GIACOMETTI, Alberto (1901-66). The Swiss sculptor Giacometti was one of the outstanding artists of the 20th century. Working in an era dominated by abstract art, he tried to achieve reality with a new approach to rendering distance. His elongated and textured figures are seen as in distance and in an imaginary space. Giacometti also produced paintings and drawings, mostly portraits and interiors in a mass of lines and a delicacy of light.  

   Alberto Giacometti was born on Oct. 10, 1901, in Stampa, southeastern Switzerland, the son of the painter Giovanni Giacometti. By age 13 he was sculpting, and in 1919 he entered the School of Arts and Crafts in Geneva. The next two years he studied paintings in Italy, notably the works of Tintoretto and Giotto. In 1922 Giacometti settled in Paris, where he spent most of the rest of his life. For three years there he studied with the sculptor Antoine Bourdelle.  

   By 1925 he had abandoned realistic sculpture and began to produce bronzes in the cubist style such as his 'Spoon-Woman' (first exhibited in 1926). Giacometti became identified with the surrealists in such works as 'Suspended Ball' (1931) and 'Palace at 4 A.M.' (1933)--small strange objects in cagelike forms, the whole made of thin wooden strips.  

   Giacometti broke with the surrealists and returned to natural forms about 1935. He experimented by reducing the scale, detail, and volume of his forms or, as he put it, "trimming the fat off of space." During a long hospital stay in 1938 he observed the movements of fellow patients in wheelchairs, on crutches, and in plaster casts.  

   In his hands the human form began to be extremely elongated with rough craggy surfaces achieved by dripping plaster in the molds. He occasionally reduced the size of his figures to that of toy soldiers, though his well-known 'Man Pointing' (1947) is nearly 6 feet (2 meters) tall. Almost as thin as strings, they nevertheless seem to possess and stimulate the surrounding space. His works became widely known, especially in the United States, through exhibitions in New York City in 1948 and 1950 and an essay on his art by the French writer Jean-Paul Sartre.  

   During the last years of his life, Giacometti dwelt on artwork of the heads of his brother Diego and his wife Annette and finally on portraits of his friends Caroline and Elie Lotar. Giacometti died of a heart condition in Chur, Switzerland, on Jan. 11, 1966. 
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