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JAMES METCALF 
 

The American expatriate sculptor James Metcalf (1925-2012) was known during the late fifties and early sixties as one 
of the most promising sculptors of his generation. Exhibited in Paris, London and New York in major galleries, 
acquired by important collectors and museums in the United States and Europe, Metcalf was recognized by working 
critics of the day (Sam Hunter, Hilton Kramer, John Russell, and John Ashbery) as a metal sculptor far more 
interesting than most welders. In Paris, his friendship with painter and patron William N. Copley gave him entrée to 
the world of “the aging surrealists” (Max Ernst, Man Ray, Matta, and Magritte) and most importantly, Marcel 
Duchamp. The American’s studio at the Impasse Ronsin (“that most privileged site of modernism” - Russell) put him 
next store to Brancusi and the younger artists that became the Nouveaux Realistes (Klein, Tinguely, de Saint Phalle). 
Yet Metcalf remained solitary in his own work, recognized by his peers as a brilliant loner (“the American who knew 
everything about metal”), but always ready to help technically and artistically. His metal sculpture developed as much 
from his extensive knowledge of techniques of the ancient Mediterranean and Celtic worlds as from the abstract 
sculpture surrounding him at the time. 
 
Metcalf produced an astonishing variety of forms in welded metal, with consummate technical skill. His impact was 
more passionate, barbaric and psychologically disquieting than followers of David Smith. Remarkable in the refined 
beauty of their surfaces, but disturbing in their associations, Metcalf’s sculpture overflowed with grotesque and/or 
comic images of baroque intensity. This could take the form of erotic fantasy, recalling Giacometti's crab-like female 
forms or the mysterious presence of the sculpture of Max Ernst. He invented a repertory of anatomical and insectile 
forms that were startling and commanding. “Perhaps only Arshile Gorky and Matta were as agile, and stubbornly 
enough committed to their own distinct brand of vision, to bring off this difficult feat” (Sam Hunter).  
  
His mastery and manipulation of materials bears continual reference to Brancusi, with whom he shared a love and 
knowledge of tool making. “My earlier pieces in iron were all welded. Then in Paris, I started to use brass sheet. With 
sheet, the work emerges by resolving the edge. In order to give the illusion of massiveness, you have to get rid of the 
edge. I would lay down a bar or heavy wire and form it; then solder it all together, so it was all shape. The formal 
problem was to get to the transition. I would insert domed pieces, which looked like capuchin stones, hammer these 
and set them in. I got interested in yin/yang forms, two halves that equally divide a circle, which I shaped into convex 
and concave surfaces.”  
  
Pierre Restany: “Rather than using found objects as the base of the work, Metcalf outstripped the object by racing 
ahead of it, by producing a series of his own choosing, creating molds and matrices to generate the archetypal forms of 
his vision. Each sculpture becomes a miscellaneous combination, a variant assemblage, of his elementary forms. The 
lesson of Boccioni, in the light of the pure formalism of Brancusi, accounts for Metcalf’s abstract evolution. The 
rhythms of his work evoke the curved momentum of the futurists. But his forms have a sensual, plastic quality that 
recalls the morphological plenitude of Brancusi. He dominates his material by a certain elegant detachment and cold 
reserve.”  
 
After fifteen years in Europe and a brief stay in New York City, in 1966 Metcalf left the commercial art world behind to 
live and work in Santa Clara del Cobre, a community of coppersmiths in the state of Michoacán, Mexico, where a pre-
Columbian forging technique survived. Metcalf’s collaboration of forty-five years, with Ana Pellicer and the artisans of 
Santa Clara del Cobre, made the town internationally known for the combined metal practices that he taught. There 
and then this exemplary couple worked at realizing the arduous task and rare feat of an actually existing socialist 
utopia.  
 
Metcalf (b. 1925, New York; d. 2012, Santa Clara del Cobre, Mexico) attended The Art Students League, The Pennsylvania Academy 
and The London School of Arts and Crafts. His work was exhibited at Albert Loeb and Jolas (New York), Galerie J and Galerie Europe 
(Paris), and The Hanover Gallery  (London). His work is in the collections of The Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden 
(Washington, DC), The Neuberger Museum of Art (Purchase, NY), The Yale University Art Gallery (New Haven, CT), The University 
of Arizona Museum (Tucson, AZ), mumok (Vienna), Palais de Beaux Arts (Brussels), and was collected by Alfonso Ossorio, William 



 

 

Copley, B. H. Friedman, Jeanine Restany, and Alix de Rothschild, among others. He was included in documenta 3 and the Sao Paulo 
Biennale, as well as in other prominent international exhibitions.   
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