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Fragments and Contradictions of
The Bus Driver by George Segal
© Rena Tobey


George Segal defies viewer expectations of figural sculpture with The Bus Driver, 1962, now on view at The Museum of Modern Art.  Because the work features a person, viewers are able to read the sculpture quickly and understand it literally.  Pausing and considering The Bus Driver deepens first impressions into an unsettling complexity.  From the environment for the sculpture, the materials he uses, and perhaps most importantly, the way he depicts the figure, Segal challenges traditional ways viewers understand and engage with three-dimensional art.  This sculpture embodies contradictions and challenges expectations that expose the anxieties of living in a decade of radical change.


The overall form of The Bus Driver displays Segal’s wit and ironic sensibility.  The viewer immediately recognizes the form—the seated figure—as familiar.  Segal plays with that understanding though, defying the tradition of sculpture.  For thousands of years, sculptures of seated men have typically been Man-on-Throne or Man-on-Horse.  Here, Segal presents viewers with Man-in-Bus.  Seeing a man hunched over to manhandle the oversized steering wheel seems so familiar and real, possibly making it easy to dismiss. 

Viewers are trained to understand a sculpted figure as a leader worthy of admiration. Segal shows an everyday person in an everyday scene doing an ordinary job.  Heroic perhaps for the stresses of dealing with the riding public and traffic, the bus driver is not mythic as expected with labor- and material-intensive sculpture.  Historically, sculptures are raised on granite or marble bases, elongating their presence.  Viewers look up at the figure, in admiration, in turn solidifying the figure’s power over the viewer.  Segal’s bus driver is raised off the floor, too—on cinder blocks, an ordinary building material.  Again defying expectations, the mundane blocks are not even balanced in placement.  Two support one side of the sculpture; three hoist the other.  Still the viewer looks up to see the driver and is able to imagine the rest of the fragmented environment, ready to climb onboard.

The driver’s platform is a conglomeration of ordinary materials, not all recognizable as automotive.  The front, with its horizontal striping, appears to be solid, but actually is a thin tin sheet pressed onto a wood backing.  The sides resemble particleboard with its regular, precise, punched holes.  1960s plugs and fittings poke through the board from inside the driver’s platform.   The floorboard is well worn, with a ribbed layer that looks like rubber covering the platform.  

Walking around the sculpture, the viewer starts to feel how unsafe this bus ride might be.  From the rear, the viewer enters the imagined passenger section.  The view is familiar to any bus rider—the back of the driver’s head and body.  But the bus parts don’t add up.  The railing has been assembled, with L-shaped fittings rigged to connect the parts, recycled from another use.  It seems rickety in construction and precariously placed, belying the normally stable horizontals and verticals that could steady a standing passenger.  Immediately behind the driver is a wood panel, with buckling, industrial green paint, that resembles a swinging door from a restaurant or similarly unrelated site.  With the peeling paint and jerry-rigged railing, the viewer glances back at the driver’s area with trepidation.  His foot rests heavily on the accelerator.  But there is no brake pedal.  How does the driver stop the bus?

The growing sense of unease is heightened by the sculpture’s placement in the gallery.  Cut into the panel behind the driver is a window.  The clear glass frames not only the back of the bus driver’s head, but also from an angle, the Andy Warhol silkscreen on canvas from 1963 Orange Car Crash Fourteen Times (Fig. 1).  Warhol’s vibrant, rattling orange tints the window, filling the viewer’s awareness not only with the precariousness of driving, but also with navigating the ever-changing, often treacherous culture.

A closer look is needed.  Moving in to see the dashboard and coin machine, all seemingly realistic, the already skeptical viewer wonders about the various switches and levers.  What about the crank that is obviously missing from the toll box?  The details are there—the Johnson Fare Box Co. No 26904 keeps track of coins and tokens; an empty rack for bus schedules; a hook for the driver’s jacket or hat, also empty; the radiator grill for dispensing heat.  The worn leather seat can be tilted up and down, the seat back adjusted forward.  But the levers are rusted.  Even the paint on the steering wheel, iron and solid, has chipped.  The condition of the bus overall seems questionable.  What can the driver actually control?  Can this bus navigate the difficulties of the journey?

Segal does not make the driver easy to assess either.  A big man, weighty, solid, broad-shouldered, with enormous hands, the figure leans forward to drive.  With a seemingly relaxed body, hands comfortably resting with familiarity on the horizontal steering wheel, the driver’s face is frozen in habit and routine.  Boredom, despair, isolation, rejection of human contact with the riders, the weight of the world burdening him—all are possible projections on to his blank eyes.  Segal sculpts no iris, no definition to the eyes, to provide some understanding of the bus driver’s feelings and thoughts.

While traditional figural sculptures show off accomplishments, leadership traits, great wealth, noble virtues, Segal’s bus driver resists knowing.  The figure is all white.  While color is minimal, the monochromatic palette of the bus’ metal and rust is true to nature.  Segal’s figure is a ghostly white.  No matter how much the viewer inquires, the driver does not respond.  Yet, as if defying the ghostly unreality of the figure, the structural mass has substance and heaviness.  The details are right—the head tilted slightly off center, the downturn of the driver’s mouth, the deeply indented chin, the askew necktie, the crisp collar, the deep folds of the trouser legs.  The details are obscured—the great blobs of the hands, the unseeing eye sockets.  Not only is the bus’ ability to move forward challenged, but the figure also seems stuck in place, hunched over for eternity.

Segal’s inventive use of materials becomes his signature way to create and depict the figure.  He covers his model, here his brother-in-law, with cheesecloth and plaster to mold the figure from life.  Looking at the bus driver’s face, seeming evidence of breathing tubes remain on either side of his nose.  Segal is not interested in the smooth, polished surface of a traditional, marble sculpture.  The gridded-hole pattern of the cheesecloth is evident in places, while the rest is covered with dripping, layered, ridged, messy plaster.  The resulting globby texture is tactile and thick, as if Segal slathers on the plaster with abandon.  He emulates the action painting of Abstract Expressionism, while acknowledging the geometric structure of Minimalism.  His passion for materials combines two opposites: an almost naturalistic figure presented with an ethereal abstraction, and a partial set design with convincing, but unfunctional detail.  Whereas the viewer can imagine riding this bus, it seems headed for nowhere, and the driver himself is unknowable.

The figure is there, teasing the viewer, and so is Segal.  Easily dismissed as an understandable scene, The Bus Driver is enmeshed in contradictions.  A weighty, solid mass of the figure suggests a ghost.  That person, encountered everyday, in routine ways, is ultimately not knowable, and does not want to be known.  A haphazardly assembled environment supposedly transports riders safely through the world.  The world is compiled from reuse and imagination.  But the frozen figure drives an undriveable bus.  Unlike the bronze sculpture made for the ages, to commemorate the greatest achievements, The Bus Driver does not celebrate.  Segal gives the ordinary its turn, but refuses the simplistic.  The viewer can choose to ride along, navigating the contradictions, fragments, challenges to tradition, and ultimately, the turmoil of the 1960s.

1962, the year The Bus Driver was created, was a turning point for Segal and the country.  Segal had just discovered his material of choice he would use for almost forty years, and values shifts prompted actions that would launch mass organized efforts, including the Civil Rights, Women’s Lib, and Gay Rights movements.  For Segal, creating art and connecting to the world were inseparable; he said, “the freedom to create also involves trying to describe the human condition as honestly as possible.”


Materials are central to his work.  Through serendipity, Segal discovered his signature material of plaster and bandages for molding life casts of his models.  In the summer of 1961, Segal was teaching an adult painting class and encouraged his students to use unlikely materials to create assemblages.  One woman brought a box of newly developed surgeon’s plaster-soaked bandages, created by her chemist husband at Johnson and Johnson.  When wetted, the bandages were used to set broken limbs.  Segal was offered $50 to write an arts and crafts booklet on marketing this new tool as art material, and he was given boxes of the expensive, new bandages. 
He had already been experimenting with using plaster over a chicken wire armature to create crude, golem-like figures to place in front of his paintings (Fig. 2), and he immediately had a new idea.  Segal enlisted his wife Helen to cover his entire nude body from head to toe in petroleum jelly, then wrap him in the wet plastered bandages and Saran Wrap, to make a perfect record of his body, a kind of self-portrait.  She left rough seams for removing the cast.  Thinking the process would be quick, he sat on a chair outside in the July heat.  The pleasure of the warm plaster turned into agony as it began sticking, hardening, and shrinking on his body.  The constriction made him claustrophobic and panicky, and the plaster coating even became painful.  Helen and he pried off the cast as quickly as they could, like ripping off a Band-Aid, tearing off hair all over his body in the process.  Not only did he lose most of his body hair, the plaster was in pieces.  When he was able, he slowly reassembled the pieces on a chair to hold the cast up and then placed an old table in front of it.  The first work of his career-making style—The Man at the Table, 1961 (Fig. 3)—came to life.  Segal refined the process, learning to cast in sections.
  

He began trolling junkyards for objects beyond what was available in his cellar and barns.  For The Bus Driver, he found the junked bus parts from a scrap yard in Newark, NJ.  He screwed and bolted the parts onto a wood framework, then placed the reconstructed bus on a platform made of an old painting crate and plywood.  He described the piece as a “real busman handling real equipment.”
  As with most of Segal’s pieces, personal experience informed the essence and mood of the work.  When Segal was boarding a late-night bus from New York to go home to New Jersey, he found the driver “grim, sullen, and arrogant.”   He thought, “I’m going to trust my life to this prig?”
  Segal found his characteristic method: start with personal experience, then combine plaster casts of his wife Helen, family, and friends with ready-made environments of objects chosen
 and arranged to form a tableau.  This method became the model for the prolific years ahead.

During 1961 to 1963, Segal played with tableaus of multiple figures and solitary people, all engaged in the ordinary acts of day-to-day life.  Some of the sculptures show the mundane without any effort to suggest further meaning, such as Woman Shaving Her Leg, 1963 (Fig. 4), and Man on a Bicycle, 1962 (Fig. 6), aligning these works with the commonplace subjects of Pop Art.  These sculptures demonstrate that Segal has mastered both the nude and clothed figure with the plaster application.  He also toys with creating both a full environment, as with the bathtub and walled enclosure for the woman at her toilet, and the sculpture in a real world setting, such as the gallery for the man and the bike.  
But he does something more.  He elevates the ordinary moment, frozen, into the higher realms of sculpture, traditionally used to celebrate the monumental.  In two-dimensional art, depicting a nude woman has long been a convention for demonstrating artistic worth.   The subject of a woman performing intimate grooming acts is not new.  For Edgar Degas with The Tub, 1886 (Fig. 5), the work also takes on the formal elements of vantage point, flatness, and Japonisme-inspired composition.  Of course, he shows he can render the beautiful nude as well.  What Segal does that is so fresh is heroicize the woman’s act of shaving her legs, even over the nude herself.
Two other fully formed environments, Woman in a Restaurant Booth, from 1961-1962 (Fig. 7), and The Farm Worker, from 1962-1963 (Fig. 8), isolate figures, similar to The Bus Driver.  The farmer is oddly inactive, even despondent, not what the viewer would expect given the hard work farming life entails.  The environment is peculiar—too tidy to match this man’s slap dashery.  A close look reveals the farmer is none other than Segal’s brother-in-law, the same model as in The Bus Driver.
The Dinner Table from 1962 (Fig. 9) also has a personal connection for Segal.  He has cast multiple figures standing and seated at the table, including his friend, neighbor, colleague, and contemporary art provocateur Allan Kaprow.  Each person inadvertently expresses an individuality through distinctive posture and stance, which Segal helps find.  He discovered that his models could not hide anything nor be artificial, since they had to hold still for about 40 minutes while the plaster dried.  Natural posture and expression won out over any pose he might have planned.
  The figures occupy the space without seeming to relate to each other, sharing a sense of alienation with The Bus Driver.

Socially conscious and politically aware Segal also connects his works to the changing values of the 1960s.  He takes a socially conventional subject of two lovers meeting in a public place with Lovers on a Bench, 1962 (Fig. 10).  In a bit of daring public display of affection, her hand rests high up his thigh.  But Segal really opens up a conversation by showing the lovers nude, in an even more public place than Edouard Manet’s Luncheon on the Grass, 1862-1863 (Fig. 11).   Lovers on a Bed from 1962 (Fig. 11) also alludes to changing sexual mores.  This time, the couple is clothed and embracing.  The title tells viewers that the two are lovers, but what is happening?  What has already happened?  The ambiguity that will become a trademark of Segal’s work is evident.

The Bus Driver and its companion work The Bus Riders, also from 1962 (Fig. 13), touch on another social nerve of the early 1960s.  Beginning in 1961, the Freedom Riders rode buses through the segregated U.S. South raising awareness about court decisions and challenging regional cultural norms.  Buses and bus riders had been in the news ever since African American Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat in 1955, and now, headlines renewed vigorous discussion spurred by these bus-riding Civil Rights activists.  Segal’s depictions of a bus driver and bus passengers were not accidental.
  Revisiting The Bus Driver, the viewer can now read him as worn and stressed.  The riders missing from The Bus Driver are also now more easily imagined.  In The Bus Riders, each creates a personally safe space, whether seated or standing, and avoids contact.  Yet the passengers seem aware of each other, even as they are disconnected.  This heightened awareness is part of the adjustments each has to make during this period of tension and rapid social change.  Just as he was finding his artistic voice through a distinctive material, so too was Segal infusing his politically conscious voice into the works.  This social consciousness would drive much of his later public art.  
The Bus Driver is not only relevant to its moment in history.  The ease of projecting meaning on to Segal’s work places it in a lineage of American genre and Realist art.  A subset of paintings related to The Bus Driver—the microcosm of people at work in ordinary jobs—reveals Segal’s work’s social and artistic heritage.  A group of 19th century academic painters portrayed men at work in everyday occupations.  The Coppersmith, c1898 (Fig. 14), by Edgar Melville Ward, celebrates the handmade, as part of the Arts and Crafts movement, made more poignant in the context of industrialization.  The detailed evocation of the craftsman workshop can also be seen in the very particular rendition of Henry Alexander’s In the Laboratory, c1885-1887 (Fig. 15).  The chemist Thomas Price is depicted in his naturally lit lab in mid-experiment.  The Etcher, c1887-1889, by Stacy Tolman (Fig. 16), joins a group of paintings that show the artist at work in his studio, here lit from above through an overhead dormer, as if by spirit.  Into the 20th century, Lewis Hines, known for his photographic critiques of poverty and the dehumanization of child labor, also immortalizes the worker in his elegant Factory series (Fig. 17).   Each of these artists celebrates individual talent and accomplishment, heroicizes the work, honors the tools of the particular trade, and depicts a figure utterly focused, lost in the flow of concentration and achievement.  The tone of each is earnest, direct, and respectful.
Optimism and a sense of upward mobility were connected to the American workplace for women, too.  The emergence of the ‘New Woman,’ a social type label used to describe women who expanded their horizons outside of the home and traditional roles, began during the economic depression of the 1880s, coinciding with the invention of the typewriter.
   More women went to work, forming a new class in the workplace of the clerical worker, previously held by men beginning their careers.  Urban Realist Isabel Bishop specialized in painting the ‘Career Girl’ and wholeheartedly believed in the workplace as the way for these young women to improve their lives, either through a better marriage or a career.
  Young Woman, from 1937 (Fig. 18), painted at the height of the Depression, shows a professionally-suited woman confidently, purposefully striding into her future.
The tenor of the work world begins to shift with Edward Hopper.  Before and during World War II, Hopper painted urban scenes of confusion, despair, isolation and alienation, with buildings as strong, or even more vital, characters in relation to the figures he portrayed.  In Nighthawks, 1942 (Fig. 19), Hopper allows the viewer to peep into a brightly lit interior to see three nighttime customers in a diner, served by one waiter.  He alone has purpose, tasks to do, as the others sit in odd stillness.  The couple almost touches hands, as if some effort were made at connection.  This diner has no way in or out.  The buildings loom around, casting shadows, threatening.
  Only the worker gives life to this eerie scene of voyeurism, as if Hopper clings to one last piece of American life that makes sense.  

Although the naturally warm Segal was nothing like the taciturn, introverted Hopper, Segal’s works have been compared to Hopper’s in mood and subject.  Mark Rothko commented to Segal that his sculptures were like “walk-in Hoppers.”
  Segal did admire the understated way Hopper revealed his own feelings and thoughts about the ordinary person’s struggles with the modern world.  Segal created The Diner, 1964-1966 (Fig. 20) that pushes the psychological tension of bleak Nighthawks into three dimensions, almost like an homage to Hopper.  The same disconnect of the figures now have a spatial relationship: the customer is behind the waitress, and both are connected to the viewer’s real space.  Segal’s piece even has the same film-noirish lighting from the overhead florescent.  Describing the mood of this work, Segal said:
Walking into a diner after midnight when you’re the only customer, there’s both fatigue and electricity.  The waitress behind the counter is always sizing you up, wondering, ‘Is this guy going to rob me or rape me?’  And the customer is wondering, ‘Am I going to be dangerous or sexually attractive?’  There is careful avoidance of eye contact.  Two people alone in a diner after midnight—you know, there’s that electric danger.  It’s always present.

Work is no longer safe.  Optimism has vanished.  Focus and aspiration are far removed from the worker’s mind.


Public transportation in relation to the work world has a precedent for Segal, too.  Very much in the mode of Hopper, George Tooker adds in post-World War II, Cold War paranoia to The Subway, from 1950 (Fig. 21).  As with Hopper, and influential for Segal, figures share the same space without relating.  Architecture shields and separates.  In Tooker’s world, getting to work can be a dangerous task.  Rounded sculptural figures could walk right off the canvas into a Segal environment.  The man from The Bus Driver embodies the exhaustion, disdain, and disillusionment, as if manuevering from Hopper’s and Tooker’s worlds into the viewer’s.  The joy, pride in an everyday job-well-done, and sense of possibility in the world of work seem to be lost.

Segal’s signature work was well received from early on, including The Bus Driver, from its early showing in “The New Realists” exhibit at the Sidney Janis Gallery in 1962 (Fig. 22).
  His unique material inverts the historical sculptural expectation of realistic figures depicted in abstracted environments.  Instead he abstracts the figure and places it in a naturalistic environment.  Segal introduces everyday emotion and ordinary experience into the tradition of heroic statuary, again upending expectations.  He connects the everyman to a larger social, historical, and political commentary.  When it was seemingly unpopular to do so, Segal made sculptural figuration a viable subject for contemporary art, paving the way for younger artists.  Duane Hanson, John De Andrea, and Robert Gober each use the figure in an environment, with their own distinctive commentary about body image and American culture.  George Segal helped make their success possible.
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