On the Cover

Duane Hanson (1925-1996) was raised in Parkers Prairie, a rural Minnesota town, in a close-knit Swedish American family. He taught
himself to carve and sculpt as a teen and was most interested in representing the human form. He received his first formal art training
at Macalester College, from which he graduated in 1946 as the school’ first art major. He earned his master’s in fine art from the
Cranbrook Academy of Art in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan, in 1951.

Although caught in the abstract movement during the 1950s, Hanson explained his art of this period in this way: “I would try
to do abstract work, but | always put a bit of an arm or nose in it. | never could do just nonfigurative work” (“Duane Hanson,” 1999,
{1 5). Hanson taught art for the U.S. Army Dependent School System from 1953 to 1960, living in Munich and Bremerhaven, Germany.
It was in Germany that he began experimenting with synthetics such as polyester resin and fiberglass materials that would become
his signature media a decade later. Hanson returned to the United States in 1960 to teach in Atlanta, Georgia. During this period his
sculptures reflected his concern with social issues such as abortion, gang violence, and racial inequality. In 1969 Hanson moved to
Manhattan and in the ensuing decade his work gained an international reputation.

While in his early 40s, Hanson began casting from living people. Although he would experiment with various materials, he
used direct casting for the rest of his career. He made most of his molds by posing the person naturally, then covering the model with
a quick-setting silicon rubber. Polyester resin and fiberglass were poured into the separate body-part molds, and the resulting body
parts were put together to create the people in his tableaux. However, all of the parts of one of his figures did not necessarily come
from the same person. Hanson was clearly not duplicating human life: Limbs came from one model, the torso from another, the head
from another to create the look he was after. To enhance the realism, he would add real and synthetic hair on head and body, clothes,
accessories, and props such as scaffolding (for construction workers), games (for children), and odds and ends (for a flea-market
vendor). The skin on his sculptures is airbrushed and the details hand painted. The results do not represent real people or
environments; they are realistic fictions. For example, the married couple in Tourists Il was based on life casts of people who had
never met. His slice-of-life sculptures were products of his artistic, creative mind.

Encountering Hanson’s art can be a strange experience in which the lines between reality and illusion are blurred. The figures
are utterly lifelike, yet the viewer can walk around the image, staring in a way that would never be possible in real life. The images
do not stare back. Their eyes focus on a middle distance. Although Hanson’s figures do not engage with viewers, viewers are meant
to engage with them. They are life size, and they are in the viewer’s space, not on pedestals. His sculptures are reminiscent of
Edward Hopper’s paintings that speak of isolation and detachment. Like Hopper, Hanson’s people communicate something of their
internal struggles. “It is this combination of the physical and psychological that elicits a broad range of emotional responses from
the spectator” (“Duane Hanson,” 1999, | 2).

All of Hansons people are frozen in time and space. “Perhaps the ultimate paradox of Hanson’s realism is that his lifelike
figures seem incapable of escaping their situations. In the end, the courage with which they seem to endure this fate expresses the
dignity and nobility that Hanson found in the common American” (“Duane Hanson,” 1999, { 10). Hanson admitted, “I’m making a
statement about human values. My work deals with people who lead lives of quiet desperation. | show the empty-headedness, the
fatigue, the aging, and the frustration. These people can’t keep up with the competition. They’re left out, psychologically handi-
capped” (Palm Springs Desert Museum, 2001, { 1).

Hanson moved from New York City to Florida in 1973 and continued his work focusing on ordinary Americans in common-
place settings. These Americans are all very familiar—if one happened to notice—like the cleaning lady or the car salesman.
Hanson’s subjects are the invisible people who are thought of as objects in society and who think of themselves that way. Perhaps
Hanson put himself in that category as he put himself in the sculpture depicted on the cover.

Hanson’s self-portrait is an example of his no-nonsense approach to his art. He posed himself sitting at a table typical of a
luncheonette, looking in an unfocused way at a middle-aged woman. Hanson has on a plaid shirt; he holds a Coca-Cola bottle. The
overweight woman sits with her legs apart, contemplating her hands. She has been eating an ice cream sundae. Her roomy bag
is open beside her, and the viewer can peer in and see the items she is carrying with her that day. One of the items is a self-
improvement magazine, adding poignancy to the scene. The two people lean slightly toward each other. There is a sense of
dishevelment: Hanson’s shirt is out, a strap shows beneath the woman’s sleeve, and her toes are not very clean in her sandals.
Hanson’s realism could be unflattering, but he declared that he wanted to ennoble his subjects by making them into art. Most would
agree that he succeeded.
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