BRANCUSI, Constantin (1876-1957). The Romanian artist Constantin Brancusi was a simple man, and this simplicity is reflected in his sculptures. They do not represent natural objects so much as they embody the spirit and essence of those objects.  

   Constantin Brancusi was born of a peasant family in Hobitsa, in southern Romania, on Feb. 21, 1876. He left home at an early age and worked at various crafts, including cabinetmaking. He studied at the School of Fine Arts in Bucharest from 1898 to 1902. There he made a sculpture of a man, showing the entire muscular structure. It was so exact that the school bought it to use in teaching human anatomy.  

   Brancusi then traveled to Munich and on to Paris, largely by walking. In Paris, though he was often too poor to eat, he studied and sculpted at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. In 1906 the great French sculptor Rodin invited him to work in his studio, but Brancusi refused, saying, "Nothing grows well in the shade of a big tree." In later years he would refer to anatomical sculpture like Rodin's and Michelangelo's, as well as his own early works, as "beefsteak."  

   Brancusi combined the inherent organic quality of the material he was using with the nature of what he wanted to sculpt. His work took a good deal from folk art and primitive sculpture. He reduced objects to the simplest, most essential shapes, eliminating all unnecessary detail. This simplicity caused him trouble with the United States Customs Department in 1926, when he sent his now-famous bronze 'Bird in Space' to New York City for an exhibition. Customs refused to allow the piece to enter the country as a tax-free work of art, because they claimed it did not resemble a real bird. He fought this decision in court and--with testimony from several prominent artists, critics, and collectors--won the case.  

   In Paris Brancusi lived a solitary life. His best friends were artists, particularly the painter Amedeo Modigliani, the poet Ezra Pound, and the composer Erik Satie. Brancusi died in Paris on March 16, 1957. His major works include bird, fish, and turtle forms, ovoid heads, and several versions of the pillarlike 'Endless Column'. (See also Sculpture.) 

�Excerpted from The Complete Reference Collection. Copyright © 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997 The Learning Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved.





