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Notes on the Germaine Richier Retrospective at
Centre Pompidou and 7he Ant, a New Acquisition

Yokoyama Yukiko

During her lifetime, the sculptor Germaine Richier (1902-1959) was one of the most successful female
artists in 20th-century France. Richier’s sculptures, which grossly distort the body while expressing a sense
of fragility and violence, were highly regarded as a new kind of human figure in the postwar era. The artist
is also known for works in which she combined human forms with those of plants and animals. In 1956,
Richier became the first living female artist to hold a solo exhibition at the Musée national d’Art moderne in
France, and in 2023, a large-scale retrospective of her work was staged at the Musée national d’Art moderne,
Centre Pompidou and Musée Fabre, located in the artist’s hometown of Montpellier. Although Richier was
lauded by contemporary writers and art historians when she was alive, she was not held in such high regard
in comparison to male sculptors after her death. Similarly, the amount of literature in Japan that deals with
Richier’s work is extremely limited — with the exception of texts on her personal relationships with figures

such as Yanaihara Isaku and Yanagihara Yoshitatsu.

The 2023 retrospective contained more works than any previous exhibition, and it provided a complete
overview of Richier’s entire career. It also set out to break away from the stereotypical view of the artist’s
work as disquieting postwar imagery. With this objective in mind, the exhibition shed light on the existence
of models and motifs that Richier had referenced in making her work, and indicated that even in the works
with unconventional and cutting-edge shapes had their origins in natural forms and structures. Thus,
the exhibition provided an opportunity to understand the artist’s work, which in the past had often been

described in poetic terms, in a more realistic manner.

Recently, the National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo acquired 7he Ant, one of Richier’s hybrid works,
which fuses a human with an insect. This was also the last work that the artist made partially out of wire.
The sculpture combines a female figure with breasts and the abdomen of an ant with a rounded, striped
back. Instead of six legs, however, the form has two arms stretching up toward the sky, and two legs
extending from the ant’s abdomen, imbuing the physical structure with a strong human flavor. On top of
the figure’s head is the distinctive shape of a trident, traditionally used by herders on horseback as they drove
herds of cattle and horses in the Camargue region of southern France, near Richier’s hometown. After being
shown at the Salon de Mai in 1955, the sculpture was displayed in numerous exhibitions as one of the artist’s

mature works.



