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The problem addressed in this paper was the appropriate

ness of fiber, especially in the form of fabric, as an art 

medium. Relevant statements by crafts makers, philosophers, 

art critics, and artists were investigated along with his

torical and contemporary art and craft works.  

Five chapters include an introduction, review of the 

literature, general history of fiber, fiber as used in 

recent twentieth-century art, and the conclusion.  

It was found that fiber has infinite expressive possi

bilities. And, since c. 1970, fiber has gained acceptance 

as an art medium by artists, critics, and curators.  

Concluding that the myriad expressive possibilities 

of fiber need further investigation in art and in writing, 

recommendation is that focus be placed on quality of the 

work.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION 

Fiber in some form--animal skins and hair, plant 

leaves and bark, cloth--has been used by man from the be

ginnings of his time on earth. Fiber has been used for 

practical, didactic, decorative, and expressive purposes.  

Clothing was one of the first uses to which fiber was 

put. The forms clothing takes are diverse historically, 

culturally, and individually. Clothing is, as it has al

ways been, used primarily for practical purposes, that is, 

protection from cold, heat, sun, rain, and wind. In those 

societies designated "primitive," clothing or costume is 

given ritual and religious significance more often than in 

the West. Clothing in primitive communities also serves 

practical needs and indicates social status. Technological 

advances in industrial societies have made possible the 

rapid production of massive quantities of fabric. Increased 

affluence in these societies allows people to have more 

than just basic necessities. Availability of a variety of 

styles or designs in fabric and clothing along with con

sumers' ability to acquire products according to individual 

taste means that focus can be shifted from exclusively 

practical concerns. Fabric type, garment design and
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construction, colors, patterns, and decorative elements 

combine to indicate social and economic status as well as 

giving an expressive outlet for the individual. In third

world countries and among low-income families clothing re

mains a matter of necessity and availability rather than 

personal expression, although it is still indicative of 

socioeconomic status. In sum, fiber in the formof clothing 

serves a variety of needs.  

Another use of fiber which dates from ancient times to 

the present is to provide shelter. First animal hides and 

later woven cloth were used to make tents. This form of 

shelter is still being used in many places. The Bedouins, 

for example, are still nomadic and, therefore, need portable 

housing. In the United States, however, tents serve mainly 

sport and recreational purposes. Fiber or fabric is not 

exclusively an exterior material for man's dwellings. It 

has for millennia been used inside as well.  

Interior decoration follows a pattern similar to that 

of clothing in industrialized societies. Once the basic 

need for shelter has been resolved, one tends to expand 

and decorate the dwelling according to available ma

terials, ability to acquire those materials, social accepta

bility of the materials, and as personal expression. Again 

fiber, especially in the form of fabric, has played a large 

part in the decoration of interiors. Cloth with ritual or
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religious significance has been created for churches, syna

gogues, religious schools, and, in some instances, for the 

home. Various types of fiber works have been commissioned 

for public buildings or to decorate office spaces. Other 

uses of fiber for interiors include stage sets for the per

forming arts. The decoration of residential and commercial 

interiors and stage sets enhances one's knowledge about the 

individuals, the business, or the characters who belong 

there.  

Cloth and related forms of fiber work have been used 

for centuries to preserve objects for posterity, to tell 

stories, to teach the illiterate, to depict current events, 

and to portray people. Ancient Egyptians used woven fabric 

to preserve and protect their dead rulers. Portraits have 

been woven from the time of ancient Egypt to the present.  

During the Middle Ages, tapestry was an important means of 

recording and teaching religious stories. Historic events 

were also recorded in cloth. More recently, specifically 

since the second decade of this century, the use of fiber 

and cloth in various manifestations has moved into a new 

realm. It is now used to express ideas--ideas based on 

introspection and extrospection. In the aggregate, fiber 

has, in some way, touched the lives of everyone, serving 

both needs and desires.  

Fiber, more than any other medium, can be expressive 

of life and its vicissitudes. It has been in use
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continually as far back as man has been on earth. It 

touches every aspect of our lives from birth to death. As 

Gerhardt Knodel says, "Think of our life's experience with 

fabric. After we're born, we're wrapped in cloth, we wear 

it all our lives , and when we die we're buried surrounded 

by it. We even envision angels wearing long white robes.  

Cloth is always part of our image of the human being, but 

most people don't think about its expression." 1 

Statement of Problem 

Twentieth-century artists and critics until the mid

1960s had been reluctant, even adamantly opposed, to the 

use of fiber qua fiber as an art medium. Even with the ad

vent of Pluralism (1970s), which "embraced every tendency 

[in art] and implied that each was of equal value," 2 many 

still denied the validity and viability of fiber as an ap

propriate medium for art.  

Certain questions have been asked, certain issues ad

dressed to determine why fiber has been given only belated 

and limited acceptance as an artistic means. The eternal 

question, "What is art?" has been asked once more. The 

question of the difference between art and craft has, of 

necessity, been raised again. Then the major question was 

addressed: What is fiber capable of that other media cannot 

do as a means of artistic expression and in its impact on 

the viewer?
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Purpose 

The purpose of this paper was to synthesize and eval

uate the history and attributes of fiber and to explore 

artistic use and critical reception of fiber in recent 

Western art, with emphasis on American art since 1970.  

The question of fiber's appropriateness as an art medium 

has been asked since the early part of this century and 

was discussed in detail in Chapters IV and V.  

Hypothesis 

Fiber is a valid and a viable medium for the crea

tion of fine art. The truth of this hypothesis rested on 

the interrelationship between the definition of "art" (see 

Chapter IV) and an analysis of fiber works (Chapters III and 

IV). An absolute and final definition of "art" was not an

ticipated. Others have already pointed out that if painting, 

for example, could be expressed in words there would be no 

need to paint. Art as activity or as product cannot be cap

tured in words. It has been possible to make an adequate 

expression so that valid verbal judgments could be made.  

With the meaning of "art" prescribed, questions about the 

medium were addressed.  

A substantial body of fiber art now exists. The 

diversity of approaches ranges from Jackie Winsor's stark 

sculptures to Miriam Schapiro's decorative, feminist imagery.  

Critical response has covered the gamut from acceptance to
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rejection. The quantity and quality of the fiber work plus 

the critics' reactions are sufficient now for an evaluation 

to be made. Expectation was that fiber would be found to 

serve very well the needs of artists. While there was no 

reason to expect, or even want, fiber to replace paint as 

the major medium of fine art, it was presumed that fiber 

had enormous unexplored potential for the artist.  

Justification 

The reasons for addressing this topic were several.  

First was the author's personal interest in the medium, 

which comes from her own work with fiber. Second, the 

need existed to explore more fully an area that has, for 

the most part, been overlooked in the art journals. Fi

nally, no synthesis of information was available to the 

public on the history, attributes, and current artistic 

use of fiber. While it was recognized that studies of in

dividual aspects of a subject are invaluable, it was also 

believed that unification of the parts would aid in under

standing the whole.  

Definition of Terms 

Terms defined in Chapters III and IV were "fiber," 

"art," "craft," "decorative," "Pluralism," and "Modernism." 

Concepts of "form" and "matter" were discussed in Chapter 

IV. Three definitions were needed at this point: "fiber,"
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"art," and "craft." The last two were tentative defini

tions. All were elaborated in the text.  

In Elements of Weaving "fiber" is defined as "A general 

term referring to the structural components of any animal 

or plant tissue, or fibrous material, used in the construc

tion of fabrics." From the same source, "Two broad classes 

of fibers are natural and man-made (or manufactured). Natu

ral fibers may be classified according to origin: animal, 

plant, and mineral or inorganic. The classes of man-made 

or manufactured fibers include acrylic, acetate, nylon, 

polyester, rayon, and others. . . . " 3 Webster's New Col

legiate Dictionary defines "fiber" as "Collectively, any 

tough substance composed of thread-like tissue, especially 

when capable of being spun and woven."' These two defini

tions provided the basic data about fiber. Paramount con

cern in the text was with fiber made into cloth which was 

transformed into an expressive entity. Evaluation of fiber 

as an art medium required a definition of art.  

Art is, first, man-made. It expresses an idea or an 

emotion or both. It educes and provokes; that is, it draws 

forth from the viewer thoughts, new associations, the making 

of new connections, and provokes a response. The response 

may be hostile or favorable, humorous or serious. Expan

sion of this definition, in Chapter IV, included statements 

from philosophers, artists, and art critics.
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Some philosophers have attempted a definition of 

"craft." Given the kind of quality of work done by crafts 

makers since the 1950s, these definitions have proved to 

be inadequate. Several levels exist among those who func

tion in the broad world of craft. Those whose design and 

production are primarily concerned with functional items 

may work independently or for industry. Aesthetic concerns, 

for this group, are subordinate to function. A second 

group has emerged whose works strike a balance between 

aesthetics and usefulness. Their products can be displayed 

as art objects or they may be used. A third group makes 

their wares purely for expressive purposes. Their tools, 

materials, and techniques are those of the traditional 

craftsman but their concerns are those of art.  

For purposes of this paper the terms "craft," "crafts

man," or "crafts maker" were used in Chapter III. The 

terms "art" and "artist" were used in Chapter IV. This 

usage was based on where articles about the works were 

most likely to be found, that is, in crafts journals or 

art magazines. It had nothing to do with intent or expres

sive qualities of the work.  

Limitations and Exclusions 

The thesis focused on art since 1970 in which the 

medium was fiber qua fiber, or fiber in one of its mani

festations, such as fabric or rope. References were made

- - _
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to work using other media only for the purpose of compari

son. Historical data were given for background and per

spective.  

Methodology 

Since the thesis emphasized art and art issues from 

1970 to the present, journal articles were a primary source 

of information. The Reader's Guide to Periodical Litera

ture and the Dissertation Abstracts were consulted. Volumes 

of Art Index from number 18 (November 1969-October 1970) 

through the most recent volume were searched for articles 

on the following topics: "Aesthetics," "Art--Twentieth 

Century," "Arts and Crafts," "Costume," Cartography," 

"Decoration/Decorative (Arts) ," "Fabric," "Fiber," "Form," 

"Rugs and Carpets," "Tapestry," "Textile," "Wall Hangings," 

"Weaving." The same volumes were also used to find reviews 

of exhibitions, articles, and reproductions of the work of 

more than thirty contemporary artists who have used fiber 

as a medium. From these artists ten were chosen whose 

work exemplifies various aspects of the medium. This was 

done in consultation with the Research Director. A further 

investigation of those artists' work was made in journals, 

exhibition catalogues, and those books which dealt with the 

topic. This was not a study of the ten as individual 

artists; rather, their work and the critical response to it
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were a means of delineating the issues involved and deter

mining fiber's potential.  

Books, journal articles, exhibition catalogues, and 

other sources used as sources for the text were reviewed in 

Chapter II. Information was gathered and evaluated. That 

which was found to be useful was organized as explained in 

the following section.  

Organization 

The thesis was organized into five chapters. Chapter 

I was the introduction. Chapter II consisted of a review 

of the literature. The main portion of the paper was in 

Chapters III and IV.  

Chapter III was divided into two parts. The first 

division gave a brief general history of fiber, including 

its use in clothing, tapestry, interior decoration, shelter, 

and primitive art. The second section gave the American 

history of fiber. This chapter provided the background for 

the art and issues addressed in Chapter IV.  

Chapter IV was devoted to art created from 1970 to the 

present. Pluralism in art was discussed as the context in 

which fiber came to be used as a medium for fine art. The 

way fiber has been dealt with by selected artists and the 

response of the critics were the main concerns of this 

chapter. Among the issues addressed were
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1. Defining "fiber" and "fabric"; 

2. The difference between art fabric and designer 

fabric; 

3. The question of the "decorative" versus "art"; 

4. The rise of women's issues and their relation to 

the use of fiber as an art medium; 

5. Definitions of "fine art" and "craft" in art and 

in print.  

Chapter V summarized the material and presented a 

conclusion and recommendations for further research and 

work. While it was recognized that the author had a defi

nite bias towards the subject, an attempt was made to 

evaluate opposing views as objectively as possible. In 

sum, the goal of this thesis was to present a unified study 

of fiber with special emphasis on its use and potential as 

an art medium. It was intended to be heuristic rather than 

conclusive.



NOTES

Donna Olendorf, "Gerhardt Knodel," Fiberarts, 5 
No. 6 (Nov. 1978), pp. 45-46.  

2 Irving Sandler, "Modernism, Revisionism, Pluralism, 
and Post-Modernism," Art Journal, 40, No. 1/2 (Fall/Winter 
1980), p. 346.  

3Azalea Stuart Thorpe and Jack Lenor Larsen, Elements 
of Weaving, revised ed., Mary Lyon, ed. (Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday, 1978), p. 240.  

'Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary (1950).

12



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

A survey of the literature reveals that no one has 

attempted a thorough analysis of the use and meaning of 

fiber in our lives and in art. One must go to a variety of 

sources to obtain a comprehensive view of the subject.  

Primitive uses of fiber are found in several places.  

A good source on cartography is Norman J. W. Thrower's 

Naps and Man (1972). Thrower provides a brief survey of 

the history of map-making along with illustrations, a glos

sary, and a bibliography. On myths and magic among primi

tive people The New Golden Bough is useful. Sir James 

Frzer's multi-volume original, The Golden Bough, has been 

abridged by Theodor H. Gester (1959) into a one-volume edi

tion. Lucy R. Lippard attempts to draw parallels between 

contemporary art and prehistoric art in her new book Over

lay (1983). The book is illustrated and has a bibliography.  

On American Indian art, several sources exist. Among 

them is Norman Feder's American Indian Art (1965), a superb 

book, beautifully illustrated and with a useful biblio

graphy. Mary Nono Minor wrote The American Indian Craft 

Book (1972), a do-it-yourself guide to Indian crafts, games, 

and customs. "Symbol and Identification in North American

13
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Indian Clothing" by Even M. Maurer, in the anthology The 

Fabrics of Culture edited by Justine Cordwell and Ronald 

A. Schwartz (1979), describes the meaning of the symbols 

used on the clothing of various North American Indian 

tribes.  

Personal adornment is a popular subject. An excellent 

source is The Fabrics of Culture (mentioned above) edited 

by Cordwell and Schwartz. This anthology contains schol

arly articles on clothing and adornment as they are used in 

various cultures around the world. The Indians of Tierra 

del Fuego (1928) by Samuel Kirkland Lothrop deals with the 

lack of clothing and the use of body adornment by the na

tives of those South American islands. Taking a different 

tack, Anne Hollander deals with the meaning of clothing as 

it has been presented in art. Her book, Seeing through 

Clothes (1980), is illustrated and contains a bibliography.  

Fiber is frequently incorporated into housing and in

terior decoration. "Construction Materials and Technology 

as Modifying Factors" in Amos Rapoport's House Form and 

Culture deals with the effect materials have on the forms 

we make. Also of interest on housing is Self, Space, and 

Shelter by Norma L. Newmark and Patricia J. Thompson. This 

book provides a world view of housing and space and their 

relation to the individual. Both books are illustrated and 

have bibliographies. Clare Cooper's article "The House as

m . p 0 im POP i l
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Symbol of the Self" (1972), reprinted in Designing for Hu

man Behavior (1974) edited by John Lang, gives an explana

tion of how the style of house one chooses reflects one's 

personality.  

On interiors, an outstanding book is Louise Ade Boger's 

The Complete Guide to Furniture Styles (1969). Boger's 

well-written treatise includes furniture styles from Greek 

times to the 1960s. A brief account is given of the history 

of each era, who was prominent, and the influences of so

ciety and certain individuals on furniture styles. Illus

trations and a bibliography accompany the text.  

Numerous books have been written about fiber techniques.  

Irene Emery's The Primary Structures of Fabrics (1966; rpt.  

1980) is one of the best. It is comprehensive, lucid, and 

beautifully illustrated. This is a good source for learn

ing techniques and terminology. A lengthy bibliography is 

included. Many other books which deal with the technical 

aspects of fiber also give a brief history of the medium or 

some aspect of it. These are readily available in crafts 

shops and book stores.  

An unusual but extremely interesting book related to 

weaving is Eric Broudy's The Book of Looms (1979). Broudy 

traces the use of thread and the development of the loom 

from prehistoric times and primitive myths to the present.  

The text is well illustrated and there is an excellent 

bibliography.
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Many excellent books have been published on the his

tory of tapestry. Explanations of technique often accompany 

the text either as part of the introduction or in appen

dices at the end. Tapestry: The Mirror of Civilization 

(1933; rpt. 1970) by Phyllis Ackerman describes tapestries, 

from Egyptian times to the early twentieth century, in 

terms of their historical context and the meaning they had 

in their eras. She also depicts the lives of those indi

viduals who influenced the design and production of tapes

tries, their motives (often political), and the result for 

tapestry manufacture. While Ackerman deals primarily with 

European tapestry, Francis Paul Thomson takes a world view 

in his Tapestry: Mirror of Histor (1980). Thomson in

cludes sections on each country or area of the world where 

tapestry has been made. Although the word "tapestry" has 

recently been used loosely, referring to many types of fiber 

works, Thomson does not stray from traditional weft-faced 

weaves, a structure in which the weft completely covers the 

warp. Both Ackerman and Thomson provide illustrations and 

bibliographic material. Thomson also provides an appendix 

on tapestry identification. He gives an explanation, ac

companied by illustrations, of the marks woven into tapes

tries to identify their origins. For an artist's perspec

tive on the making of tapestry, Designing Tapestry (1947; 

rpt. 1950) by Jean Lurgat is an interesting account of

-- -.---------------
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Lur9at's philosophical ramblings about tapestry, its mean

ing, and its relation to French art. Lurgat initiated the 

twentieth-century revival of tapestry-making and promoted 

appreciation of historic works. A book that puts greater 

emphasis on twentieth-century tapestry is Pierre Verlet's 

The Book of Tapestry (1965; rpt. 1978). Verlet begins with 

the fourteenth century and comes to the early 1960s. Ver

let expands where Thomson left off on the twentieth-century 

use of the word "tapestry." Beautiful illustrations, many 

in color, accompany the text.  

One other source on tapestry needs to be mentioned: 

publications which provide information about particular 

collections of tapestries. Two examples are Anna G. Ben

net's Five Centuries of Tapestry: From the FineArts Mu

seums of San Francisco (1976) and Christa Charlotte Mayer's 

Masterpieces of Western Textiles from the Art Institute of 

Chicago (1969). Both provide texts and illustrations de

scripntive of the holdings of the respective organizations.  

The American approach to expressive use of fiber de

rives, in part, from the European tapestry tradition, and 

partly from American crafts and technology. A myriad of 

sources is available in the form of books, journal arti

cles, exhibition catalogues, and lectures. Some of the 

more important works will be described here.  

Mildred Constantine and Jack Lenor Larsen have col

laborated on two major works on contemporary fiber: Beyond
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Craft: The Art Fabric (1972) and The Art Fabric: Mainstream 

(1980). Both volumes survey the history of the expres

sive use of fiber. Both contain excellent illustrative 

material. Both, unfortunately, focus primarily on techni

cal aspects rather than content of the works. These books 

are, however, very important for visually synthesizing what 

has been done in contemporary fiber art around the world-

especially since 1960.  

Two other significant books are Julie Hall's Tradition 

and Change: The New American Craftsman and Irene Waller's 

Textile Sculptures (both published in 1977). Hall gives a 

brief history of American crafts (glass, metal, clay, 

fiber) from the late nineteenth century to the present.  

Emphasis is placed on work done since 1960 in all crafts 

areas. The book is well illustrated with many works shown 

in color. Waller's book focuses more on the concerns of 

the individual crafts maker. After a brief historical 

survey, Waller presents segments on twenty-two artisans; 

each segment includes a portrait, illustrations of the 

artisan's works, and a statement of concerns by the indi

vidual, along with a brief commentary by the author. Both 

Waller and Hall provide brief bibliographies.  

Many exhibition catalogues have been printed for 

individual and group shows. Three of the most useful for 

developing a sense of context for fiber art are Dorothy

"-w.-Wawl iwp ftmw Rom.- -
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Liebes: A Retrospective (1970), Texas Crafts (1979), and 

American Fiber Art: A New Definition (1980). Each of these 

catalogues contains well-written essays with much informa

tion along with excellent illustrations. The Liebes cata

logue shows the connection between American craft and in

dustry and Liebes' role as an intermediary. Essays in 

Texas Crafts deal with historical connections within the 

crafts as well as to American society as a whole. American 

Fiber Art essays relate contemporary fiber work, generally 

treated as craft, to concurrent issues and work in art.  

A number of journals deal with fiber work. The two 

most prominent are American Craft, formerly Craft Horizons, 

and Fiberarts. Focus of other journals is on technical 

aspects of weaving. While many of the articles in American 

Craft and Fiberarts tend to be chatty and descriptive, oc

casionally a piece is published which gives some insight 

into the work and its meaning or to some aspect of the 

history of fiber. No scholarly articles have been pub

lished in these journals.  

Le Centre International de la Tapisserie Ancienne et 

Moderne (CITAN) in Lausanne, Switzerland, maintains an 

archive on fiber works and their creators throughout the 

world. A detailed list of available publications, slides, 

and photos will be sent to anyone interested. The archive 

itself is open to those who wish to do research. General 

Secretary Claude Ritschard welcomes inquiries readily.

NOWAWWWWWWWW MR-p-ml. ", I I --- ----
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Some general and historical sources on fiber have al

ready been mentioned. An understanding of the professional/ 

commercial approach to fiber (interior design, for example) 

can be garnered from Elements of Weaving (1978) by Azalea 

Stuart Thorpe and Jack Lenor Larsen. Acting as intermediary 

between art and industry in the design of fabric is The 

Fabric Workshop in Philadelphia. Its exhibition catalogue, 

Art Materialized (1982), shows fabric designed by artists 

for mass-production. The purpose is to combine aesthetic 

and practical considerations in cloth-making.  

Two journal articles are important for understanding 

the issues and the artists involved in using fabric as an 

art medium. Joseph Masheck wrote "The Carpet Paradigm" 

(Arts Magazine, 1976) to delineate the relationship between 

Modernism and nineteenth-century design theory. This com

prehensive, scholarly article is indispensable as background 

for fiber work done since 1970. "Art of the Whole Cloth" 

by Carrie Rickey (Art in America, 1979) analyzes the art 

created from fiber since 1970 in terms of its meaning to 

the artist and its relation to art in general. Illustra

tions accompanying Rickey's article are helpful.  

An abundance of material exists which deals specifi

cally with art issues. American Art of the Twentieth Cen

tury by Sam Hunter and John Jacobus (1973) is an excellent 

source for an overall view of the period. The book is
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lucid and has numerous illustrations (many in color) and 

an extensive bibliography.  

Background material leading up to the 1970s can be 

found in many sources. Among the most useful is Nikolaus 

Pevesner's Pioneers of Modern Desgn (1960; rpt. 1978).  

Also helpful are Nicolas and Elena Calas' Icons and Images 

of the Sixties (1971) and two of Gregory Battcock's criti

cal anthologies, Minimal Art (1968) and The New Art (1973).  

The concerns of Modernism are dealt with by Clement 

Greenberg in Art and Culture (1961). His article "Modern

ist Painting" (1965; rpt. in The New Art, 1973) is also an 

important source. Donald Kuspit's biography Clement Green

berg (1979) provides additional information on the Green

bergian view. Among other art critics who have dealt 

specifically with Modernism, pro and con, are Rosalind 

Krauss, "A View of Modernism" (Artforum, 1972); Kim Levin, 

"Farewell to Modernism" (Arts Magazine, 1979); Carter Rat

cliff, "Robert Morris: Prisoner of Modernism" (Art in 

America, 1979); and Donald Kuspit, "The Unhappy Conscious

ness of Modernism" (Artforum, 1981).  

The Art Journal devoted the 1980 Fall/Winter issue to 

contemporary concepts of "Modernism," "Pluralism," "Re

visionism," and "Post-Modernism." Especially helpful on 

these issues are Irving Sandler's "Modernism, Revisionism, 

Pluralism, and Post-Modernism," which attempts a definition
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of terms, and the account of a roundtable discussion, which 

took place in 1978, among several critics, "Pluralism in 

Art and Art Criticism." In 1982, Hal Foster analyzed 

"The Problem of Pluralism" (Art in America). Clement Green

berg responded to issues of Pluralism versus Modernism in 

"Intermedia" (Arts Magazine, 1981).  

The concept "decorative" impinges on art in general 

and is especially important to those dealing with fiber.  

E. H. Gombrich's The Sense of Order (1979) is a good 

source for background information. Gombrich provides ex

cellent illustrative material and a brief bibliography.  

During the 1970s issues revolving around the "decora

tive" received increasing attention in the art journals.  

Critic Amy Goldin was an early investigator of pattern 

painting and the related idea of decoration. Among her 

articles on the subject were "The 'New' Whitney Biennial: 

Pattern Emerging?" (Art in America, 1975), "Matisse and 

Decoration: The Late Cut-Outs" (Art in America, 1975), and 

"Patterns, Grids, and Painting" (Artforum, 1975). Goldin 

justified pattern painting as a development of Minimalism.  

Jeff Perrone, in "Approaching the Decorative" (Artforum, 

1976), also felt the need to justify the use of decorative 

elements in "high" art. Perrone, however, said, "the 

artists can all be said to work in a definite anti

Minimalist style" (p. 26). Perrone's justification was



23

that the decorative imagery is "decontextualized by virtue 

of its being borrowed" (p. 26). John Perreault, who 

curated the 1977 exhibition "Pattern Painting," wrote 

"Issues in Pattern Painting" (Artforum, 1977) as a defini

tion rather than a defense of the subject. Perreault was 

able to accept that this art is "non-Minimalist, non-sexist, 

historically conscious, sensuous, romantic, rational, 

decorative" (p. 33).  

Three other articles should be mentioned regarding 

pattern painting and the decorative. Nancy Troy's "Ab

straction, Decoration, and Collage" (Arts Magazine, 1980) 

related decoration to early twentieth-century art including 

Cubism and Wassily Kandinsky's abstraction. John R.  

Clarke dealt with the meaning of art and the use of cloth 

as medium in his exhibition review "The Decorative Re

visited: Five on Fabric" (Arts Magazine, 1982). Greenberg, 

not unexpectedly, was the "nay-sayer." His "Detached Ob

servations: Decoration" (Arts Magazine, 1976) berated the 

idea that decorative elements have any place in fine art.  

Issues about decoration and art began to appear at 

the same time that the feminist movement evolved in art.  

The two were, in fact, related as much of the imagery, 

techniques, and materials of the decorative artists and 

of feminist artists came from traditional women's crafts.  

Art which dealt specifically with feminist issues, however,
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made different use of its sources and materials from the 

art considered decorative or patterned.  

Judy Chicago's Through the Flower (1975; rpt. 1977) 

was one of the first statements by an artist about the 

problems of being a woman in the art world. Chicago 

delineated her own struggles for a personal and profes

sional identity, the search for appropriate imagery, and 

the problems of gaining recognition for her art. She 

also wrote of the early stage of the women's movement in 

art, of which she was one of the major catalysts.  

In 1976, Lucy Lippard published From the Center, an 

anthology of articles on aspects of the women's movement 

plus monographs on a number of women artists. This is an 

excellent source of background material for the ideas mani

fested in the art.  

Eleanor's Munro's Originals: American Women Artists 

(1979) gives brief biographical sketches of more than forty 

female artists beginning with Mary Cassatt and moving 

through the twentieth century (Georgia O'Keeffe, Louise 

Nevelson, Helen Frankenthaler, for example) to many of 

those who have become prominent in the 1970s. Munro's 

book is a good supplement to the journal articles about 

these artists.  

A number of articles have appeared which deal specifi

cally with women's issues in art. Artist Harmony Hammond

WON" .- -- -- ---- I
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has made several contributions to Reresies (a feminist art 

magazine), including "Feminist Abstract Art--A Political 

Viewpoint" (1977), "Class Notes" (1977), and "Horseblinders" 

(1980). She also wrote "A Sense of Touch" for the New Art 

Examiner (1979).  

Artists Valerie Jaudon and Joyce Kozloff collaborated 

on "ArtHystericalNotions of Progress and Culture" (Here

sies, 1977). They explored the way language is used by 

art historians, critics, and artists and related this usage 

to the way we think about and respond to images in art.  

The differences between and relationship of art and 

craft have been given special attention during this period 

of Pluralism in art. The basis of much of the current dis

cussion is found in R. G. Collingwood's theories. Colling

wood's books, Outlines of a Philosophy of Art (1925; rpt.  

1976) and Principles of Art (1958), define the difference 

between art and craft as essentially an object-oriented 

approach based on technique and manipulation of specific 

material by the craftsman versus a non-material expression 

of the assimilation of ideas and experiences by the artist.  

Paul Weiss dealt with the definition and meaning of 

art in The World of Art and Nine Basic Arts, both published 

in 1961. The essence of Weiss' position is that a work of 

art is a "substantial reality" made of recalcitrant mate

rial which the artist controls and forms. According to

...........
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Weiss, art provides us with visual pleasure and new infor

mation about life and the world.  

Suzanne K. Langer's Problems of Art (1957) also deals 

with defining art. Basically, she sees art as an abstract, 

subjective expression of human consciousness which contains 

its own meaning rather than pointing to something outside 

itself (as a sign does) .  

Among the journal articles which deal with this issue 

are John Hospers' "The Croce-Collingwood Theory of Art" 

(Philosophy, 1956); Harold Osborne's "The Aesthetic Concept 

of Craftsmanship" (British Journal of Aesthetics, 1977); 

James K. Feibleman's "Art and Its Contrary-to-Fact Condi

tions" (Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 1978); 

and Charles B. Fethe's two articles for the British 

Journal of Aesthetics, "Craft and Art: A Phenomenological 

Distinction" (1977) and "Hand and Eye: The Role of Cfaft in 

R. G. Collingwood's Aesthetic Theory" (1982). Hospers and 

Fethe deal directly with Collingwood's theories, revising 

them to encompass a broader view of both art and craft.  

Osborne expands previous concepts of craft to include 

aesthetic purposes. Feibleman defines art as material sym

bols of the artist's explorations of "contrary-to-fact" 

conditions. These explorations and manifestations are 

based on the artist's imagination and a need to communi

cate the ideas to others. Art, according to Osborne, gives 

the viewer new insights into alternatives in life.
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Two other related articles should be mentioned: "Tak

ing Art to the Revolution" by May Stevens (Heresies, 1980) 

and Donald B. Kuspit's "Elemental Realities" (Art in 

America, 1981). Stevens' article deals with art's in

finite possibilities for expression. Kuspit's article 

reflects a moment of personal and professional growth.  

Kuspit's Modernist views were altered to include a more 

sympathetic understanding of the expressive possibilities 

of crafts materials and techniques.  

William Barrett's excellent books, Irrational Man 

(1958) and The Illusion of Technique (1978), present an 

analysis of the meaning of art and life in the twentieth 

century. He is concerned with the effects of technology 

on our lives and deals, in part, with its reflection in 

art.  

Articles on individual artists and issues serve as 

indispensable sources of information. They can be sought 

as needed in various indices and bibliographies. Art 

catalogues, another invaluable source, are often more 

difficult to find. As they are important always for illus

trations and often for essays, chronologies, and biblio

graphies, a separate listing of those used for this paper 

is contained in the bibliography.  

Unpublished materials used for this thesis belong to 

the author. They consist of conversations, correspondence,

- -
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and/or interviews during the last five years with the fol

lowing people: crafts makers Warren Seelig (currently head 

of the fiber department, Philadelphia College of Art) and 

Walter Nottingham (weaving teacher, University of Wiscon

sin, River Falls), Ken Havis (artist and art gallery 

director, North Texas State University), Warren Hadler 

(co-owner of Hadler/Rodriguez Galleries, New York and 

Houston), and Mark Lombardi (McIntosh/Drysdale Gallery, 

Houston).  

Three term papers were written which contain useful 

information. A paper called "Sculpture in Fiber" was writ

ten for Joan Seeman at the University of Houston (1979).  

A paper on "The Decorative and Art" was completed for 

Mark Thistlethwaite at Texas Christian University (1982).  

A paper was written for Pete A. Y. Gunter at North Texas 

State University on "Plato, Aristotle, and Fiber: Art or 

Not Art" (1982). These papers were intended as a prologue 

to writing this thesis on fiber.



CHAPTER III

GENERAL HISTORY OF FIBER 

Fragments of woven cloth are among the oldest arti

facts known. They have been found among the archaeologi

cal remains of various cultures throughout the world. Linen 

cloth made by Swiss lake dwellers is dated c. 12,000 B.C.' 

Woven cloth found at Qatal Huyuk in Anatolia was made c.  

6000 B.C. By this time, preparation of threads for weaving 

was a fairly sophisticated process. Finely woven cloth of 

natural fibers--linen in Egypt, wool in Europe, silk in 

China, and cotton in India and Peru--dates from the late 

Neolithic era (c. 6000-3000 B.C. in the eastern Mediter

ranean area and c. 3000-1500 B.C. in Spain, northern 

Europe, and South America). 2 

Actual origins of weaving are couched in myths and 

legends. Many cultures, including ancient Greece, attri

buted the invention to their gods. Chinese believe the ac

cidental dropping of a silkworm's cocoon into boiling 

water, which caused the filament to separate, led to the 

development of woven silk. Anthropologists often suggest 

that weaving was learned from observing natural phenomena, 

for example, the interlacing of branches of trees or bushes.  

One of the most charming tales comes from Africa:

29
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Once there was a man who was a great hunter.  
He fell sick, and as he lay out of doors he saw a 
big spider making a net on a bush, and he watched 
him. By and by he tried to make a net like the 
spider's out of bush rope [the long twining plants 
that grow in the bush]. He did it, and put his net 
in the forest and caught bush deer and porcupines, 
and he became a greater hunter than ever.  

One day the spider made a fine cloth, and the 
hunter's wife admired it and said, "This cloth is 
better than our cloth [bark-cloth]; make me some 
like it." And the man tried to, but he could not 
get a good shape into it, so he went to the spider 
again, and took him an offering and said, "0 my 
lord, teach me more things." And he sat and watched 
the spider for many days. By the by he saw that the 
spider made his net on sticks. So he went and got 
new bush-ropes and fixed it on to the bush near the 
spider, and made a new net, and his wife was much 
pleased.  

By and by the man saw that he did not want all 
the sticks of a bush to make his net on, only some 
of them, and so he took these home and put them up 
in his house and made his nets there. After a time 
his wife said, "Why do you make the stuff for me 
with bush-rope? Why do you not make it with some
thing finer?" Again, he went to the bush to see 
the spider, and made an offering to him, saying, "0 
my lord, teach me more things." And he sat and 
watched the spider and saw how the thread came out 
of his body, so he said in despair, "0 my lord, you 
are greater than I am; I cannot do this thing." 

And as he went home thinking, he saw there were 
different kinds of bush-rope, and there was grass 
which was thinner still. So he took the grass and 
made a net with it, and he made more nets, and every 
net was better than the last. His wife was really 
pleased now, and said, "This is good cloth." The 
man lived to be very old, and was a great hunter 
and a great chief. 3 

Here, in one story, we are given the discovery of fiber, 

the development of basic fiber technology, and the invention 

of the loom.  

The most famous story concerning weaving comes from 

the Roman poet Ovid. It is the story of Arachne, a mortal,
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whose weaving ability led to a competition with the goddess 

Minerva. Arachne's work was equal to Minerva's in both 

speed and beauty. Minerva, in a jealous rage, destroyed 

Arachne's cloth and beat her with a shuttle. Arachne, dis

graced and frightened, hanged herself. In a moment of re

pentance, Mlinerva took Arachne's body, turned her into a 

spider, and left her the ability to weave. This story 

might be seen as a metaphor for the paradoxes of human 

behavior--the rational versus the irrational. Behavior 

required for the orderly process of weaving is the anti

thesis of that which results from rage. Minerva embodies 

both.  

Early myths and legends along with archaeological 

artifacts do not tell the specific purpose of the first 

fiber products. Many assume that the earliest application 

of fiber was to spin it into a kind of rope to transport 

things.5  Whatever the case, fiber has, through the cen

turies, served both practical and decorative needs.  

Fiber in Maps 

It is in the nature of humans to try to understand 

themselves and the meaning of existence along with the 

workings of the universe. Locating oneself within the 

universe is one aspect of the quest for understanding.  

Map-making (cartography) is the physical manifestation of 

that search. According to Norman J. W. Thrower,
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As a branch of human endeavor, cartography has a 
long and interesting history which well reflects 
the state of cultural activity, as well as man's 
perception of the world, in different periods. The 
maps of early man were attempts to depict earth dis
tributions graphically in order to better visualize 
them. . . . Viewed in its development through time, 
the map is a sensitive indicator of the changing 
thought of man, and few of his works seem to be 
such an excellent mirror of culture and civiliza
tion. '6 

Thrower says that cartography and art apparently predate 

writing and that early maps served a variety of purposes.  

Route maps, maps of hunting and gathering sites, a route 

to Paradise, property maps, areamaps, and world maps have 

been discovered. Egocentric maps are made which show a 

particular culture at the center of the world (France, 

China, Texas). Each type of map shows something of man's 

attitudes towards himself and the world. 7  Techniques used 

to make maps are as varied as the kinds of maps made.  

Maps in which fiber is the major medium have been woven 

or made as tapestry (in Europe), printed or painted on 

silk (in ancient China), drawn on papyrus (in Egypt), and 

rendered on its substitutes parchment and vellum (in Greece, 

Rome, and by nomadic desert tribes).8 Two of the most in

teresting joinings of cartography and fiber appear in the 

"stick charts" of the Marshall Islanders and the animal 

skin maps made by Eskimos.  

Natives of the Marshall Islands use cane fibers or 

the center ribs of palm leaves lashed together with cord
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made of plant: fibers to make charts of their islands.  

Three kinds of charts are made: the rebbelib, a general chart 

showing most of the islands; the meddo, a sectional chart 

with details of small areas; and the mattang, an instruc

tional chart used for teaching.9 Thrower describes the way 

the charts are used: 

The arrangement of sticks indicates the pattern of 
swells or wave masses caused by winds. . . . The 
positions of islands are marked approximately by 
shells (often cowries) or coral. . . . The method 
of using these charts was elicited from the 
natives with considerable difficulty because 
their navigational methods were closely guarded 
secrets. Distances between the various islands 
of the Marshall group are not great, but because 
they are low atolls, they can be seen only from a 
few miles away from an outrigger canoe. To locate 
an island that he is unable to see, the native navi
gator observes the relationship between the main 
waves driven by the trade winds, and the secondary 
waves (reflecting or converging) resulting from 
the presence of an island. If a certain angle 
exists between the two sets of waves, a choppy 
interference pattern is established. When such 
a zone is reached, the canoe is placed parallel 
to this feature with the prow in the direction of 
waves of greater amplitude, which give a landward 
indication. These often complex wave patterns 
can be illustrated on the stick charts, which may 
be carried on the canoe.' 0 

The maps of the Marshall Islanders have fiber as their 

medium and use weaving techniques of interlacing and bind

ing to achieve their forms. Maps of the Eskimos show a 

different approach regarding medium and technique, although 

their purpose is much the same.  

The Eskimos cut pieces of dark animal skin to conform 

to the shape of islands in the area they want to map. These
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pieces are then appliqued onto a light colored skin which 

represents the sea. The resulting map is used by hunters 

and fishermen so they can travel and return home without 

getting lost."' 

Fiber and Magic 

Maps have obvious practical value. Magic and myth, 

at least to the Western mind, are, perhaps, more frivolous.  

They have, however, been an important part of dealing with 

the world for many cultures. Protection from supernatural 

forces via tangible means is a common motive among some 

societies for adopting certain modes of dress or bodily 

adornment. Belief that the forces of nature are associated 

with spirits with which one can communicate leads to the 

development of signs, symbols, and rituals to please these 

forces and ward off difficulties. Two examples, from Sir 

James Frazer's Golden Bough, will show how magical events 

are expected to occur by proper use of clothing.) 2 

In China, longevity is ensured by following certain 

rituals regarding the making, giving, and proper use of 

specific types of clothing. Grave-clothes, which are pro

vided during one's life, are cut and sewn by an unmarried 

girl or a very young woman. It is believed that part of 

her capacity for a long life will pass into the garments 

and so to the owner. A year with an intercalary month is 

considered the best time to have the garments made so that,
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too, will prolong one's life. Among the Chinese grave

clothes is one gown, of deep blue, with the word "lon

gevity" embroidered all over it in gold. This garment is 

supposed to be given by one's children and is to be worn 

often, especially on festive occasions and on one's own 

birthday. It is expected to contribute to a long and happy 

life.  

The idea of a "magic sympathy" existing between a per

son and his clothes exists in many cultures including New 

Guinea. Natives of New Guinea are careful not to leave 

any traces of their clothing or other personal items when 

they travel. Threads or hair caught on bushes in the for

est are carefully removed so no one else can get them.  

Even items used when visiting a friendly neighbor are car

ried home or burned. In fact, all traces of one's contact 

with things away from one's own home are removed or de

stroyed. It is believed that part of one's "soul-stuff" 

is left in everything with which contact is made. Doom awaits 

the man whose soul-stuff gets into the possession of a 

magician.  

Another instance of the connection between fiber and 

magic is seen in antique rite which is still in use today.  

The omphalos at Delphi is an ovoid stone, believed by 

ancient Greeks to be the navel of the earth. In ancient 

times strings of carded, unspun wool were knotted at
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regular distances and wrapped around the stone as both rite 

and sacrifice to the Delphic gods. Today, similar ritual 

is performed, wrapping lengths of carded wool around com

munity church buildings or religious centers. This is done 

in several places around the world including certain of 

the Greek islands. The purpose is to ward off evil spirits 

and pestilence."1 

The idea of using fiber is not exclusively tied to 

maps or magic, although these are important connections.  

Clothing is generally assumed to be one of man's earliest 

and most consistent uses of fiber. It is often used to fill 

one of man's basic needs--protection from the elements.  

Clothing 

"Clothing and adornment are universal features of hu

man behavior and an examination of what they reveal and 

attempt to conceal, contributes to our knowledge about the 

fabric of culture and to our understanding of the threads 

of human nature." 1 4 Ronald A. Schwarz suggests five possi

ble origins of the use of clothing: 1) protection from the 

environment, 2) protection from supernatural forces, 3) the 

shame hypothesis, 4) the attraction hypothesis, and 5) the 

status and ranking hypothesis.15 

Protection from the environment is an irresistible 

assumption for the Western mind to make about the main 

purpose of clothing. Archaeologists indicate that, prior
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to the development of weaving, during the Paleolithic 

era (c. 32,000-8000 B.C.), man covered himself with animal 

skins, using bone needles and various animal or plant parts 

as thread to hold the garments together, thereby protecting 

himself from the elements. The protection theory does 

not hold in all cases. The Ona, natives of Tierra del 

Fuego, wear little or no clothing in spite of temperatures 

that range from 25 to 65 degrees Fahrenheit. Although snow 

and ice are on the ground much of the year, children wear 

no clothes and men hunt and fish naked. Women generally 

wear a small pubic covering of animal skin. Fur-bearing 

animals are available, but wrappers made from their skins 

are worn without fasteners and discarded to perform physi

cal activities. Fuegians do decorate their bodies with 

paint.' 6  The Arunta, aborigines of central Australia, 

live in a similar climate and, like the Fuegians, use 

body paint rather than clothing."' One must look further 

for man's reasons for clothing his body.  

Some believe that covering the body is ordained by 

supernatural powers. Evan M. Maurer states, 

Often the act of making a garment was believed to 
be under the guidance and protection of sacred 
powers who taught the people techniques such as 
weaving, or sent them inspiration for the concep
tions of decorative forms and the perfection of 
their execution. In this system therefore, the 
maker as well as the wearer of a garment might 
share in the spiritual power and blessings that 
it represented. 18
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So, manifestations intended to please the gods are believed 

by some to be prescribed by those gods. Individuals who 

lead the religious or spiritual activities of a society, 

whether primitive or civilized, use dress in much the same 

way. According to Mary Ellen Roach and Joanne Bubolz 

Eicher, 

Adornment may protect the religious individual in 

his encounter with the supernatural; it may prepare 
him to act as celebrant of a religious rite; it may 

symbolize his leadership in acts of petition or 

mediation; and it may also be a means for his assum
ing the power of the supernatural, as he puts on 
the clothes of God.' 9 

The Hopi Kachina dances provide an example of how dress 

is used by a society to appease the supernatural forces: 

Kachinas often appear in groups and it is not 
unusual to find fifty to seventy dancers in the 
same costume, their slow, repetitive dance fill

ing the town plaza with the power and comfort of 
timeless ritual. Here the individual identity of 

the participants is forgotten as the community 
acknowledges their role and responsibility in 
performing the sacred rites that assure the har
mony and continuance of their world. 2 

The idea of the symbolic use of clothing to favorably 

affect one's life and one's society is applicable not only 

to relations with the supernatural but to relations with 

other humans as well. For example, as the European settlers 

gained suzerainty over the American continent, the natives 

began to adopt the settlers' way of dress. However, during 

the last quarter of the nineteenth century a revivalist 

movement occurred among the Prairie and Plains tribes. The
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white man destroyed the traditional way of life of the 

Indians and forced them onto reservations. The revivalist 

movement, called the Ghost Dance, is described by Maurer: 

The Ghost Dance promised a last judgment when the 
Great God would punish the whites and drive them 
from the earth. At the moment of triumph the 
ancestors would be reborn and with them the great 
herds of buffalo, their staff of life, which had 
nearly been exterminated by the white hunters.  
This return to the days before the intrusion of 
the whites was symbolized by a return to the old 
ways including the abandonment of the dress and 
tools of the white world. The believers gave up 
wearing store-bought shirts, dresses, and trousers 
in favor of traditionally styled garments made 
from native tanned hides. Because the game that 
provided the hides was so scarce, many used white 
muslin cloth to create shirts and dresses in the 
traditional shape adorned with the fringing that 
was such a common early feature. Often those 
Ghost Dance garments were decorated with the images 
of animals and other natural forms that related to 
the prophecies and visions of the revival priests.  
Thus when faced with the crisis of losing the 
basic elements of their spiritual way of life the 
people sought a return to the old ways and symboli
cally expressed their return through the vehicle of 
clothing.21 

Unification of a group by means of dress and rites to 

achieve a common purpose is seen today, for example, in 

Japanese industry, in sports, and among armies. Other 

factors also induce the use of clothing. Concern for 

morals or modesty is part of the clothing story. Schwarz 

calls this the "shame hypothesis." 

Schwarz says, "The shame theory of bodily covering is 

rooted in biblical lore in Eve's seduction by the serpent.

"22 In Genesis 3:6-7 we are told,



40

So when the woman saw that the tree was good 
for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, 
and that the tree was to be desired to make one 
wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she gave 
some to her husband, and he ate.  

Then the eyes of both were opened, and they 
knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves 
together and made themselves aprons.  

Both knowledge and nudity are indicted. Apparently the 

first bit of knowledge man had was of his own nudity. For 

this not only Adam and Eve but their progeny are punished 

with hardships (enumerated in Genesis 3:14-19), including 

death. This fearful legacy continues to have a profound 

effect on Western minds about both our own bodies and the 

question of appropriate raiment. In cultures where lit

tle or no clothing is common the naked body is neither im

moral nor tantalizing. Where morality and modesty are 

equated with hiding the body, exposure of body parts is 

related to titillation and sin, hence the excitement over 

slits in skirts, decollete gowns, bare midriffs, bikinis, 

and other sexual references found in Western gear. These 

sexual references are a part of what Schwarz calls the 

"attraction hypothesis" about the meaning of clothes.  

In a society where a wide choice of styles exists in 

clothing, selection of garments relates to the image one 

wishes to project. Styles, fabrics, and colors are used 

to make oneself appealing to a particular group or an 

individual. Clues about personality, sexual availability, 

lifestyle, and ambition are expressed in one's clothing.

1 1 1 77-
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These signs vary with the setting, which may be private 

or public. 2 3 Economic and social trends also play a part.  

Increasing numbers of women seeking executive positions 

in business, for example, tend to wear clothes made of 

fabrics once exclusively used for men's suits and the 

styles also derive from the businessman's suit. This occur

rence is connected with the last of Schwarz's hypotheses 

about the use of clothing, the "status and ranking hypothe

sis." 

Clothing is used in the business world, the military, 

and the church to indicate one's rank or social status.  

Historically this has been a major role played by garments.  

One of the most colorful examples comes from the Byzantine 

world: 

Such was the Byzantine world view: a God-centered 
realm, universal and eternal, with the emperor as 
God's vice-regent surrounded by an imperial en
tourage that reflected the heavenly hierarchy of 
angels, prophets, and apostles. One God, one world, 
one emperor. Outside this cosmos was only ignorance 
and war, a fury of barbarians. The emperor had a 
divine mandate to propagate the true faith and 
bring them under his dominion. . . . Ceremony re
inforced his role. His coronation procession 
moved [across the city]. . . . Along the way a 
legitimate successor or victorious usurper trans
formed himself by a series of costume changes 
from a hero in gleaming armor to a robed personi
fication of Christ. On Easter and at Christmas 
12 courtiers symbolically gowned as the Apostles 
would accompany him in procession to worship in 
Hagia Sophia, the populace prostrating in adora
tion.24 

Other world leaders who have used clothing and adorn

ment as a means of personal expression and a symbol of their
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position include Napoleon, who adopted styles from the old 

regime to indicate visually the legitimacy of his own.  

More recently, Fidel Castro continues to wear fatigues as 

a symbol of the Revolution, Moshe Dayan's black eye patch 

set him apart as a hero, and Lyndon Johnson's ten-gallon 

hat associated him with his Texas roots and the virile 

image of cowboys. 25 

The meaning of clothing is a complex issue, which can 

only be suggested here. Clothing relates to social order, 

to the communication of ideas, to man's image of himself 

as he relates to the world. Roach and Eicher point out a 

multitude of functions such as individual expression, 

visual satisfaction, indication of social roles, establish

ment of social worth, symbol of economic status, emblem of 

political power or ideological inclination, reflection of 

magico-religious condition, facility in social rituals, 

reinforcement of beliefs and customs., elaboration into 

recreational activity, and use for sexual enticement. 26 

Many of these intentions occur also in the building and 

decoration of one's shelter.  

Fiber in Shelter and Interior Decoration 

Shelter, like clothing, cartography, and magic, pro

vides clues about man. Clare Cooper states, 

It is in the nature of man that he constantly seeks 
a rational explanation of the inexplicable, and so 
he struggles with the question, what is self? . .
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In trying to clothe this tantalizing and invisible 
self, to give it concrete substance, man grasps at 
physical forms or symbols which are close and mean
ingful to him and which are visible and definable.  
The first and most consciously selected form to 
represent self is the body, for it appears to be 
both the outward manifestation and the encloser of 
self. On a less conscious level, I believe, man 
also frequently selects the house . . . to represent 
or symbolize [the self]. *..2.7 

This selection is, of course, made within the confines 

of one's socio-cultural environment. Amos Rapoport cites 

several factors which determine the choice of dwellings.  

The structure may be for individual or communal use, perma

nent or portable, private or commercial. It must be adapted 

to the site and climatic conditions. Rapoport says that 

availability of materials and construction techniques are 

"modifiers of form." 28 Lucy Lippard equates the form 

housing takes with the body. She believes that caves 

symbolize the womb and skyscrapers, an erection. These 

forms, she writes, may be taken as indicators of society's 

values. 2 9  The practical functions of shelter vary as much 

as the interpretations of shelter as symbol.  

Looking again at the Ona of Tierra del Fuego and the 

Arunta of central Australia one sees that, in spite of a 

harsh climate, shelters, except for a few crude windbreaks 

of sticks and grass, are used for ceremonial purposes 

rather than protection.3 0 The windbreaks do indicate a 

claim to personal space, however ephemeral that claim may 

be. Another people who use only the most rudimentary kind
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of shelter are the nomadic ikung bushmen of the Kalahari 

in South Africa. Elizabeth Marshall Thomas writes, 

Because of their way of life they do not need 
villages to live in, so they rarely bother with 
strong scherms [huts made from branches and 
covered with animal hides], making small domes of 
grass for themselves instead, just a little shade 
for their heads, grass which the wind soon blows 
away.  

Sometimes they do not even bother with this, 
but push little sticks into the ground to mark 
their places. They sleep beside the sticks and 
arrange their few possessions around them, symbols 
of their homes.3 1 

These are the most elementary forms of shelter made of fi

ber. On a more sophisticated level are the tents of the 

North American Indians and yurts of central Asia.  

Both tents and yurts are portable and need little 

structural support to enclose large areas. Both use a sup

port system formed with wooden poles. Tent structures are 

covered with stretched animal skins and yurts, with mats 

of felted wool.  

The American Indian tent is actually called a tip, or 

teepee, from the Sioux words ti, "dwelling" and pi, "used 

for." These conical shelters are structured so the west 

side is higher than the east, thus giving protection from 

the wind. Hide flaps are placed near the smoke hole at the 

top to prevent the wind from blowing smoke into the tipi.  

Tipis may have a radius from eighteen to twenty feet for 

domestic use and up to forty feet for a council lodge.  

Tanning, cutting, and sewing hides; cutting and processing
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wood poles, and making decorations are all women's work.  

ipis have a dirt floor on which buffalo rugs are put 

during winter. Tipis are lined for protection from damp

ness and privacy. Linings are decorated with painted 

symbols of the owner, including his exploits. Some striped 

or geometric patterns are also used along with scenes of 

hunting, horse races, or games. Beaded stripes and dangling 

feathers and claws are often added. Equipment (tools, 

arms, cooking utensils), clothing, and storage bags are 

hung from tipi poles around the interior, thus becoming 

part of the decoration. Boxes are stacked in the back or 

near the mats which are used for beds. Some tipis have 

altars for sacred objects. Most have medicine bags tied 

near the door or to the lifting pole to ensure continual 

blessing of the home." While tents are familiar to 

Westerners, especially Americans, the yurt is hardly known.  

Yurts have been used as shelter from Anatolia to Mon

golia. Yurt dwellers are the quintessential fiber users 

and decorators. Yurts are made completely of fiber. Furni

ture and decorative items are of fiber, as are storage 

bags which serve in place of closets and chests. Felt 

mats cover the floor. Various rugs are designated for 

prayers, guests, and eating. Long cushions and pillows 

serve as furniture for sitting and sleeping. Idols are 

made of felt and hang near the door. Decorative surfaces
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are created with embroidery, pile surfaces, brocade, or 

felted designs. No plain surface exists. Lightweight 

curtains separate interior space and heavy ones cover the 

door. Yurts are so perfectly suited to the people and 

place that the structure has remained the same for over 

a millennium. As with American Indian tips, the construc

tion, decoration, and care of yurts are women's responsi

bilities.3 

Patterns of behavior regarding housing in most primi

tive cultures, past and present, are similar to those just 

discussed. Exteriors are constructed of natural, locally 

available materials in the most efficient structure possi

ble. Although interiors are decorated, furniture is 

virtually nonexistent, at least, as it is known in Europe 

and America.  

Nonportable household furniture is a product of seden

tary civilization. As nomadic lifestyles were abandoned 

and people came to live in cities, ideas of permanence, 

endurance, and stability began to affect shelter construc

tion and furniture making. Louise Ade Boger says, "To 

understand the daily life of a civilized people we must 

know something of domestic furniture."" And it is in 

household furnishings and decoration where one finds the 

expressive use of fiber. Clare Cooper writes, 

The furniture we install, the way we arrange it, 
the pictures we hang, the plants we buy and tend,
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all are expressions of our image of ourselves, all 
are messages about ourselves that we want to convey 
back to ourselves, and to the few intimates that we 
invite into this, our house.  

The fact that decoration of the house interior often 
symbolizes the inhabitants' feelings about self is 
one that has long been recognized. It has even been 
suggested that the rise in popularity of the profes
sion of interior decorating is in some way related 
to people's inability to make decisions for them
selves since they're not sure what their self really 
s.  

While it is likely that only a small percentage of the popu

lation actually hires interior designers, many of us do 

turn to outside sources (e.g., magazines) to find clues 

about how homes should look. The final judgment, however, 

still remains with the dweller. Today's buyer chooses from 

European, Oriental, and American furniture styles which 

have a heritage which dates back to ancient Egypt.  

Elaborate thrones and tables are shown in representa

tions as early as the third millennium B.C. in the Near 

East. The greatest number of finds are of functional 

pieces of Egypt dating from c. 2000-1100 B.C. "In this 

time we find a nucleus of simple yet refined practical de

signs and a fully developed artisan technique."" The 

furniture and its representations which remain are from 

the ruling class. Changes in quality of materials, designs, 

and craftsmanship reflect changes in society such as war 

and peace, or fluctuating economic conditions. "The chair 

is a dominating form in Egyptian furniture. . . . Since
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earliest times it has been a symbol of honor recognized 

in most cultures, both ancient and modern." 3 7  Although 

other types of furniture have changed radically through 

the ages, chairs and stools with seats of woven natural 

materials or of animal hide have continued in use to the 

present day. In ancient times, a fine woven cloth was 

often spread over the chair to enhance it.  

According to Wanscher, 

[From ancient times] until the eighth or ninth 
century it was first and foremost the ancient 
crafts of forging, weaving, and goldsmith-work 
that upheld the ancient traditions. Elaborate 
and costly furnishings were restricted almost 
exclusively to woven materials with which to 
drape walls, bedsteads, and tables, and served 
as a protection against the cold as well as an 
adornment. Woven carpets, travelling chests, 
a few easily transportable tables and chairs-
these constituted the furnishings which the 
well-to-do family of the period was able to 
take with it on its journeys.3 

Fabric continued to play a major role in the decoration 

of interiors during the next several centuries as cover

ings for walls, floors, tables, and beds. Beds were es

pecially important since no division existed between bedroom 

and living room, thus leaving the bed constantly in view.  

During the fifteenth century, the four-poster bed was 

most important. It was heavily draped, upholstered, and 

decorated with the finest fabrics one could buy. Ideas 

for draping and decorating the four-poster came from 

tents. Textiles bring physical and psychological warmth,

is w w M am M am= 1.0
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textural unity, color, and visual interest to a room. De

pictions in paintings, such as those by Rogier van der 

Weyden (c. 1300-1464) or Jan Van Eyck (c. 1390-1441), along 

with extant furniture items, give an idea of how interiors 

looked." Another source of information about personal 

possessions such as household furnishings are contemporary 

inventories. Catherine de Medici's inventory of 1589 

shows a preponderance of textiles. Hassocks and folding 

chairs were upholstered, beds draped, chairs and benches 

covered with pieces of fabric when in use, and walls were 

hung with textiles. 0  The abundance of textiles in house

hold decoration continued through the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries.  

Royal patronage of the arts during the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries included tapestry manufacturers.  

Quality reached a high point in tapestry, furniture covers, 

and upholstery made by Gobelins, Beauvais, and Aubusson.  

According to Boger, "Styles reflected the influence of the 

King and his court." The style during the reign of Louis 

XIV (1643-1715), for example, is described as "a sumptuous 

one. . . . characterized by exaggerated and restless move

ment, dramatic planning. . . . with a remarkable air of 

triumphant and stately elegance and imposing grandeur."" 

Furniture of the period from around 1600-1800 in 

America reflects a confluence of historical and contemporary
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influences conditioned by the European heritage. Many 

items, including textiles, were imported, especially from 

England and France. The frontier, however, had a sobering 

effect. Frontier life allowed little beyond basic neces

sities. Straightforward styles were developed in which 

decoration was an integral part of the structure and func

tion.42 Shaker furniture and American quilts are two 

examples.  

During the nineteenth century radical changes took 

place in Europe and America. Rapid industrialization 

brought urbanization, an increase in individual buying 

power, and an abundance of cheap goods. The advent of the 

machine age and mass production diminished the role of the 

individual craftsman who, until that time, made all fur

nishings and fabrics. Some of the changes were improve

ments. In America, advancements in making metal coil 

springs along with increased production of fabrics on new 

power looms enhanced the upholsterer's art. New and more 

comfortable seating became available for greater numbers 

of people. Decorative uses of upholstery were possible 

which could not have been done previously, for instance, 

the button and tufted style and totally upholstered furni

ture with no framework visible. 4 3 Other changes were less 

desirable.  

In Europe, rapid industrialization virtually eliminated 

good design. ' Engineers, instead of artists or designers,
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were fashioning products which were often ornate and ill

suited to the materials used to make them. It was largely 

under the influence of William Morris, during the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century, that consideration be

gan to be given to the particular qualities of materials 

as well as aesthetic matters. Although Morris hated the 

machine and focused on handcrafted articles in his own 

production, his ideas concerning clean lines, pleasing 

proportions, rejection of useless ornament, and having a 

purpose or function for the article had a great influence 

on industry, art, and architecture.  

Beginning at the end of the nineteenth century and 

continuing to the present, architects became interested 

in furniture design. Influential architects in Europe and 

America such as Henri Van de Velde, Otto Wagner, Adolf Loos, 

and Louis Sullivan admired the machine, understood what it 

could do, and used that technology to make furniture which 

would suit their buildings. More recently, architects 

Charles Eames, Marcel Breuer, Mies van der Rohe, and Warren 

Platner, among others, have designed furniture for manu

facturers including Herman Miller, Inc. and Knoll Asso

ciates. Adhering to the ideology of simplicity and honesty 

of design and use of materials, these architects have taken 

the most recent offerings of industry and devised attrac

tive, functional pieces without ornamentation. 6 Few, if
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any, textiles are used on these pieces. Usually leather is 

the only natural element; otherwise,man-made products, for 

instance, steel, molded latex, and plastic, are used.  

Tapestry, like furniture, has been part of the history 

of humankind. It provides a mirror of that history in its 

imagery and in its own evolution.  

Tapestry 

Looking back briefly to the historical evolution of 

tapestry-making one sees that tapestry is yet another means 

by which humans relate to and strive to deal with them

selves and their environment. F. P. Thomson speculates 

on the likely origins of tapestry: 

The first material with tapestry-like charac
teristics may have been woven by Nature herself 
among the reeds, rushes, and tall grasses of some 
sea, lake, or river-side marsh some 400,000 years 
ago, in the equatorial regions; in fact, in the 
very places where prehistoric man is thought to 
have developed, where he first learned to make 
tools and use resources of his habitat to improve 
his conditions.4 7 

Semi-woven masses would be formed of the plants in which 

animals would hide for shelter, protection from other crea

tures , or as a lair from which the animal could surprise 

and capture its prey. Thomson suggests that man observed 

these products of nature and derived ideas about shelter 

from the elements, defense barriers, traps, and storage 

space--all made out of natural materials in woven forms.  

As mentioned earlier, the oldest known woven fabrics are

-rn
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those found in Switzerland and Anatolia. Tapestry differs, 

however, from those plain-weave fabrics. Tapestry in the 

traditional sense, from its inception until after World 

War II, refers to a loom-woven, weft-faced fabric (the 

weft completely covers the warp) with a ribbed surface 

into which the design is woven during manufacture so that 

it is an integral part of the work. The earliest examples 

of this type of weaving come from Egypt. Phyllis Ackerman 

describes early Eastern tapestries: 

For in the first place, the arts of all the ancient 
East are symbolic rather than realistic. The pic
torial themes are illustrative, but in most instances 
the aim is balanced between record and magic, so 
that the forms have been more or less standardized 
by a tradition that partakes of the nature of ritual 
and hence tends to the abstract. It is just such 
conventionalized illustration that can be most appro
priately presented in tapestry. 48 

Extant Egyptian tapestries do show a standard, abstract ap

proach to design motifs and pictorial elements, even in 

portraiture. In part, this is a result of the restrictions 

of tapestry technique. It also reflects a stable society 

with an accumulation of traditions and symbols. In spite 

of their age, these tapestries show extensive use of color.  

Ackerman equtes the oriental love of brilliant color and 

richness of decoration with an "impulse to conscious vi

tality" in the struggle to survive.4 9 

Egyptian tapestries were imported by Greece and Rome.  

Neither state had professional weavers, so far as is known,
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although some domestic weaving was done by wives and slaves.  

Apparently tapestries and other forms of textiles had 

great popularity for interior decoration. While literary 

references to weaving date back to Homer, evidence indi

cates that no textile art or industry was established in 

Greece, and as Ackerman says, whether it was tapestries, 

philosophy, or wheat, Rome bought rather than created. 5 0 

The fall of Rome and subsequent barbarian invasions 

and turmoil led to a decline in the secular pursuit of the 

arts. The Church became the protector and promoter of the 

arts. This led to the production of much religious art 

including icons, idols, and didactic pieces. Religious 

themes dominated until the end of the Medieval era (c.  

1600). The tenth century saw the beginnings of the rise 

of secular power in Europe. Internal political strife 

following the breakup of the Carolingian Empire, barbarian 

invasions of both northern and southern Europe, corruption 

within the Church, and the beginnings of feudalism had all 

of Europe in turmoil and provided the opportunity for ag

gressive individuals to establish their own power bases. 5 1 

Tapestry designs during this period began to be more secu

lar in order to please kings and princes who were now com

missioning them.52 

As the Medieval era evolved into the Modern, Europe 

was once again in turmoil. Economic stagnation and
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depression, political turmoil, the Church discredited by 

internal debasement, and the Black Death "drove the sorely 

tired peoples of western Europe into emotional instabil

ity."" Ackerman writes, "The most impressive illustra

tion of the Apocalypse [the last book of the New Testa

ment] dates from this period of desperation, mysticism, 

infantile fear, and superstitious faith, and it is set 

forth in tapestry." 54  The most famous depiction in tapes

try of the Apocalypse is the one now at Angers cathedral 

in France. Originally woven in seven enormous panels, this 

tapestry is considered by many to be one of the finest exam

ples of the art. Quality of technique and dyestuffs plus 

tremendous evocative power of the imagery have caused this 

tapestry to have a powerful effect even in the twentieth 

century (as Will be seen shortly, with regard to the work 

of tapestry-maker Jean Lurgat).  

"From the fourteenth century [to the nineteenth], 

tapestry was regarded as a major form of decorative art.  

. 5 Demand increased for hangings of various sizes 

for domestic use in order to decorate and to reduce drafts.  

And life in Europe was being altered once more. Strayer 

writes, 

By the end of the fifteenth century, a startling 
change had taken place. The economic depression 
had ended; new industries at home and new trade
routes overseas had opened up new opportunities 
and created new wealth. Kings and princes had 
clearly gained the upper hand. . . . The papal
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schism was ended. . . . By 1500 the basic charac
teristics of our "modern" world were becoming 
visible: its dynamic economy and fluid society, 
its sovereign nation-states and international 
anarchy, its secular ideals, and its intellec
tual and moral values. 6 

The changes which were taking place, that is, the rise of 

commerce, increased individualism, increased secularism, 

the development of historical consciousness, and an in

creased awareness of the world at large,had a profound ef

fect on the lives and minds of the people. As with the 

present-day displacement of people unprepared for the 

electronic age, many people were expelled from their jobs 

and land. 5 7 Ackerman writes about some of the changes 

which were taking place in fifteenth-century society: "Idle

ness is ever haunted by the looming menace of ennui for 

which the only antidote that the average man can understand 

is entertainment."5" Fighting, once a major force in the 

lives of medieval people, was being replaced by rising com

merce and the merchant class. Knights and the aristocracy, 

formerly leaders in battle, were out of work. Their con

tinuing interest in fighting was sublimiated to tournaments, 

banquets, and balls. Hunting, once a necessity, became a 

popular sport. Tapestries of this period depict these 

interests. Tapestries were also made with religious themes 

and for didactic purposes, especially in northern Europe.  

The rise of the Renaissance, particularly in Italy, 

led to the use of secular themes; for example, figures were
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used to represent mathematics, science, and music. Bene

fits of the economic and political stabilizing of Europe 

carried over into the sixteenth century. The aristocracy, 

now involved in national politics, "was enjoying an unpre

cedented wealth and luxury." Gold was brought from Mexico 

and South America; silks, velvets, carpets, pearls, pre

cious stones, spices, and perfumes were imported from the 

East. "Europe, after centuries of bestiality, struggle, 

heroism, and constructive effort, was achieving elegance."" 

Tapestries were used to depict both historical and personal 

events as well as personal emotions in the lives of those 

able to commission those works, for example, Catherine 

de Medici. Catherine commissioned a set of seventy-four 

pieces to celebrate her widowhood from Henri II of France.  

Ackerman explains the importance of those tapestries for 

Catherine: 

Thus in the first forty-two years of her life 
Catherine de' Medici [sic] was subject to almost 
every type of psychical injury which experience can 
bring: childhood uncertainty, violent reactions of 
fortune. . . . sudden freedom from control in an 
undisciplined society in adolescence, disappoint
ment, neglect, humiliation, intense sex jealousy, 
and constant and almost unmitigated shame.  

Then she found herself a widow, not only master of 
her own life but also Regent of the country, and so 
important was that widowhood to her that she made it 
the motive of the set of tapestries which is her 
contribution to the history of the art. 6 0 

Tapestries were also used to enhance the prestige of 

the monarchy, as in the case of Charles V of Spain.
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Charles, of the House of Burgundy, knew tapestries as an 

integral part of life. His ancestors had been masters at 

Flanders and succeeding generations had accumulated a 

treatures of fine tapestries. During his reign, Charles 

commissioned many tapestries representing his military 

successes. 61 

Two famous painters were involved in tapestry-making 

during this period: Raphael (1483-1520) at the beginning of 

the sixteenth century and Rubens (1577-1640) at the end.  

In both cases, it was to the detriment of tapestry.  

Raphael was commissioned (c. 1515) by Pope Leo X to 

design cartoons for a set of tapestries, called Acts of the 

Apostles, with themes based on early church history. The 

popularity of the tapestries, woven in Brussels, led to a 

great demand for Brussels-made tapestries. Prosperity 

brought decline in quality. Subsequent tapestries were 

woven with inferior materials, poor quality dyes, and 

little regard for craftsmanship or appropriateness of 

design. Details were painted onto the surface instead of 

being woven into it. The reputation of Brussels weavers 

became so debased that beginning in 1625 a series of 

edicts and ordinances were passed in a futile attempt to 

stop these practices. The relationship between artist 

(cartoon designer) and weaver widened. Government-sponsored 

rules forbade the weaver to alter the cartoon. Tapestries 

began to look increasingly like bad copies of paintings.
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A second and more direct negative influence of Raphael 

was the design of excessively wide borders. These borders 

were "heavily ornamented with items bearing little or no 

relationship to the subjects in the central [area]." 6 2 

Ackerman describes the borders: 

Raphael . . . had his cartoons supplied with wide 
borders [filled in with biblical or religious 
scenes, grotesques, fruit, flowers, allegorical 
figures, and other entities]. . . . Borders, to be 
sure, were no novelty. They had always been an es
sential part of tapestry, even in early Egyptian 
work, though for a time during the fifteenth cen
tury many tapestries seem to have had only a band 
of inscriptions across the top and of flowers . . .  
across the bottom. But all the borders up to 
this time . . . had been distinctly subordinated 
to the general scheme. Now they assumed a life of 
their own.6 3 

These busy borders serve only to decorate. They add visual 

confusion as they compete for attention with the central 

imagery., 

At the end of the sixteenth century and into the 

seventeenth, Peter Paul Rubens was commissioned to design 

tapestries. Rubens' sensibility, however, was entirely that 

of a painter accustomed to working with a liquid medium.  

Ackerman writes: 

But this sleek, evenly free-flowing, glossy medium 
is in direct antipathy to hairy, twisted wool in 
heavy ridges; and the imperceptibly graded transi
tions of a well laden, soft brush, swept with a cun
ning adjustment of the wrist, have only a specious 
and forced resemblance to hatched threads in irregu
lar comb edges, interpenetrating in a direct con
trast. Rubens, asked a bobbin to become a brush, de
manded that spun and dyed wool convert itself into 
malleable pigment carried in thick flowing oil,
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required the straight shoot of weaving to take the 
modulations of a swinging arm and twining hand." 

Ackerman also states that his perspectival renderings were 

yet another way of emulating painting." 

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries three 

tapestry workshops were established which are still in 

operation and quite well-known. The Gobelins, in Paris, 

was opened by Henry IV as "a device of governmental eco

nomic policy, one of a group of national factories to 

which France owes her pre-eminence in the modern world as 

the center of luxury production." Flemish artists were 

installed and "given financing, privileges, and protection 

in return for which they were required to train French ap

prentices and also supply the tapestry needs of France.  

. . ."G6 The Beauvais workshop was established in 1664 

by Louis Hinart of Flanders. "This factory, also, was 

State subsidized but it was intended . . . not to supply 

the crown demand, but to work to private order as a com

mercial investment."67 The Aubusson is the third state 

factory. Its history and personnel are entirely French.  

Active in tapestry from the early sixteenth century, the 

Aubusson received official status in 1665.  

Under Louis XIV (1638-1715), all French arts were 

directed to exalt the monarch. Charles Le Brun, the offi

cial painter, designed tapestries glorifying the monarch 

for the Gobelins workshops. Beauvais was also commissioned
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to produce a series of tapestries apotheosizing the king.  

Production at Aubusson was mainly of verdures (landscapes 

with a preponderance of green plants and trees), Fetes 

Champetres (gay, pleasant, and trivial genre scenes out

doors), and designs influenced by objects imported from 

the Orient.  

When Louis XV (1710-1774) ascended the throne he con

tinued the tradition of having the Gobelins perpetuate his 

glory. The subject of the hunt was the basis of these 

tapestries. Jean Baptiste Oudry was official court painter.  

Oudry also designed for Beauvais, creating scenes of the 

hunt in the conventional, romantic style of the period.  

Lovely peasants were depicted in picturesque groupings re

sembling tableaux vivants. More verdures were woven as well 

as designs based on the Fables of La Fontaine and the 

comedies of Moliere. The painter Boucher designed romantic 

country scenes for Beauvais and, for the Gobelins, romantic 

fantasies for the royal apartments. Many tapestry designs 

were influenced by the importation and popularity of 

oriental textiles., decorative objects, and luxury articles 

as well as a revival of grotesques from the Renaissance.  

Ackerman refers to the eighteenth-century obsession with 

exotic things as an "eagerness for novelty which was a 

reaction from the ever looming spectre of ennui." She 

continues,
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Moreover, the anxiety of boredom invested the East 
with still further interest as a refuge from reality.  
Life had become a nuisance and effort to so many of 
the wealthy, that any promise of escape was a beacon 
light in their desperation. This strange new world 
of Asia that defied all anticipations was sufficiently 
far away to seem to offer surcease from the weight of 
existence, while the imaginary universe created in its 
name by artists was certainly outside of both time 
and space. . . .  

The same motives, moreover, awakened an interest in 
that other strange and distant world, America, and 
this too was met with a set of tapestries, as early 
as 1687.68 

It was during this time (the eighteenth century) that 

tapestries came to be designed for specific spaces in par

ticular apartments. Frequently tapestries were set into 

the paneling of a room: "This meant that the style of the 

tapestry took precedence over the theme." Thus "tapestry, 

an art of decorative illustration, from being primarily il

lustrative had become primarily decorative." In essence, 

"It was a precarious style, trembling on the brink of 

triviality." 6" Tapestries at the beginning of the nine

teenth century were already in a state of decline. The ad

vent of the machine age did not reverse this trend.  

French workshops continued making tapestry during the 

nineteenth century, but quality dropped to an all-time low.  

Odilon Redon, a major artist, was hired to design cartoons, 

but his delicate, sinuous designs were ill-suited to the 

requirements of tapestry. Ackerman asserts, 

. . . the cartoons were either candy box decora
tions with simpering women swirling in shapeless,
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suggestive petticotes, or chromo-lithographs, ob
noxious with forced sentiment in meaningless draw
ings. Without exception, the nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century designs for the French state fac
tories are so objectionable aesthetically that they 
are, no matter how innocuous the subject, disgust
ing.71 

Standards were no better outside France. The only place 

where an attempt was made for improvements was in England 

by William Morris and his associates. The products of 

nineteenth-century machines were abundant, cheap, and vul

gar. Morris believed a life of quality required products 

of quality. Looking to the Middle Ages as the ideal time, 

Morris extolled the idea of handcrafting objects. He hated 

the machine and the lack of standards both in products and 

in the lifestyle that developed with it. He called for 

purity of form and honesty in use of materials. The idea 

that art should be for everyone was among his themes.  

Another was that art should be uplifting and the joy should 

be in the work process. 7' Morris' own products did not 

fulfill his philosophy. Medieval methods of making objects 

caused costs to skyrocket so that only the economically 

privileged could afford his designs. Although his works 

generally are highly regarded, Ackerman believes his tapes

tries were deficient. Discussing those tapestries she says, 

"Indeed, these well-bred corpses have perhaps been more 

vicious than the unqualified vulgarities of the Gobelins, 

for the simulation of artistic merit has enough superficial
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success to seduce those who substitute taste for aesthetic 

perception.""7 Morris' influence waned and it was Jean 

Lurgat, during the next century, who actually revived the 

art of making tapestry--not only revived it, but imbued 

it with a new vitality.  

Jean Lurgat (1892-1966) began his professional life as 

a Parisian painter. By 1915, he had gained recognition and 

was selling his work. But, dissatisfied with paint as an 

expressive medium, he began to experiment with tapestry.  

Eventually, he worked for a brief time for the Gobelins 

tapestry workshop.  

During the 1930s, a number of painters were asked to 

design tapestry cartoons for the Aubusson shops, then under 

the direction of Frangois Tabard. Among the painters were 

Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque, Joan Mir6, and Lurgat. They 

were given the opportunity to know the weavers who would 

execute their designs, their studios, materials, and tech

niques. Lurgat, by this time, had already had enough ex

perience in his own work to know that tapestries must be 

designed as tapestries, not as paintings. He recognized 

that colors should be selected from dyed yarn rather than 

from pigment on canvas.  

In 1937, while still engaged at Aubusson, Lurgat saw 

the Apocalypse tapestry at Angers cathedral. He was deeply 

impressed with the lyrical nature of the design, perfectly
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suited to its medium. Although quite large (800 square 

yards), it was successfully executed with fewer than two 

dozen colors. The economy of means strongly influenced 

his attitude towards tapestry-making. At Aubusson, Lurat 

let the way. The palette was limited, colors were selected 

from dyed yarns, cartoons were rendered in black and white, 

and designs were made to coincide with the nature of woven 

wool. A standard set of instructions and terminology was 

established to facilitate communication between designer 

and weaver. Lurqat continued his association with Aubus

son, designing hundreds of cartoons, until his death.  

The tapestries Lurgat designed are figurative, ab

stract, and symbolic. Pierre Verlet describes them as 

follows:: 

The central theme of his work is the Apollinarian 
myth, which sets up the sun as the source of all 
life. . . . Thus the artist expressed his feelings 
through suns, stars, cocks, and a whole menagerie 
of friendly beasts. His persistent themes were the 
daily round, the pleasures of intellect and feeling, 
the conquests of science. . . . With Lurgat there is 
always a hidden something in reserve, like a contin
uously unfolding mystery; always something of that 
medieval magic which, merely by combining a sign of 
the zodiac with a leaf motif, could conjure up a 
vision of the universe in all its organic range, 
from dying star to living vegetable matter.73 

Lurgat wrote, "The works of man are so constituted that 

every individual experience contains something of the uni

versal." 7 1 Itis this experience that Lurgat incorporated 

into his tapestries.
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Lurgat not only designed cartoons, 
he also spoke and 

wrote to publicize his ideas, and, most important for con

temporary weavers, he founded the Centre International 
de 

la Tapisserie Ancienne et Moderne (CITAM) , which officially 

opened in Lausanne, Switzerland, in 1961. CITAM promotes 

preservation of traditional tapestry 
techniques and provides 

a biennial international exhibition for contemporary 
fiber 

works at the Mus6e cantonal des beaux-arts 
de Lausanne.  

The biennial exhibitions have been a major springboard 
of 

ideas and inspiration for contemporary users 
of fiber. It 

has been, and continues to be, very influential on American 

crafts makers.  

Fiber in American Craft 

Fiber as a purely expressive medium has been used in 

the United States since the 1940s. Previously, primary 

concern was making functional items. The transition oc

curred within the work of individuals who were 
in virtual 

isolation from each other. As information spread, there 

came to be a sort of "fiber art movement" which overlaps 

both art and craft considerations. The movement spans the 

country. Fiber art springs from and is influenced by many 

sources. Indigenous crafts, colonial handiwork, machine 

technology and commercially-made cloth, European tapestry, 

and twentieth-century aesthetics are among the many sources 

of this movement. No lineal progression exists, however,
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for the American fiber artist. Much of the linkage to those 

sources is a matter of awareness and inspiration.  

Historical Influences 

Prior to the American Revolution, the United States 

sent its raw materials to Europe and finished goods were 

brought back to be sold. Once independent, the United 

States was free to develop her own industry. Both before 

and after the Revolution there existed isolated pockets of 

craftsmen or individuals who did their own spinning and 

weaving to make functional items.  

Craftsmen of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

thought of themselves, not as artisans, nor as craftsmen, 

but as suppliers and producers who filled their own and 

their neighbors' needs. During those centuries, Anglos 

remained separate from indigenous crafts-makers. Manu

factured items were available mainly in the northeastern 

part of the United States. Transportation was limited, 

and ready-made goods that were shipped to the south and 

west were too expensive for most people.7 5 

By the last decades of the nineteenth century, the 

railroads had an extensive network of lines across the 

country. Industry began to make cheap goods. Easy trans

portation of inexpensive products led to a rapid decline of 

craft work in all but the most isolated areas and among 

ethnic groups.76
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The textile industry, at the end of the nineteenth 

century, suffered from indiscriminate eclecticism. Robert 

Riley writes, 

There was bound to be a reaction against the over

rich diet of commercial banality. It came in a 
back-to-the-crafts movement centered around the 
English designer, William Morris . . . . It was a 

singularly potent design force which lasted until 
World War I and resurrected a popular interest in 
handicrafts. . . . 77 

By the 1880s, Morris' ideas had penetrated the United 

States. At the same time, Louis Comfort Tiffany was call

ing for impeccable craftsmanship and good design for 

domestic objects.778 

Craft communities began to develop on a small scale.  

During the 1890s, for example, Elbert Hubbard founded a 

group at East Aurora, New York, and Jane Addams started 

Hull House in Chicago. Emphasis was placed on well

designed, handcrafted, functional objects. After World 

War I, crafts communities were established in the south

western part of the United States with the idea of pre

serving indigenous techniques and products (Spanish colo

nial and North American Indian) while infusing contemporary 

marketing methods and aesthetics. Many of these groups 

remained isolated and finally dissolved. Three still 

exist in Taos, Santa Fe, and San Antonio.7 9 

During the 1920s and 1930s another type of "primitive" 

art was discovered: the American rural crafts of the
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The "simple lines and 

attention to the nature of the materials" were considered 

admirable and made these objects, patch-work quilts, for 

example, great collector's items. 8 0 

Art schools established in the 1920s and 1930s often 

included crafts courses in their curricula." Cranbrook 

Academy of Art in Michigan and Black Mountain College in 

North Carolina were among the most influential. Cranbrook 

has produced many of the most prominent people currently 

working with fiber in the United States. Black Mountain 

College (open from 1933 to 1956) was an experimental school 

for fine, applied, and performing arts. Its influence is 

still felt. Weaver Anni Albers, a member of the Bauhaus.in 

Germany prior to World War II, was among many prominent 

artists and performers who taught there.82 Albers con

tributed significantly to the thinking about weaving in the 

United States, bringing "the message of abstraction to an 

eager group of students who affected dramatic change in the 

outlook of the American craftsman." 8 3 

In the early 1940s, Aileen 0. Webb, wealthy patron of 

the crafts, established America House to promote crafts in 

Putnam County, New York, where she lived. This organiza

tion, under her guidance, developed into the American 

Crafts Council (ACC), which continues to operate as a na

tional organization for gathering and disseminating

!I NO
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information for crafts makers. The ACC spawned the Museum 

of Contemporary Crafts, which provides exhibition space, 

and the magazine Craft Horizons (now American Craft), all 

under the leadership of Webb. 8 4 

While Albers and Webb were at work in the eastern part 

of the country, weaver Trude Guermonprez moved west. Like 

Albers,, Guermonprez left Europe as a result of the disrup

tions of World War II. She set up a studio in California 

where she wove professionally (fabric and art objects) and 

taught weaving. Her work dealt with clean, unadorned sur

faces. Any designs she used were incorporated into the 

surface of the cloth during the weaving process, not added 

later. Like Albers, she "taught American craftsmen to 

re-evaluate the loom as an expressive tool by demonstrating 

that fibers could be bound in nonfunctional forms with the 

probing validity of a work of art."" 

Those who tried to improve mass-produced cloth were 

also influential in the liberation of weavers from tradi

tional production of functional items. Two names stand 

out: Dorothy Liebes and Jack Lenor Larsen. Liebes studied 

art, then handweaving, then textile design. From 1930 to 

1958, she worked both independently and for various tex

tile manufacturers as a designer and consultant. One of 

her contributions to weaving was the emancipation of color.  

She was the first to combine blue with green, pink with
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plum, magenta with peach, purple with red, and mustard 

with yellow--all still considered exciting combinations in 

fashion and interior design. Liebes was also an innovator 

in the use of unusual materials in woven fabric such as 

metallics, reeds, bamboo, plastic, and many other new 

materials.8 

Jack Lenor Larsen has been a driving force in the de

velopment of textiles as "art fabric." He has worked tire

lessly as educator, curator, author, consultant, and 

promoter regarding developments in the use of fiber as an 

expressive medium. 87 During the past decade he has worked 

with the Museum of Modern Art in New York to produce 

several exhibitions of art in fiber. He also curated a 

major exhibition of fiber work, The Art Fabric: Mainstream, 

at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art in 1980. Larsen 

owns a business which produces high-quality commercial 

fabric in factories located in more than thirty countries.  

He designs fabric himself, and his work has been exhibited 

in many museums including the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, 

the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, the Museum Bellerive 

in ZUrich, and the Musde des Arts Decoratifs au Louvre in 

Paris. Robert Riley has said of Larsen, 

[He is] a catalyst for a group of designer craft
workers who have made advanced contributions to 
the world of textiles. Their impact has been 
singularly forceful because Larsen has the ability 
to translate the handwoven experimental art form 
into commercial mill production while still pre
serving the integrity of the original.a 8
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All of these forces together have brought about 

greater awareness of the possibilities inherent in the 

use of fiber. Many crafts makers still use fiber in its 

traditional role--the making of functional objects. Many 

approach weaving purely as a hobby. A number of artists 

have, since 1950, turned to fiber as their medium of ex

pression. These artists who work with crafts materials 

and techniques (and subsequently referred to as crafts 

makers) were much affected.by European influences.  

European Influences from 1950 

Three crafts makers initiated the transition from 

weaving two-dimensional tapestries to making sculptural 

forms with fiber. All were trained as painters in the 

art schools of their respective countries. They began 

working with fiber at about the same time, during the 

early 1950s. During the first few years of their explora

tions of the medium each was unaware of the other's work.  

Their work was first seen in major European art exhibi

tions at the end of the 1950s. The three crafts makers 

are Magdalena Abakanowicz of Poland, Jagoda Buic of Yugo

slavia, and Josep Grau-Garriga of Spain.  

Abakanowicz had been the most prominent of the three, 

both in Europe and the United States, for more than two 

decades. Her early tapestries were rectilinear, but with 

ever-increasing depth of relief. Protrusions began to
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appear, reaching out farther and farther towards the spec

tator. From 1962 to 1967, Abakanowicz moved her work away 

from the wall, suspending it from the ceiling. She 

created openings in the fabric surface, sometimes pene

trating those openings with organic forms on a monumental 

scale. Generally, she works with sisal, jute, hemp, and 

burlap. Synthetics and wools may be used in specific areas 

for their light reflecting or absorbing properties. Sur

face interest for woven objects is created by variation in 

the size of the yarns and the tightness of the weave. Ma

terials are usually left in their natural color. When 

color is used, it is monochromatic and intense.  

Some of Abakanowicz's forms are woven, some are molded, 

some are assemblages, and some are structured at the site.  

She often works without mechanical devices. She has 

created environmental works both indoors and outside. Her 

outdoor creations deal in part with the effects of nature 

upon the objects she has made. She is conscious of light, 

shadow, wind, and space. Indoors, she works with the ef

fects of specially placed artificial lights and with 

division and organization of space.  

Abakanowicz's work reflects both an intellectual and 

an emotional response to the world, her environment, and 

humanity. She has made the following statement about her 

work:
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I see fiber as the basic element constructing 
the organic world on our planet, as the greatest 
mystery of our environment. It is from fiber that 
all living organisms are built, the tissue of plants, 
leaves, and ourselves. . . . Handling fiber we handle 
mystery. A dry leaf has a net reminiscent of a dry 
mummy. What can become of fiber guided by the artist's 
hand and by his intuition? What is fabric? We weave 
it, sew it. We shape it into forms. When the biology 
of our bodies breaks down, the skin has to be cut so 
as to give access to the inside. Later it has to be 
sewn, like fabric. Fabric is our covering and our 
attire. Made with our hands, it is a record of our 
souls.  

My raw material is vegetable fiber, in its na
tural form or twined into fabric or ropes. I like 
working with it and feeling it. It is sensitive. It 
has a past of its own.  

My works grow to a leisurely rhythm, like creations 
of nature. They are organic like creations of nature.  
And like creations of nature, they will eventually 
turn into earth.  

Forms result from everyday emotions, like a 
diary. They are the product and the record of my 
time, with its experiences, disappointments, longings, 
and fears.  

My forms change as time goes by, like my face.  
They were a protest against the weaving conven

tions. A need to guide people into a world different 
from that of a noisy street and brutal technique. They 
were a cry of despair in the face of the ailments of 
civilization.  

They are, like sweat, a symptom of my existence.  

My work has always had many meanings, always be
cause I'm not illustrating something. I'm creating.  
It is about man, it is also about textiles. It is also 
about form.  

I feel that by choosing some parts only, I can 
say enough about the human form, and form in general, 
but also about the situation of man in the world he 
himself is creating. It is not my intention to con
trol the reception of my works."9 

This lengthy statement gives an indication of the depth of 

thought Abakanowicz gives to her work, its form and its 

materials, and its relationship to her life and the world
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around her. Her forms always relate to the human body, 

even the large environmental pieces (Fig. 1).  

Jagoda Buic also made the transition from small, flat 

tapestries to large works which form an environment of 

their own. However, her works are not related, visually, 

to the human body, but to architecture. Buic studied art 

history, tapestry, and theater decor and worked as a cos

tume and set designer for ballet, opera, and theater com

panies in Europe and North and South America. She began 

working with woven forms and was among the first to develop 

and exhibit woven environments (in the early 1960s). She 

also weaves tapestries, but rarely uses the traditional two

dimensional plane. In both her tapestries and her environ

mental pieces, Buic uses voids to integrate the woven form 

with its space. She innovated in this manner of handling 

weaving. Surface interest is another characteristic of 

her ouvre. No narrative or pictorial elements occur; 

rather, diagonal lines and geometric forms are developed 

by the relief structure that forms an integral part of the 

surface. Buic's techniques are traditional; her scale, 

monumental; and her colors, most often, blacks, browns, 

grays, whites. Buic calls her forms "imaginary structures" 

which express both psychical and physical ideas. Recog

nizing the importance of the tactile quality of weaving, 

she speaks of the "intimate eroticism of warm and flexible
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surfaces" of the forms which she "projects into space." 

Buic's architectural, environmental format is deliberate 

and a way of relating her work to the world. She says, "I 

ask myself whether the things which are happening around us 

today are not indicative that we are in the middle of a 

crisis of sensibility? Perhaps the new tapestries could be 

the means of bringing fresh ideas to a plasticized world.  

Tapestry has gone far beyond its original potential. . . ."go 

(Fig. 2).  

Another instance of tapestry that has "gone far beyond 

its original potential" is the work of Josep Grau-Garriga.  

Educated in graphics, interior design, and then painting, 

which he studied at the School of Fine Arts in Barcelona, 

Grau-Garriga graduated in 1951, and spent the ensuing six 

years painting murals for the churches of Catalonia. The 

churches had tapestry collections with which he became 

familiar. His growing interest in tapestry led him, in 

1957, to Paris to study with Jean Lurgat. Philippe de 

Montebello describes the result: 

Lurgat worked within a purely classical framework 
in haute lisse [vertical warp] with innovations not 
so much specifically technical as pictorial. Grau
Garriga, who had learned his craft from Lurcat, in

troduced a third dimension into the art of tapestry: 
he experimented with varying thicknesses in the weave, 
with new fibers both mineral and vegetable and turned 
Lurgat's flat surfaces first into bas-relief then 
haut-relief. More dramatically still, he recently 
wove tapestries that can be viewed from both sides 
and still others that include movable parts and 
whose appearances can be changed with a flick of 
the wrist.9 '
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Surfaces and forms of Grau-Garriga's work are sensuous, 

often blatantly sexual. He speaks of his work as origin

ating in his life experiences--the Catalonian land, people, 

and Spanish politics. He says, "There are so many possi

bilities. We have just begun to experiment. I think the 

most exciting creations are yet to come. Tapestry is 

closely allied to man himself. For me, it is something 

free and sensual and the most accurate means of expressing 

the ideas I feel are most valid"9 2 (Figs. 3, 4).  

While Grau-Garriga's ideas and use of fiber have in

spired a greater exploration of the medium's potentialities 

both in the United States and in Europe, his actual work is 

often overwrought. Form and substance tend to get lost in 

a mass of dangling parts and heavy fringes. It is all too 

easy to be beguiled by the tactile qualities of fiber and 

its visual seductiveness without moving into any deeper 

thought. An unfortunate effect Grau-Garriga's work has 

had on others is its emphasis on surface qualities alone 

with no thought for form or content. The most prominent 

example of his import appears in the East Wing of the Na

tional Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. The tapestry 

commissioned from Joan Mir6, called Woman, is a compilation 

of every cliche known to weaving. Its emphasis on shaggy 

surface, unrelieved intense color, and ordinary imagery 

is a second-rate (at best) plagiarism of what was for
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Grau-Garriga a matter of exploration and 
experiment. Jack 

Lenor Larsen called the piece a "travesty 
. . . the epitome 

of contradiction of concept and materials."
9 3 In spite 

of this deplorably prominent abuse of fiber, meaningful 

work does go on. And the three crafts makers discussed 

here have been largely responsible for the 
innovations, 

experimentations, and explorations of the medium which have 

occurred in American craft. As de Montebello states, "With 

Grau-Garriga in Barcelona . . . and Magdalena Abakanowicz 

in Poland and Jagoda Buic in Yugoslavia, the art of 

tapestry-making passed from renaissance 
to revolution."111 

American Craft c. 1960 to the Present 

Lenore Tawney is the first American crafts maker 
to 

use fiber as an expressive medium. She studied drawing and 

sculpture with Alexander Archipenko 
at the Chicago Art 

Institute and tapestry with Martta Taipale of Finland.  

Early on, she began breaking the traditional rules 
for 

handling yarn. According to Lee Nordness, "Tawney is 

credited with being one of the first weavers--if not the 

first--to create three-dimensional hangings, thereby free

ing the medium forever from functional uses 
. . . ." 5 Her 

forms are open, loosely woven, with shaped peripheries. In 

some pieces her handling of the yarn has a painterly quality.  

Tawney works with transparency and shadow. Her motifs are 

abstract. Her oeuvre reflects the influence of primitive
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cultures, particularly Pre-Columbian Peru, but 
she has de

veloped her own interpretation 
of ancient techniques and 

symbols. A response to nature is also evident in her work.  

As Tawney's work began to be exhibited (mid-1950s), 
others 

became aware of alternative possibilities with 
fiber, not 

in the area of commercial textiles, as with Dorothy Liebes 

and Trude Guermonprez, but as an expressive medium. After 

Tawney freed fiber from its past uses 
a number of crafts

makers began exploring its possibilities. 
Claire Zeisler, 

Gerhardt Knodel, and Warren Seelig are among those who 

have contributed something unique to the 
use of fiber.  

Claire Zeisler studied drawing and painting 
in Cin

cinnati and design at both Columbia University 
and the 

Chicago School of Design. She Later learned weaving in 

private classes. Her early works in fiber were loom-woven 

pieces in low relief. Zeisler began studying the work of 

primitive cultures and learning their techniques (Tawney 

dealt more with their imagery). In the early sixties, 

she began working primarily with knotting, creating sculp

tural forms. Since that time, she has developed her own 

language, working without the aid of a loom. 
Her works 

occur both in the round and in relief. She has created 

environments, made symbolic garments,, continued her free

standing sculptural forms, and made miniature fetishes to 

be held in one's hand. Zeisler's forms are frequently
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organic. They suggest ceremonial or ritual functions. 
The 

smaller works often appear to be primitive artifacts. 
She 

also displays a sense of humor, obvious in the "slinky" 

series in which she took children's toys called slinkies, 

wrapped them with vivid red yarn, and suspended them to bob

ble and bounce from the ceiling.  

Zeisler's first concern is with the medium alone. From 

it, she derives her imagery and forms. 96 When she uses 

color it is intense, saturated, and, most often, red. Re

cent work has been with leather and chamois, using 
tech

niques which are basic to fiber: cutting, stacking, folding, 

hanging, and, in a few cases, stitching. While this repre

sents a change in approach, in the sense that she starts 

with ready-made fabric, her iconography remains the same.  

Zeisler was the first to develop knotting beyond its 

functional or decorative qualities into structure and sculp

ture. She has led the way in creating an imagery that is 

simultaneously primitive and contemporary. Of those whose 

work derives from primitive cultures and traditions., Zeis

ler retains the clearest vision. Her forms are not clut

tered by excessive ornamentation, yet they maintain a 

mysterious quality. She continues exploring new avenues 

from her personal perspective.  

Working from an entirely different viewpoint is 

Gerhardt Knodel. After studying textiles at UCLA and



81

completing a master's degree at California State College, 

Long Beach, Knodel began designing sets 
for stage produc

tions. He states, 

During that time I made lots of observations about 

fabric as a medium on the stage. Those observations 

triggered interest in looking at my own 
home environ

ment. . . . It occurred to me that fabric could be 

used to shape the geometry of architecture into a 

more expressive and personal environment.  

Since 1970, Knodel has been working with fabric as an 

integral part of architectural interiors. He is concerned 

with the behavior of fabric in space, translucency of fabric, 

reflection and absorption of light, weightlessness rather 

than mass, and line created by the fabric edges. He says, 

"The limitations of a specific space actually become a re

source for new ideas and approaches." He also states, 

"I'm using a medium that everybody has some means to re

late to." 98 

Knodel has traveled extensively, including a lengthy 

stay in the Orient, to study fabric environments. His ob

servations during these trips have influenced his approach 

to his own work. He also responds to nature and has spoken 

of the effect of the broad horizon of the California coast 

and the trees and hills of Michigan.99 

Knodel's approach to fiber is unique. He is the only 

person creating exclusively three-dimensional fabric struc

tures that are intended to be permanent, integral parts of 

specific architectural space. These fabric structures are
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composed of two-dimensional fabric suspended in various 

configurations in space (Fig. 5).  

Using a different approach to two-dimensional 
fabric 

is Philadelphia craftsman Warren Seelig. 
Seelig studied 

design at Philadelphia College of Textiles and Science, 

then completed his M.F.A. at Cranbrook Academy of Art.  

His use of fiber is based on an intellectual 
analysis of 

the nature of woven cloth. He is interested in the un

adorned textile surface. Rectangular fabric planes are 

folded or bent in ways that are natural to fabric. Seelig 

avoids artifice while seeking pure or ideal forms. 
He is 

influenced by Constructivist philosophy, 
especially in the 

search for absolutes. He speaks of the Golden Mean of an

cient Greece and a perfect form that transcends 
all bounda

ries. He states, "It's true that there are things that are 

visually 'most right'--things that cross cultural and 
his

torical bounds. The imagery may be different, but the 

forms are absolute."10
0 Seelig is concerned with creating 

work which possesses a timeless quality.  

Much of Seelig's work either hangs flat against the 

wall or is in low relief. He uses thin vinyl strips en

cased in the cloth to act as skeleton for his reliefs.  

He strives to make these forms as "anatomically convincing 

as skin pressed against bone. "'
0 1  Until recently, he 

limited his palette to black, white, and red--the colors
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of a draughtsman. The latest work includes pieces with 

colored stripes which are integral to the cloth. 
Materials 

are limited to either tightly spun wool or cotton string.  

These yarns allow the "tooth" of the fabric to be visible-

tooth being the surface texture created by the interlacing 

of warp and weft. Seelig states, "I consciously reduce ma

terial imagery as a reaction to many fiber works where it 

seems form is hiding behind the more 'luxurious' surface" 102 

(Fig. 6).  

In addition to woven forms, Seelig has created sculp

tural pieces using brushes. The brushes are carefully 

selected by him on the basis of quality of materials, con

struction, and design. He works with the brushes, arranging 

them until they take a form he feels is intrinsic. In 

these structures, as well as some of the fabric construc

tion, Seelig deals with repetition and whether repeated 

patterns or forms can be made interesting. He describes 

his attitude towards his work as follows: 

The obsession to remove excess, to distill and con

sequently to clarify surface and form has had and 

will continue to remain vital in my involvement 

with fabric. I am driven to unmask the structure 

of fabric in order to reveal surface tooth, line, 

and unobstructed form. . . . A disciplined effort 

to reduce and focus in provides a clear space in 

which to develop and express my concern for making 

form out of fabric. The form tends to become anony

mous by its lack of reference to anything other than 

itself and that is what I wish. I am not concerned 

with expressing association to external aspects of 

the world. I experience great catharsis when I 

am able to see clearly, untainted by emotional
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barricades. What I wish to evoke lies more in a 

spiritual concern generated by an idealism and op

timism which may ultimately be unrealistic.10 

Seelig, more than any other user of fiber, explores the na

ture of the medium.  

Fiber lends itself to a myriad of expressions and 

explorations. This chapter treats only a few. The peo

ple discussed here fall under the classification of 

"crafts maker" not because the quality of the work, sensi

tivity to the medium, degree of thoughtfulness, and kind 

of expression are inferior but rather because 
of traditions 

associated with their chosen medium, where they show, and 

which magazines carry articles about their work. Yet, the 

issues they deal with are essentially the same as those of 

"high art." The world of "high art" has traditionally 

denigrated the use of fabric; however, this attitude has 

broken down in recent years. By the end of the 1970s, a 

substantial body of fiber-as-art had been done. In the 

next chapter the controversy caused by fiber in the art 

world will be studied.
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CHAPTER IV

FIBER AND ART 

Modernist painting, until the 1950s, was largely a 

matter of pigment on a flat surface. Maurice Denis' 

famous definition, published in 1890, had not been chal

lenged: "It is well to remember that a picture--before 

being a battle horse, a nude woman, or some anecdote--is 

essentially a plane surface covered with colors assembled 

in a certain order."' Challenge came from a small group 

of young artists working in New York in the mid-1950s.  

Among those artists was Robert Rauschenberg.  

Rauschenberg, influenced by Cubism, collage, and 

Dada of the early twentieth century, began adding objects 

from daily life, refuse from the urban environment, what 

Sam Hunter calls "sub-aesthetic materials [which] chal

lenged the hierarchy of distinctions between the 'fine art' 

status of the traditional art object and untransformed brute 

materials. . . ."2 Bits of newsprint, scraps of fabric, 

remnants of garments, old photos, drawing, and innumerable 

other items were incorporated--all swathed in paint in a 

manner similar to the gestural brushstrokes of the Abstract 

Expressionists. Lawrence Alloway points out that material 

unification is lacking in these "combine paintings"
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(Rauschenberg's term) and that their divergent bits are 

held together by the "patina of paint and wear."
3 Rauschen

berg wrote, "A pair of sox is no less suitable to make a 

painting with than wood, nails, turpentine, oil, and 

fabric."' 

In 1955, Rauschenberg composed a piece entitled Bed.  

Sheets, pillow, and patch-work quilt are stretched like 

canvas and used as the basis for a painting. These are 

fibrous materials out of American technology and handi

craft. Rauschenberg uses them, however, as a means of 

questioning traditionally held art concepts. He asks about 

the necessity of homogeneity of materials in an artwork.  

He also asks about sources of materials, that is, whether 

art can mean anything by limiting its sources. Hunter 

claims that Rauschenberg reconciles art with life by his 

inclusiveness.5 He also addresses the idea of art as il

lusion. Rauschenberg states, "At one time, perspective 

was considered an actuality. Now we know it is an illusion.  

In the same way, these combinations [of objects] are now 

actualities."6 Alloway, speaking of Bed, points out, how

ever, that "There is an element of illusionism about Rausch

enberg's work: the painting looks like a bed and the bed 

looks like a painting." 7 Rauschenberg has continued to 

appropriate materials from license tags to stuffed animals 

for his work (Fig. 7).
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By the early 1970s, Rauschenberg had investigated 

numerous means of expressing himself and his ideas. Bits 

and pieces of fiber and fabric had been incorporated among 

many other entities. In 1974-75, he developed two series 

in which fabric qua fabric was the basis of the works, the 

Hoarfrost series and the Jammer series. Both series show 

a handling of fabric in ways closely akin to the fiber 

artists discussed in Chapter III. Unstretched fabric, 

usually silk, forms the material basis of these works.  

Works in the Hoarfrost series consist of multiple layers 

of sheer fabric on which images have been placed by a 

lithographic process. The pieces are hung so that the 

natural draping qualities of the fabric become part of the 

work. The issues Rauschenberg addresses include juxta

position of divergent images by the layering of transparent 

or translucent fabric with different images on each piece.  

He also refers to the idea that it is difficult to see 

life clearly, as if reality is somehow veiled. In the 

Jammer series, Rauschenberg uses the fabric as imagery.  

The material basis of the series is colorful silk panels 

which may be sewn and/or stretched in various configura

tions. Rattan poles or weathered boards may be incorpor

ated. No drawing, painting, or printing appears on the 

panels. Configuration of each is strongly reminiscent 

of sails and the sea. Visually, these are the least complex
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of Rauschenberg's oeuvre. They also are the most direct in 

dealing with the fabric medium. They retain a sense of 

peace and border on beauty, while his other 
works do not.  

The inherent properties of the cloth--softness, draping, 

transparence or opaqueness--are requisite to the art (Fig.  

8).  

Claes Oldenburg is another major innovator who, be

ginning in the 1950s, challenged traditionally held notions 

about appropriate subject matter and materials. During 

the 1960s, Oldenburg used fabric of various types (for 

example, canvas, vinyl) to create giant pieces of food and 

everyday appliances (telephones, fans, egg-beaters, type

writers) which are, respectively, inedible and non

functional. Hunter speaks of the "rich play of shifting 

identities" in which the common, functional object becomes 

uncommon (mammoth scale) and useless. So, according to 

Hunter, the common and functional becomes art. Hunter 

states that Oldenburg was "motivated by the desire to break 

down the barriers between art and life."' Like Rauschenberg, 

Oldenburg deals with "sub - aesthetic" imagery and materials.  

The use of fabric is significant in these works for it 

denies the normal properties of the objects. A piece of 

cake, for instance, made of painted canvas and filled 
with 

foam rubber would hardly satisfy either psychological desire 

or physical need for food. Nor would an Oldenburg Soft
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Typewriter (1963) get a thesis written. The soft, col

lapsible nature of fabric allows it to yield 
to gravity, 

thus teasing our expectations that sculptural objects 

defy gravity. The fabric, of course, is used for its 

inherent properties, but these become integral 
to the 

work as a whole rather than standing as a statement about 

the qualities of fiber (Figs. 9, 10).  

Two other artists whose innovative use of materials 

during the 1960s was significant are Robert Morris and 

Sam Gilliam. During the early 1960s, Morris led the way 

in the creation of Minimal sculpture. He began experi

menting with materials and forms, breaking away from tradi

tional uses, and incorporating elements formerly foreign 

to the art process. During the last half of the decade 

Morris began creating "anti-form" art. Works called 

"scatter pieces" consisted of elements in piles on 
the 

gallery floor, such things as bits of metal wire, threads, 

lint, and other fibrous materials. He also used strips 

of industrial felt to make soft, hanging constructions.  

In both cases, he was exploring the nature of the materials, 

elements of chance or accident, and the abolition of rigid 

structure. Each time the pieces are installed the con

figuration changes. Again, "breaking down the barriers 

between art and life," these constantly shifting forms 

refer to the one certainty in life: change. The flexible
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nature of the fibrous materials 
reflect this notion in a 

way that rigid paint on a stretched canvas cannot (Fig.  

11).  

Sam Gilliam, contrary to Rauschenberg, Oldenburg, 

and Morris, worked with the conventional 
paint on canvas 

but in unconventional ways. 
In 1968, Gilliam used un

stretched canvas both during the 
painting process and in 

the display of the completed work. 
Several artists, for 

example, Helen Frankenthaler 
and Morris Louis, explored 

the textural properties of the canvas and 
its ability to 

absorb various types of color and paint. Jackson Pollock 

painted on unstretched canvas 
laid on the floor. It was 

Gilliam, however, who by "acknowledgment 
of the properties 

inherent to canvas itself [allowed] the canvas to be 

exactly what it really is--a flexible, 
drapable piece of 

cloth. . . ."9 Gilliam's painting is strongly allied 
to 

the Abstract Expressionists, especially Jackson Pollock.  

When he first decided to drape the paintings "it was al

most a spontaneous decision to display 
the paintings in a 

way which was more consistent with 
the manner in which 

they were made. They had been painted on the floor, 
oc

casionally supported by sawhorses and partly attached to 

the wall."' 0 Gilliam feels that by hanging or draping the 

paintings the form the canvas takes 
reinforces the gestural 

and spontaneous nature of his painting. He also feels that
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the works relate better to their architectural environ

ment." The paintings hang not only from the wall, but 

stretch out into the room, suspended from the ceiling.  

They may measure from a few feet to 150 yards in length.  

"The loose flow within the canvas is no longer contained 

upon the flat and rigid wall, but is appropriately released 

to actually envelop space and the viewer, and to create a 

total environment. . h1" Appropriation of space by 

the painting is another of Gilliam's innovations (Fig. 12).  

Besides indoor pieces, Gilliam has created works for 

the outdoors as well. The first attempt at displaying the 

draped canvases outdoors was a series of six panels called 

Seahorses. These first hung on the Philadelphia Museum of 

Art in 1975 and, in 1977, on the Brooklyn Museum of Art.  

Unable to withstand the effects of wind, rain, and sun, 

the works disintegrated. Gilliam learned that, as with 

clothing, certain structures and treatments can be given 

to fabric to help it withstand the ravages of weather.  

A series of large outdoor fabric works completed for a 

University of Massachusetts exhibition in 1978 more suc

cessfully dealt with the outside environment's 

While an infinite number of ways seems possible for 

hanging these unstretched canvases, Gilliam believes that 

only two or three configurations are appropriate for each 

work. However, an element of accident or chance is involved
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each time the pieces are moved. Further, variation in the 

outdoor installations occurs due to the effect of wind and 

rain shifting the structure. Nonetheless, Gilliam, "un

like the makers of distributional sculpture 
[scatter 

pieces], does not subscribe to an 
aesthetic of random

ness." I He believes that the fixed paint and fluid 
can

vas must coincide in their final configuration 
and this the 

artist controls.  

Gilliam, Rauschenberg, Oldenburg, and Morris are fore

most among contemporary artists in their explorations of 

media and meaning. Their work paved the way for new use of 

media, new theories of art, and new terminology. They 

played a significant role in the shift 
from "Modernism" 

to "Pluralism." 

Modernism to Pluralism 

The concept "Modernism" has encompassed much Western 

art since the mid-nineteenth century. "Modernism" is used 

synonymously with "avant-garde" and "Modernist 
art," and, 

more recently, with "mainstream" or "high" art. Although 

these terms may be used by individual writers to designate 

any segment of time during the last 150 years, 
or any of a 

number of groups of art works from that period, certain 

generally applicable characteristics exist.  

The Modernist period encompasses a diversity of ap

proaches with one thing in common: the quest for the New.
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Continual change is a Modernist concept. Until the second 

decade of the nineteenth century, artists had looked to 

past traditions to form a structure 
or set of rules or 

guidelines within which art could be made. "Beauty" was 

the ideal artists sought, with emphasis on imagery and 

story-telling.  

Social, economic, and political upheavals, especially 

in France, beginning with the French Revolution (1789-1799) 

and continuing into the middle of the nineteenth century, 

led to alterations in artists' ambitions. "Change" became 

a rallying point in art as in politics and society. The 

ideas of defying the past, making a new and better present, 

establishing a new order, and prognosticating the future 

became the dominant themes of art during the middle 
two 

quarters of the nineteenth century. The idea of change 

was also related to the Industrial Revolution and 
scien

tific discoveries. The rapidity with which products could 

be made and styles changed, along with the profit motive 

which was tied to product obsolescence, can be associated 

with rapidly changing approaches to art. In science, the 

idea that man is not entirely rational, nor the function

ing of nature entirely orderly, also influenced the imagery 

in art.  

In the 1830s, artists were overturning tradition, 

marching into new territory, depicting political and social
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themes, experimenting with new techniques. The term "avant

garde," which originally referred to 
the shock troops that 

led the way into battle, was adopted by art critics 
to 

describe the new art. The terms "Modernist" and "Modern

ism" were applied also. Nineteenth-century Modernist 

artists increasingly rejected illusionism, anecdote, and 

three-dimensional space. Continuing this trend, several 

distinct art movements of the early twentieth century 

are considered Modernist because of their rebellion 
against 

art's history (even the immediate history) and their experi

mental approach to form and materials. Among these move

ments are Fauvism, Cubism, Futurism, and Der Blaue Reiter.  

Until this time, most Modernist art was made in Europe.  

American artists who traveled and lived in Europe, espe

cially in Paris, returned to the United States with ideas 

about making avant-garde art. But it was only after two 

groups of European artists emigrated (as a result of the 

two World Wars) that avant-garde of Modernist art began to 

attract a substantial following in America.  

Critic Clement Greenberg took up the cause of Modern

ism during the 1940s. Greenberg, however, developed his 

own theory of Modernism which has had a profound effect on 

subsequent art and art criticism. His 1965 article "Modern

ist Painting" is the culmination of more than twenty years 

of observation and analysis of art. In this article he 

defines his theory of Modernism:
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The essence of Modernism lies, as I see it, in the 

use of the characteristic methods of a discipline 

to criticize the discipline itself--not in order 
to 

subvert it, but to entrench it more firmly in its 

area of competence.  

Each art had to determine, through the operations 

peculiar to itself, the effects peculiar and exclu

sive to itself. . . . It quickly emerged that the 

unique and proper area of competence of 
each art 

coincided with all that was unique to the nature 

of its medium......The limitations that constitute 

the medium of painting--flat surface, the shape of 

the support, the properties of pigment--were treated 

by the Old Masters as negative factors that could 

be acknowledged only implicitly or indirectly. Mod
ernist painting has come to regard these same limita

tions as positive factors that are to be acknowledged 

openly. Manet's paintings became the first Modernist 

ones by virtue of the frankness of which they declared 

the surfaces on which they were painted.  

Flatness, two-dimensionality, was the only condition 

painting shared with no other art, and so Modernist 

painting oriented itself to flatness as it did to 

nothing else. 15 

From Manet, Greenberg sees the development of Modernist art 

as a singular progression to C6zanne, Cubism, and Abstract 

Expressionism. He does not see this progression as pre

conceived theory which was then demonstrated by the art.  

Greenberg writes, "Modernist art has never been carried on 

in any but a spontaneous and subliminal way." 1 6  It is not 

a break with the past, but part of a continuum. When the 

spontaneous searchings of the individual artist fall within 

that continuum, great art results. But the continuum is 

only recognized in retrospect.  

Greenberg's dictatorial manner, his apotheosis of a 

cultural elite, along with the dogma itself, have engendered
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a reaction among artists and critics to either deny his 

theories or at least expand them to a more comprehensive 

view of the nature of art.
1 7  Joseph Masheck's excellent 

article "The Carpet Paradigm: Critical Prolegomena to a 

Theory of Flatness" (1976) broadens the concept of Modern

ism. 1 8 

Masheck traces the flattening of pictorial space to 

nineteenth-century design theories. Centralization of 

production took the manufacture of .items for the home, 

along with everything else, out of the hands of individual 

craftsmen. Public exhibitions of industry's wares took 

place, one of the first and most famous being the Great 

Exhibition at the Crystal Palace in England in 1851. This 

exhibition kindled an awareness on the part of artists and 

designers of the lack of standards and excessive ornamenta

tion used by industry in designing merchandise.'
9  John 

Ruskin and William Morris were among many who began writing 

about quality of design, appropriate use of materials, and 

a unity of form with function. Michel-Eugene Chevreul, 

head of the dye works at the Gobelins, developed a theory 

of the optical effects of juxtaposed colors. Owen Jones 

published The Grammar of Ornament (1856), a compendium of 

design motifs from Europe and Asia. Authors such as Charles 

Dickens, Edith Wharton, and Edgar Allan Poe wrote about 

design theory; in Dickens' case, a satirical view, while
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Wharton and Poe expounded serious views. These writers, 

and others, were mainly concerned with items for the home.  

The carpet was often the central focus. Flat, abstract 

designs received approval by all of those 
writing on de

sign theory. These ideas began to influence artists. Ac

cording to Masheck, 

In 1885 or 1886 a text appeared which for such mem

bers of the new movement as Gauguin and Seurat and 

the poet Gustave Kahn finally conferred upon 
the 

carpet and related metaphors definitive standing as 

paradigms for the desirable flatness of advanced 

painting. This document, called the "Papier de 

Gauguin," was said to have been written by a Per

sian poet named Vehbi Mohammed Zunbut-Zade. Gauguin 

seems to have made the "Papier" cult reading of 

sorts. Kahn said that Seurat "possessed a copy of 

it . . . ; it was an oriental text on the gradation 

of harmonies." From this point on in Post

Impressionism, for a painting to be likened to a 

carpet was unequivocal praise.
0 

By the time Maurice Denis published his statement on 
the 

nature of painting (quoted earlier), the theories regarding 

flat design had already been taken up by art critics.  

Felix F6neon, for example, related Seurat's A Sunday After

noon on the Island of La Grande Jatte to tapestry. Masheck 

indicates that "What was new [in Denis' theory] was his de

emphasis on sculpturesque pictorial form. . . ." Masheck 

goes on to say, "We should remember that what Denis actually 

said was that a picture is a plane with color patches ar

ranged in an order before it is something else; in fact, 

it implies that the picture will be something else." Ac

cording to Masheck, Matisse assimilates Denis' theorizing
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in his "Notes d'un peintre" and adds his concepts 
of art 

as decoration."1 Masheck writes, 

Eventually the decorative tendency in painting be

came firmly established. . . . The carpet paradigm 

had served as critical support for an increasingly 

abstract painting that tended toward the fundamental 

literalistic flatness of arabesque, in opposition 

to the Renaissance-survival concept of the easel 

painting as a framed window opening illusionistically 

into a box of space. Consequently, the paradigm lost 

its argumentative force as the attitude which it ex

pressed became first acceptable, then conventional 

and ultimately--in the time of Cubism--reactionary.  

With Cubist reconstitution of pictorial space "the 
positive 

flatness of the decorative ideal no longer seemed fully 

adequate to the requirements of painting."
2 3 Other issues 

began to dominate the thinking and writings 
of artists and 

critics. However, references continued to the carpet para

digm and its larger context, decorative issues. Decorative 

aspects were attributed to Abstract Expressionist painting.  

The lack of apparent subject matter and all-over quality 

of the imagery led some critics to relate many of these 

works to wallpaper. But these ideas really remained as 

a substratum until the 1970s and the advent of Pluralism.  

Greenberg, rejecting the broader aspects of Modernist 

art, including its relation to the carpet paradigm, held 

that Abstract Expressionism was, in fact, the apex and the 

end of Modernism. Greenberg relegates Pop, Op, Minimal, 

and other 1960s movements to an inferior status--not part 

of the avant-garde. Other critics, such as Irving Sandler,
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extend the avant-garde to include Minimalism and talk of 

the "death of the avant-garde" with the innovations 
of the 

1970s.2 Kim Levin, among others, wrote an obituary for 

the avant-garde in an article entitled "Farewell 
to Modern

ism" (1979).25 She describes the end of Modernism: "The 

mainstream [Modernism] trickled on, minimalizing and con

ceptualizing itself into oblivion, but we were finally 

bored with all that arctic purity." Levin compares Modern 

art with science and its emphasis on progress and objective 

truth and with technology and its basis in man-made 
forms.  

She writes, "emphasis [was] on structure rather than sub

stance." Art, however, began to respond to the world's 

problems and needs. According to Levin, 

Post-modernism is impure. It knows about shortages.  

It knows about inflation and devaluation. It is 

aware of the increased cost of objects. And so it 

quotes, scavenges, ransacks, recycles the past.  

Its method is synthesis rather than analysis. It 

is style-free and free-style. Playful and full of 

doubt, it denies nothing. Tolerant of ambiguity, 

contradiction, complexity, incoherence, it is ec

centrically inclusive. It mimics life, accepts 

awkwardness and crudity, takes an amateur stance.  

Structured by time rather than form, concerned with 

context instead of style, it uses memory, research, 

confession, fiction--with irony, whimsy, and dis

belief. Subjective and intimate, it blurs the 

boundaries between the world and the self. It is 

about identity and behavior. 26 

Levin proposes that much art made during the seventies 

actually represents the final phase of Modernism. The 

forms and purposes are the same as in Modernist art with 

an overlay of decorative excess. Lucas Samaras' fabric
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constructions and work of the pattern painters (Joyce 

Kozloff, for example) express the Modernist sensibility, in 

Levin's view, because they simply multiply "minimal 
forms 

into ornamental designs ."27 

One can see that confusion exists about both terminol

ogy and classification of artists' works since 1960. 
Irving 

Sandler tried to clarify the issues in an article entitled 

"Modernism, Revisionism, Pluralism, and Post-Modernism" 

(1980). Modernism, according to Sandler, can be defined 

in two ways: it may include "every tendency that seems 
at 

all 'progressive,' that is, different from what has been," 

or it may be limited to a "single tendency proclaimed as 

mainstream or avant-garde." Sandler writes that the avant

garde is dead: "Frontiers may remain, but the artists who 

discover them cannot be considered avant-garde since the 

impulse to press to the limits has become established as 

a tradition."28 The revisionist would dismiss the narrow 

view of avant-garde art and say instead that at any given 

time there exists a continuum on which the art ranges from 

good to bad rather than a sharp break between the two.  

Pluralism as a concept came into use in the early 

1970s. Sandler writes, "It is the broad view, embracing 

every current tendency and considering each of equal 

value." The difficulty with the term "Pluralism" is, 

in Sandler's view, that it stifles debate. The term
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"Post-Modernism," which came into use at the end of the 

decade, is more conducive to discussion since it "could 

be dialectically opposed to modernism.1"29 

In sum, confusion still exists over terminology. Some 

critics see Greenberg's Modernist era as being too narrowly 

defined. In a round table discussion, April Kingsley said 

it was really a time of Pluralism and Greenberg simply did 

not recognize all that was going on. In the same discus

sion, Michele Cone claimed that Pluralism indicates 
"an 

inability to recognize the unity" of what is happening.  

Then John Perreault, speaking of the confusion of terms, 

stated, 

Could it be that because of the open situation 

everyone has cold feet? You are thrown back to 

your own judgment. Not everyone is up to that.  

I think it would be sad if we were to fall back 

into looking for an authoritarian situation, which, 

I am afraid, may reflect something in the larger 

society that I, for one, do not want to have any

thing to do with. I would rather have this chaos.30 

These attempts to define and label are intended to 

facilitate communication. They are, in certain cases, at

tempts to elevate some art to a higher status according 

to material and content. Greenberg relegated to kitsch 

much that Pluralism includes, that is, sub-aesthetic 

materials and low culture sources. Pluralism is, for some 

critics, a continuation of Modernist exploration; for 

others, the final decadent phase of Modernism; and for 

still others, non-Modernist because of its sources for
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media and imagery. Unresolved, these issues illuminate 

critical response to fiber entering the exhibition space 

of "high" art.  

Fiber, Fabric 

Fiber, as defined in Chapter I, is a thread-like sub

stance, man-made or natural, capable of being spun or woven.  

Fiber in the form of woven canvas has been used as the base 

for painting for several centuries. Fiber in the forms of 

felt, thread, and cloth has been used both practically and 

expressively for millennia. Artistic exploration and ex

position of the nature of fiber in its various manifesta

tions have only taken place during the last three decades.  

Unprocessed fiber is rarely used. Robert Morris' 

scatter pieces are an exception. Felt, also used by Mor

ris, has only minimal processing, that is, the addition 

of moisture and pressure to mat the fibers together. Felt 

is most often made of wool since its inherent properties, 

especially its rough surface, cause the fibers to cling 

compactly together. While Morris simply used strips of 

industrial felt, others have shaped it into configurations 

expressive of ideas beyond itself. Joan Livingstone, for 

instance, has made giant felt squares in which extraneous 

materials or colors are imbedded as fragments of life 

or thought caught in a static web. She has also made 

humanoid forms which appear as ghost-like hollowed-out
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creatures juxtaposed or impaled on rigid metal 
rails. The 

warm, tactile, fuzzy surfaces of the felt contrast with 

the cold metal much like humans contrast with 
their steel 

skyscraper environment. Instead of being incarcerated 

within the metal framework, Livingstone's creatures are 

skewered by it. Natural attributes of the felted fiber make 

it the ideal medium for provoking a variety of sensations 

and ideas in these works. Most frequently, however, fiber 

is twisted into rope or spun into thread or yarn, then 

woven to make cloth (Fig. 13).  

Weaving is an additive technique and an ordering proc

ess. These two characteristics come before any others 
in 

dealing with woven forms and they affect the attitudes 
of 

those who work with fiber. It is easy to become enthralled 

with augmentation alone, forgetting form or substance.  

The ordering of fiber into a specific structure, based 

on the grid, is necessary to make cloth. Certain artists 

have embraced these inherent properties. In the work of 

Warren Seelig, this structuring is the basis of a search 

for purity, absolutes, logical relationships. Grau-Garriga, 

on the other hand, carries the ordering full-circle--his 

ordering of the materials ends in chaotic forms and sur

faces. Perhaps Grau-Garriga's work more closely reflects 

the way most of us live.  

The structuring and character of the materials give 

certain characteristics to fabric. Weaving is a process of
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interlacing elements so that the warp, the weft, or both 

are visible. Texture, flexibility, and appearance of 

the imagery are affected by the way in which yarns are ex

posed and by the compactness of the weave. Tapestry, for 

instance, is dense, heavy, and stiff. Generally made of 

wool, its texture is coarse and its body opaque compared 

to the diaphanous nature of the silk panels used by Rausch

enberg. Fiber techniques also include knotting, netting, 

looping, crochet, embroidery, and myriad others. Each 

lends its peculiar properties of density and flexibility 

as well as surface appearance to the end structure. The 

one element all fiber techniques share is a fracturing of 

the surface, hence the broken or rough appearance of the 

image. This differentiates fiber from paint which, as a 

liquid, can be applied without this fracturing, leaving 

a smooth, glossy surface. The way in which colors must be 

juxtaposed in fiber techniques is also different from paint

ing. With paint colors can blend into one another in in

finite gradations, but trying to emulate this effect with 

yarn leads to disastrous results. Colors can be interlaced 

(hatching techniques) or abutted (with slits or interlock

ing techniques) but the individual color retains its own 

identity in either case. The closest visual analogy in 

painting to the effect of fiber techniques is that of the 

pointillists. Surface characteristics of fiber works tend

-- ------ - -
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to flatten imagery, thus making three-dimensional depic

tions difficult.  

Light-reflective properties of various fibers are also 

a factor. Wool absorbs light while silk, in certain types 

of weaves, reflects it. Metallics may be added to high

light an area or used to make the entire work. Paint, of 

course, can be either flat or glossy, also giving a choice 

of reflective qualities.  

Another important factor in the use of fiber is the 

amount of time required to accomplish a work. Weaving (and 

other fiber techniques) is an inherently slow and methodi

cal process. An example of the effect of the time element 

is seen in artist Ken Havis' decision to turn from fiber 

to paint in order to express his ideas more rapidly. Al

though fiber and fabric remain as the basis of much of his 

work, he feels compelled to produce a body of work con

taining some specific ideas more quickly than could be done 

with fiber.31 The slowness of working with fiber, the con

templative nature of the process, counters the fast-paced 

world we live in. The tactile properties also have a direct 

relationship to nature which is necessary for keeping one's 

life in balance.  

Fiber generally has a primitive aura. Irregularities 

are more likely to be in evidence in fibrous works. Ac

cording to Jean Lurcat, fewer "subtle resources" are
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available. Contrasts, construction, and basic design 

"weigh more on our sensibilities. . . ."3 Abstraction 

of image is inherent in the methods of using fiber.  

Choice of material allows certain forms to be created.  

Fiber, in its myriad variations, is capable of many con

figurations. It can be rigid or flexible, two-dimensional 

or three, dyed or left in its natural color, fine or 

coarse, light-reflecting or light-absorbing, soft or hard 

to the touch. Fiber can be constructed to express any 

concept from the range of human intellect, emotions, and 

imagination. Fiber has strong associational value due to 

its ubiquity in our daily lives. Different types of fiber 

can be suggestive or specific kinds of experience. The 

rough appearance of jute or burlap, for example, will pro

voke different sensations from a sleek, shiny silk. The 

one thing fiber cannot be is a liquid medium. This, how

ever, might change as technology provides new methods of 

handling materials. Synthetic fibers are made from liquid 

solution which is extruded by machine into an environment 

conducive to hardening of the filament. Should similar 

equipment become available for individual use the possi

bilities for fiber expressions and constructions would be 

broadened even more. Meantime, for those artists who 

choose to work with fiber qua fiber, the potential is still 

enormous. One artist whose work expands the notion of 

fiber is Bulgarian-born Christo (born Christo Javachef).
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Christo uses woven fabric and rope to wrap natural 

and man-made objects of all sizes and configurations.  

In a recent talk, he expressed his concerns with the 

medium. Christo describes fabric as being provocative, 

encouraging a desire to touch. In its flexible and tem

porary nature it relates to tents and nomads. Color, 

weight, size, texture, and components (synthetic or natu

ral) fuse so the fabric blends with its setting. The 

composition temporarily interferes with that setting, with 

whatever is going on there. 3 3  Christo says, " . . . the 

fabric is like an extension of our skin, it is very related 

to human existence." 3 4 

In 1976, Christo completed The Running Fence, a fabric 

fence which stretched across twenty-four and a half miles 

of Sonoma and Marin Counties, California, and into the 

Pacific Ocean. The entire project took four years from 

proposal to conclusion, hung for two weeks, and now exists 

in documentation (film, photos, books) and memory. Choice 

of medium was and is integral to Christo's concepts.  

Gretchen Woelfle writes on the relational aspects of the 

fabric of the Running Fence: 

The material of the fence, 18-foot-high white nylon, 
a standard industrial fabric, is essential to the 
life of the work. It is a flowing, glimmering rib
bon or river of light. It is a sail anchored to 
the land. It is a translucent screen silhouetting 
trees behind it and filtering the sunset through it.  
It is the flowing drapery of the sky and the ocean.  
It is the aura of the land. It hovers between the
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earth and the sky, expressing the fluidity of sky 
and the substance of earth. Though tiny when seen 
from the air, it asserts a clear silvery statement 
across the long vista. Much environmental art seems 
to impose on the landscape in a harsh way, or to be 
obliterated by the vastness of the land itself. Run
ning Fence neither intrudes nor disappears, but with 
a subtle, magical gesture touches the landscape and 
transforms it.3s 

Association of the Running Fence to sailboats is appropriate.  

Both contain a paradox of sound and silence. The fabric 

was attached by metal hooks to wire and metal poles much 

like a sail connects to a mast. As the fabric flapped in 

the wind the metal supports clanked against each other.  

But, as with sails on a boat, the sounds do not intrude on 

the contemplative atmosphere surrounding the work as a 

whole 3 6 (Figs. 14, 15).  

An earlier example of Christo's fabric work, on view 

six weeks in 1969, at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chi

cago, was called Christo Wrap In Wrap Out. In this work, 

Christo packaged the museum. The outside of the building 

was covered with heavy tarpaulins and tied with rope, 

while the museum's sign was wrapped with semi-transparent 

polyethylene. The same fabric wrapped around a thirty-six

foot tree which had been cut down in order to remodel the 

sidewalk. The packaged tree appeared in the main gallery.  

Overlapping tarps covered the front entrance. Emergency 

exits, the loading dock, and the roof remained free of 

fabric. Christo wrapped the floor in one gallery, a
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staircase and bannister, and the pay phone booth and exit 

signs. He also stacked the furniture and installation 

props and packaged them with fabric and rope.3 Christo's 

idea was to convert the museum from a showcase for art 

into a work of art. According to the museum's director, 

most visitors, even those knowledgeable about art, felt 

confused about the aesthetics involved. He pointed out 

that by entering the museum one became part of the art 

work. And, once inside, the experience of the internal 

wrappings "must have hypnotized the viewers and drawn them 

to experience it with their bodies, for all day long the 

gallery was filled with people sitting, crouching, or pros

trate in silent contemplat-ion." He observes that one ef

fect of this work is to provide a rethinking of "the idea 

of a museum and all it stands for." 38 Sherman E. Lee, 

former director of the Cleveland Museum of Art, took a 

negative stance. Referring to those responsible for the 

wrapping as "heathen who have defiled the sanctuary," Lee 

said this proves the museum is "dedicated to vaudeville." 3 9 

Actually Christo's work goes much deeper than Lee 

would like to admit. In all of his work, certain underly

ing principles exist. Choice of materials is deliberately 

and care-fully considered for visual and visceral effect 

as well as durability and strength. The procedures and 

configurations relate to concealment, surprise, death,
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construction, gifts, and projection, among other things.  

Christo challenges traditional notions of perception and 

expectation. Viewing one of Christo's wrapped objects, 

one tends to mentally unwrap it. When the wrappings are 

removed, one's memory rewraps the object. Also, veiling 

an art work once indicated completion and the unveiling 

provided a presentation to the public. With Christo's 

packages the veiling and the veil are an integral part of 

the work. 0 

Each of Christo's projects expands beyond the limits 

of the art world. Having appropriate materials manufac

tured, acquiring legal permits, gathering technical data 

and the means or machines to carry out the work, plus 

hiring workers to help construct the piece involve a com

plex network of people including engineers, attorneys, 

land owners or building owners, local citizens, law courts, 

accountants, photographers, ecologists, and many others.  

His projects are often controversial, with legal battles 

alone taking several years. His projects are, in a way, 

subversive. They are intended to get a cross-section 

of people with divergent views to come together and work 

through their differences while sharing the larger ex

perience of the projected work. Christo says, 

The project is teasing society, and society 
responds, in a way as it responds in a very 
normal situation like building bridges, or 
roads, or highways. What we know is different
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is that all this energy is put to a fantastic irra
tional purpose, and that is the essence of the 
work. ' 

Fineberg states, 

Christo's work proceeds on the assumption that the 
most important contribution of art is its impact on 
the ongoing development of thought, and that the ob
ject itself has little worth once its historical ef
fect on its contemporaries has been achieved.4 2 

Christo selects media and forms to which we all can relate 

in some way. He proposes projects which require expertise, 

opinions, and participation of many different people from 

a variety of professions. These projects provide a real 

experience, for those participating, of interacting with 

politicians, economists, ecologists, artists, students, and 

others, as opposed to the more ordinary vicarious experience 

of watching events and debates over issues take place on 

television. In spite of consistently working outside the 

mainstream of modern art, Christo has received international 

acclaim for his art. Indeed, if any works of art have 

truly bridged the gap between art and life it has been the 

art of Christo.  

Art Fabric, Designer Fabric 

Fabrics are constructed with different qualities to 

serve particular purposes. Strength, durability, weather 

resistance, drapability, color, and texture are among the 

properties fabric may be given. Kind and degree of those 

properties depend on whether the fabric is for industrial



118

use, designers (fabric for interiors or clothing), or 

art.  

The fabric used by Christo is industrial quality; 

that is, its structure and components give it a greater 

degree of strength and durability than is necessary for 

domestic uses or art works. While art fabric and designer 

fabric have some basic similarities, the underlying pur

poses and the tangible results differ.  

Designer fabric above all else must be marketable.  

Production, therefore, is geared towards eye appeal and 

practical use. Many of the considerations are the same as 

those of Medieval tapestries; that is, it must be durable, 

provide protection, and be visually enticing. Once end 

use is determined (clothing, carpet, upholstery, etc.) 

matters of texture, color, pattern, and scale are decided.  

Properties of the fiber are considered; then structure of 

the cloth is determined. Special treatments may be used 

such as mothproofing, weatherproofing, or fire retardance.  

Cost of production, promotion, and the profit margin are 

primary concerns. An announcement of the opening of 

Modern Master Tapestries, a gallery dedicated to selling 

contemporary wall hangings, exemplifies some of these con

siderations. The pieces, designed by "this century's 

leading artists," such as Pablo Picasso, Joan Mir6, Jim 

Dine, and Frank Stella, are woven
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. . . in what is commonly called a rug or pile weave, 
sometimes sculpted or shorn on different levels. All 
the tapestries are hand-woven of pure virgin wool or 
silk and dyed with colorfast dyes. Most of the hang
ings are made in editions of six to twenty, and many 
can be ordered in special sizes. . . . An Aubusson 
weave can also be stipulated, and one-of-a-kind de
signs can be woven to specifications. 4 3 

The announcement goes on to discuss prices which vary ac

cording to the artist and the size. Whether the cloth is 

intended for clothing or interior decoration, the ultimate 

purpose of designer fabric is selling at a profit. Con

juring artists' names is meant to suggest elements of 

quality and desirability to a consumer. It does not matter 

whether those artists have any expertise with the medium, 

nor does content matter. Commercialization is the sole 

objective.  

Dorothy Liebes (discussed in Chapter III), while an 

innovator in many ways, never moved beyond the realm of 

mass-produced cloth, where, again, primary concerns relate 

to eye appeal and marketability. Jack Lenor Larsen de

signs on another level. His cloth has higher quality in 

terms of fiber content, workmanship, and design. It is 

for the few with sufficient purchasing power to buy one-of

a-kind items. Yet, Larsen does not intend to express any

thing beyond the decorative, the practical, and the 

profitable. Gerhardt Knodel moves closer to the concerns 

of artists. Working out of knowledge of art history, the 

history of weaving, and fabric application of various
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contemporary world cultures, Knodel designs works that are 

emotive as well as decorative.  

Questions about what makes art fabric different from 

designer fabric and whether there can be an interaction 

are addressed by The Fabric Workshop in Philadelphia.  

Established in 1977, The Fabric Workshop invites artists 

to spend a period of time designing silk-screened cloth 

for commercial purposes. Essentially the Workshop wants 

to introduce artists to mass-production methods and develop 

artistic designs for commercially-produced fabric. The 

somewhat utopian ideal of uplifting the American lifestyle 

by way of well-designed products stems from the Arts and 

Crafts Movement in late nineteenth-century England, the 

Bauhaus in Germany, and a number of other twentieth-century 

attempts to bring quality design to the production of goods.  

Exhibitions of items produced at the Workshop have provoked 

discussion. Words such as "banal," "budget multiples," 

"fussy," "design clich6," "practicality," and "marketable" 

are used to describe the ordinary output of fabric manu

facturers. Terms such as "ironic," "exaggeration," "com

mentary," "punning," "spontaneous," "questioning," and 

"response" [provoking] describe the art part. Sarah 

McFadden states, 

Works of art that proclaim their utilitarian ser
viceability--as furniture, clothing, mechanical ob
jects--while maintaining their claim to "high" art 
status, challenge their viewers and users to
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reconsider the conventional distinctions between 

art and craft, design and decoration.) 5 

McFadden also says, "it is the artist's freedom to act out

side the marketplace that allows him to criticize not only 

the design of the consumer goods it produces, but the so

ciety that has let it take control."4 6 

Among participants in the Workshop is Kim MacConnel, 

whose fabric art has been exhibited during the last decade.  

MacConnel's format generally consists of several unstretched 

panels of fabric, from a few inches to more than a foot in 

width, which vary in color and are stitched together in 

vertical strips to form a whole piece. Different designs 

may appear on each panel. These painted motifs are ab

stract, referential configurations. Exaggeration of the 

size of the designs and a childlike simplicity of repre

sentation along with the garish colors of the panels lend 

a primitive quality to the works. MacConnel's works, which 

refer to Matisse's painted fabric patterns, are part of a 

1970s movement called "pattern painting." Decorative in 

nature, these pieces, according to Edward Lucie-Smith, 

often look like juxtapositions of "discarded theatrical 

borders."" 

Some of MacConnel's imagery refers to domesticity. In 

a work entitled Terrific (1979), two panels contain float

ing coffee cups or toasters painted over a wallpaper-like
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pattern of roses. These panels are juxtaposed with panels 

containing chairs, automobiles, and spaceship configura

tions. In another mood, pieces entitled Affordable (1980) 

and Formidable (1981) deal with images of war. Bombs, 

military hats, stars, grenades, and ships are depicted on 

various panels and collaged with images of man, tractors, 

and umbrellas. Jeane Silverthorne writes that "MacConnel 

collapses differences between things. . . ." and he deals 

with the "corruptibility of signs." She says, "Entropy is 

the reality of this mimesis.""8 The fragmentation, simpli

fication, and juxtaposition used by MacConnel incline 

towards absence of forms, hierarchy, or differentiation.  

The relation of these works to contemporary life is espe

cially apparent in the area of commercial television.  

Programs intended as entertainment are so fragmented both 

within the presentation itself and by commercial interrup

tions that it is difficult to have any sense of order or 

continuity. And the commercials are often so well done 

that they are frequently more entertaining and coherent 

than the show. Differentiating ads from entertainment be

comes impossible. Television news coverage is equally 

culpable. News programs on the three major networks look 

so much alike in format and presentation that it is hard 

to discern differences. Within each newscast all stories 

are presented in the same banal tones and fragmented forms,

4*W-81 1 1
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with the most gruesome juxtaposed with the most delightful 

in a confusing collage. Even sports are subject to de

valuation of what is significant so that all plays begin 

to look equal. One no longer sees a game with a beginning, 

a middle, and an end; instead we have an endless series of 

instant replays colliding with multiple unrelated commer

cials. As with MacConnel's repeated, juxtaposed, banal 

images, establishing standards or a system of values becomes 

impossible. The simple, plain-woven, unstretched fabric 

which contains this imagery is, in a way, a common denomi

nator among people and between people and this particular 

art. The fact that it is not stretched, but hangs like 

curtains or clothes, makes it more accessible. The decora

tive aspects, that is, repetition, apparent simplification 

of ideas, colorfulness, and craft-oriented techniques of 

sewing and draping, put MacConnel's work on the precarious 

border between fine and applied art (Fig. 16).  

In essence, the difference between designer fabric and art 

fabric lies in the intent of the designer or artist. Designer 

fabric can range from beautiful to gimmicky. It can refer to 

things outside itself but usually does not, at least not in any 

profound way. The main considerations involve attracting the 

consumer's attention, fulfilling a particular function, and 

being salable. These three motives may be part of making art 

fabric, but they are not primary goals. Art fabric is in

tended to raise questions and make comments about art and
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life. Expression maybe subtle or blatant; imagery maybe a 

pastiche or an original. In any event, art fabric is intended 

to express or provoke rather than being pretty and profitable.  

The border between art and not art, as mentioned con

cerning Kim MacConnel's art, is, in much contemporary art, 

difficult to ascertain. Questions about an artist's use of 

decorative elements have been among the most important ad

dressed by both artists and critics in recent years. This 

issue is of special concern to those who choose fiber or 

fabric as their medium.  

Fiber, Art, and the Decorative 

During the 1970s, a body of art works emerged which 

came to be known as "pattern painting." Within this move

ment are a number of artists, both men and women, from all 

sections of the United States, whose approach to art varies 

widely. However, they have two things in common: all draw 

inspiration from third-world cultures, 49 and their work is 

described as or associated with the decorative.50 

Art critics, for most of this century, have used 

"decorative" as a pejorative. The following phrases from 

Amy Goldin's article on Matisse's decorative work illus

trate the way many critics regard the decorative: 

It is generally acknowledged that art satisfies de
mands decoration cannot fulfill. . .  

Decoration is "mere" because it is intellectually 
vapid.
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The mindlessness of decoration does not denyit con
siderable emotional range. . . . Decoration is beyond 
the pale insofar as it does not imply any aim other 
than beauty, pleasure, or the delight of the senses.  

First, decoration is non-intimate. It requires a 
low level of emotional involvement and the absence 
of psychological tension.  

Second, decoration is conceptually bland.  

Ideally, the motifs and topics of decoration should 
be conventional and boring in themselves, so that 
thFe cognitive and rational aspects of visual exper
ience are unstressed.  

The impulse to decoration was strong in Matisse. . . .  
When Matisse undertook to provide increasingly intense 
visual pleasure he unconsciously accepted the primacy 
of decoration. . . . he detached his art from the ex
pression of self and from the drama of human existence, 
with its implications of struggle, pain, and death.  

Artistic themes are clusters of linked ideas and 
feelings. With their pull towards introspection and 
memory, they have little place in decoration, which 
is produced for immediacy and social or public oc
casions.. Art enjoys contemplation and self-involvement; 
decoration forbids isolation by insisting on the 
feeling-tone of our surroundings, the decorum of 
ephemeral situations.  

The impulse to decoration is a will to esthetic satis
faction independent of ideology. 5 

Goldin's analysis of decoration typifies Modernist criti

cism. Clement Greenberg wrote on the "death of ornament" 

in the West: 

Indeed I think that a good part of the reason for 
the death of decoration lies precisely in the con
tinuing vitality of Western painting, sculpture, 
and architecture. . .  

The vitality seems connected with Western ra
tionalizing: its insistence on making means accounta
ble to their ends which has come to mark our civili
zation as it has no other. Things are to be fined 
down, ideally, to their ultimate uses. . . . The
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ultimate use of art is . . . to provide the experience 
of aesthetic value. . . . Decoration is asked to be 
"merely" pleasing, "merely" embellishing, and the 
functional logic of Modernism leaves no room, appar
ently, for such "mereness."52 

As with the Modernists' theory of flatness, their theory 

about decoration derives, in part, from nineteenth-century 

design theory. Debate took place among late nineteenth

century artists and critics over what media, subject matter, 

and forms are appropriate to art. Emphasis on good design 

in industrial production was assimilated in art, by Art 

Nouveau, at the end of the nineteenth century. According 

to Nancy Troy, 

Artists strove for ensembles that not only reflected 
the morality inherent in good design but also created 
an enveloping aesthetic mood. . . . While the con
cept of decoration retained its vital significance 
in the ensemble, the individual decorative object 
of painting seemed to lose much of its power when 
it was removed from the environment in which it was 
intended to be seen. 5 3 

Art Nouveau art objects were intended for a particular set

ting in which all aspects of form, color, and materials 

were to be coordinated. But many artists wanted their 

art works to stand independently of any setting. In 1912, 

painters Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger published their 

article "du Cubisme," which summarized and defined the at

titudes of a group of Paris painters who were seeking a 

new identity for the work of art. Their expression in 

print and in painting represents the split of the decora

tive from the expressive in mainstream art, until
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pattern painting emerged. Gleizes and Metzinger 

wrote, 

The decorative work of art exists only by virtue 
of its destination; it is animated only by the 
relations established between it and the given 
objects. Essentially dependent, necessarily 
incomplete, it must in the first place satisfy 
the mind, so as not to distract it from the dis
play which justifies and completes it. It is 
an organ.  

A painting carries within itself its raison 
d'etre. . . . Essentially independent, neces
sarily complete, it need not immediately satisfy 
the mind: on the contrary, it should lead it, 
little by little, toward the imaginative depths 
where burns the light of organization. It does 
not harmonize with this or that ensemble, it 
harmonizes with the totality of things, with the 
universe: it is an organism.54 

Joseph Rykwert, writing about ornament on architecture, 

points to another cause of the split between art and 

decoration: 

Until the end of the eighteenth century and even 
later, the assumption was made that large areas of 
surface must in some way be articulated, to ac
commodate them to the user and the passer-by.  
With the slow transformation of the term "com
modity," user-oriented, into the more abstract 
concept, function, the need for such articulation 
lapsed."5 

Many late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century archi

tects eliminated ornament and exposed the structure of 

their buildings. Citing Austrian architect Adolf Loos as 

an example, Rykwert writes, "Loos was an enemy of ornament.  

He equated the desire for ornament with a retarded primi

tivism (tattooing was its obvious symptom) which inevitably
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expressed itself in criminality. . . ."" Yet, Loos 

stated, 

I have never maintained, as the Purists have done 
ad absurdum, that ornament must be eliminated in 
a systematic and radical fashion. But where the 
demands of the time have excluded it, it cannot 
be brought back, as man will not start tattooing 
his face again." 

Apparently, the "demands of the time" have required our 

return to decoration. Architects are beginning to ornament 

their buildings; artists are filling in the blank spaces of 

the Minimalists with images ranging from everyday life 

to abstract patterns. Yet, given the stronghold of Modern

ist critics on the thinking of the art world, it is no 

wonder that those artists and critics enamored with pattern 

painting retain a somewhat defensive attitude about the 

decorative.  

Peter Frank, reviewing the exhibition "Pattern Paint

ing: P.S. 1," wrote, "At the core of pattern painting is 

the acceptance of 'decorativeness' as a constructive quality 

rather than a shortcoming, an idea that had been hereti

cal." 58 Jeff Perrone, reviewing an exhibition called "Ten 

Approaches to the Decorative," wrote, 

What is most troubleseome in the new show . . .  
is . . . that word: decoration. Since "decorative" 
is about as pejorative a description as "literary" 
or "theatrical," it is something of a shock for 
these artists to use it deliberately to charac
terize their work. 5 9 

Perrone continues, "Decoration becomes decontextualized 

by virtue of its being borrowed. . . . Removed from its
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usual role, the decoration becomes both sign and design, 

both itself and quoted material. . . ."60 This last state

ment is a truism; that is, any imagery used in a work of 

art is removed from its original context and becomes "both 

sign and design." As sign, it may refer to the original 

object as well as to a broad category of related entities 

or ideas. As design, it is part of the work as a whole.  

Interestingly, the use of decorative elements in "high" 

art is often justified by its referring to things other 

than itself whereas Modernist art was often described as 

referring only to itself. Perrone says, "Narrow references 

to art history are replaced with various cultural signs 

and designs of general and multivalent meaning."61 

John Perreault, curator of the exhibition "Pattern 

Painting: P.S. 1," defined the ideas behind the work: 

Pattern painting is non-Minimalist, non-sexist, 
historically conscious, sensuous, romantic, ra
tional, decorative. Its methods, motifs, and 
referents cross cultural and class lines. Virtu
ally everyone takes some delight in patterning, 
the modernist taboo against the decorative not
withstanding. . . . It has its roots in modernist 
art, but contradicts some of the basic tenets of 
the faith, attempting to assimilate aspects of 
Western and non-Western culture not previously 
allowed into the realms of high art. 2 

Perreault also points out that "The use of patterning ac

knowledges, usually intentionally, the decorative function 

of art. That is a use of art that even Minimal/Conceptual 

art does not entirely manage to circumvent, since the empty



130

canvas, the typed document . . . still ends up over some

one's sofa." Perreault sees "intention and context" as 

the aspects of pattern painting that set it apart from 

the "useful arts--weaving, mosaic, and so on." He writes, 

"The intention is to make a high-art or fine-art statement 

within a contemporary context. .. "3 So fine art can 

borrow from many sources; what it does not do is become 

functional, although it can and does decorate.  

Critic Carrie Rickey also defines and defends the role 

of pattern painting and the decorative in art: 

Art isn't vital for any basic food or shelter re
quirement, it is an ornamental detail of life.  
Patterning deadpanly confronts issues of utility 
and decoration and has a meaning more complex than 
being "about" painting alone; this is what is meant 
by maintaining it has content. Pattern painting is 
engaged in a quirky struggle against the prevailing 
notion that decoration is incongruentt with the 
nobler aspirations of art. Patterning argues: 
"But art is decoration and decoration is a noble 
aspiration."

6 4 

In 1980, critic Corinne Robins, once a supporter of 

the pattern painters, wrote an obloquious article claiming 

that pattern painting had lapsed into academism after only 

four years and would soon play itself out. She wrote, "We 

need our art to be about something, at the least, about 

personal truths which imply universal values. "" 6 Jeff 

Perrone, answering Robins' charges, reminds us that, as 

canvases got emptier, Modernist critics became more verbose.  

He says, "Decorative art demands to be looked at closely,
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and, unlike a lot of art of the 20th century, can't just 

be read about. . . ." He states further, 

Perhaps one reason many of us are "seriously" look
ing at things like wallpaper, fashion, furniture, 
feathered hair ornaments, weavings--and things 
like the decorative art of the Russian Revolutionary 
period and the Bauhaus (for example)--is because the 
decorative artists have made clear we've been block
ing out a great part of our culture along with the 
possibility of learning from other cultures. 6 6 

Art, looking to sources beyond its own immediate history, 

sees both decorative and functional items offering poten

tial subject matter. Again, it is not the intent of fine 

art to become functional, but to broaden its scope once 

again and include all areas of life in its scrutiny, in

cluding the textile and related arts.  

The close association between fiber and the art of the 

pattern painters can be seen in two ways: often fabric 

is the medium, and imagery is many times based on fiber 

techniques. Among the artists who have dealt with the 

decorative in this way are Joyce Kozloff and Lucas Samaras.  

Their work exemplifies two of the approaches used to 

question the dichotomy between art and decoration.  

Kozloff uses three devices to produce her imagery: 

1) printing on fabric (frequently by silk-screening); 

2) collage, which is related to quilting; and 3) painting, 

what Charlotte Moser calls "sumptuous simulated cloth 

patterns" on canvas.67 Patterning is based on the grid 

which is the fundamental structure of woven cloth. Thus,
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painted patterns directly relate to fabric. Kozloff also 

works with mosaics which share certain similarities with 

weaving, for example, the organization of individual ma

terial elements and the fractured surface (Fig. 17).  

Kozloff divides her pieces into zones, each one bearing 

a different pattern. The zones may be straight or curved; 

horizontal, vertical, or diagonal; and wide or narrow. The 

beginnings and endings of these areas refer to borders.  

Rickey writes, 

Border signals boundary. Countries maintain borders 
to distinguish their territory from that of a neigh
boring state. Carpets and blankets sometimes have 
borders that differentiate interior pattern from 
containing shape. Often clothing has borders, such 
as piping, which "finishes" the cloth and in some 
cases prevents it from unraveling. A border can be 
useful, it can be decorative, it can be organiza
tional, it can be political. A border signifies 
neither the beginning nor ending of an area but 
rather its interface with some beyond. In this 
sense borders suggest both curiosity and uncertainty 
about adjacency and can intimate the unknown or in
finite of that outside the boundary. 6 8 

Kozloff's work also refers to architecture and interior de

sign by dividing a wall as would windows and doors. Some 

of her pattern-filled fabric panels intentionally resemble 

wainscoting. In 1979, her panels and a fourteen-and-a

half-foot floor piece formed a patterned environment 

for Tibor de Nagy Gallery (New York), entitled "An In

terior Decorated." Recalling Gleizes and Metzinger and 

their attempt to give each art work individual integrity, 

one sees in Kozloff's "Interior" a revocation of their
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principles and a reference to the Art Nouveau concept of 

integration of an entire space. In this work, Kozloff 

combines Near Eastern motifs and crafts techniques (silk

screen and mosaics) with the concerns of architecture and 

interior design in an artistic interrogative about the 

hierarchies of media, form, and subject matter in fine 

art.  

While Kozloff's patterns, designed by her, derive 

from non-figurative imagery of third-world cultures, es

pecially those of the Near East, Lucas Samaras' imagery 

is already printed on the cloth which he selects. His is 

the imagery and the fabric of twentieth-century America.  

Samaras' fabric constructions consist of scraps of 

mass-produced cloth in bright colors and garish patterns.  

These scraps are cut into "hard-edge" geometric shapes, 

sewn together, and, in many cases, stretched into a rec

tangular composition. The result looks like Piet Mondrian's 

BroadwyBoogie Woogie gone awry. Unlike patterns are 

either juxtaposed or criss-cross each other in an irregular 

patchwork of diagonals. The multiplicity of angular shapes 

and diagonal lines gives these works a sense of intense 

activity. Disturbing visually, if not psychologically, 

they could be viewed as metaphors for a constantly churning 

society. Kim Levin writes that they look as if "a mad Ab

stract Expressionist were grappling with a demented Cubist
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over how to decorate the Christmas tree." 6 9  These works 

also refer to domesticity and to clothing. The scraps 

are mainly of fabric designed for garments and construction 

techniques (cutting, machine stitching) are borrowed from 

dress-making. Contrary to the approach of most contemporary 

artists who use fabric, Samaras denies the inherent proper

ties of softness and drapability of the cloth in certain of 

these works and instead stretches them taut, thereby refer

ring to the traditional manner of handling a painted 

canvas. Levin writes, "These new quilt paintings of Samaras 

restate the decorative element of Abstract Expressionism 

in 70s terms and ask why not." 7 0 The fabric constructions 

also refer to the way others have handled the medium, from 

Rauschenberg to Kozloff. A hint at illusionistic spatial 

depth exists where patterns cross over each other. Ac

cording to Barbara Rose, "Samaras has aggressively assaulted 

classical categories that distinguish high from low, major 

from minor art, or painting from sculpture, object from en

vironment. . . . he manages to adulterate everything he 

touches--which has made his work anathema to formalist 

critics"7 1 (Fig. 18).  

As with Samaras' art, many critics also have trouble 

with art made by women. The crossing of categories, that 

is, high and low, major and minor, painting and sculpture, 

is integral to feminist art.
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Fiber, Art, Women 

Women artists, past and present, have used a variety 

of sources for their imagery, media, and techniques. Those 

who choose other than the traditional means and methods, 

such as paint on canvas, find their art often relegated 

to an inferior status. Sources for imagery frequently 

derive from personal experiences which are explicitly 

stated in their work. Patent personal statements, gener

ally, are an anathema in "high" art. (Although Abstract 

Expressionists were subjective, their expressions were re

lated more to mental or spiritual states and media were 

not taken from the everyday.) Materials and techniques 

often are borrowed from conventionally female activities 

such as sewing, weaving, quilting, and other "lesser" arts.  

Many critics have had difficulty assessing the work of 

women artists, as critic Lawrence Alloway notes: 

Women's art as a movement emerged in the 1970s in 
a form unlike that taken by earlier art movements.  
However, women artists developed faster than either 
art critics or dealers were able to handle. The 
gap between the production and the consumption of 
art reflects both the originality of women's art 
and the inertia of present opinion.72 

Alloway points out some of the specific problems that have 

blocked ready acceptance of women's art, particularly in 

an attempt to isolate female imagery as different from 

that of male artists. Alloway debunks the idea that a 

central core (cunt image) and a sort of psychological
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masturbation (exploring and exploiting oneself via art) 

are the exclusive characteristics of women's work. Re

garding media, Alloway writes, 

Craft techniques, such as sewing, weaving, and knot
ting fibers, comprise another important sub-category 
within the broad effort to isolate female form
characteristics. Such techniques are in broad use 
among men and women at present but can be program
matically associated with women because of their 
traditional domestic application. . . . In fact, 
craft techniques, as practiced by today's artists, 
signify primitivism more than utility. There is a 
strong pastoral, anti-consumer undercurrent to craft 
in those forms in which it interpenetrates with sculp
ture or painting. . . . As the aesthetics of art and 
the operations of craft have overlapped, so a common 
base of work, accessible to men or women, is appar
ent."3 

Linda Nochlin also deals with some of the problems 

surrounding women's art. While Nochlin declares that being 

female is relevant to the creation of art, it is not the 

only factor: a "complex social, historical, psychological, 

and political matrix exists in which art is made." 7 4 Ac

knowledging women's traditional ties to the decorative 

arts, especially weaving, Nochlin directs our attention to 

another matter, that is, early twentieth-century female 

artists. Women such as Natalia Goncharova in Russia and 

Sonia Delaunay in Paris established themselves first as 

painters, working within mainstream art and accepted as 

equals among both male and female peers. In both cases, 

work with the applied or decorative arts came later. And, 

in both cases, innovative ideas were contributed to the
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textile and clothing industries as well as to costume and 

set design for the theater. It should not be overlooked 

that male colleagues were also involved in designing cos

tumes and sets for the stage. In Germany, during the 

early part of the century, Gabriele MIinter and Paula 

Modersohn-Becker were established painters., also working 

within the Modernist mainstream. Women artists also 

worked in the traditional crafts areas; for example, Anni 

Albers was part of the Bauhaus weaving workshop.  

If one underlying characteristic exists among the 

works of women artists, it is a kind of earthy quality.  

Craft-related activities and materials are associated with 

the earth and its products and processes. Weaving and 

raveling; cutting, constructing, and recycling can be 

seen as analogous to the cycles of growth and destruction 

in nature. Cotton, wool, silk, linen, hemp, jute, and other 

fibers are animal or plant in origin. Procedures for deal

ing with these materials are frequently "hands-on" exper

iences which lend themselves to associations with the 

earth and with nature. Unique processes of women's 

bodies, that is, conceiving, giving birth, and menstrua

tion, have long been shrouded in mystery, looked on with 

disdain, and associated with lower, animal-like behaviors.  

Processes of women's psyches, too, have been associated 

with instinctual rather than rational behavior, thus
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relegating women closer to bestiality; obvious examples 

are the writings of Sigmund Freud and D. H. Lawrence.  

Depictions of women in art since the Renaissance have 

frequently been of three types: 1) the virgin, 2) the 

bitch-goddess temptress, or 3) a voluptuous object for the 

voyeuristic male. Faced with a heritage largely oriented 

towards craft and sex, many women have addressed these at

titudes and entities in their art. But, as the twentieth 

century has evolved and opportunities have increased for 

women to develop all aspects of their abilities, woman-made 

art has incorporated this heritage with a broader view, 

drawing on concerns of "high" art and the world at large to 

create art. In the early part of the century only a few 

women made art. Numbers have increased considerably in 

recent years.  

Significant among those women who work out of both the 

traditional female imagery/crafts orientation and the con

cerns of high art is Miriam Schapiro. Schapiro began as a 

painter and by the end of the 1950s she was being given 

solo exhibitions in New York. Her work during this period 

was in the Abstract Expressionist gestural mode. During 

the 1960s, Schapiro's work evolved from loose, all-over, 

nonrelational painting to a form with increasingly cen

tralized imagery to hard-edge, geometric abstraction, and 

finally to feminist imagery and materials. The work
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reflects a process of introspection and reassessment of 

herself and her art. Eventually this meant a commitment 

to the feminist cause.  

The rise of the women's movement in society at the 

end of the 1960s is reflected in the organization of 

women's groups within the art world. Increased awareness 

by women that they had brains and abilities which had long 

been unused led to cooperative efforts to gain psychologi

cal and legal freedom and social acceptance as complete 

human beings. Schapiro became involved with this movement 

within the worlds of art and academia. She worked, for 

the first time, in collaboration with other artists, as 

part of the "Womanhouse" project in Los Angeles. She 

helped instigate and taught in the Feminist Art Program 

at the California Institute of the Arts in Valencia. And 

she began to use fabric as a medium for art along with 

imagery consciously based on both her own experiences as 

a woman and the traditional creative pursuits of women.'5 

Many of Schapiro's works of the 1970s refer to houses.  

They may take the shape of gables or arches with doorways, 

windows, stairs, or compartments. Ground is frequently of 

flower-patterned cloth. Space divisions may be empty or 

they may be filled with imagery either from the artist's 

life or from pursuits of women in general. Imagery may 

also deal with clothing, fans, pinwheels, hearts, women's
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crafts, and art history. Fabric and fabric techniques pre

vail although they may be combined with photos, paint, or 

other materials. Fabrics are cut into small shapes and 

applied to a ground in what Schapiro calls "femmage"; 

that is, the work refers to feminine crafts such as quilt

ing, to collage, to Modernist theories of flatness.7 6 

In 1977, Schapiro completed a set of ten etchings en

titled Anonymous Was a Woman. Each etching depicts a frag

ment of some type of hand-made needle work, such as a col

lar, a sampler, and a piece of lace. Norma Broude describes 

these works: 

. . . she does not transform her materials in an 
effort to efface their original character. Rather, 
she reveals them--as objects of aesthetic value 
and expressive significance. What more powerful 
and meaningful embodiment of the human spirit 
. . . might we ask for than these artifacts, which 
express not only the lives and skills and tastes 
of women, but also their undauntable will to 
create?77 

Schapiro's work, with few exceptions, retains the two

dimensional quality apotheosized by Modernist criticism.  

Her motifs, since the late 1960s, have been specifically 

feminine, with floral patterns appearing often. The 

salient theme of her work is female creativity and its 

ramifications.  

Working on the same general theme, that is, feminist 

art, but from a different perspective is Harmony Hammond.  

While Schapiro works in two dimensions, Hammond's work
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ranges from low relief to sculpture in the round. Much of 

Schapiro's work expresses a direct visual relation to 

crafts, especially quilting and applique, and it is impec

cable in its construction. On the other hand, Hammond's 

craft-related works, called "floor pieces" and "fragments," 

look used.  

The floor pieces are paint-splattered, circular rag 

rugs intended as ironic comment on Minimalist sculptor Carl 

Andre's flat metal grids which were laid on the floor and 

referred to as "rugs." Hammond's floor pieces and fragments 

question the idea of "correct" imagery and materials for 

art. 7 "The "fragments" are clay pieces with impressions 

of basket weaving and sandals--direct references to primi

tive cultures. Hammond has also created low relief, all

over paintings of oil and wax which are scratched to look 

like patterns in woven fabric -- again, a questioning of ap

propriate imagery and media and a reference to woman's 

work."9 

Hammond's three-dimensional forms refer to the body, 

or parts of it. In an early series, rags that once be

longed to women friends were torn, painted, then formed 

into human-size shapes over wire hangers and suspended from 

the ceiling. More than anything else, they refer to woman's 

ability to survive--to inner strength and primordial quali

ties.80
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In 1977, Hammond began making bulky sulptural forms, 

which referred to body parts, with found rags and covered 

them with rhoplex. Joan Casademont's description of 

Hunkertime could apply to any of these sculptures: 

Though their wrapped cloth has a bulbous softness 
from a distance, their Rhoplex "skins" give them a 
hard-edged awkwardness close up. If they seem cozy 
and welcoming at first, the more one looks the 
more uncomfortable-looking they become."' 

Hunkertime consists of several ladder-like forms of various 

heights, wrapped in different colored or patterned cloth, 

leaning against a wall. They resemble a group of people 

waiting quietly together for something to happen. Sneak, 

another in this series of works, consists of a group of 

bundled and wrapped arcs which take on the appearance of 

legs. Placed in a closet, with some forms emerging through 

the open door, the work refers to the "closeting" of Ham

mond's lesbianism.82 A third work, called Kudzu, resembles 

a giant (7 x 7 foot) swaddled rib cage. Kudzu, a Japan

ese plant, brought by the United States government to con

trol soil erosion in the South during the 1930s, has since 

nearly taken over the Southern states, engulfing everything 

from crops to houses to hills. No method has been found to 

control kudzu. Hammond's is an ambiguous piece; it is 

impossible to tell whether it reaches out in friendly em

brace or hostile encroachment" 3 (Figs. 19, 20).  

A dubious quality pervades all of these bundled enti

ties. They take on a human quality, especially related to
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a soft, fleshy female body. At the same time, they have a 

strong core and a crusty surface. One cannot know if 

they are passive or aggressive, friendly or hostile. What 

are the Hunkertime pieces waiting for? Where are the 

Sneaks going? What is Kudzu going to do?--the same kinds 

of ambiguities and questions we ask in dealing with people, 

and Hammond does intend her message to affect one's dealings 

with others.  

Hammond's work refers to the human body and to human 

activities, especially to women. She has struggled to find 

her own sense of self as a complete human being, as a 

woman, as an artist, and has accepted her lesbianism. She 

believes we do not all share the same experiences and art 

should reflect our differences. Hammond has written ex

tensively about art, sex, and politics. Concerning her own 

art forms, she says, 

. . . a skin of paint literally holds my recent 

wrapped rag sculptures together, becoming a meta

phor for how my artmaking functions for me--holding 

me and my life together. Also, wrapping the fabric 

is in itself a very physical activity, involving 

the whole body and ultimately contributing to the 
abstract sensual body sense of the finished piece.  

I find that materials which suggest direct hand 

manipulation (such as clay, plaster, papier mch6, 
latex, fabric, and paint used to suggest "finger 
painting"), as well as materials actually taken 

from bodies (such as hair, nail clippings, teeth 
and leather), seem to convey sexual references.8 

Looking at the way women have been depicted in art, Ham

mond points out that male artists have presented women as

-- -- --------
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objects of voyeurism, distant, remote, not fully human, 

alive, and active. Women have also been presented as ob

jects to be possessed rather than as individuals able to 

function in the world. Hammond shows that women artists 

are and must continue to depict women as complete, capable 

human beings. She also states that social and class dif

ferences must be addressed by art if it is to have meaning 

for more than gallery owners, museum directors, and wealthy 

consumers. Hammond believes that imagery and materials in 

art can be used to affect people's visual and mental per

ceptions as well as enriching their lives. By drawing on 

a wider variety of sources than those previously acceptable 

in Modernist art these causes can be advanced: experiences 

of women, minorities, third-world cultures; familiar ma

terials related to the everyday world; techniques derived 

from physical, hands-on activities. All of these sources 

can be used in artistic expression. 8 5 

The dividing line between "aesthetic" and "sub

aesthetic" sources can be seen in the ongoing art versus 

craft debate. This debate began with mid-nineteenth-century 

arguments over good design, proceeded through late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century manifestoes making 

a distinction between art and decoration, entered the 

twentieth-century Modernist dialectic, and finally arose 

full-force with the advent of Pluralism and the women's
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movement. It both encompasses and overrides all of the is

sues discussed so far. Still an unsettled issue, the 

question of the difference between art and craft will now 

be addressed with special interest in the use of fiber.  

Fiber: Medium of Art or Craft? 

R. B. Collingwood is one of the few twentieth-century 

philosophers to attempt delineation of the difference be

tween art and craft. 8 6 He offers four basic assumptions 

about craft, saying that distinctions exist between 1) means 

and end, 2) planning and execution, 3) raw material and 

finished product, and 4) form and matter. 87  Means refers 

to the actions, the skills involved, rather than the tools.  

On the matter of planning and execution, the craftsman 

specifies the result and the plan to attain it before be

ginning the work. Raw material is what the craftsman trans

forms into a finished product. Matter remains the same in 

both raw material and finished product; the form is changed.  

Collingwood sees art as expressive; craft, as provocative.  

The "art part" is the process of assimilation and insight 

that occurs within the artist between having an experience 

and understanding it. Expression is within the artist; it 

may or may not result in an object. Craft aims at producing 

an object or provoking a response. The object will be 

functional. An object or activity preconceived as provoca

tive is a craft. Art, for Collingwood, is spontaneous, the
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result of innate artistic genius, and not guided by pre

conceived plans towards a predetermined end. The artist, 

contrary to the craftsman, does not know what the end will 

be like. And, contrary to crafts, art does not have mat

ter which is transformed. While Collingwood accepts the 

physical manifestations of artistic creativity, he believes 

the art work is complete in the artist's mind. The object 

is a secondary occurrence.  

Collingw1ood's theorizing on the difference between art 

and craft has been expanded by subsequent theorists. John 

Hospers points out that a relationship exists between means 

and end in art. The artist, like the craftsman, has cer

tain means available to him before the creative act begins.  

Mozart, for instance, was trained in musical skills before 

he began composing. Hospers also indicates a relationship 

between planning and execution in art; that is, the artist 

is likely to know what effect is desired, what attitudes 

stirred, before developing the work. Finally, Hospers 

asks if we are to deny a work artistic value simply on 

the basis of the process involved. Hospers does see Col

lingwood's theory as providing some legitimate grounds for 

differentiating art from craft on the basis of blueprint 

and functionalism. His offerings are inadequate, however, 

for defining a great body of work that exists today.88 

Charles B. Fethe revises Collingwood's view of the 

distinction between art and craft.8 Fethe shows that the
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object is part of the art process, as it is through the 

object that the artist finally apprehends the meaning of 

the experience. According to Fethe, there is little, if 

any, importance involved in the matter of working from a 

plan as opposed to working spontaneously. A significant 

difference does exist, however, in the profundity of ex

pression found in art and not in craft. He suggests that 

the most perfectly made craft object cannot encompass all 

that exists in Picasso'a Guernica or Beethoven's symphonies.  

Fethe also points out that not all craft objects are func

tional; some can indeed be quite expressive.  

Recognizing that some crafts objects are purely func

tional and others have "aesthetic qualities," Fethe dif

ferentiates the skilled laborer from the artisan. Skilled 

laborers are blacksmiths and carpenters--those who work 

from a blueprint to make a functional object. The artisan 

functions between craft and art, referring to both by an 

integration of functional and aesthetic qualities. Failure 

to incorporate the functional aspect results in a "decorated 

object." Aesthetic qualities are those aspects which take 

the viewer away from ordinary experience into a pause for 

contemplation. Craft does not loose its ties with the 

everyday world.  

Art, on the other hand, is outside the world of every

day experience. Fethe believes that art challenges the
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ordinary perspective and presents alternative ways of see

ing the world. He is not concerned with material differ

ences, but with affective potential of the object.  

Fethe's expansion of Collingwood's theory leads to 

more fruitful ground. The concept of the artisan whose 

work overlaps both functional and aesthetic concerns could 

be a useful one, but consistent terminology has not been de

veloped and accepted so the words "art" and "craft" con

tinue to be tossed about in some confusion. Recent attempts 

to deal with the idea of "profundity of expression" can be 

seen in art critics' adoption of the phrase "high art." 

However, just what should be encompassed within that con

cept, where the dividing line lies, is still in question 

and so resides in personal taste. Even the suggestion 

that art exists outside the world of everyday experience 

runs into difficulty beginning with Rauschenberg's work 

and even more so in the art made during the past decade.  

Adding to the confusion of categories is work such as that 

described in Chapter III. Abakanowicz, Seelig, and Grau

Garriga, among many, create work which is as arresting, 

profound, and capable of enhancing or altering one's con

ceptions about the world as any human creation. Yet, in 

exhibitions and writing, they are treated primarily as 

crafts makers. Harold Osborne has dealt with the idea of 

craftsmanship and its relation to technology and aes

thetics.90
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Osborne divides technology from craftsmanship on the 

basis of machine production versus handmade. He says that 

man uses tools to control and manipulate his environment 

and part of craftsmanship includes developing the knowledge 

and skills necessary to use the tools efficiently. Stating 

that "design, planning, and making are united" in crafts

manship, Osborne adds that an aesthetic quality inheres 

also. The aesthetic quality is related to an urge to and 

an appreciation of excellence. The craftsman is seen as 

"one of the few forces that are left to stem the deteriora

tion and dehumanization of contemporary life." 9 1 The 

craftsman's work differs from that of the artist, however, 

and artistic genius is, according to Osborne, rare. The 

issue of separating fine art from craft is complex. Col

lingwood's theory provides the basis.  

On the idea of art being expressive and craft not, 

Osborne points out that "there have been schools of art 

which deliberately aimed at impersonality, eschewing per

sonal feeling and emotion." Constructivists and Minimalists 

would be among those aiming for objectivity. Osborne also 

states, " . . . expressiveness cannot be wholly eliminated 

from craftsmanship.11"92 

Discussing the idea that craft is goal-directed and 

art is not, Osborne writes, "Artists often do work to 

external ends." Among these may be the completion of a
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commission, depiction of a particular subject, or expres

sion of a special message." 

Utility as the defining factor of craft is also inade

quate. Osborne says that often crafts (ceramics, textiles) 

are primarily expressive, especially those made for rites 

or worship. And architecture, which is considered an art 

form, is functional. Osborne states, 

It is especially deplorable if those sectors of 
craftsmanship whose products find their way into 
museums as "decorative art" are dismissed as no 
more than an inferior or second-grade category of 
fine art. They have their own aesthetic status 
and their own wealth of aesthetic appeal deriving 
not least from their deeply rooted integration in 
human and social activity. 9 4 

Concerning the concept of art, but not craft, having 

revelatory value, Osborne says that it is plausible to ex

pect alternative ways of perceiving and understanding as

pects of life and the world in works of art. This, however, 

is not a "necessary condition" nor is it "ultimately satis

factory as the basis for distinguishing art from craft." 

Osborne concludes by saying, " . our behavior seems to 

indicate that the value of great art consists in what it is 

for appreciation and continuous apprehension rather than 

in any revelatory insight which it carries into things 

other than itself. Both fine art and craftsmanship are 

valued for what they themselves are, whatever incidental 

uses and values they have." 95
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So, Osborne clarifies the issues raised by Colling

wood and addressed by Hospers and Fethe. Osborne's elabora

tion broadens the concept of craft; however, visual and 

verbal confusion still exists.  

Whether justified or not, twentieth-century crafts are 

irrevocably tied to ideas of technique and utility in a way 

that painting is not. Physical presence, technique, and 

material aspects are emphasized more consistently than 

intellectual or spiritual content in the writing about 

craft. Mildred Constantine and Jack Lenor Larsen write 

that " . . . the distinction between the crafts maker and 

the true artist is precisely that the former knows what he 

can do and the latter pursues the unknown." 9 6 

Constantine and Larsen promote the idea that fiber is 

a viable medium for the pursuit of the unknown, thus re

moving it from exclusive association with crafts. In 

their most recent book, The Art Fabric: Mainstream (1980), they 

list several factors that make this point of view credible.  

Several significant changes took place in art and craft, 

beginning at the close of World War II,and escalated during 

the 1950s and 1960s. Crafts makers began to conceive of 

their media as having expressive potential. Many who had 

been designing for production in a workshop or factory 

moved into their own studios and began exploring non

functional use of their medium. Artists began incorporating
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non-traditional materials and processes into their work.  

The scope of art exhibitions in Europe and the United 

States broadened to include a wider variety of media, in

cluding fiber., A gradual increase has occurred in the use 

of fiber qua fiber by artists and the exhibition of their 

works by museums and galleries. Resistance and rejection 

still occur, however, on the part of critics and curators.  

The question remains of just how "fine" a work can be if 

it is made of "sub-aesthetic" materials and processes and 

by people associated with traditional crafts. Constantine 

and Larsen, in their writing, do not clarify the issue as 

their book deals almost entirely with technique.  

A different approach is taken by those who write about 

art. While technique is often part of the concern, it is 

the content or meaning which is seen as most important.  

Philosopher James K. Feibleman has explored the nature and 

meaning of art.9 7 

Art, according to Feibleman, "produces a set of 

contrary-to-fact conditions and sets them forth for what 

they might be worth." 9" The conditions are "non-actual" 

rather than "impossible" and are derived from a combina

tion of thought and imagination. Art gives alternative 

possibilities to what is. These alternatives are communi

cated from artist to viewer via the art object or arti

fact. Feibleman writes,
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. . . he whose life is confined to the actual, to 
what he experiences in the way of fact, leads a 
poor life indeed; he comes into contact with only 
one world among many. Enjoyment is superficial, 
but art is demanding, and requires suffering and 
effort for full comprehension. 99 

Art, then, has value beyond the immediate visual experience.  

Paul Weiss also looks at the nature and relevance of 

art. Weiss writes, 

Like expressions of opinion in politics, sports, 
and religion, they [statements about art] are felt 
to touch on questions of vital concern, revealing 
what excellence is believed to be and therefore 
what men should do, and what it is they deserve.  

But politics, sports, and religion . . . do not help 
[man] get a better grasp of the world in which he 
lives. . . . None of these others, moreover, does 
full justice to man's need to create. Only the 
work of art does this.  

It is quite different from craftsmanship, no matter 
how splendid; it is not at all a form of play, no 
matter how ingenious and enjoyable this may be. Un
like these it demands a fresh and unmistakable act 
of creativity, terminating in the production of a 
self-sufficient excellence.100 

Weiss says that genuine creativity calls for a "radical 

freedom, a controlling intelligence, and a willed res

traint."101 The making of a work of art, according to 

Weiss, "is no mere arranging of parts, a selecting of items, 

a photographing or mirroring of a world, but a way of 

bringing something into being." 10 2 

Morse Peckham discusses art in terms of its socio

cultural parameters. In Peckham's view, a work can be 

known as art according to the situation in which it is
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found, the situation itself being a social convention. The 

members of a society know the category exists. Peckham 

writes, "A work of art, then, is any artifact in the pres

ence of which we play a particular social role, a culturally 

transmitted combination of patterns of behavior." Peckham 

continues, "There is nothing about the [work] which makes 

it a work of art except our attitude towards it."'0 3 Peck

ham designates the "high arts" as "the arts with the great

est prestige. . . . They are the ones most valued at the 

highest cultural level."' 

Lucy Lippard, on the other hand, sees art as having 

"social significance and a social function." She writes, 

I see effective art as that which offers a vehicle 
for perceiving and understanding any aspect of life, 
from direct social change, to metaphors for emotion 
and interaction, to the most abstract conceptions in 
visual forms. Such art is not, however, effective 
simply bybeing created, but by being created and 
communicated within carefully considered contexts.1 05 

So art, it seems, functions on many levels. It may be wit

ness to or reflection of its era. It may reveal alterna

tive ways of perceiving the world, or some part thereof.  

It is an expression of creative thought or imagination.  

It is a sign or a symbol meant to convey any of a variety 

of ideas from the most sublime to the most ridiculous. A 

work of art may fulfill a specific goal (as illustration 

or propaganda, for example) or it may be the product of a 

response to the world. It may be beautiful or ugly,
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provocative or restful, emotional or intellectual. It may 

be valued as a marketable commodity or as a spiritual 

entity. It may stir controversy among critics or between 

nations (for instance, the Elgin marbles).  

Attributes listed above can also be applied to much 

work classified as craft. As categories have been increas

ingly blurred within works of art, art critics have tried 

to broaden their scope and deal with these new approaches.  

Looking at some specific articles, written during the last 

five years, one can see how critics have dealt with artists' 

assimilation of crafts materials and techniques.  

Carrie Rickey's excellent article "Art of the Whole 

Cloth" (1979) reviews work done with fiber beginning in 1968 

and analyzes briefly its nature and historical relation

ships. Rickey gives three reasons for using textiles to 

express artistic concerns. First, "Fabric is something 

everyone has contact with; it's personal. . . . fabric is 

more a part of daily experience than paint." Second, 

fabric can be used in work of two dimensions or three.  

Third, the socio-cultural references are important. "Fabric 

is a symbol of class, occupation, and taste; use of fabric 

is the use of social sign language." Rickey also sees a 

tripartite materialization. In some cases fabric is social 

symbol, in others it articulates interior spaces, and in 

some works it is or refers to what is wearable. 1 0 6
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Expanding on the idea of fabric as "social sign 

language," Rickey states, 

Fabric telegraphs all kinds of vital statistics 
about its probable wearer or user; a pictorial 
image conveys none of these subtleties. Painting 
and sculpture represent life; fabric is part of 
life.  

Fabric's wealth of signals makes it a perfect 
vehicle for symbolic use. Consider this medieval 
Japanese example: Buddhist priests were supposed 
to dress in rags as a sign of humility; many chose 
instead to affect humility and wore robes pieced 
together with 48 silken squares. A contemporary 
parallel: "designer" jeans are worn to affect the 
dress of the blue-collar worker. 1 0 7 

Many who work with fabric use scraps or rags left 

from other activities. The idea of "collecting and re

cycling" relates both to traditional women's crafts (such 

as quilting) and to the ecological movement so prominent 

recently. The fabric itself and the forms it is given, 

that is, social symbol, articulator of interior space, or 

symbolic clothing, challenge notions of art's proprieties.  

Clement Greenberg in a deprecatory article, "Inter

media" (1981), asks why the visual arts have become so 

open, so "hospitable," to "extraneous mediums."1 08 After 

repeating his litany of how Modernist art purified itself, 

Greenberg launches a brief diatribe against video art, 

performance art, pattern painting, and other aberrant art.  

Greenberg concludes that a shift has taken place "in the 

appreciation of visual art by the nominally cultivated 

public." Greenberg continues,
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I think it's a shift away from taste as such with 
respect to visual art as such . . . a shift away 
from the demands of taste insofar as they have be
come, or seem to have become, more taxing with 
respect to visual art as such. This would account 
for the acceptance . . . of Pattern Painting, of 
the "new aesthetic of bad taste," and more.  

What's ominous is that the decline of taste 
now, for the first time, threatens to overtake art 
itself.109 

Greenberg's gloom is not shared by all. May Stevens 

takes a different view of the possibilities inherent in 

art's Brobdingnagian embrace. Stevens states, 

All art can be placed somewhere along a po
litical spectrum, supporting one set of class 
interests or another, actively or passively, at 
the very least supporting existing conditions by 
ignoring other possibilities.  

The meaning of art cannot be reduced to propa
ganda; it deals with many other things in addition 
to those revealed by class and sociological analy
sis. . . . An activity that encourages emotion and 
individuality, that permits eccentricity and ob
session, is necessarily suspect. . . . there is 
no formula for artmaking. .  

That art is amorphous and infinitely variable 
is one of the properties that defines it and gives 
it value. . . . Artists create spirit traps, forms 
to catch our minds and spirits in. . . . The problem 
is not with people's taste (often called "kitsch" 
. . . ) but with defining art as one thing only.  

. . . the nature of being is explored in the nature 
of art." 0 

With this broad view of art's potentialities in mind, 

reviews of three exhibitions can be considered. Each of 

the exhibitions presented work of sub-aesthetic materials.  

The reviews indicate both problems and pleasures found in

the art/craft confusion.
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Donald B. Kuspit's "Elemental Realities" (1981) re

views an exhibition entitled "A Century of American 

Ceramics, 1878-1978." This article is of interest be

cause much of what Kuspit says is applicable to fiber.  

It is an eminently lucid and sensitive treatment of the 

subject, which is, perhaps, susprising in view of Kuspit 

being Clement Greenberg's sympathetic biographer.  

Kuspit states at the beginning, "It is a rare exhibi

tion that can make us question firmly held esthetic preju

dices and help us overthrow fixed, unanalyzed positions." 

Apparently the exhibition did affect Kuspit's view. He 

says that a "new kind of esthetic fundamentalism is 

achieved" which is directly related to the process of making 

the work and the "acute awareness of the primordial charac

ter of the clay. . . ." The making process is a "meta

physical metaphor" for the "process of becoming," that is, 

for the "transformation of matter by a mysterious natural 

process." Kuspit talks of the sensuousness of the medium-

"soliciting the viewer's hand as well as his eye."' He 

says, "It is perhaps because ceramics gives equal billing 

to touch and sight that modernist esthetics, with its 

emphasis on vision, treats it as inferior." Kuspit also 

states, "ceramics is an art of physical proximity rather 

than psychic distance. As such, it poses a threat to old 

ideas about the nobility of art." Kuspit concludes that
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"there are no privileged modes of art." He writes, "Clay's 

great flexibility implies freedom from preconceived forms; 

its elemental character suggests the possibility of an art 

at once profound and intimate. A democratic material in 

which sublime yet personal statements can be made, clay is 

susceptible to a variety of treatments while retaining its 

own Protean character."1 1 ' Again, these are concepts that 

can be applied to many works in fiber. Process, sensuous

ness, primordial associations, flexibility, subject to a 

variety of treatments--all are characteristics of fiber 

and fiber processes and pieces. That this is so was demon

strated in an exhibition of fiber work entitled "The Art 

Fabric: Mainstream," held at the San Francisco Museum of 

Modern Art in 1981.  

Both Peter Selz's review and the book (authored by 

Constantine and Larsen) that accompanied the exhibition 

show some of the problems in dealing with fiber. Selz's 

article is a tedious, pedantic review, typical of the 

kind of writing that is most often seen in the fiber 

journals. It is mainly descriptive; names, titles, coun

try of origin, and a brief description of the work are 

given with little attention to content. Apparently Selz 

suffers from overexposure to the Constantine/Larsen book 

which, as stated earlier, deals mainly with technical mat

ters. Selz complained about who was missing from the
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exhibition--Robert Rauschenberg, Kim MacConnel, Sam Gilliam, 

Joyce Kozloff, and others. This complaint is absurd on 

two counts. First, one or more works by more than one 

hundred crafts makers were exhibited; more is not the 

problem. Second, Selz missed the point entirely that one 

of the purposes of this show was to expose work which has 

generally been relegated to the crafts to a museum audience.  

Much of what was exhibited overlapped concerns of art and 

craft. Perhaps not all of it is "museum quality," but 

standards are, for the most part, high. Selz did make 

himself aware of the terminology appropriate to these 

works. A more enlightened critical approach was taken by 

John R. Clarke in his review "The Decorative Revisited: 

Five of Fabric" (1982).  

Clarke states, "Works that are not paintings but 

which are hung and viewed like paintings are fairly common 

in our experience. But works on fabric which maintain the 

look of fabric and explore fabric patterns in the gallery 

setting ask uncommon questions about the nature of paint

ing." Clarke continues, "In traditional painting the 

canvas or panel is an invisible physical bearer of gesso 

and paint, a ground for the material, that is, paint, from 

which the illusion is formed. And traditionally, the na

ture of this material support has been suppressed."1 1 In 

the 1960s this changed as Minimal artists made the support



161

their subject. Those who work with fabric qua fabric make 

the support the specific and tactile surface.  

Clarke names his criteria for a successful work of 

art. One is that it "continues to give one increasingly 

satisfying feelings of aesthetic pleasure or intellectual 

stimulation each time one examines it. . . ." A second 

criterion is "the strength of the immediate impact." 

Third, Clarke asks, "did it affect me or change me? Art's 

effect, how it acts upon us human beings, should differ 

from the way visual and motor experiences of non-art af

fects us." 1 1 3 

Clarke believes the work in this exhibition (by 

Robert Kushner, Miriam Schapiro, Lucas Samaras, Kim 

MacConnel, Joyze Kozloff) is indeed successful. He writes, 

"The clarity and sheer physicality of the work . . . under

mined the 'craft is comfy' criticism leveled at the 

decoratives [artists whose work is in some way related 

to the decorative] ." Referring to critic Amy 

Goldin's justification of pattern painting as being an 

elaboration of the grid (a more acceptable high art con

cept than decoration), Clarke states, 

Rather than proving that the decoratives explore 
pattern only for its implicit grid and for the 
tensions arising from breaking that grid, the 

works themselves are based on ideas and approaches 
as distant as . . . assemblage (Samaras), collage 
(Schapiro), analysis of fabric design (Kushner), 
and examination of Islamic tile and lattice-work 
(Kozloff). The iconographic sources of the
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decoratives' work cannot be reduced to pattern as 
its single inspiration. There is meaning, as well, 
in the treatment of the image. For example, 
MacConnel transforms the patterned cloth entirely, 
often painting an elegant, loose version of it, 
whereas Samaras gives us the raw and unbeautiful 
fabric itself.' 

Clarke concludes that these works go "far beyond the decora

tives' common interest in the effects of pattern on formal 

composition." He says they have "challenged traditional 

manipulations of surface and support. . . ." The work 

"seems still fresh and full of potential." And, "Above all, 

they are artists committed to the work--and the craft--of 

making art that works."'1 5 

Having considered definitions of art and craft and 

responses to their 1970s hybrids, it will be helpful now 

to focus on the work of one artist--Jackie Winsor--who has 

successfully incorporated concepts, processes, materials, 

and visualization from both areas.  

Jackie Winsor's sculpture first received national at

tention during the early 1970s. By 1979, she was given a 

one-woman exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New 

York. Winsor's forms are outwardly simple, internally 

complex, quasi-geometric shapes made on a human scale.  

Materials are either natural (rope, wood) or man-made 

(concrete, wire, bricks). She rarely adds color.  

Winsor's works are often associated with Minimalism 

due to their seemingly scant visual offerings and emphasis
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on structure. Rich in suggestive possibilities, complex 

in process, and obviously handmade, these works are, in 

reality, far from the Minimalist's approach.  

Materials, processes, and forms are rooted in Winsor's 

early childhood experiences. Born and reared in Newfound

land, she experienced life where survival requires a rugged 

self-sufficience. People grew their own vegetables, cut 

their own wood, built their own houses. Many earned their 

living as independent fishermen. One of Winsor's early 

memories is of "flakes," elaborate wooden structures built 

by fishermen to dry their catch. Another important remi

niscence is that of her parents constantly building and 

renovating their houses. Winsor says, "House, to me, means 

something all torn up."I' These forces influence her 

sculptural forms.  

A number of Winsor's pieces have obvious associations 

with building and houses. Four of her works, square 

wooden structures, approximately hip high, contain specific 

references to houses. Green Piece (1976-77), made of 

painted wood slats, nails, and concrete, has one little 

window in the center of each side and the roof. Fifty

fifty (1975), 1 x 1 Piece (1974), and 55 x 55 (1975) are 

constructed of wood and nails in various lattice patterns.  

Ambiguous in appearance, these pieces seem to allow at 

least visual entrance, but so little can be seen that they
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are virtually hermetic. A sense of power emanates from a 

central core (Fig. 21).  

Winsor has constructed a number of works in which 

wrapping, a time-consuming fiber technique, is both 

process and manifestation. Bound Grid (1971-72) is an 

84" x 84" grid constructed of saplings which are bound at 

each intersection with hemp wrapped into a ball-like shape.  

The rigidity of the saplings and the flexibility of the 

twine reverberate as metaphor for life with its echoes of 

certainty/uncertainty. The work differs from Minimalist 

grids by its materials, processes, and, more importantly, 

by the irregularity of its members. The saplings are 

erratic in shape; one even branches out near the middle, 

thus causing ten poles at the bottom, eleven at the top.  

No two balls of connecting fiber are the same. The piece 

leans against the wall, like Harmony Hammond's Hunktertime, 

silently waiting for something to happen (Fig. 22).  

Winsor's other works, generally, contain similar ele

ments. Sitting, lying, leaning; always silent; observers 

and observed; tightly constructed, yet with openings, 

flaws , or wounds (as in the Burnt Piece, 1977-78) ; all of 

her works seem to contain a central, hidden core radiant 

with energy. According to Ellen H. Johnson, "Contradic

tions and balancing of opposites" inform these works.  

"She combines reduction and accumulation. . . . austerity
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and sensuousness. . . ."117 Lucy Lippard writes of Win

sor's "repetitive process" and "recalcitrant materials" 

which lend an "obsessive quality . . . remnants of a Puri

tan work ethic, perhaps." 1 18 A quest for security is part 

of the process. Winsor states, "When you repeat an ac

tion again and again, you produce an effect of certainty 

or security in the viewer's mind." 1 1 9 Bound Grid might 

be seen as a kind of mapping life's inconsistencies. Visu

ally it recalls the stick charts of the Marshall Islanders.  

Qualities related to primitive art, handmade crafts 

(especially weaving), ritualistic process, and the central 

core of energy give Winsor's works deep human associations 

in spite of their outwardly simple forms. The "central 

core" is not an exclusive characteristic of women and, in 

Winsor's case, not seen as feminist imagery. We all have 

a center, part conscious, part hidden, from which we are 

motivated to function. It is in this light that Winsor's 

works take on a more universal relationship. The materials 

themselves and the processes and strength required to 

manipulate them relate to the natural processes of living, 

of becoming. Concerns here parallel those expressed by 

Magdalena Abakanowicz both verbally and in her work (Chap

ter III). Fiber, with its peculiar characteristics, is 

the necessary medium for the expressive works of both.  

Many changes have occurred in art and in craft during 

the years since World War II. Manifestations of the past
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decade have been especially provocative. Much question

ing has been done and many explorations have been made.  

A multitude of answers have been attempted. What does it 

mean? The next chapter will summarize and signify these 

events as they now exist.
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CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION 

Man has certain basic physical and psychological needs 

which include homeostasis, security, continuity, food, 

air, exercise, a sense of place, a sense of control, and 

a sense of identity. The process of filling these needs 

is the process of human life. It is a continuing chain of 

reactions to and interactions with one's physical and so

cial environment on several levels: physical, mental, emo

tional, spiritual. Each thing that one does, makes, thinks, 

or feels is a result of that intercourse. Physical mani

fes.tations appear in the form of clothing and body adorn

ment, shelter and its decoration, crafts-making, and art.  

Spiritual responses are evident in the development of myth, 

magic, and religion, all used with the intention of affect

ing the course of events controlled by forces beyond human 

nature or full human comprehension. Mental responses are 

evident in the development of languages, writing, and 

philosophy- -tools with which man first began to try to 

understand the actual workings of the cosmos and the mean

ing of life, to keep records of human activities and natural 

phenomena, and to communicate ideas. Emotional responses 

to one's environment are manifested in art, literature, and
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music. The responses overlap, and the more they are 

studied the more complex the relationships seem. Each 

response is a sort of "mirror" of humanity and the human 

effort to deal with the world.  

The history of fiber and fabric is an important part 

of the story of humanity. From the beginning, fiber has 

been used to make both functional and expressive entities.  

We have looked briefly at clothing, cartography, housing 

and interiors, magic, tapestry, crafts, and art. Fiber 

has played a significant part in each of these areas. Yet, 

in twentieth-century art, it has frequently been disdained.  

If one looks at such eminent textbooks as H. W. Janson's 

History of Art, Frederick Hartt's Art: A History of Paint

ing, Sculpture, and Architecture, or Helen Gardner's Art 

through the Ages one finds no mention of any work in fiber 

except the Bayeux Tapestry (1073-1083). Although many art 

museums have collections of tapestries and other types of 

fiber works, they are most often relegated to the "decora

tive arts" department, a secondary division, where they 

are seldom exhibited. If they are shown it is more likely 

to be in a stairwell or hall than a main gallery. F. P.  

Thomson states that tapestries receive "far less care and 

attention than pictures by the old masters and lesser 

painters."' As an example, the textile collection at the 

Art Institute of Chicago, although begun in the nineteenth



176

century, was, until 1961, housed in the Decorative Arts 

Department without specialists to see to exhibition or 

preservation. Christa Mayer writes, "[it] is perhaps the 

least well-known of all the permanent collections of the 

Art Institute." 2 

The long history of fiber as means of making func

tional items (for example, tents, ropes, clothing), along 

with its pervasiveness in our daily lives, has seemingly 

worked against its consideration as fine art. Lawrence 

Alloway, discussing Robert Rauschenberg's use of sub

aesthetic materials, says, "A pair of socks does not pos

sess the same cultural associations [as paint]. What it 

does have is a familiar human use and Rauschenberg's art 

is an inventory of human traces. "3 

Art was defined in Chapter IV as subjective, expres

sive, provocative, evocative, educible, man-made, and that 

which is accepted as "art." Generally, critics and artists 

agree that art is non-functional;it is mainly for aesthetic 

contemplation. Some believe the purpose should be social 

commentary as well. Art is seen as transcending boundaries 

of time and place. Art is associated with innovation and 

challenges viewer perceptions of the world and the self.  

Craft, on the other hand, "conforms to the cultural milieu 

in which it arises."' Immediate and utilitarian, craft 

tends to reach out to, rather than challenge, the viewer.
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It is associated with stasis. The readily apparent appli

cation of fiber has been in craft. Craft is accessible to 

everyone. Art has grown increasingly abstract during 

the twentieth century, and, as Lucy Lippard states, "The 

symbolic content of abstraction today is subterranean, in

accessible to the majority of its viewers. We need the 

artist to tell us what it means because there is no longer 

a cultural consensus outside of that imposed on us by com

merce. "5 

Some artists have, during the last three decades, made 

fiber and fabric part of their media. Many crafts makers 

have, during the same period, become more expressive in 

their work. A reluctant but steadily growing acceptance 

of this crossbreeding is evident in recent exhibitions and 

criticism.  

What is the value of declaring a given work a "work of 

art"? Possibly prestige and increased monetary value would 

be the greatest advantages. Works of art are considered 

worthy of care and collecting for reasons of history and 

posterity, as examples of excellence, and for aesthetic ex

perience. Both art and craft are equated with notions of 

technical and material quality. A designation of "art" 

would not enhance the work itself, except in the minds of 

the viewers.  

Is fiber an art-worthy medium? Innovations in art 

during the last decade indicate that it is. Structurally
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and visually, fiber differs from other media. Neverthe

less, it is fully capable of a multiplicity of expressions.  

The explorations of Rauschenberg, the humor of Oldenburg, 

Schapiro's tradition-related images, Hammond's more 

agonized works, and MacConnel's comments on society are 

among the infinite possibilities found with fiber.  

Is fiber capable of something, in the hands of the 

artist and the mind of the viewer, that other media cannot 

do? As discussed in Chapter IV and mentioned above, the 

structuring of a fiber work is unlike that of other media.  

It is an inherently slow, methodical, additive process, 

no matter which technique is used. The work may be done 

according to a rigid, preconceived formula or spontaneously 

with the result uncertain until the work is complete. Time 

required to make a fiber object lends a contemplative 

aspect, both for the maker and the viewer, although the 

imagery may be disquieting. In fact, disturbing imagery 

depicted in this placid medium is paradoxical, reflecting 

the tension created by life's contradictions. The rela

tionship between fiber and life is seen both in its physi

cality and in the work process. Fiber invites touching 

and touching brings things closer to one's own being.  

The natural fibers have their own "birth, growth, and 

death" cycles as do other living entities. The work 

process, too, has a "birth, growth, and death" cycle which
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takes place over time. An idea is conceived by the weaver; 

the piece grows on the loom. Removing a weaving from the 

loom is referred to as the birth; a failure is called an 

abortion. Once the piece is whole it begins to disinte

grate, as we all do. For both artist and viewer the unique 

associations may be psychologically or philosophically re

lated to the life cycle or they may be more mundane.  

Traditional associations with function and decoration 

have been stumbling blocks for fiber's acceptance by critics 

and curators. Fiber is associated with "mindless" decora

tion and with those entities for which the practical super

sedes the expressive. However, for many artists working 

in recent decades, these associations were and are an im

portant factor. Entities common to daily life are incor

porated into art, such as Rauschenberg's "socks." Social 

concerns are dealt with in Harmony Hammond's clothing-scraps 

sculptures and her swaddled forms. Kozloff and Samaras use 

fabric-related pattern or fabric itself to refer to histori

cal and cultural sources. Schapiro's fiber works, based in 

crafts traditions, reflect personal experience. MacConnel 

observes the fragmentation and juxtapositions of life in 

an urban/industrial society and makes his own version of 

piece-work as commentary. Fiber proves to be particularly 

well-suited to these expressions. Explorations of these 

areas are still relatively new and, therefore, limited.

---- - - -- ---- --
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Fiber's history is long and its broad associations range 

from the practical to the sublime. Fiber crosses bounda

ries of culture and time. An extensive number of techniques 

and treatments are available to create a variety of forms, 

as one can see by comparing the rigid, bound forms of 

Jackie Winsor with the soft, almost fragile Jammers of 

Robert Rauschenberg.  

Works once relegated to crafts because of material and 

technique are finding their way to galleries and museums.  

The expressive quality of the work and the gradually 

broadening view of the museum directors and gallery owners 

are merging to give the art audience a larger experience.  

Thirteen years ago Philippe de Montebello, then director 

of the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston, gave Josep Grau

Garriga a solo exhibition. This year the Museum of Art 

in Dallas will give Magdalena Abakanowicz a one-person 

show. In the interim, exhibitions of fiber work have been 

seen at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, the Chicago 

Art Institute, the Detroit Institute of Art, the San 

Francisco Museum of Modern Art, and many smaller museums 

and art galleries across the country.  

The increasing acceptance of fiber as an art medium, 

especially during the last decade, plus the vitality and 

expressiveness of crafts, engendered an exploration of the 

meaning of the terms "art" and "craft" in critical writing
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and in the works of artists and crafts makers. Now itwould 

be appropriate to thoroughly research related areas intro

duced in this paper such as the use of fiber in maps, 

magic, clothing, housing, and interior decoration. The 

history, psychological and philosophical implications, and 

the connections with contemporary art or craft work should 

be dealt with as an abundance of technical data is already 

available on the use of fiber. Another area which should 

now be investigated is the placement of fiber works in 

public buildings. Major purchases have been made by state 

and federal governments, educational institutions, and 

corporations. Also, further research along with exhibi

tions and writing would be useful in areas such as the use 

and meaning of fiber in art and craft with regard to art 

fabric and designer fabric, fiber and the decorative, and 

the relationship of traditional crafts and women's issues 

to contemporary art. The growing number of museum exhibi

tions and the critical acceptance of fiber as an art 

medium shift the emphasis from the "art versus craft" de

bate to the question of quality.  

Not all work in fiber is museum quality. Much is still 

purely functional or simply craft. Not all work in paint 

is fine art. "Bluebonnet" paintings and paint-by-number 

pieces fall within the craft/hobby designation. The ques

tion "Is it fiber or is it art?" is no longer the important

--------
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issue. Focus now, in writing and in the work itself, 

should be on quality--what the work does, what it says, 

what is its intent, how well does it fulfill that intent.  

But most important is the work, not the debate. As Wil

liam Barrett says, "words are notations at a distance for 

something that up close does not require them." 6 And the 

inherent properties of fiber allow infinite expressive 

possibilities.
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Fig. 1--Magdalena Abakanowicz: The Hand, 1976; sisal, 
12 x 20 x 15 cm.  

Source: Abakanowicz: Organic Structures (Malm6, Sweden: 
Malmb Kons thall , 1977) , p . 39 .  

Fragments of the body refer to the whole. Made of 
natural fiber, these works relate to the process of living.
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Ail: 

Fig. 3--Josep Grau-Garriga: Dia'leg com abans, 1977; 
130 x 30 x 50 cm.  

Source: Arnau Puig, Grau-Garriga (Barcelona: Multi
ple de Publicaciones, 1977), p. 89.  

Fragments refer to the whole, here dealing with 
human relationships.
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j ~2 4~j~

Fig. 5--Gerhardt Knodel: 
x 14' .

r 

It I R

Act 8, 1975; silk, 8'x 10'

Source: Diverse Directions (Pullman, WA: Museum of 
Art, Washington State Univ., 1978), p. 27.  

This multi-colored, movable configuration shapes its 
own space and refers to nomads and tents.
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Fig. 6--Warren Seelig: Accordion Gesture, 1975; cotton 
string, vinyl strips, metal, 45" x 65".  

Source: Diverse Directions (Pullman, WA: Museum of Art, 
Washington State Univ., 1978), p. 40.  

Seelig explores the nature of cloth, its surface, and 
those configurations appropriate to cloth.
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Fig. 7--Robert Rauschenberg: Bed, 1955, mixed media, 
74" x 31".  

Source: Sam Hunter and John Jacobus, American Art 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc. , 1973) , p. 337.  

Pillow, sheets, and quilt combine with gestural paint
ing referring to the everyday and to Abstract Expressionist 
painting.
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Fig. 8--Robert Rauschenberg: Ledger, 1975; i 
satin, paper, glue, 95%" x 49".  

Source: Robert Rauschenberg (Washington, DC:

nk, silk, 

National
Collection of Fine Arts, 1977), p. 21.  

Images from life, incorporated into sheer fabric 
panels, are made hazy by layering the panels.
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Fig. 9--Claes Oldenburg: 
Model (Ghost) Typewriter, 1963; 
cloth, kapok, wood, 274" x 26" 
x 9".  

Source: Sam Hunter and 
John Jacobus, American Art 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice
Hall, Inc., 1973), p. 347.

Fig. 10--Claes Olden
burg: Soft Typewriter, 
1963; vinyl, kapok, cloth, 
Plexiglas, 27 " x 26" x 9".  

Source: Sam Hunter and 
John Jacobus, American Art 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1973), 
p. 347.

Oldenburg's soft sculptures tease one's perceptions 
and expectations about the nature of machines and of sculp
tures, playing with notions of utility, hardness, and 
gravity.
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Fig. 13--Joan Livingstone: Sentinel #2, 1977; felt, 
cotton yarn, 6'5" x 4'10" x 20".  

Source: Diverse Directions (Pullman, WA: Museum of 
Art, Washington State Univ. 1978), p. 321.  

Active humanoid imagery gives life to the static felt 
in which it is trapped.
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Fig. 14--Christo: Running Fence, 1976; nylon fabric, 
steel cable and poles, 18 x 24- mi.  

Source: Art in America, 64, No. 6 (Nov./Dec. 1976), 
p. 61.  

Fiber and function are fused in a non-traditional con

figuration. Provocative visually and mentally, challenging 
notions about art and society, working outside the tradi
tional museum/gallery orientation, Christo's works fuse 
art with life. Here the Running Fence merges with the 
Pacific Ocean, ending its 24-mile stretch across the 
countryside.
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t 

Fig. 15--Christo: Running Fence, 1976; nylon fabric, 
steel cable and poles, 18' x 24% mi.  

Source: Art in America, 64, No. 6 (Nov. /Dec. 1976) , 
p. 61.  

Having provoked 42 months of social, legal, and politi
cal encounters, the Running Fence, for two weeks, stretched 
across the California countryside.
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Fig. 17--Joyce Kozloff: Hidden Chambers, 1975; 
acrylic on canvas, 78" x 120".  

Source: Artforum, 15, No. 4 (Dec. 1976), p. 27.  
Multiple references include Islamic patterning, 

borders, secret places, and fabric structure and patterning.
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Fig. 19--Harmony Hammond: Hun 
media, 7%' x 19'.  

Source: Artforum, 20, No. 9 ( 
Dressed up and waiting, these 

aura.

kertime, 1979-80;

May 1982), p.  
forms have a

Fig. 20--Harmony Hammond: Sneak, 1977-79; mixed media, 
13 pieces each 3' high.  

Source: Art in America, 70, No. 4 (April 1982), p. 112.  
References are to woman's chores, such as binding and 

swaddling, and to Hammond's once hidden lesbianism.
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Fig. 21--Jackie Winsor: Green Piece, 1976-77; painted 
wood, cement, nails, 82.5 x 8275 x 82.-Tcm.  

Source: Jackie Winsor (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 
1979), front cover.  

Winsor's boxes refer to secret spaces, houses, and 
internal energy.
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