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Alexander Calder was essentially the inventor of the mobile. Born in America just before the turn of the twentieth century, he grew up studying engineering and developed a niche for metalworking, as well as fluency in other materials. At 24 years of age he decided to become an artist, thanks to a night class in which he was enrolled. He eventually pursued an ambitious (and somewhat capricious) career in Paris, where he kept his footing by opening a small studio and doing an overwhelming amount of side work.

His first few years in France were arguably his most significant. Aside from learning French quickly, he spent most of his time as a toymaker—a decision made seemingly not from inspiration, but from his financial situation. “I have created several thousand workable toys,” he explained, and because of such vast experience, he was able to create the Cirque Calder, one act at a time.

The Cirque Calder was Calder’s most well-known work, other than the mobile (of course). It was a collection of miniature circus performers, made of flimsy materials (such as wire, string, cloth, paper, etc.), all of which moved to music under the grand control of their ringmaster, Calder himself. Its first performance was in Paris, 1926, but he continued to aggrandize the number of players in it for the next four years. By the end of its run in 1930, he had begun charging admission fees for viewing the Cirque Calder and become famous in both France and the United States. It required a total of five suitcases to transport it.

When Calder died in 1976, he had left his mark on the artistic world. He created the mobile and made groundbreaking advances in the field of kinetic sculpture. Forging friendships with contemporary artists like Piet Mondrian and Marcell Duchamp, all the while traveling constantly between Paris and New York, he managed several commission-based jobs and received royalties on toy patents. The work he pioneered entertains countless babies to this day.

Like Calder, Tinguely resided (partly) in Paris and spearheaded the movement in kinetic sculpture. No longer satisfied by debating the spontaneity or deliberateness of art (as Jackson Polluck stirred it), Tinguely ignored the controversy and began experimenting with a new kind of spontaneity: that of moving pieces of art.

An anarchist by nature, and much less experienced than his kinetic counterpart, Calder, Tinguely jumped headfirst into his crude but effective creations, which at first consisted mainly of wooden wheels and metal motors. While residing in France, in a warehouse-esque dwelling sans running water, he coined the term “Meta-mechanics” to describe his unique style of art. He spent the next decade of his art career there.

Later, Tinguely’s works incorporated sound. His nearly-automatic machines created “concrete music,” which was for the most part random. Of course, arguments of the definition of music followed soon afterward. Oddly enough, he also made works of art that made their own works of art. These “drawing machines” would operate a pastel crayon or brush and create a new abstract design on paper each time it was activated. Tinguely, reflecting on these pieces, said he wanted his art to be more alive. The contemporary critics and public had no choice but to agree with him.

