel universe. What will initially draw many people to these ebullient studies is Sandra’s intimate and affectionate view of the life and times of her father, Alexander Calder, the inventor of the mobile and one of the great creative spirits of the twentieth century. But what gives her cloisonné colored portraits their enduring fascination is the playful rococo power and elegant rapier wit of the artist’s graphic eye. Sandra is very much an original, entirely in control of this gathering of family and friends, assessing with unabashed ardor the joys and perplexities of those who have meant the most to her.

  Over the past few years, while I have been working on a biography of Sandra’s father, Sandra and I have become friends. I can see that her analogies between men and women and the rest of the inhabitants of the animal kingdom arise naturally, even spontaneously. This is quite simply one of the ways she has of understanding the world. Sandra reminds us—at least she reminds me—that the magic of metamorphosis is in our blood, the stuff of dreams and fantasies. She clearly enjoys figuring out where each relative, friend, or acquaintance fits into her ever-expanding menagerie. And she does not exclude herself, for she is the camel—apparently it was her father who first made that comparison!—and as much a figure of loving comedy as anybody else.

  Of course, like any animal kingdom, Sandra’s has its royalty. And there can never have been any question as to who would wear the crown in this particular furred and feathered realm. Calder is quite naturally the lion, the king of the beasts. In one beautiful drawing he is the most adorably appealing sleepy lion, sitting in his chair taking a regal catnap. Calder is wearing one of the bold red shirts to which he was especially partial. And around him Sandra has arranged the delightfully informal sort of interior in which Sandra’s father and her mother, Louisa, always felt at home. There are wine bottles to the right, an early wire portrait of Louisa hangs on the wall, and Calder’s chair (and his tail!) rest on one of the rugs that Louisa hooked from her husband’s designs; Louisa’s basket full of wool can be seen in the background. This is a world Sandra brings vividly alive, down to the African carving and tambourine and maracas (the Calders loved South American dance music) hanging on the wall. Sandra’s lusty embrace of a rainbow’s worth of hues is surely a response to her father’s own enthusiastic feeling for color, especially the expanses of full-strength red he adored.

  Born in 1935, Sandra started life at a time when her father was already becoming an avant-garde hero but was hardly a household name. It was only as she was entering adulthood that Calder became one of the world’s most widely admired, exhibited, and talked-about artists. The family of four—Mary, Sandra’s sister, was born in 1939—was always offbeat and bohemian. Calder’s parents were both artists; Alexander Stirling Calder was a distinguished sculptor specializing in large public commissions, and Nanette Calder was a painter of considerable subtlety and sophistication. Sandra’s mother, born Louisa Cushing James, was a great-niece of Henry James and grew up in a Boston Brahmin family of progressive views; Louisa’s father was so enthusiastic about the promise of the League of Nations that he spent time in Geneva, following the proceedings. Sandra’s graphic interpretations of the members of her family reflect a closeness that runs deep in the Calder clan, down to the generation of Sandra’s children and grandchildren and nephews and their children. One of the most remarkable stories Sandra has told me about her father dates from when Calder, Louisa, Sandra, and Sandra’s husband, Jean, and their children were all living in Saché, a village a couple of hours southwest of Paris. One day Sandra came back to her house to find her father holding a package and weeping with joy. The package contained the first copies of the first children’s book of Sandra’s that was published. Such was Calder’s pleasure that another generation was taking up the artist’s trade.

  It is certainly no secret that Sandra’s father took a considerable interest in animals. Calder was just short of twenty-eight when he published a little book called Animal Sketching, with spirited ink drawings of all manner of beasts and birds and a text suggesting how to capture their rapid-fire movements. Many of Calder’s early sculptures, both in wire and wood, are of animals, and even after his work had turned predominantly abstract, he would from time to time make a fish out of broken bits of colored glass or a bird with pieces of brilliantly printed tin cans. Calder published A Bestiary, with his drawings illustrating poems and prose selected by Richard Wilbur, and late in life he produced a series of figures, fantastical humanoids that he called Critters, a word Sandra may be echoing in the title of her book. If Sandra has to some degree inherited her taste for animals from her father, it is also worth pointing out that animals were a subject for earlier artists in the Calder clan. The first of the Calder sculptors, Calder’s grandfather, Alexander Milne Calder, had studied in his native Scotland and eventually settled in Philadelphia, where he worked for decades on sculptures for the Philadelphia City Hall, including some striking portraits of animals, especially a series of howling felines. As for Calder’s father, among his most intimate works is a clay study of a lithe, youthful Walt Whitman with a cat playing at his feet.
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