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Fig. 1. Louise Bourgeois, Do Not Abandon Me. 1999, Pink fabric and thread, 12 x 52 x 21.5 cm. Collection Ursula 

Hauser, Switzerland. From: Francis Morris et al. Louise Bourgeois. London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 176 
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Tools of the Trade: Needlework in Louise Bourgeois’ Do Not Abandon Me 

 

 

As the constraints of old age started to keep Louise Bourgeois from her Brooklyn studio1 

in the 1990s, the artist relied on needlework as a way to make work from home.2 Born into a family 

of tapestry restorers in France, Bourgeois attributed special significance to working with fabric in 

relation to her memories. Though she has produced a materially and thematically diverse body of 

work throughout her long career, the common thread is revisiting childhood trauma3 in an attempt 

to free herself from it. In her own words: “Il faut recréer le passé afin de s’en débarrasser”4 – you 

must recreate the past in order to get rid of it. It comes as no surprise, then, that needlework appears 

in her art with increasing frequency5 as she refines familiar themes surrounding her girlhood. The 

significance of stitching as a means of representing the artist’s inner conflict is beautifully 

exemplified in her 1999 sculpture Do Not Abandon Me, completed when she was 88 years old. 

Though the needleworking tools that Bourgeois used to make this work do not appear in the 

finished piece, they exert their presence in the form of crudely stitched seams. The aggressive trace 

of the gendered tools used to make this artwork adds a layer of covert symbolism that informs the 

piece as much as its overt symbolism. 

 

Do Not Abandon Me is a soft sculpture representing a mother who is giving birth to a child 

viewed from above. It is currently part of Ursula Hauser's collection in Switzerland and is 52 cm 

                                                        
1 Frances Morris. “I Do, I Undo, I Redo.” In Louise Bourgeois, ed. Francis Morris. London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 16. 
2 Brooke Hodge. “Fabric.” In Louise Bourgeois, ed. Francis Morris. London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 120. 
3 Louise Bourgeois. In Louise Bourgeois, ed. Francis Morris. London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 81. 
4 Louise Bourgeois. Louise Bourgeois. DVD. Directed by Camille Guichard. Paris: Terra Luna Films - Centre Georges 
Pompidou, 1993. 
5 Brooke Hodge. “Fabric.” In Louise Bourgeois, ed. Francis Morris. London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 120. 
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tall, 21.5 cm wide, and 12 cm deep. The horizontal figures are tethered to one another by an 

umbilical cord that runs through both their navels and only the baby’s feet remain inside the 

mother. The sculpture is made from a haphazard patchwork of pink fabric stitched together with 

pink thread and densely stuffed with an unspecified material. While it is difficult to discern the 

figures’ expressions, their strained naked bodies undergoing the process of birth suggest that this 

is a snapshot of extreme pain and vulnerability. However, this work also evokes serene strength – 

a testament to Bourgeois’ mastery of ambiguity and nuance. The figures are simultaneously 

specific and generic, personal and universal. The maker’s hand is uniquely Bourgeois’ while also 

alluding to a global femininity. Without the use of a needle to sew the stitches and scissors to cut 

the fabric and thread, this object could not exist. 

 

The significance of needlework in Do Not Abandon Me will be addressed in two parts. Part 

I will explore the contrasting symbolism of the needle and of the pin as agents of construction. 

Part II will discuss the salience of scissors as agents of destruction. Both parts will develop how 

the binary themes encompassed by each symbolic tool provide a framework for a holistic 

interpretation of the piece. The tension in the resulting work represents the complexity of the 

artist’s emotions through the careful balance of contradictions. What will emerge is a sense of the 

artist’s relationship with abandonment, which she grappled with until her death. Because of the 

intensely autobiographical nature of Bourgeois’ art, this interpretation of Do Not Abandon Me will 

be bolstered by biographical information and by iconographic recurrences in her life’s work. This 

approach is fitting, as Bourgeois’ art manages to remain hauntingly enigmatic despite her having 

discussed it extensively. Exploring the significance of the covert symbolism embodied by 

needleworking tools in Do Not Abandon Me will provide a point of entry for wider discussion 

surrounding the role of fiber art in Bourgeois’ work. 
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I – Pins and Needles 

 

 What is initially striking about this work is that it does not attempt to hide the steps of its 

construction. This transparency is in stark contrast with Louise Bourgeois’ marble sculptures that 

tend to be so polished that they leave no perceptible trace of the maker’s hand. This impression is, 

of course, made possible by Bourgeois’ technical skill as a maker. The marble sculptures give the 

illusion of permanence: they seem to have always existed in their finished state in a reality of their 

own. In a way, their perfection is self-effacing. The distinct strength of the visible stitching in Do 

Not Abandon Me is that it reveals the presence of the maker, imbuing the work with self-awareness. 

The trajectory of the needle, and of the artist’s hand by extension, can be traced throughout the 

work in the form of expressive stitching. What emerges is a three-dimensional sketch with stitches 

and seams in place of hatching and cross-contour lines. Much like a mark of graphite left by a 

pencil, the thread is the trace left by the needle. Despite the fact that needlework is invariably slow, 

the object’s relationship to drawing gives it a quality of immediacy. The dissonance between fast 

and slow is exacerbated by the implied movement of the artist’s hand in contrast with the static 

pose of the finished figures. Furthermore, their stillness is threatened by overstuffing – the seams 

appear to be on the brink of bursting. The result is a feeling of extreme tension, made possible by 

the use of the needle. 

 

There is a touching level of vulnerability embedded in the manipulation of the materials.  

Bourgeois turned to needle and thread in old age as a means of making work despite her decreasing 

mobility. It is unclear whether the stitches are uneven because Bourgeois is expressing fury in the 

face of abandonment or because her hand is no longer steady. In contrast with some of the artist’s 

gargantuan work, the diminutive scale of this object – typical of needlework - is proportionate to 
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the maker’s hand. The use of handicraft makes the work seem more intimately tied to the artist’s 

identity and emotional life – especially as she turns to perishable materials in old age. The needle, 

which asserts its presence through the thread, draws the viewer’s attention to the process of 

making, imbuing the sculpture with a layer of implicit symbolism and unraveling the complexity 

of Bourgeois’ psyche. 

 

Although Do Not Abandon Me does not explicitly incorporate or represent the needle as a 

symbol in its finished state, the tool was undoubtedly indispensable in its creation. It has an 

aggressive presence, enveloping the piece with rows of chaotic stitches. At first glance, the needle 

is a cold, sharp, and painful object. It represents arduous fine labor involving the systematic 

puncturing of fabric and binding of seams. This tool is also at the heart of the historical division 

of the labor force according to gender roles. However, to Bourgeois, it represented something 

entirely different: 

 

“When I was growing up, all the women in my house were using needles. I’ve 

always had a fascination with the needle, the magic power of the needle. The needle 

is used to repair the damage. It’s a claim to forgiveness. It is never aggressive, it’s 

not a pin.”6 

 

On one hand, the needle is a very positive symbol, closely tied to women and to nurturing. 

On the other hand, the pin is a symbol for aggression. The needle and the pin are identical aside 

from a key feature – the hole or the head. This ingenious metaphor for the feminine and the 

                                                        
6 Louise Bourgeois. Destruction of the Father. Reconstruction of the Father. Writings and Interviews 1923-1997, ed. 
Marie-Laure Bernadac and Hans-Ulrich Obrist. MIT Press, 2000 [1998]. 263. 
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masculine mirrors not only differences in anatomy, but also in character. Both objects pierce, but 

with opposite intentions: one heals while the other just hurts. One is loving, the other is a brute. 

Functionally speaking, the needle is capable of creating, a function built into its form - a symbol 

for the mother. It is, therefore, a particularly fitting tool for the representation of motherhood in 

Do Not Abandon Me. 

 

The contrast between the needle and the pin points to Bourgeois’ view of her parents, 

figures who appear frequently in her work. She had great admiration for her mother, who she 

characterized as reliable, intellectual, and logical. She also had a strained relationship with her 

father, whose behavior was governed by emotion. While the artist strived to be more like her 

mother, she struggled with having inherited her father’s temperament.7 In order to uncover the 

significance of the needle, it is useful to set aside that which it does not represent: a pin, aggression, 

or the artist’s father. The inextricable link between the needle and Bourgeois’ mother – Joséphine 

Bourgeois, who made a living restoring tapestries - is reinforced in this work: a representation of 

mother and child that could not have been created without the use of a needle. The relationship 

between the two is not merely symbolic - it is symbiotic. Though it is entirely possible that the 

artist used pins in the process of making this work, they are functionally dispensable and leave no 

apparent trace on the finished object. Meanwhile, the needle boldly asserts its presence in the form 

of erratic stitches that run across an excess of seams.  

 

It is unlikely that Bourgeois’ use of a needle in Do Not Abandon Me is merely functional, 

as the tool appears frequently – overtly and covertly – in her earlier work. In 1938, the artist moved 

                                                        
7 Louise Bourgeois. Louise Bourgeois: The Spider, The Mistress, and The Tangerine. DVD. Directed by Marion Cajori 
and Amei Wallach. New York: The Art Kaleidoscopre Foundation. 2008. 
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to New York and started a family with art historian Robert Goldwater.8 She left her father, brother, 

and sister behind in France. Just five years earlier, Bourgeois was confronted with her mother’s 

death. Her father’s death would follow in 1951.9 The combination of homesickness and of 

mourning made her feel as though her home was empty. In the 1940s10, Bourgeois grappled with 

her anxiety about the maison vide, or empty house, through the representation of the femme maison, 

or woman house.11 It comes as no surprise that she made work about domesticity and feminity, as 

her new life with a husband, three sons, and a group Abstract Expressionist friends was decidedly 

male dominated.12 Not only was she the only woman in this environment, but she had unique 

responsibilities as a wife and a mother. Motivated by the same anxiety surrounding emptiness and 

mourning, the artist spent a decade making a series of sculptures called the Personages starting in 

1945. It was during this period when she continued to refine themes surrounding domesticity that 

the needle started to appear.13 Much like Do Not Abandon Me, these sculptures dealt with intense 

anxiety surrounding abandonment - Bourgeois conceived of the Personages as sculptures that she 

could carry around and use to fill her home.14 Some of these figures portrayed new friends, others 

were surrogates for those she missed. Many of the Personages were represented as abstractions of 

the needle.  

                                                        
8 Louise Bourgeois. Louise Bourgeois. DVD. Directed by Camille Guichard. Paris: Terra Luna Films - Centre Georges 
Pompidou, 1993. 
9 Philip Larratt-Smith. “Introduction: Sculpture as Symptom.” In Louise Bourgeois: The Return of the Repressed, ed. 
By Philip Larratt-Smith. London: Violette Editions, 2012. 8. 
10 Louise Bourgeois. Louise Bourgeois: Blue Days and Pink Days. Jerry Gorovoy and Pandora Tabatabai Asbaghi. 
Milan: Fondazione Prada, 1997. 98. 
11 Louise Bourgeois. Louise Bourgeois. DVD. Directed by Camille Guichard. Paris: Terra Luna Films - Centre Georges 
Pompidou, 1993. 
12 Joseph Helfenstein. “Personages: Animism versus Modernist sculpture.” In Louise Bourgeois, ed. Francis Morris. 
London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 207. 
13 Joseph Helfenstein. “Personages: Animism versus Modernist sculpture.” In Louise Bourgeois, ed. Francis Morris. 
London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 207. 
14 “Portrait of CY.” National Gallery of Canada. https://www.gallery.ca/collection/artwork/portrait-of-cy (accessed 
November 27th, 2018) 
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Fig. 2. Louise Bourgeois, Portrait of C.Y. 1947-9, painted wood, nails and stainless steel, 

169.5 x 30.5 x 30.5 cm. National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa. From: Francis Morris et 

al. Louise Bourgeois. London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 37. 
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Fig. 3. Louise Bourgeois, Quarantania I. 1947-53. Wood, painted white with 

blue and black, 206.4 x 69.1 x 68.6 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New 

York. From: Francis Morris et al. Louise Bourgeois. London: Tate Publishing, 

2007. 234. 

 
 
 



 11 

Faced with homesickness and death, it seems that Bourgeois tried to recreate a familiar 

environment: her childhood home, filled with women using needles to restore tapestries for the 

family business.15 Filling her home with needle people, among others, functioned as a means of 

restoring order amid the chaos of abandonment. Because the process of mourning is characterized 

by a feeling of tragic helplessness, it makes sense that Bourgeois sought comfort by creating a way 

of controlling her environment. The Personages were top-heavy and unable to stand on their own 

– they depended on the artist to prop them up, position them, and carry them with her. 16 This same 

impulse is evident in Do Not Abandon Me, a small, portable figurative object representing the 

mother.17 The key difference is that this time, instead of representing Joséphine Bourgeois as a 

needle, the figure is made using the tool around which she organized her life. Louise Bourgeois is 

able to possess and control this sculpture completely, mirroring a child’s relationship with a toy. 

It is soft, stuffed, and doll-like - and it cannot leave her. While the artist associated the needle with 

motherly affection, she used it to create this disquieting representation of a mother and child. There 

is an undeniable darkness to this piece, highlighted by the title’s plea: Do Not Abandon Me.  

 

Although Bourgeois specified that the needle is never aggressive, she certainly 

characterized sculpture as an aggressive act.18 In Do Not Abandon Me, Bourgeois uses the 

restorative power of the needle to repair the damage of abandonment. The work was created as an 

act of aggression using a healing stitch. The dissonance caused by these conflicting motivations 

incites a feeling of extreme tension and anxiety. On one hand, Bourgeois made an intimate and 

tactile object. It is unmistakably feminine: soft, pink, and comforting. It also has a juvenile quality 

                                                        
15 Louise Bourgeois. Destruction of the Father. Reconstruction of the Father. Writings and Interviews 1923-1997, 
ed. Marie-Laure Bernadac and Hans-Ulrich Obrist. MIT Press, 2000 [1998]. 263. 
16 Philip Larratt-Smith. “Introduction: Sculpture as Symptom.” In Louise Bourgeois: The Return of the Repressed, ed. 
By Philip Larratt-Smith. London: Violette Editions, 2012. 9. 
17 Frances Morris. “I Do, I Undo, I Redo.” In Louise Bourgeois, ed. Francis Morris. London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 16. 
18 Louise Bourgeois. In “Aggression.” Louise Bourgeois, ed. Francis Morris. London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 120. 
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in its toy-like appearance and scale – it is made to be held between hands. The sculpture represents 

a pivotal moment when motherhood begins as does the life of the newborn. On the other hand, the 

figures are crudely assembled with frantic stitching to the point of appearing disfigured. The raised 

seams look like a collection of scars – signaling both injury and healing - that wrap around the 

overstuffed bodies. The densely packed filling tugs at the stitches and warps the grain of the textile. 

There is an implied ephemerality in this work: it is made of perishable fabric patches joined by 

weak-looking stitches. The color pink, besides being a simple marker for the feminine, reads as 

either an approximation of the artist’s skin tone or the universal color of raw flesh. The grafted 

body parts suggest an allusion to Frankenstein’s monster, a creature who did not ask to be alive 

and found existence to be very painful. Such is the condition of the baby who, like the monster, 

may feel the need to seek revenge against its creator. Bourgeois has stitched together an object 

both comforting and terrifying. 

 

Clearly, Bourgeois’ intention was not merely to wield the needle as an expression of 

motherly love. There is a lot of anger in this work, too. When stitches mend, they bear witness to 

some form of destruction that needs repair. In this case, the destruction comes from the scissors. 

The result is a seam - or a scar - that is both evidence of healing and a permanent reminder of 

having been broken. In a sense, stitching is a powerful metaphor for Bourgeois’ creative process 

which she regarded as therapeutic. She simultaneously uses stitching as a means of healing herself 

and as an act of violence against her trauma. The process is both cathartic and distressing - the 

needle also represents pain. Though Do Not Abandon Me reinforces a direct relationship between 

the artist’s mother and needlework, the exact identity of the subjects remains unclear. This 

uncertainty adds to the overall discomfort of the work and invites the viewer to consider a variety 

of interpretations, both specific to Bourgeois’ experience and universal. 
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II - Cut from the Same Cloth 

 

The baby’s life starts with a pivotal moment in which it will be severed from the mother 

with scissors. Like the needle, scissors are strongly associated with handicraft and are another 

symbol that shows up often in Bourgeois’ work. This sculpture captures the moment right before 

the physical division of mother and child. As the title suggests, birth is a form of abandonment 

from the artist’s perspective. Bourgeois was strongly influenced by psychoanalysis, so birth as 

abandonment could be taken at face-value. It is known from her writings that she was influenced 

by Otto Rank19,  a psychoanalyst who wrote about art and considered birth – the violent detachment 

of the baby from the mother - to be the child’s first trauma. He attributed every anxiety a person 

experiences to the initial anxiety of birth.20 That said, the use of scissors could also be a metaphor 

for some other form of abandonment by a mother figure, rooted in the cruel but necessary 

abandonment that birth represents. Though scissors do not appear overtly in Do Not Abandon Me, 

the sculpture was made using them to cut its fabric and thread, mirroring the implied severing of 

the umbilical cord by the same symbolic tool – an agent of destruction. Just as the piece could not 

have existed without the use of scissors, the traumatic separation of birth is a necessary part of 

existence. The covert symbolism of the scissors in Do Not Abandon Me further intensifies the 

complexity of this representation of Bourgeois’ emotional life. Furthermore, the allusion to cutting 

obscures the identity of the figured represented. 

 

                                                        
19 Philip Larratt-Smith. “Introduction.” In Louise Bourgeois: Psychoanalytic Writings, ed. By Philip Larratt-Smith. 
London: Violette Editions, 2012. 13. 
20 Otto Rank. The Trauma of Birth. New York: Dover Publications; 2nd edition, 1994. 
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Much like patternmaking, the three-dimensional form of the object is created by a 

patchwork of fabric scraps. The creation of the object originates in destruction of the fabric. The 

figures that the scissors have carved out have no hair, no clothes, roughly defined faces, and no 

identifying characteristics. Tragically, they also have no ears, ensuring that the title’s plea can 

never be heard. Though the viewer may make assumptions about whom is being portrayed, the 

exact identity of the subjects is unclear. All that is known based on the information that Bourgeois 

has given is that the larger figure, with its breasts, pregnant belly, and umbilical cord is a woman, 

and that the smaller figure, whose sex is not obvious, is her child. Given the autobiographical 

nature of Bourgeois’ work and the first-person title of this piece, it is fair to assume that the baby 

represents the artist, and that the woman represents her mother. Joséphine Bourgeois’ work 

involved patching up holes in the tapestries that she restored, so the joining of cut fabric scraps to 

create this object would support that association. However, looking towards Bourgeois’ 

relationship with cutting in her previous works may obscure her intention. 

 

In an untitled work on paper from 1986, Bourgeois painted a pair of splayed scissors and a 

much smaller pair of scissors nestled between its handles. The tools are joined by a fine line drawn 

between them. In discussing this work, Bourgeois specified what the tool meant to her: 

 

It's a way of saying: you think I'm stupid, but I can defend myself. It's a self-

affirmation. I'm trying to frighten people. These threatening-looking objects are 

the tools from my studio - secateurs, pliers. The small pair of scissors hanging 
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from the large pair are myself and my mother. I'm very sorry to be like that, but 

that's the way I am.21 

 

This painting, which mirrors the position of the two figures and the umbilical cord in Do 

Not Abandon Me, is undoubtedly of Bourgeois and her mother. This work supports the assumed 

identities of the figures in the sculpture - the painting appears to be of the same subject, only 

replacing the mother and daughter with scissors. Aside from simply restoring tapestries, Joséphine 

Bourgeois adapted them for a prudish American market. She amassed a collection of penises that 

she would cut out of the tapestries and replace with flowers.22 Scissors could, then, be a metaphor 

for castration. In the above quote, Bourgeois specifies that she wields the scissors like a weapon, 

an expression of aggression in the face of 

vulnerability. They are used defensively 

against a world that underestimates her – a 

world of men. The phallic quality of the tool 

underlines its role as equalizer of the sexes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
21 Louise Bourgeois. In Destruction of the Father/Reconstruction of the Father: Writings and Interviews 1923-1997. 
Louise Bourgeois, ed. Marie-Louise Bernadac, Hans-Ulrich Obrist. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1998. 300. 
22 Louise Bourgeois. Louise Bourgeois. DVD. Directed by Camille Guichard. Paris: Terra Luna Films - Centre Georges 
Pompidou, 1993. 

Fig. 4. Louise Bourgeois, Untitled. 1986. Oil and watercolor on 

paper, 60.6  x 48.3 cm. The Easton Foundation/VAGA at ARS, 

New York. From: The Museum of Modern Art, 

https://www.moma.org/collection_lb/browse_results.php?o

bject_id=59482 (accessed November 30, 2018). 
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However, the identity of the subjects is challenged by the fact that the umbilical cord is 

sewn to the mother’s navel. This anatomical subversion, placed at the center of the work, is an 

indication that the artist is not simply representing birth - to assume that the woman is her mother 

may be too literal an interpretation. As is typical of Bourgeois’ work, this is a meticulously 

constructed metaphor, masterful in its ambiguity. The placement of the umbilical cord challenges 

the automatic assumption that the title’s plea, Do Not Abandon Me, comes from the baby, because 

the woman is a child too. In fact, this is a sentiment that Bourgeois has expressed: “I am still a girl 

trying to understand myself.”23 It could be that Bourgeois is actually the mother in the sculpture, 

reflecting on the birth of her sons as an instance of abandonment. The following entry in 

Bourgeois’ writings from the artist’s archive, written in 1986, reflects on the late birth of her son, 

Alain, and on the act of cutting. The passage further informs the significance of the scissors in 

relation to abandonment: 

 

My interest in pruning shears that cut the 

Too much, the refuse, the rejects, the too muches. 

 

Alain refused to be born, to get out, to be in business 

for himself, to be separated, to be independent- 

The umbilical cord cutteress 

They cut me, separated me, I am going to cut 

Everything around me, absolutely everything – I want the 

monopoly of cutting, the trees, the 345, all 

the cutters 

I am the cutter who cuts everything. 

I cut the books, the stones, the wood of the trees 

I cut them up, I cut them short – The  

Passive has become active forever,  

                                                        
23 Louise Bourgeois. In “Feminism”. In Louise Bourgeois, ed. Francis Morris. London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 130. 
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cut the arms and the legs, cut their wings 

who is culpable? who carried out the slicing 

curse the cutter death to the cutter 

    if you leave me 

   if you abandon me (To Robert)24 

 

 

Bourgeois identifies with Alain’s late birth which she characterizes as his reluctance to be 

born. It is unclear whether the artist interpreted the experience as abandoning Alain, as being 

abandoned by Alain, or as a reciprocal abandonment between the two. It is also unclear whether 

she is referring to her son’s birth or to her own when she writes “They cut me, separated me.” For 

the mother, the cutting of the umbilical cord symbolizes the abandonment of her former life and 

the start of motherhood – a position which Bourgeois resented.25 By means of stitching, the artist 

is either reattaching two figures who were violently cut apart or representing the tethering effect 

of motherhood.  

 

It should be noted that in the entry’s original French, “culpable” is “coupable” and “to cut” 

is “couper” – a play on words that implies that the culpable are cuttable.26 The notion that scissors 

are a tool for revenge for cutting the umbilical cord implies Bourgeois’ anger about being born. 

Faced with her own helplessness, she reacts by cutting everything: books, stones, wood – she 

exerts her anger by making sculpture. Paradoxically, everything she creates is motivated by 

destruction. Do Not Abandon Me originates in the violent cutting of the fabric into an unnecessary 

number of pieces before it is completed with the restorative stitch.  

                                                        
24 Louise Bourgeois. LB-0050. In Louise Bourgeois: Psychoanalytic Writings, ed. By Philip Larratt-Smith. London: 
Violette Editions, 2012. 173. 
25 Louise Bourgeois. LB-0484. In Louise Bourgeois: Psychoanalytic Writings, ed. By Philip Larratt-Smith. London: 
Violette Editions, 2012. 43. 
26 Ibid. 
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Finally, Bourgeois mentions a fear of being cut from - or abandoned by - her husband, 

Robert Goldwater, who she associated with her mother. In an interview with Robert Storr in 1990, 

Bourgeois plainly stated: “I married my mother when I married Robert. I loved in Robert the 

quality that my mother had. I have never seen my mother angry, ever. My mother never lost her 

cool.”27 Since Bourgeois saw Goldwater, who died in 1973, as a mother figure, that introduces the 

additional possibility that Do Not Abandon Me is a metaphor for her marital relationship. Like the 

Personnages, it appears that this sculpture may be a manifestation of Bourgeois’ mourning.  

 

To combat her vulnerability in the face of abandonment, Bourgeois uses the violent scissors 

as a weapon of self-defense. The opposing forces of destruction and construction that the tools 

used to create Do Not Abandon Me represent have a key commonality: they give Louise Bourgeois 

the power to exert control over her environment. Though their presence is only implied, their 

inclusion underlines the tension embedded in this piece and sheds light on the complexity of its 

meaning. This sculpture’s resistance to specificity, even as it is juxtaposed with extensive research, 

gives it the intrigue of a puzzle that can never be solved. The resulting ambiguity invites viewers 

to identify with these generic figures by plugging in their own narratives. The irony of the title’s 

plea is that as Bourgeois’ personal life extends to a universal experience, she is no longer alone.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
27 Louise Bourgeois. In “Goldwater, Robert.” Louise Bourgeois, ed. Francis Morris. London: Tate Publishing, 2007. 
149. 
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Conclusion 

 

Louise Bourgeois’ mastery of tension through the strategic merging of polarities is 

beautifully exemplified by her 1999 work Do Not Abandon Me. The artist’s process is 

characterized by the creation, destruction, and reiteration of an iconography of her own devising. 

Each recurring symbol represents a source of anxiety that she grapples with by making work. In 

Do Not Abandon Me, these symbols also appear in the process of making rather than simply in the 

work itself, exerting their quiet influence to great effect. The covert symbolism of the tools 

associated with stitching provides a framework for the complex contradictions hidden in this work.  

 

Do Not Abandon Me is an example of the artist’s attempt to regain control of her life. It is 

a reaction to a feeling of helplessness in the face of abandonment – either by birth or by death. 

Much of the tension that this sculpture evokes comes from ambiguity and uncertainty, especially 

surrounding the exact identities of the figures. Ultimately, what matters more than identifying these 

subjects is the staggering number of narratives that can be plugged into the work. Regardless of 

who is being represented, it is clear that this work is imbued with intense anger and sadness that 

anyone can relate to – especially women. Beyond abandonment, Bourgeois is dealing with anger 

towards the social expectations assigned to her based on her sex, condemning her to motherhood 

and to femininity. The artist’s decision to join the umbilical cord to both figures’ navels may be 

an allusion to the cyclical nature of womanhood, since Bourgeois has filled both roles. Do Not 

Abandon Me is about feeling powerless. The artist, constrained by people’s expectations of her as 

a woman, has also created a meditation on the condition of women. Using an arsenal of women’s 

tools, she seeks revenge for having been born female. 

 



 20 

Bourgeois’ creative process was a form of self-therapy – a way of reconciling her emotions 

and dealing with the life-long effects of her childhood trauma. Bearing that in mind, it is pertinent 

to consider one last interpretation: it could be that the mother and the baby are both portrayals of 

the artist, each representing a facet of her inner conflict. The umbilical cord, stretching from navel 

to navel, creates a kind of symmetry in which each figure is a reflection of the same character like 

a playing card. An untitled work by the artist from 1941 seems to support this theory. It is a drawing 

of a woman giving birth viewed from above. Her head is oversized, as is that of the baby. Instead 

of the umbilical cord, both figures are joined by the same long hair that grows out of both of their 

scalps. The shared hair suggests that this drawing is a representation of the artist’s own duality. It 

seems that Bourgeois is weighing her true self against her constructed self, her sex against her 

gender, her personhood against her persona. 

This reflected image evokes the self-knowing 

that characterizes her life’s work and 

provides a compelling avenue for further 

interpretation of Do Not Abandon Me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5. Louise Bourgeois, Untitled. 1941. Ink on graph paper, 

27.9 x 21.6 cm. The Easton Foundation/VAGA at ARS, New 

York. From: The Museum of Modern Art, 

https://www.moma.org/collection_lb/browse_results.php?

object_id=61321 (accessed November 30, 2018). 
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What is most remarkable about Do Not Abandon Me is the amount of insight that can be 

gained from considering the process by which it was made. This sculpture does not hide evidence 

of its fabrication – in fact, it is about that very process. It appears that this work alludes to the 

construction of the self in relation to the expectations of others – to defending one’s identity from 

external influence and power by means of aggression. Craft is used as a vehicle for introducing 

layers of meaning through the symbolism embedded in the gendered tools used to make the work. 

The power of the nuance in Bourgeois’ art is that it makes room for the existence of multiple truths. 

Her work operates in the perpetual alternation between construction and destruction to test the 

conflict between these truths and to find herself in the process. Do Not Abandon Me embodies the 

subtle sophistication of Bourgeois’ iconography that she refined over the course of her lifetime.  
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