JOHN CHAMBERLAIN
(Rochester, New York, 1927- Manhattan, 2011)

Let the insanity play itself out through the materials. Then you
don’t have to worry about style. You’ll just be working to
describe your own insanity.

After serving in the United States Navy from 1943
to 1946, John Chamberlain attended the Art
Institute of Chicago from 1950 to 1952. At that time,
he began making steel sculptures, influenced by
the work of David Smith, Franz Kline and Willem de
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and taught sculpture at Black Mountain College, North Carolina. There he met the poets Robert
Creeley, Robert Duncan and Charles Olson, which fostered in him a keen appreciation for
poetry and began to consider language as an integral part of his aesthetic approach.
Chamberlain moved to New York in 1956 and the following year produced Shortstop, the first
of his sculptures in which he incorporated automobile-body parts crushed and welded
together; since then this has become the major distinctive element of his work.
Chamberlain's first major solo show was presented at the Martha Jackson Gallery, New York,
in 1960. His distinctive assemblages made from welded steel reveal both the stately grace and
the expressive plasticity of industrial materials. Exploring the interplay of color; both found and
applied, weight, and balance, his works tapped into the energy of Abstract Expressionism, the
premanufactured elements of Pop art and Minimalism, and the provocative folds of the
Baroque. His sculpture was included in The Art of Assemblage at the Museum of Modern Art,
New York, in 1961, the same year he participated in the São Paulo Biennial. From 1962,
Chamberlain showed frequently at the Leo Castelli Gallery, New York, and in 1964 he
represented United States in the American Pavilion of the 32nd Venice Biennial.
He kept making his sculptures with car parts. From 1963 to 1965 he made a series of
geometrical paintings with aerosol. In 1966, the same year he received the first of two grants
from the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, he began a series of sculptures with
urethane foam. Then he starts working with methods of crushing and compressing galvanized
steel and paper, and later in 1970 he experimented with Plexiglas. During this period, he shot
The Secret Life of Hernando Cortés (1968), starring Taylor Mead and Ultra Violet.
In 1971, the Guggenheim Museum in New York presented a retrospective of his work in which
his small aluminum foil sculptures were shown for the first time.
His next major retrospective took place at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles in
1986, a journey through the evolution of his work since its beginnings in the 1950s, along with

the publication of John Chamberlain: A Catalogue Raisonné of the Sculpture 1954-1985, by
Julie Sylvester.
During the last decade of his life, the artist expanded his work lines by experimenting with a
new medium; large format digitally intervened photography. In 2007, he moved his practice
outdoors, recasting on a monumental scale the miniature aluminum paper sculptures of the
mid-1980s. In 2012, four of these sculptures are exhibited outside the Seagram Building, New
York. These final works exemplify Chamberlain's commitment to the exploration of different
processes and materials and, consequently, to American art.
Chamberlain died on December 21st, 2011, in New York.
Considered one of the most relevant American Post-War sculptors, he has received numerous
honors for his artistic achievements, including the Skowhegan Medal for Sculpture and the
Lifetime Achievement Award in Contemporary Sculpture from the International Sculpture
Center, Washington, D.C., both 1993; Gold Medal from the National Arts Club, New York, 1997;
and Distinction in Sculpture from the Sculpture Center, New York, 1999.
Today, Chamberlain’s work can be found in permanent collections around the world, including
those of the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum and Whitney Museum of American Art in New
York; The Menil Collection, Houston; Centre Pompidou, Paris; Tate Modern, London; and the
Kunstmuseum Winterthur, Switzerland.
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