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		Global Warming

		Bonnie Meltzer

		24 x 24 x 15 inches

		Cover Photo courtesy of the artist

		“This piece shows how crochet becomes a skin over another surface. It is also instrumental in holding the found objects in place.”
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			Introduction
		

		

		”Crocheting is one of the fascinating traditional techniques that have been set ablaze in recent years by contemporary artists. Young artists are looking at the early works by Hicks, Tawney, Minkowitz, and others. Crocheting, like felting, knitting, and weaving, is finding a new wonderful voice in contemporary art making, impressively breaking previous stereotyped borders.”

		—Bruce Hoffman, Director, Snyderman Gallery

		

		Crochet is a craft whose time has come. Throughout its history, the humblest of women have displayed fine technical skills, hobbyists have followed patterns only to find relaxation in the process, and creative souls have “tweaked” published patterns to suit their own needs. Today, the influence of crochet is far-reaching and the variety of its applications is endless. Artists from around the world use crochet as their medium of choice, showing unimaginable creativity.

		

		The works featured in this book represent the diverse styles, unusual shapes, and exquisite textures that characterize crocheted art today. The innate flexibility of crochet lends itself to possibilities that are limited only by each artist’s vivid imagination.

		

		At the leading edge of the creative crochet movement in 1956, Craft Horizons noted, “Now vigor, purpose, and beauty infuse the crafts. No longer are they familiar exercises of techniques alone. They are true art forms reflecting the creative vision of the designer-craftsman who shapes them.” The creativity and versatility of the art form and its artists has only continued to grow over the past six decades.

		

		Many artists discovered and embraced crochet as a means to create art in the 1960s. Clinton MacKenzie in New Design in Crochet, “Unlike woven forms, crochet can be conceived in and worked directly in three dimensions. It can be composed in one piece and, like pottery and glassblowing, can be fluidly molded in the making.” In Crochet History and Technique, Lis Paludan states “Many never learn to crochet nor do they want to. They identify crochet with insertions in thick, white filet crochet and the clumsy woolen crochet of the 1930s. Both seem to have given crochet a bad name. However, new ideas are under way and more and more people have become aware of the scope of crochet. Interest began in the 1960s with experiments in free crochet, and new uses have been taken up. Artists have begun to take an interest in crochet as a means of expression. The best examples exploit the special qualities inherent in the technique of crochet—no attempt is made, as was so often before, to imitate other forms of needlework or handcraft. These trends have caused renewed interest in crochet and an awareness of its possibilities has developed from the 1970s to the present day.”

		

		Over one hundred crochet artists from around the world, including Leslie Blackmon, Elaine Bradford, and Inga Hamilton, Prudence Mapstone and Andrea Lyn Van Benschoten, now come together in an Internet group to promote crochet as an art medium within the larger arts community, to raise awareness of art crochet among the general public and to discuss other crochet-related issues and events. Their consensus is that “all kinds of surfaces and structures can be created with crochet including pliable or rigid, lacy or dense, delicate or bold. With just one simple tool and any thin continuous strip of crochet fabric artists can fold, roll, stretch, pleat, and compress to make whatever they want.”

		

		It is this versatility that makes crochet so appealing to artists. Crochet can add a touch of the unique to clay or metal sculpture and it is portable so that it can be practiced in public, which makes for a well-educated gallery audience. Although often passed down from older family members, many crocheters are inspired today by the wide availability of a variety of fibers and colors; those who always push boundaries lend their personalities to create a hip, artistic style. Our financial and domestic constraints have relaxed and that leads to liberation. Our high-tech society has given us free time that was scarce in generations past. We no longer crochet out of need; we create for no other reason than creation.

		

	
		

		
			Crochet Beginnings
		

		

		Lis Paludan in Crochet History &Technique: “Earliest evidence from written sources, oral traditions, and samplers in museums suggest that crochet originated in poor, cold regions of Northern and Southeast Europe and the prosperous milieu of Western Europe. A simple form of crochet (slip stitch) done with tools made from bones, wood, or animal horns had many names: panting (Sweden), pjoning (Norway), Shepherd’s knitting (Scotland), gobelinstich (Germany), crochet de Bosnie (France), hooking (Central Asia).” The term crochet is derived from a French word, crocher, meaning to hook or to pick.

		

		Elyse and Mike Sommer in A New Look at Crochet noted that the first hint of crochet being used as way to create art surfaced in 1915 when the Modern Priscilla magazine suggested using crochet to make small bowls or covered mirror frames. In the same issue, a hat made of raffia twine foreshadowed the innovative use of all types of materials to come in the 1970s. As America entered World War II, crochet was deemed “non-essential” and saved for special things, but after the war, crocheted ornamental trimmings and doilies were common in every home. As wool and synthetics came into use, a more sophisticated look followed. During the fifties, crocheted clothing began to appear and standards for patterns were established.

		

	
		

		
			Crochet Revolution
		

		

		Crochet remained “domesticated” until the 1960s. At the same time young people rebelled against the establishment and crochet changed drastically as crocheters went on tangents no one had seen before. Crochet blossomed as an art form late in the decade and artists interested in fiber and textiles embraced the freedom of crochet, a medium that allows the artist to work in any direction and shape with many colors and textures. James Walters, author of many books on free-form crochet, including those co-authored with Sylvia Cosh, says of crochet art, “In the heady days of the 1960s and 1970s, the simple, almost ‘instant’ results of crochet together with these vibrant new materials attracted artists and craftspeople with broader aspirations and made it possible for them to express themselves in much more complete and personal ways than the Irish crocheters of the second half of the nineteenth century ever would have dreamed possible.”

		

		In A New Look at Crochet, Elyse and Mike Sommer explain, “In 1968, The International Wall Hangings Show at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City, which included crochet, became an inspirational springboard for many. Prizes in mixed-media shows are frequently being taken by crocheters, and all-crochet shows are no longer just a dream.” According to Clinton MacKenzie in New Design in Crochet, “Men are taking a major role alongside women in this movement that takes crochet out of a realm limited merely to fashion and household items.”

		

		Walter Nottingham was instrumental in the art crochet movement of the 1960s. He earned his Master of Fine Arts at the prestigious Cranbrook Academy of Art, in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan and developed The Fiber Arts Department at the University of Wisconsin, River Falls. He also taught there as professor emeritus from 1960 to 1989 and influenced a generation of fiber artists. In 2008, the Textile Center of Minneapolis, Minnesota recognized Nottingham’s dedication to the medium with its Spun Gold Award, an honor given for lifetime commitment to fiber arts.

		

		In an interview with Carol Owen for the Archives of American Art at the Smithsonian Institution in 2002, Walter said, “There’re two ways a craftsman can work: a craftsman can make an object by developing a technique and learning as much as he or she can about that technique and then use that technique to make an object. But there’s another way an artist can work, and many do. A craftsman can take an idea of an object and then create a technique to make that object; and that’s the way I was working. In 1968, the wall hangings exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) launched my career and the large 3D hanging I exhibited there was a precursor to Celibacy which launched my international career.” In her book, The Crocheter’s Art, Del Pitt Feldman said of Nottingham, “No discussion of the crochet of this era could stand without mention of Walter. His goal was ‘wed content and form,’ while always concerned with texture and color as well as pure form.”

		

		In 1973, Julie Schafler Dale earned a permanent place of honor in the world of contemporary crochet when she opened Julie: Artisans’ Gallery on New York’s prestigious Madison Avenue. The gallery opened the door for the newly emerging Art-to-Wear Movement, which was known specifically for its innovative use of crochet. Julie recently shared her thoughts about the popularity of crochet in the early 1970s: “Crochet figured most prominently at that time. I was introduced to it by a small group of students from Pratt Institute including Marika Contompasis, Dina Schwartz Knapp, Janet Lipkin, Jean Williams Cacicedo and separately by Nicki Hitz Edson, Arlene Stimmel, and Norma Minkowitz. It was a new, idiosyncratic way to use crochet and unlike anything we had seen before. The world was very environmentally oriented at that time and the organic shapes used by these artists with their sculptural surfaces were most appropriate as a means of expression.” She explained that it was a unique moment in time and that the collective talent of this group of crocheters “set a high standard that has not been equaled. They honed their art as a unique form of personal expression.”
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		Transformations

		Jean Williams Cacicedo

		Crocheted, knit, suede, wool

		50 x 55 inches

		Collection of Deborah Green Shortridge

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		The successful fiber art career of Jean Williams Cacicedo was celebrated in 2000 with a thirty-year retrospective of her work, “Explorations in Cloth,” at the Museum of Craft & Folk Art in San Francisco. In the catalog, which provides a permanent record of Cacicedo’s unique contribution to the American art world, Director J. Weldon Smith said, “No artist comes closer to bridging the gap between clothing and sculpture.”

		

		Crochet continued to evolve as an art form into the next decade. Textile Fibre Forum magazine, created by Janet DeBoer in 1981, grew out of the Australian Fibre Textile Association (TAFTA) symposiums that began in 1980. Janet delights in bringing together the facts and the fantasy creations, the history and the hopes, the gamut of the textile arts as well as an amazing weeklong FORUM conference twice yearly. She explains, “These provide an opportunity for 250 to 300 like-minded students, tutors, and suppliers to be together in a creatively charged atmosphere for in-depth learning and a celebration of the full spectrum of the textile arts. Its all-inclusive nature has been its strength over the years.”

		

		In 1986, Fiber R/Evolution, a major reexamination of fiber as an artistic medium, opened at the Milwaukee Art Museum, bringing together eighteen invited artists, including Nottingham, who dared to use the skills and techniques of traditional craftsmen to create extraordinary works of art over the past thirty years. Juried new works by fifty-three fiber artists, included Norma Minkowitz and Elizabeth Tuttle. James Perreault, Visual Arts Director, The Cultural Center, Staten Island, New York, commented on the groundbreaking exhibit, “The eighteen invited artists have done innovative and influential work and are celebrated. The outstanding juried section includes crochet; and the materials run the gamut: jute, sisal, manila, paper, wool, cotton, linen, silk, rayon, plastics, and many others both natural and commercial. Although in existence since the 1960s, fiber art had escaped the notice of the art world. If art can quote the great ‘crafts’ traditions, why cannot present-day explorations of these materials and techniques be art too?”
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		Betsy Tuttle

		Lake Street Steps

		Cotton sewing thread

		11 X 8.5 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“Betsy’s interest in architectural details is revealed in this piece. Arches, corners, and windows are depicted through carefully planned and executed gradations of color. The result is her own elegant translation of ‘pointillism’ into crochet.” Fiberarts magazine #4, 1980.

		

		Sculptor Dame Suzie Moncrief originally launched The World of Wearable Art (WOW) in 1987 as a promotion for a rural art gallery. The original concept promotes New Zealand as an extraordinary and creative place. Thirty-five entries are selected annually out of three hundred and judged on originality, creativity, innovation, and construction. WOW, which has grown to receive international acclaim, is described on the website as “where art and the human form combine, where dance, music, and lighting tell a story of the body as a canvas and where line of art and fashion blur and merge as one.” The internationally acclaimed two-hour awards show is now held annually in Wellington, New Zealand and attracts 35,000 spectators.

		

	
		

		
			Crochet Evolution
		

		

		In 1990, the vital seeds of what would become the Crochet Guild of America (CGOA) were sown. The main purpose of the CGOA is “to educate the public about crochet, provide members with networking opportunities, and set a national standard for the quality, art, and skill of crochet through creative endeavors.” As founder of the organization, I had the desire and foresight from the inception to ensure that the annual conferences included crochet art as one of the means of carrying out our mission of education. In 1994, the first juried exhibit, Ancient Roots, New Beginnings, amazed not only novices but experienced crocheters as well! Crochet as art reveals our beloved medium in its best light and powerfully fulfills the guild’s mission of education. The works in the first exhibit showed extraordinary quality, not only in their technical execution, but in the artistic expression as well. The artists truly stretched the limits of the medium and showed endless possibilities. Even the most seasoned crocheters continued to be astonished with each succeeding annual exhibit. Over the years, invited artists such as Arline Fisch, Kathleen Holmes, Yvette Kaiser Smith, Tracy Krumm, Bonnie Meltzer, Norma Minkowitz, Karen Searle, Carol Ventura, and Jean Williams Cacicedo have influenced legions of viewers to re-think commonly held notions about crochet.
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		Norma Minkowitz

		The Present

		26 x 28 x 27 inches 

		Fiber and mixed media

		Photograph by Richard Bergen courtesy of the artist

		

		“Often when a child plays outside, he or she finds a treasure to bring home not realizing the meaning and concept of what they have found. In this case, it is a dead bird.”

		

		In 2000, the guild’s tradition of excellence blossomed when it teamed up with the Textile Arts Centre in Chicago to sponsor Chain Reaction. In her juror’s statement, Arline Fisch said, “Selection of materials is one of the principle ways in which many artists have approached the challenge of the exhibit, ‘innovative works that challenge traditional expectations of crochet.’ The use of wire along with monofilament and glass beads continues to produce enticing embellishments that totally obscure yet are dependent upon the structure of crochet.”

		

		In celebration of its tenth anniversary in 2003, the CGOA produced Rhythm of Crochet, a juried and invitational exhibition of contemporary crochet. I chaired a special committee that procured grants to allow the exhibit to travel for one year. Jurors Eileen Troxel and Carol Ventura wrote about the exhibit in the accompanying catalog, “Looking for works that went beyond decorative stitches and interpreted crochet creatively, we chose innovative works that depart from preconceived notions.”

		

		The success of the Rhythm of Crochet exhibit generated grants from industry associations that became a springboard for other important exhibits later in the decade. In 2006, Twist & Shout: The New Needlearts, an initiative of the National Needlearts Association (TNNA), was organized by Florida Craftsmen, Inc. Stacy Charles, Co-Founder of Tahki Stacy Charles Inc. and Past President of the TNNA Yarn Group explained,“ I have always been fascinated with how artists choose their art form; and the amazing artists represented in Twist and Shout were no exception! Crochet as a medium leaves open, limitless possibilities as evidenced here. Crochet, considered an outdated craft by some, has become a form of artistic expression. I have always appreciated the beauty of stitches and how they can be maneuvered and used in delicate shapes as well as abstract works. In today’s world, crochet has been elevated to a new level not only for its beauty but also for its relevance to fashion and modern lifestyles.”
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		Hildur Bjarnadottir

		Untitled

		

		4 X 54 inches diameter

		Crochet cotton, table

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		Radical Lace and Subversive Knitting which included the crochet work of Hildur Bjarnadottir, opened in 2007 at the Museum of Art and Design in New York City. It addressed issues of politics, gender, and ethics, as well as the new wave of “craftivism” that was spreading across the world. According to Martha Schwendener of the New York Times, “Given the show’s title, some visitors will arrive wanting to know how needlework, which runs counter to our technology- and information-saturated age, has become such a cultural juggernaut, and how it might serve to break down the barriers between artist and amateur, art and craft.”

		

	
		

		
			The Era of Collaboration
		

		

		James Walters observes that “collaboration is a new phenomenon, thanks to the Internet, that has people freely inspiring each other on a daily basis through blogs, photo albums and social networking. In fact, some of the most astounding recent work has come out of that very phenomenon.”

		

		An awe-inspiring example is the 2007 International Coral Reef Initiative that brought together thousands of crocheters from around the world to pay homage to The Great Barrier Reef in Queensland, Australia. Christine and Margaret Wertheim of the Institute for Figuring in Los Angeles who crochet and are also curators and science writers, conceived the idea after hearing a lecture by Cornell mathematics professor, Daina Taimina in 1997. Taimina used crochet to reproduce a hyperbolic structure, a geometric form believed to have first occurred in nature during the Silurian age. Corals, kelps, and sponges all exhibit hyperbolic anatomical features; after hearing Daina’s lecture, Christine and Margaret were inspired to crochet a coral reef.

		

		The Wertheims, who have long been concerned about the fate of the endangered reef in their homeland of Australia, created one of the largest participatory projects in the world with their handcraft-science hybrid. Through its Satellite Reef Program, it has been seen by more than three million people and has raised awareness, inspired a generation of activists, and become the global warming equivalent to the AIDs Quilt.
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		Daina Taimina

		4 X 100

		Crochet, acrylic yarn

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		Daina went on to write, Crocheting Adventures with Hyperbolic Planes.
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		Crochet Coral Reef by the Institute For Figuring

		2005 – Ongoing

		Photo © the IFF

		

		Annually since 2006, using many innovative modes of crochet, the International Freeform Fiberarts Guild has presented a challenge to the members of this Internet group to create a work of freeform crochet and other fiber art inspired by an annual theme. This collaborative effort by free-form crocheters from around the world is highlighted in an annual book that they produce. One hundred per cent of the proceeds from the book sales are contributed to various charities.
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		Earth, Air, Fire, Water

		Mixed fibers, crocheted

		72 x 80 inches

		2007

		Photograph by Myra Wood

		

		“The stunning results represent the common threads that run throughout our global community, a fundamental basis for understanding and a reconnection with the living fabric of our planet.” The exhibit is available on line at www.freeformcrochet.com

		

		The International Fiber Collaborative is another striking example of collaboration. It began as a way for crocheters and knitters from all over the world to work together on a single project and grew to include fiber techniques of all kinds with a focus on using recycled materials. Sculptor Jennifer Marsh, who has dedicated her life and soul to the concept of collaborative art, managed her first project, World Reclamation Art Project in 2007–2008.
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		W. A. R. P. also known as the Gas Station Project

		Crochet, various needle arts

		Site specific

		“All the panels were sewn together to cover an abandoned gas station in central New York state.”

		

		Although the project was conceived as a way for stitchers to echo concern about the world’s dependency on oil, Jennifer explains, “It has now taken on a life of its own. Doing needlework in groups was so much a part of our history; and although today we don’t have ‘sewing circles,’ we are able to connect through the Internet. It is so ‘now,’ and projects on the scale in which we work couldn’t be done without the Internet.” The group’s most ambitious project to date, “The Dream Rocket Project” will cover a full scale Saturn V Space Rocket replica that stands three-hundred fifty-five feet high at the United States Space & Rocket Center in Huntsville, Alabama in 2014.

		

		By 2012, the phenomenon of yarn bombing, a term coined by Magda Sayeg, had spread across the nation and the world. This concept gives even the humblest of crocheters the opportunity to explore their creativity and tap into their inner “bad child” as they skulk in the darkness of night to adorn public structures. Artist Agata Olek, also known as Agata Oleksiak, took this concept to new heights when she covered the Wall Street “bull” on December 25, 2010 in her signature colorful camouflage crochet.

		

		Sticks, Hooks and the Mobius – Knit and Crochet Go Cerebral showcased cool new art trends in knitting and crocheting in early 2012. Guest curator, Susan Huxley, collected and mounted forty crocheted afghans on stair rails on the grounds at Lafayette College, Easton, Pennsylvania. It was a collaboration of unknown stitchers who created the afghans that she gathered from local thrift shops. This effort integrated Susan’s feminist point of view on women’s work and charity.
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		Sticks, Hooks and the Mobius

		Knit & Crochet go Cerebral

		Crocheted afghans

		Site specific

		Williams Center for Arts Gallery, Lafayette College

		Photograph by Howard McGinn

		

		Fortunately today there are many, many artists who choose to express themselves through the medium of crochet. Although space constraints prohibit me from featuring them all, my hope and my dream is that this book will be a springboard to the understanding, not only for crocheters but for the public at large, that crochet is a valid and vibrant medium in the field of art!

		

	
		

		
			The Artists
		

		

		This book is both a beginning and a culmination. It focuses on the awesome acceptance of crochet in the new millennium. Nothing like it has been done since Julie Schafler Dale featured crochet as art wear in her book, Art-to-Wear, in 1986. Artists, crocheters, and crafters are in abundance today; creating for fun and as professionals. Inspired by materials, process, and the wonder in their lives, poignant stories surround the marvelous and giving individuals who crochet. The art of crochet gives them a voice; anything flexible enough to be pulled by the hook serves them and births the most inventive of results.

		

		The Fine Art of Crochet features artists who have achieved success by exhibiting in galleries and juried fine art and craft exhibits. They work in studios and other inspirational places; they express themselves through their art and choose crochet as their medium. With this book, my hope is to not only showcase their exotic, fantastic, and unique works of art, but also to illustrate how far crochet has come from the old fashioned trite hobby it was once considered.

		

		I am honored to introduce twenty artists in whose hands the magic of crochet creates cutting-edge art for the twenty-first century. This book includes several artists who have explored the potential of crochet art since the 1960s and 1970s: Renie Breskin Adams, Arline Fisch, Bonnie Meltzer, and Andrea Uravitch; others pursued various fine art traditions and are defying expectations about crochet: Jo Hamilton, Kathleen Holmes, Yvette Kaiser Smith, Tracy Krumm, Dale Roberts, Carol Ventura, Nathan Vincent, Georgina Valverde, and Soonran Youn; still others found their energies focused on crochet art after enjoying other careers: Jerry Bleem, Pate Conaway, Carol Hummel, Donna Lish, Leslie Pontz, Donna Rosenthal and Karen Searle. All of these artists share one characteristic: they value the traditional techniques of crochet and the expert skills handed down through generations. Perhaps most importantly, they approach crochet with wonder and the desire to explore its full potential.

		

	
		

		
			Arline Fisch
		

		

		Recipient of many awards in her long career as artist and educator, including the American Crafts Council Gold Medal and an honorary Doctor of Humane Letters from Skidmore College, her alma mater, Arline was declared a “Living Treasure of California” by resolution of the California Legislature along with twenty-four other artists in the craft disciplines.

		

		Iconic among jewelers and fine craftspeople, world-renowned metal jewelry artist Arline Fisch was honored in 1999 in Elegant Fantasy: The Jewelry of Arline Fisch, the first comprehensive exhibition of her work, held at the San Diego Historical Society. Curator Denny Stone ”There are three distinct areas that define Fisch’s work: …her interest in overall adornment that informs her sense of scale; her attention to sensory-engaging qualities such as color, movement, and form; and her unflagging belief that the work should contribute to the joy, beauty, and delight of the individual who wears it.’”

		

		No stranger to anyone who loves one-of-a-kind jewelry and crochet-on-the-edge, Arline is revered by many. Selected in 1993 as one of twenty-one craftspeople honored in Heirlooms of the Future at Mingei International Museum of World Folk Art in San Diego, she has exhibited her work since 1955. She pioneered the application of textile techniques to sculptural work in metal. Her book Textile Techniques in Metal for Jewelers, Textile Artists and Sculptors originally published in 1975 and reissued by Lark in 1996, provides a comprehensive look at applying the techniques of the fiber arts to gold, silver, copper, and brass. A gallery of photos illustrates the full range of styles, techniques, and metals by talented designers from around the world. Before Arline wrote this book, there was no technical information; it introduced the idea of textile techniques done in metal. It had an impact because textile people such as crocheters became interested in using metals because the structure enables their work to be self supporting.
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		Lace Halo

		Fine silver crochet, sterling frame, pearls  

		10 x 9 inches 

		Photograph by William Gullette 

		

		With degrees from Skidmore College and the University of Illinois, Arline was a professor of art at San Diego State University for 39 years. She was hired in 1961 to create the jewelry and metalsmithing program for the university and almost simultaneously created a weaving program as well. She is the recipient of four individual Fulbright grants to study, research, and teach which took her twice to Denmark, and then to Vienna and Montevideo, Uruguay. Arline recalls, “The Fulbright people I met along the way were very stimulating as a whole and that connection enlarged my experience.”

		

		Connecting with colleagues and being involved, especially with national and international organizations, was refreshing and invigorating to Arline. She comments, “These opportunities expanded my view and allowed me to bring new and exciting ideas back to my students in San Diego…. Sometimes craft is not idea-driven, but more technique focused. Artists today are exposed to many things and encouraged to explore in their work. The boundaries are not as rigid as they once were, and they are interested in expressing their ideas through mixed media.”

		

		Arline was increasingly drawn to making jewelry and to the idea of body adornment. During her research year in Denmark (1966–67) she discovered Mongolian jewelry in a museum and studied it intensively. “It was wonderful full body adornment because the Mongols were nomadic,” she recalls. “The women wore all the wealth of the family, and so they had impressive hats with great hanging elements that covered the ears. My drawings from those pieces led to me doing much larger scale pieces.”

		

		The word “elegant” aptly describes Arline’s body adornment. “I like to think my work looks elegant, dramatic, inventive, and beautiful. I like working in ‘wearable scale’ and really like the fact that what I make is worn. I don’t think people want to wear things that have a negative impact, so I want my artwork to be comfortable both physically and psychologically. I prefer design that is purely decorative, intended to enhance the wearer in a very positive way. If I put a piece on, it might just strike a funny spot for me. The whimsy pleases me and keeps me from feeling too totally serious about what I’m making. I try to maintain a balance between energy that is evocative and meaningful yet lively, kinetic, and engaging. Crochet allows my pieces to be moveable and lightweight and I often make things so that they can be rearranged.”

		

		Arline enjoys the cumulative effect of crochet: the adding of one stitch at a time. “With crochet,” she explains, “I can start anywhere and end anywhere. This allows me to be more experimental and impulsive. I also like to use hairpin lace; the band that is created can become a circle and that is very useful and compatible with what I want to express. I like the way the frame holds the stitches and controls them. Crocheting in wire is more prescribed and hairpin lace is the most definable. I am always surprised when something unexpected happens.”

		

		Although Arline officially retired in 1996 from San Diego State, she continued to teach one semester per year there as professor emeritus until 2000. Today she continues to integrate methods such as weaving, braiding, crocheting, and knitting into her jewelry and sculpture. Showing no signs of slowing down, she teaches workshops at Alchimia in Italy, Haystack Mountain School of Crafts in Maine, and at many other schools around the country. Arline’s influence knows no boundaries!

		

		In a departure for her in that it is not jewelry or adornment for the human form, Arline was commissioned by the Racine Art Museum in Racine, Wisconsin to create the installation, Arline Fisch: Creatures from the Deep. During the artist’s talk in conjunction with the exhibit, she was vibrant in her signature colors of purple and lime green and looking younger than her seventy-seven years.
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		Arline Fisch: Creatures from the Deep

		Racine Art Museum

		Black Sea Nettle

		Coated copper wire, plastic-coated wire

		Crochet, spool knit, machine knit

		Sphere: 18 inch diameter; tentacles: 8-10 feet long

		Photograph by William Gullette

		

		“A twenty-foot long creature washed up on the beach in San Diego and a second one was photographed in the water in full color. The image was a great inspiration for the Windows project.”

		

		Arline introduced her installation, a shimmering street-side aquarium of jellyfish sculptures that she created using crochet and knitting techniques. Installation work is new for Arline and this was her first, but she willingly accepted the challenge to create it. She reflects, “I used multiples of small shapes that made sense together. The shadows make an impression on the inside of the museum. The public has responded very positively and the museum has expressed its pleasure. Six months later, I returned to refresh the exhibit by installing a number of ‘coral’ and ‘sea anemone’ forms at the bottom of each of the six windows as well as adding a new species of jellyfish scattered throughout. The whole installation in a new configuration called Fisch Out of Water then traveled to the Mingei Museum.”

		

		Arline has been inspired by the intriguing forms of jellyfish since a Fulbright colleague and marine biologist in Denmark introduced her to them in 1966. For years she resisted using fish as a theme in her jewelry, but in the late nineties she created the collection Fish by Fisch. “More recently I’ve actually studied jellyfish specifically,” Arline explains. “The living organisms were much more inspiring than the specimen ones that I had looked at so many years ago. I took the ferry from Cape May across to Delaware, and the sea was full of jellyfish which are so beautiful, as long as you’re not in the water!”

		When an exhibition in San Diego called Movers and Shakers invited artists to make portraits of art leaders. Arline was chosen by a jeweler to be portrayed in her work. “I was being ‘made,’” she explains. “It was a little nerve-wracking until I saw the final outcome. The jewelry artist did an interesting ‘profile pendant’ in layers of colorful acrylic sheet and I was very pleased with the result!”

		

		Recent work includes a second jellyfish collection made for the Monterey Museum of Art where the mostly knitted forms were suspended at eye level in a dark blue gallery and visitors could move among them. The latest installation is a “hanging garden” with crocheted and knitted wire flowers suspended on slender green knitted stems. The flowers, on a smaller scale, have also become a series of colorful necklaces.
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		Flower Cascade Necklace

		Coated copper wire

		Hairpin lace, machine knit

		7 x 10 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

	
		

		
			Leslie Pontz
		

		

		“After years of being a perfectionist, I admit that I have finally been able to let go of the shoulds and should-nots in my artwork. I find it very invigorating to work without pre-set boundaries or rules.”

		

		From her very first visit to the quiet world of the desert, Leslie remembers the glorious contrasts of grayed colors, hard shapes, soft sand, and prickly textures. This environment, so alive with contrasts that peacefully coexist, intrigued her. “By combining materials like crocheted metal, monofilament,  natural wool, thread, linen, and rusted industrial elements, I am able to explore this concept of co-existing contrasts that constantly reminds me that life itself presents an array of conflicts that always need balancing,” explains Leslie

		

		Leslie has an MFA in printmaking from Syracuse University with a concentration in etching, a medium that is based upon the use of line. “The crochet I enlist to create my sculptural forms is a process of interlocking one continuous line,” she explains. “When I first saw crocheted wire in 2001, I had a visceral reaction to the medium and I knew I needed to work with this material.”

		

		Often categorized as craft, Leslie has a different take on her work. “I come from a fine arts background and I have always thought of my work as fine art. It is sculpture that happens to be crocheted and I don’t mind when it is put into the craft category. It is a new art form, and perhaps categorizing it helps the historians understand its place in the art world. The work stands or sinks on its own merits; and what it is called does not make any difference. My work is ‘edgy’ and it is a visual presentation that requires people to think outside the box. Often the discovery that my work is actually crochet makes the work even more exciting to the viewer!”

		

		Throughout her career, Leslie’s work has been exhibited internationally and is included in several private and public collections, including the Kamm Collection and Philadelphia Museum of Art collection. Leslie’s work Cactus Arm Flowered #5 and Full (Basket) are works that transcend the traditional concepts of basketry and the materials used to make them. She elaborates, “My work may be seen in the broader definition of baskets/containers, but my approach to my art is still always as sculpture.”

		

		
			[image: 15.tif]
		

		Full (Basket)-detail

		Monofilament, thread, iron

		66 x 12.5 x 16.25 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist
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		Cactus Arm Flowered #5

		Crocheted wire, thread, iron, paint

		32 x 24 x 4 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“The final stage of the cycle of life, this very deflated cactus form, gives birth to the seeds of the next generation. The combined materials, soft and hard, confuse the sensory radar.”
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		Pregnant

		Wire, iron, thread, wood, paint

		20 x 13.24 x 9.25 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“I combine elements that wouldn’t immediately be thought of as compatible,” says Leslie. “Together, I believe that they make a stronger statement than they would separately. I am particularly attracted to crochet as an art form because of its texture. I also like that it is a traditionally feminine process incorporating wire, a traditionally masculine material, being used in a feminine way.” To Leslie, crocheted wire is an oxymoron. Touch it; it is hard. Touch it again; it is soft! “These opposites of perception begin the exploration of contrasting elements that are characteristic of my work,” says Leslie. “There is an exciting visual and intellectual tension created by juxtaposing heavy and light, soft and hard, feminine and masculine. The unexpected balance of these elements is what inspires me.”

		

		Materials that are integral to Leslie’s sculptures include, but are not limited to, monofilament, linen, jute, silk yarns, and brass, copper, and nickel silver wire in 26 - 32 gauges. To make subtle color changes, she combines threads with the metal and monofilament. Leslie has said that the possibilities are endless. In fact, never a day goes by that her mind does not wander to new ideas while she is working on her sculpture.

		

		Light is also quite important to Leslie’s work. Though the external form is easy to see and touch, it is the layering of materials, one over the other, that, aided by light, allows the viewer to discover new textures and see through to the inner vitality of the piece. “Without the inner play of light, much of these multidimensional effects could be lost,” explains Leslie. “I equate this layering of materials to glazing in the paint medium. The wire is very open and allows the piece to have a real inner life. It is always surprising when the layering produces another color or shape.”

		

		Feeling free to follow her intuition gives Leslie energy that she believes transfers to the “canvas” as she pushes the materials around until the finished piece emerges. Working with this kind of open mindset also provides her with a sense of freedom. “There is no such thing as a mistake,” Leslie says, “and that is freeing. I decide what is right and wrong in any given piece.” The raw quality of her finished work is an integral part of her artistic statement. Her “from the gut” process conveys the fact that life, and therefore art, is imperfect. It is important to Leslie that her sculptures are made by hand, and to emphasize imperfection, she often leaves threads hanging on her finished work.

		

	
		

		
			Georgina Valverde
		

		

		“Industrial societies have schizophrenic attitudes toward crafts. We see them as antiquated and superfluous and we prefer smooth, shiny monochromatic gadgets. However, there is something profoundly human missing in an object produced by industrial means.”

		

		As a child, Georgina learned to crochet from her grandmother. “The intricacy and absolute perfection of her work showed me her discipline and also a great need for agency and self-expression,” says Georgina. “Like most women of her generation, my grandmother spent her life looking after her home and children. Within that condition of confinement and self-erasure, crocheting allowed her to abstract herself from reality. Crochet demands focus and results in a product that is palpable, unlike housework, which tends to be invisible or always in a state of undoing itself.”

		

		Crocheting is a natural medium for Georgina whose work emerges out of everyday life and our consumer society. She feels at home with a generation of artists eschewing precious materials. “I have used tea bags, coffee filters, metal staples and plastic discards as a way to process and reflect upon aspects of the every day,” she explains. “My practice involves a meditation on the mundane and the waste from consumer society. Stacking, repetition, accumulation, and simple interventions cast familiar objects and materials in a new light.”

		

		An exploration of feminine craft and heritage pointed the way to a current practice rooted in everyday materials. With a Bachelor of Fine Arts from James Madison University, Virginia, Georgina originally focused on painting and printmaking. “I used paper doilies as stencils for printing on fabric,” she recalls, “It was a way of moving from flat work to 3-D.”

		

		In graduate school at the University of Illinois at Chicago, she began to experiment with crochet as a sculptural medium. She became interested in the potential for building complex forms from varying combinations of basic units such as stitches and chains. “Based on the mathematical attributes of crochet, I began a series of suspended works using different materials such as nylon, hemp, polypropylene, and synthetic hair. I wanted to explore aspects of minimalist art of the 60s and 70s, which used repetitions, series, predetermination, and industrially produced materials, while avoiding impersonal results.”

		

		Georgina’s 2009 solo show, Hecho y Des(h)echo (Done and Undone), at the Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Tamaulipas, Mexico played with the meaning of the homophones deshecho (undone) and desecho (waste). These two themes recur in her work. “Throw-away culture extends its mentality to non-disposable things as well,” she says. “Abundance and lack of awareness of the origin and production of things keeps us from appreciating the real complexity of objects and materials. For example, acrylic yarn comes from propylene, a class of hydrocarbons, which in turn comes from crude oil, which takes millions of years to form. We buy the yarn at the store and make something like a scarf, but at some point, it ends up in a landfill. We not only discard things, but also labor and intention.”

		

		Octavio Paz writes in his essay, Use and Contemplation: “Since it is a thing made by human hands, the craft object preserves the fingerprints—be they real or metaphorical—of the artisan who fashioned it. These imprints … are a sign: the scarcely visible scar commemorating the original brotherhood of men and their separation.” “Paz,” Georgina says, “must also mean the separation of the makers from their products.”

		

		Often the accumulated labor of grandmothers, aunts, and sisters ends up in thrift stores where the maker becomes anonymous. In Unraveling, 2002 Georgina used a dark brown afghan purchased from a thrift store. She started by placing it on the floor and unraveling several rows. She then carefully arranged the strand to follow the perimeter of the remaining blanket and inserted the end into a small hole in the wall. “Connecting the end of the unraveling blanket to the wall introduces it back into a communicative space. Unraveled yarn is twisted and calligraphic, like handwriting. It is a trace of the maker’s hand and the work that went into making the blanket.”
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		Sparrow

		Acrylic and wool yarn, soil, polypropylene rope, bamboo and paint

		36 x 10 x7 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“Sparrow began with the beige, snaky forms on the right side. I was experimenting with extra long stitches to build a shape in space. I was also trying to offset the single, vertical line that results from suspending the work. The idea of a caged bird came from the inverted trapeze that holds the two elements.”

		

		Hair is prominent in Georgina’s work as medium and subject. She sees a correlation between hair, textile arts, and notions of femininity. “It would be impossible to know which came first, textiles or hair-dos, but I think they are intimately connected,” Georgina says. “Hair is a primordial fiber and the discovery of its materiality must have first dawned on us through our hands, the very same hands we have used for millennia to spin and weave.”

		

		Georgina has examined this notion in her ongoing work, Spiral. Since 2004, she has been hand-spinning the hair collected from her brush. The resulting strand is mounted on the wall in the form of a spiral, a symbol associated with fertility and cyclical time. And she takes the work personally. “Hair and fiber work are also tied to societal expectations about female purity and virtue,” Georgina says, “Exploring issues of femininity as well as craft connects me to my cultural background. In Mexican culture, as in many others, hair—its length and the way it is groomed—is part of a woman’s power and mystique.”
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		Spiral

		Ongoing since 2004

		The artist’s hair

		Dimensions variable

		Photograph courtesy of artist

		

		“I have very strong sensations of having long hair as a child: the smell of it on my pillow after bathing, the tug of elastic bands and ribbons as my mother groomed it, and the rippled texture as my braids came undone. I sensed its materiality very acutely and it became intricately bound with my memories and sense of self. Spiral registers the passage of time. As I lose hair daily, I spin it into a strand by rubbing it between my hands. The strand is installed as an angular spiral directly on the wall. The geometry of the spiral is very seductive; like a great hairdo, it draws the viewer from afar.”

		

		Using crochet as a participatory platform gave new direction to Georgina’s work. In the installation, Planets and Pyramids, she collaborated with her sister to crochet granny squares that are displayed stacked on the floor from largest to smallest to form pyramids. She also commissioned a crocheted “cozy” to cover a forty-eight inch diameter planet made of papier-mâché.
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		Planets & Pyramids

		

		Acrylic yarn, paper, resin

		

		Dimensions variable

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“Many crocheted items just sit in closets or junk shops because they are made with acrylic yarn which is repellent to the skin. Better suited for rugs or sculpture, acrylic was the starting point for this series. Bettina Valverde crocheted the pyramids and Maria Uriostegui, a Chicago merchant, crocheted the planet cozy.”

		

		Since Planets and Pyramids, Georgina has been exploring more inclusive forms of art making. Teahouse, 2010 exemplifies the potential for transformation that is inherent in daily acts of consumption. It was fabricated from the tissue of 2,000 used tea bags consumed by a small circle of friends and family over the course of a year. Georgina pressed individual tea bag wrappers and sewed them into fabric that she stretched over 12 wooden frames to form the walls of the teahouse. “Making use of the byproducts of people’s daily activities is more satisfying as a model than merely getting people to execute my ideas,” she explains.

		

		The tea house structure is shaped after a Wardian case, a forerunner of the modern terrarium. The Dutch used these glass cases to smuggle tea plants out of China to begin the first plantations in Sri Lanka. Teahouse fits from 8 to 10 people comfortably. As such, it is at once a place to partake in the ritual of tea and also see oneself in the cycle of labor and consumption.

		

		As with crocheting, this new direction stems from an interest to shape something meaningful out of small actions and by using resources at hand. The result is still intimate work at human scale that invites us to reclaim our own time and create our own experience rather than purchase it ready-made.

		

	
		

		
			Pate Conaway
		

		

		“It is my duty as an artist to break down the myths around creating and what it means to be an artist.”

		

		Pate (pronounced “Paddy”) Conaway brings a variety of disciplines and years of study to his art vessels. He has managed to morph various interests and skills into his current pursuit that fuses sculpture, installation, and interactive performance. Only his Irish eyes outshine the vibrancy he achieves by crocheting an array of uncommon materials into vessels.

		

		An artist, teacher, and healthcare professional, Pate’s sensibility as a nurturer is evident in the way he connects to his audience as he creates art in museums and hotel lobbies. A graduate of The Second City in Chicago, his sculpture and performance are influenced by space and audience. Pate explains, “When I combine performance and crochet, I can’t help but make a comparison: crochet is the ‘acting’ and the site becomes a ‘stage.’ All eyes go to the ‘performance’ and the ‘audience’ is drawn in.

		

		I want to break down the myths about artists with my performances that allow my viewers to witness my creative process. I am not a character, there is no script; but rather when I am crocheting in public I am making art accessible by offering the opportunity to watch an artist in action. I am fascinated by creative work that eludes easy definitions.”

		

		Pate believes that our culture is hungry to understand why art is important and why things we see have meaning. “We want to be a part of it and put the work into context,” he elaborates. “In a milieu where advertisers tell us what is important, do we have the courage to really ask what is best for ourselves, our community? I see my sculptures as metaphors for community—those structures we weave in order to support our dreams and visions. My ‘community’ reminds me of my truth and wants me to succeed.”

		

		Twist + Shout: The New Needle Arts, a traveling exhibition that “brings age-old needle arts alive in a contemporary way,” was sponsored by The NeedleArts Association. Pate’s art is described in the exhibit catalog as “similar to the work of Claes Oldenburg, his sculptures play with scale and invite the audience to look at common objects in a new light.”

		

		Pate has an MA in Interdisciplinary Arts and an MFA in Interdisciplinary Book and Paper Arts from Columbia College in Chicago, but it was actually his experience working in a nursing home in Evanston, Illinois that transformed his art. His assignment, which was to teach art in the community, was met with resistance. Ready to teach painting and drawing he realized that the residents were only interested in needlepoint, crochet, and knitting. Pate reflects, “Out of frustration, I finally asked the women there to teach me knitting. I then changed the medium to wire, string and fabric which led me to doing big knitting. The frustration that almost blocked my success, led to looking at crochet and knitting as an art versus a craft!”

		

		In 2003 while doing a gallery show at Spaces Gallery in Cleveland, Ohio where he was knitting huge pieces, Pate found himself wanting to abandon the needles. “My creative process was calling for me to do something different. I remember putting down the needles and using my hands. Using thick cotton welting, I began to create stitches with my fingers – even, consistent and repeatable; I was in awe of what my hands were creating. At the time, I didn’t realize that I had taught myself to crochet with my fingers. I made a forty-four foot long, snake-like sculpture and this was the basis of much of my work to follow. Crochet allowed me to make three dimensional work that could hold a shape. I like the idea of a collection of stitches. They come together and make something whole and strong!

		

		
			[image: 19.tif]
		

		

		Untitled Vessel

		Pate Conaway

		Twist tie material

		19 x 4 x 4 inches

		Photograph by Douglas Bening

		

		“Another hardware find, this twist-tie material is used for gardening and supporting vines. I like how we are all familiar with twist-ties but don’t necessarily equate the material to art!”

		

		From there I began to explore the medium by using cord, string, rope, and even wire at Ragdale Foundation in Lake Forest, Illinois. An artists’ retreat located on the grounds of Arts and Crafts architect Howard Van Doren Shaw’s 1897 home, Ragdale gave Pate the opportunity to experience its remarkable gifts of community, tranquility, and creativity. “It was a great place for me to take what I had learned at Spaces Gallery to the next level,” he recalls. “I wanted to explore the idea of a craft becoming art. He based his work on the question “Can one crochet something and have it be art?” Pate explains further, “I know that crocheting in public can be a performance, but could I create crocheted work that would stand on its own? The essence of my process at Ragdale was to explore the medium without it being about performance. I found that I was able to use crochet as a technique to create sculptures that stand on their own in galleries and museums. The pieces I create often have shapes reminiscent of pottery, yet the stitching lends itself to an organic presence such as a bird’s nest.”

		

		In 2013, Pate will collaborate with an up-and-coming fiber artist at Northern Illinois University by sharing his finger crochet techniques. Pate explains, “A strong characteristic of crochet is that it is passed on; it is shared. In a public forum we will see where the shared experience of crochet takes us. This teaching could be done in a private studio or classroom, but the goal is to invite the public in and to allow them to witness the exchange.”

		

		Preferring to use his fingers instead of a crochet hook, Pate has explored such diverse materials as twist ties and eighteen-gauge copper wire. He divulges, “I rarely uses a crochet hook and feel I have more control over the stitch with my fingers. Doing repetitive movements ‘by hand’ allows me to control the shape of the vessel, as well. As an artist, I also have to trust my intuition and my gut; I like to be drawn to the material. I love to let the material dictate what the vessel/sculpture will look like.”

		

		Over the years, Pate has been a featured artist in numerous artistic venues. From the Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) and Art-on-Armitage Gallery in Chicago to his studio at the Greenleaf Art Center in Evanston, Illinois, he may crochet for up to eight hours while visitors stroll by or stop to talk to him about his art. He is searching for the perfect material, and during his performances, the audience is encouraged to help him with his challenge. “My agreement with myself is that I bring a variety of materials to the performance site and ask the viewers to choose what I work with. Forced outside of my comfort zone, the actor in me likes the surprise of having someone hand me a garden hose, blue hair extensions or shrink wrap to crochet with! The choice of material changes the way the stitches look.”

		

		On one occasion as Pate worked, a young man in his thirties approached with interest. When he realized that some of Pate’s finished vessels were made of industrial materials found in the factory where he worked, his excitement was visible. “The manufacturers would be so surprised at how these materials that we use every day are taking on a whole new meaning,” he said, clearly very impressed and now possessing a new attitude about art.

		

		At a time when boys were not supposed to participate in the domestic arts and few women were considered artists, Pate recalls sitting at his grandmother’s side to watch her crochet. “Grandma ‘Peaches’ was an artist but we didn’t call her that. As an interdisciplinary artist that freely chooses to pick any medium or technique as a way to express, I find it interesting that my career has brought me to using techniques in which my grandmother was proficient. Crochet was her language of expression and it is healing for me to honor her by learning and expressing the language she couldn’t teach me.”

		

		Hardware stores are Pate’s playground and often the source of some of his most compelling materials. He explains, “When I find a new material, I start to create and can’t put it down until I’ve finished a sculpture. I have crocheted with rubber caulking, recycled paper, hand-spun wool with the lanolin still in it, and picture frame wire. I am drawn to monochromatic schemes because I believe that these show off the repeated patterns of my crochet. I don’t see just one color when I look at a monochrome; I see two or three because I take into consideration the lights and darks from shadows. Physically, our brain perceives the contrast of light and dark before we see color. This theory goes back to really looking at the crochet; if I use color, my stitches can get lost.”
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		Untitled Vessels

		

		Recycled paper

		22 x 9 x 9 inches

		

		22 x 5 x 5 inches

		Photograph by Douglas Bening

		

		“These works show how crochet can be used to create unique three dimensional works. Though I started my fiber work with knitting, crochet was the technique that won out! Here is where the boundaries of craft and art blur.”

		

		
			[image: 21.tif]
		

		

		Untitled Vessel

		Garden hoses 

		28 x 20 x 20 inches

		Photograph by Douglas Bening

		

		“I like watching my audience react to this work. It is such a strong example my use of alternative materials; people are not expecting a crocheted garden hose!”

		

		Pate’s life is completely submerged in pursuing his art and each day he asks himself, “What have I done for my art today?” Whether it is sending out an exhibit postcard, snapping a photo with his camera phone, or stopping by a fabulous store, his art is always on his mind. Another of Pate’s mantras is “What’s calling?” and it is a question that continues to guide and feed his art. He comments, “Travel is my muse and upon embarking on future adventures, I know those experiences will inspire me in many ways as well as bring those classic questions back to the surface of my mind: “Will I find that perfect material? Will I meet somebody who will teach me something that inspires me? These are questions that excite me!”

		

	
		

		
			Carol Hummel
		

		

		“It’s time to take back our living spaces, to throw back the cloak of gray and expose the colorful, the creative, the thoughtful, the fun. Our towns and cities overflow with hidden potential just waiting for the populace to explore, manipulate and shape into vibrant environments.”

		

		Carol Hummel is a pioneer in the use of yarn in thought-provoking artwork that addresses social issues related to the environment, people and cultures and a major inspiration behind the yarn bombing movement. She began using yarn in major pieces of artwork in 2003 and images of her iconic crochet-covered tree went viral in 2005 sparking a worldwide movement to cover anything and everything in yarn.

		

		The power of public yarn-based projects became evident to Carol when she crocheted that cozy for a very large, living tree in Cleveland Heights, Ohio, Tree Cozy, which took 500 hours to craft and a hydraulic lift to reach the upper branches. It created quite a stir in the art world and became an internet sensation.

		

		Because she is a conceptual artist and her artwork is driven by her ideas and experiences, Tree Cozy was saturated with meaning. To Hummel, the tree represents masculinity while its emphatically handmade blanket represents femininity. “Dressing” the tree in bright colors personifies it while enhancing the beauty of nature. While the crocheted covering evokes memories of bygone times, wrapping the tree in personal and cultural nostalgia, it simultaneously caresses and encases the tree. “I highly doubt that the tree really wanted to be covered in yarn,” Carol observes. “I view it equally as comforting and confining; a lot like certain people and situations in my life.”

		

		While creating Tree Cozy, Carol expected people to like the colorfully crocheted tree but was unprepared for the constant parade of enthusiastic and supportive people of all ages that followed its progress. “My theory is that a wave of nostalgia swept around the world and left in its wake a yearning for simpler, less complicated times,” Carol recalls.

		

		What began as her desire to express her personal ideas and experiences through artwork using yarn has evolved into a global initiative to reclaim our living environments. Carol believes that artwork is an ideal tool to use in reclaiming and reshaping our surroundings and primarily uses yarn in her artistic interventions. “My aim is to involve, engage, surprise and amaze the audience,” she says. “My art provides the stage upon which interaction with the viewer becomes the main event.”

		

		Hummel, whose artworks include immense site-specific installations around the United States and the world, is inspired by the impact art can make on people. She has turned neighborhoods into works of art while creating communities around the projects. People who had never even heard of public art ended up living in it. With the help of scores of community volunteers, Hummel crocheted cozies for hundreds of parking meters, light poles and posts in addition to the many trees that have lined town squares and other public places. She believes, “Creating art in places where people work, walk, live and play is an opportunity to really impact peoples’ lives in a positive way.” Her work has received praise like this from one emerging artist, “You have inspired me to push towards an artistic future unshackled from ‘sanctioned’ mediums to seek deeper and present truths.” Such praise fuels Carol’s commitment to restructure the commonplace through artwork – the peoples’ artwork.

		

		The story of how Hummel reached this place in her artistic career is an evolution that took her down many paths including various occupations, marriage, motherhood to two daughters and a divorce that led her to return to school at Kent State University. In 2004, she earned her Master of Fine Arts in Sculpture. Carol’s early works were inspired by her difficult divorce and inner turmoil, and she urges people to embrace the dysfunction in their lives and turn it into art. However, she does not intend her pieces to be autobiographical; her goal is to create something that transcends herself and connects very personally with each individual viewer.

		

		Although she works in a variety of materials — wood, resin, steel, video, paper — she was drawn to yarn early on. “It’s such a culturally saturated, feminine material that I find it has endless possibilities in artworks,” she observes. When she first began to work with yarn, Carol didn’t knit or crochet, so she created a series of pieces by unraveling afghans, analogies for the destruction and reformation of relationships. Stepping Out mimics the size and shape of an empowered woman— a bit larger than life. “But although the afghan/woman has unraveled, her arms are wide open, welcoming the new,” she explains. “The debris of the unraveling is regrouping and forming into slippers that are stepping forward. This piece, as well as Mother-in-Law #1 and Red Carpet, is about simultaneous endings and beginnings, one of the basic — and most necessary — processes in a fulfilled life.”

		

		In order to create Cozy, a steel adult-sized crib covered in yarn, Hummel learned to crochet. That’s when she discovered the communal aspect of the process. “Crochet is very nostalgic for me,” she says. “My mother and grandmother both crocheted, and it was a very special time learning to crochet surrounded by my mother, daughters, friends, and some neighboring Amish women.” The idea behind Cozy is comfort versus confinement. “Although a crib is a place that we think of as a protective space, it is also a confining space,” she says. This concept is one that weaves through many of Carol’s artworks, including Tree Cozy, Peter, Peter Pumpkin Eater, and Confined Comforts, an outdoor installation that used 820,000 feet of yarn to address the tug-of-war between comfort and confinement.

		

		Hummel packed up her yarn and headed overseas to India in 2005. While she did crochet on a tree there, she also began producing works that were not only thought-provoking but also pioneered her use of crochet to make political statements. During her numerous return visits to India, Carol has explored an abundance of ideas and concepts. Personal connections took center stage when crochet was the only common language between her and ten village women who helped her create an artwork. “This is where the salvation of our planet lies - in personal connections, without prejudice, without hate, and with kindness.” she contends. She is the founder and international coordinator of the Raghurajpur International Art/Craft Exchange in Orissa, India, an artist’s residency that encourages the exchange or art, ideas and cultures.

		

		In both India and in the Czech Republic for the Tina B Contemporary Arts Festival, Carol tackled issues including nuclear armament in her projects. Nuclear Cocoon encased a busy stairway in Prague in the colors of nine countries that possess nuclear warheads. “I hope that as the people walked through the tunnels of color, they pondered the possibility of unified beauty,” ponders Carol. With community commitment and crocheters’ involvement, Carol revitalized the village of Drangedal, Norway with her largest-ever tree and her first in Europe, invigorated the town of Carouge, Switzerland with colorful yarn, and responded to a school shooting in Ohio with Tribute Tree.

		

		In other art residencies, Carol created a series of works exploring the repercussions of injecting (wo)man-made objects into the pristine Utah environment during her time at the Center for Land Use Interpretation (CLUI). Using 300 crocheted “cells,” she constructed doilies around discarded garbage in the Salt Flats and had cells oozing down the sides of environmentally fragile mountains.
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		Tree Cozy

		Crocheted macramé cord

		600 x 300 x 300 inches

		Winner, “Heights Public Art Competition”

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“Many envision me sitting on a branch crocheting, but in actuality, I measure the tree and its branches at twelve-inch increments, mapped it out on a drawing, coded and assigned colors to the sections and created a list of required pieces. We worked from bottom to top at the site stitching the pieces to the tree.”
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		Cozy

		Yarn, steel

		96 x 108 x 60 inches

		Photograph by Joe Levack courtesy of www.studioakron.com

		

		“I utilized a crib, a familiar object in which protection, care, and confinement play equal parts. Its scale creates an interior space that is not only the same proportional size that we would experience as an infant in a crib but also mimics the feel of a jail cell. By softening the rigid, metal form, the yarn also emphasizes it. While it imbues the object with nostalgia, it also encases, entraps and enfeebles the form.”

		

		Expanding upon this series at the Colorado Art Ranch residency, Dump at Steamboat highlights the challenges of population growth and the resulting immense quantities of rubbish. Aspen Invasion comments on rampant condominium construction and addresses the issues of consumerism and environmental protection.

		

		Environmental issues have been a continual thread in Hummel’s projects. Lichen It! was one of eleven contemporary artworks installed by artists from around the world at Morton Arboretum’s Nature Unframed: Art at the Arboretum show in Illinois. For this piece, Carol crocheted lichen, which is a fascinating example of cooperative relationships in nature. “Just as lichen depends on other organisms for survival, we depend on trees for our survival. By adorning trees in (wo)man-made lichen, we are enhancing their beauty and acknowledging the bountiful gifts trees provide humanity,” she says.

		

		Hummel is amazed at the outpouring of emotion the black and red covered tree evokes. But, then, she is constantly surprised by the range of emotion her artwork evokes. “I get a lot of smiles and a lot of tears and every emotion in between,” she says, “and I like that. I think artwork should connect with and affect people on a deeply personal level. My work makes people stop and think and that’s where the magic happens.”
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		Aspen Invasion

		Macramé cord, mountain

		Site-specific

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“Like many scenic communities, Steamboat Springs is experiencing population growth. The invasion of humanity has created many community challenges and concerns, key among them protection of the environment in the face of major development. From hot tub to hot tub, the (wo)manmade viruses ooze, covering and smothering anything in their paths.”

		

	
		

		
			Renie Breskin Adams
		

		

		“There is a lot of psychological meaning behind my work. I love color and design, but the driving force has always been the meaning: stories, observations, and feelings about daily life.”

		

		On the phone with Renie Breskin Adams, I could almost see the facial lines from her frequent laugh and the twinkle in her eyes. I rejoiced in my luck in being able to include this iconic seventies crochet artist here. Renie describes herself as a “pioneer” in the crochet art movement; her illustrious career as a crochet artist and art professor spans thirty-five years.

		

		Retired in 1998 from Northern Illinois University where she taught all levels of undergraduate and graduate classes, Renie has kept busy making fiber art and digital art; creating her online gallery, and posting new art and essays about her work in her blog. For years she has also taught critique workshops and workshops in embroidery, surface design, and crochet. The most recent was a class called “Crochet Made Personal” at Penland School of Crafts, located in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina.

		

		Renie’s mother was an avid crocheter and taught her how at a young age, but it somehow faded away. With a degree in psychology, Renie resumed crocheting as an adult and enrolled in fiber arts classes as an avocation. “There was a meeting of what I learned as a child with my inventive ideas,” she recalls. With degrees in Psychology and Anthropology already, she earned her MFA in textile design from Indiana University in 1973 at age 34. “My Masters work was done primarily in crochet,” she explains. “Between 1968 and 1978, I crocheted non-stop.”

		

		Many of Renie’s early art works were blankets, mats, and baskets as studies of structure, pattern, and color. To satisfy her need for meaningful narrative content, she also crocheted 3-D representational forms, from teapots to imaginary monsters that were often humorous.

		

		Also known for her elaborate embroideries, Renie’s work appears in collections at the Art Institute of Chicago, Renwick Gallery of the Smithsonian Institution, the Museum of Art and Design (NYC), the Museum of Fine Arts Boston and others. She reflects about the span of her career and her perceptions of how crochet fits into the fine arts scene today. Believing that the trend in universities is for artists to be conceptual and intellectual and seemingly humorless, Renie recalls that during her Masters studies, her professor worried that her work was too intimate to be accepted for exhibition. She elaborates, “Loom weaving prevailed; hand- and needlework (including crochet) was secondary. Artists were making abstract woven wall hangings, large sculptural forms, and decorative objects, but there was a paucity of personal narrative or humor in fiber art.” Renie thinks of Ed Rossbach (University of California, Davis) as the “Father of Contemporary Fiber” and believes he elevated the status of “off-loom” techniques, emphasized creativity and playfulness in the use of materials, and changed attitudes in university fiber art programs to greatly expand what was possible.

		

		“I believe,” Renie says, “that the final authority for the art we make is within ourselves. Humor is important in my work, humor and sleeping; I often wake up with funny thoughts. Dreamy thoughts that occur when I am relaxed stir my imagination and lighten my perspective on life. My humor is serious; I sublimate my fears, anger, and sad thoughts into my work and I feel relieved. When my work makes other people smile, I’m satisfied.”

		

		When Renie started teaching, her students told her that she was the only teacher who talked about personal aesthetics and self-expression. As it turned out, she learned a lot about new directions in art from them and was inspired by their ideas. “We really taught each other,” she recalls. “Today I think many more teachers are giving students permission to express themselves and build skills within their own ideas and choices.”
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		Walking Houndstooth

		Cotton and wood

		9.5 x 11 x 1.5 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		The “svastika”, from Sanskrit, was a very positive symbol of well-being in many ancient cultures. The Nazis appropriated this dynamic symbol, unfortunately prohibiting its use as a good luck charm. I noticed, however, that the houndstooth, a fancy shaped checker in Scottish pattern weaving, is dynamic, too, and makes a great substitute good luck charm. I’ve given my walking houndstooth feet and saddle shoes.
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		Tea & 2Lips

		Cotton

		6 x 5 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“I think of this picture as a looped tapestry. It’s constructed of patches of crocheting and patches of knotless netting—another looping technique. The patches are sometimes joined in process and sometimes stitched together. I wanted a lively and spontaneous variety of stitches, colors, and textures to support the childlike image.”

		

		Over the years, Renie has seen a growing emphasis on experimentation, invention, non-traditional materials and processes, and products that exist primarily for their narrative and metaphorical meanings. Her only concern is that this emphasis discourages students who want to construct traditional craft objects, decorative or functional, whose meaning and purpose resides in the form itself. She says she’s confident, however, that traditional form and techniques will survive in many schools and among artists and artisans in the community at large. “I am an egalitarian kind of teacher who encourages all styles and purposes of making art. I never graded a student’s ideas or intentions but only how successfully they communicated these through their work.”

		

		Renie says she feels the same passion for crochet today that she felt throughout her entire career. She explains, “I love the process and I was so good at the technique; I love counting stitches and experimenting with structural design. I use very tightly crocheted single crochet to make dense ‘muscular’ structure. The looping technique of crochet, in which a single yarn interlocks with itself repeatedly, results in an endless series of convoluted loops. This somewhat torturous self-involvement is a lot like my life and I love it. In order to preserve the health of my hands from the repetitive movements of my work, I have had to switch between crochet and embroidery. Now I do less of both and make digital art, but the return to crochet is wonderful and I have begun to crochet small narrative pictures and figurines.”
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		In the Teapot

		

		Cotton and knotless netting

		

		4.75 x 6 x 4.75 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“This pot was crocheted and the tightness of the stitches makes its three dimensional form self-supporting. I added the decorative lacy ridges in knotless netting. My focus was on the surprise that’s inside when you raise the lid. I thought of this piece as a toy for a princess.”

		

		Throughout her career, Renie’s humor has been expressed through her art and has brought happiness to countless patrons of the arts as well as students learning to make art. Her work lives on for generations of young artists in such books as A New Look at Crochet (Crown Publishers, Inc., 1975); Pillow Making as Art and Craft (Davis Publications, Inc., 1978); Soft Jewelry (Davis Publications, Inc., 1976), Fiberarts Design Books I-V (Lark Books 1980–1999); and DESIGN! A Lively Guide to Design Basics (Lark 2004).

		

	
		

		
			Donna Lish
		

		

		Donna’s passion for art making with the crochet technique originated in exploration of the meditative rhythm inherent in the stitch progression. “The continuity of process in completing a piece yields such therapeutic concentration that I can achieve more refined outcomes while directing precise form by adding or decreasing stitches.”

		

		During thirty-five years as an art educator, Donna Lish never lost sight of her passion to create art. “Art making was always woven through my life, and I incorporated education into my work,” she relates.

		

		Donna, who earned her doctorate in Creative Arts Education at Rutgers University in 1997, says the eight years she spent working on her advanced degree helped her focus. She reflects, “Once I was immersed in my research on how artists fuse their dreams into inspiration for their art making, my understanding of how they go about problem-solving to pursue imaginative forms refined how I approached my art making during that time. I learned how to use every ounce of my time on my artistic power and when I learned to focus, I experienced much less trial and error. My research is touching, hearing, seeing; I use all my senses. Crochet is very tactile; daily interaction is very tactile. Everything I touch, whether it be piling rocks or searching for new fibers, is interwoven in the creative work I do.”

		

		Donna retired from teaching in 2003 to devote more time to her art. She says she acclimated to life as a full-time artist very easily because she had a ritual during her teaching years. “I would work mentally as an artist all day and physically during the night; it was all-inclusive. The stream of consciousness I experienced while teaching full time, raising a family, and putting three kids through college all melded together when I retired,” she recalls.

		

		While pursuing her arts education degree at Montclair State University, Donna got a smattering of all the art processes. She recalls that her professor of sculpture was very receptive to new things and it formed the basis for her future. “I was experimenting with non-traditional/bizarre materials, like vinyl with stitching and ‘blowup’ string which I would stretch and manipulate,” explains Donna. “I was very fascinated with three-dimensional forms and I touched on the use of crochet; but it was in 1972 that I created large scale wall hangings in crochet from natural fibers.”

		

		Donna’s use of crochet stitches is very symbolic to her. “The stitches progress sequentially, one at a time,” she muses. “Our life span is always moving forward and each stitch influences what follows, like moments of time preserved in the stitches. The gratification for me comes from the process: the unification of stitches in increments. Like the rings of a tree that mark the accumulation of years, stitches coalesce in my sculptures: a visual and mental continuum. This concept is central to my psychological well-being.”

		

		A member of the Hunterdon Museum of Art in Clinton, New Jersey, Donna has exhibited there for twenty-five years, participating in member shows, competitions, solo exhibits, as well as teaching. Describing her attraction to crochet as an art form, Donna explains, “My ability to work each stitch gives me control over my piece. Life gets fragmented so it is a modest control. My mind is always one step ahead and I am constantly re-evaluating the psychic content of the forms. I can orchestrate the form as each stitch emerges; I can tear it out, I can add elements outside the piece and later I may even incorporate additional units. For Tribal Roots, I perceived the ‘tribe’ as metaphor for containers, specifically fashioned to a particular societal grouping. Vessels adhere to what serves the clan in function within the unit of social conceptions, whether utilitarian or a reflection of cultural tendencies.”
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		Aphae Achmeadi

		Crocheted Retro Glo™ fiber

		12 x 8 x 8 inches

		Photograph by Peter Jacobs

		

		“This work was inspired by ant colonies underground: the tunnels and chambers interconnected, creating the colony’s total universe. Casts were made of the structures and studied by a scientist. And they were featured in Discover magazine.”
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		Tribal Roots series

		Terrain

		Crocheted dyed ribbon

		Photograph by Peter Jarvis

		

		Saeculum: Tunnel is featured in the book, 500 Baskets: A Celebration of the Basket Maker’s Art by Susan Mowery Kieffer (Lark, 2006). Here Donna explores the psychological aspects of containment and she elaborates, “My prefabricated elements are crocheted then sewn together to form containers. A part of the Saeculum studies, this work reflects the hundred lunar cycles of a human life span.

		

		There is so much upheaval in life. I think of my own place within a population and a sense of ‘control’ and ‘out of control’ is always an issue. Within my art making is the yearning for what influences my life and that which I embrace intuitively. These nuances generally interweave in the submerged base of dreams and incessant bombardment of information: elements that cumulatively yield refinement and insight.”

		

		Donna believes that everyone has a limit to how much they can handle in a day, and that dreams are the synthesis of prior days. “The subliminal interplays at particular places and times during the day or in my dreams,” she explains. “That awareness meshes in such intriguing ways. Things like dreams, research, strategies, plans, design, and images fall together so brilliantly, vividly as if my mind is spontaneous at selecting and editing exactly what I need. She relates, “I am frustrated because days after a dream, I will see the origin of the thought process or imagery of my dream, but I don’t yet have the mastery of using that time in my dreams as valuable problem solving for my art. I surmise this is due to the fragmentation of art intertwined with everyday concerns. This aspect dilutes the focus, and I continue to perfect the efficient implementation of dreams in my art making.”

		

		Fundamental to her art pieces is the basic single crochet stitch. Donna reminisces, “My mother made gigantic bedspreads with three-dimensional flowers. I think of them as ‘units.’ As a young girl of five, I remember sitting by her side and mimicking the motions of her knitting; and when she put needles in my hands, I took off with no hesitation. I learned to crochet at age ten. Having used the Tunisian stitch in her art as well, Donna says. “I love the ‘bump’ I can achieve and have adapted it in my own personal way to get undulations of form that are very different from the flat verticality common to Tunisian stitch.”

		

		Donna recognizes that crochet has been transformed and revised today. She says, “Traditional stitches and altered translations will remain as unifying elements in my art. I continue to explore psycho-social issues integrated into the work with subtle consciousness of the intricacies I can interject with materials and symbols. I’ve regarded the impact of ‘Materials Science’ on the circumstances in which we apply these mediums in conjunction with present time and space. I continue to explore the dramatic effects of light-reflective threads, for instance, in my work.

		

		In creating sculptural vessels, I contemplate the element of containment in all aspects: isolation, guilt, secrecy, survival, emotional quintessence, sustenance. Wholly, creating has been guided by my mental presence at each particular state in my life. In that manner, my art represents the containment of my essence.”

		

		For some time now, Donna has been creating memorial urns for the deceased and she has exhibited them in competitions sponsored by Funeria™, a gallery of original contemporary urns, vessels, and personal memorial art. Donna describes her urns, “They are crocheted with beads as cocoons with a bag concealed within for the ashes or for memorabilia of the deceased. I will eventually make my own urn, my next other-worldly residence.”

		

		To Donna, her art making is her calling; it is necessity, urgency. She relates, “One of my survival skills includes being productive. I look at this as a life’s mission. I will continue until I am wrapped in one of my own pieces; I have one container finished already that I could use in a pinch. It expresses my novel whimsical perspective.”
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		Venus Seeds

		

		Crocheted Retro Glo™ fiber

		

		Photograph by Peter Jarvis

		

		“There are seven units for keeping, spreading ashes, for family to share or keep together as sculpture. The elements of my existence are cradled in these units; and, if ashes are spread, so are the seeds of my continuity.”

		

	
		

		
			Dale Roberts
		

		

		“Art is a way of being … My way of being. It’s who I am. The forms often vary; it’s how I see and connect with the world.”

		

		Dale Roberts’ art evolves from his keen interest in the working materials, objects and tools of maritime life; the history, form and function; and how it has changed. He has crocheted sculptural works since 1996 and in 2006 he began creating Distort Series. “An exhibit called Shoebox, in which entries were limited to that size, fueled my inspiration for this series,” he explains. “I started with four pieces and loved the tactile relationship of the pieces to each other. From there, I went on to create a total of ten. Now I have created 240 Distorts and have no plans to stop making them.”

		

		Yvonne Owens, Victoria based art critic, in Fibre Quarterly Canada Online Journal, “Roberts uses nautical objects and textiles to create delicate, complex forms resembling aquatic plants, coral, shells, and sea creatures. His repertoire of found elements includes delicately colored fabric, glittering beads, glass orbs, antique lace, cascades of fringe, and gleaming metal. Contrasts of surfaces and textures, combined with exquisitely balanced complements of colors and shapes, create grand patterns. In actual fact, these works are virtually indestructible.”

		

		Owens continues, “For the period of time Roberts’ sculptures inhabit natural settings—exposed to the flukes of wind, weather, and tides—they must be considered as environmental art, occupying and responding to the elements. They then present collectively as ‘fine art’ in the classical sense, manifesting in sheer numbers and consistency as a gallery exhibition with multiple sensory appeal. The works are not only seen, but can be smelled, minutely examined, and even touched.”

		

		Dale has found the Distorts to be versatile and destined to exhibit widely. At the Hooked exhibit at the Slide Room Gallery of the Vancouver Island School of Art in Victoria, British Columbia, Dale’s Distorts were hung from fishing line, allowing the viewers to walk through them and appreciate the relationships created in space and among the individual works. “Hung this way, the Distorts had no relation to the real world.” Dale elaborates. “Thus, they allowed the visitors to enter into an unknown surround, to be playful and excited. I heard comments like, ‘I came out of this environment feeling happy; It felt like an undersea world; I felt like a kid and reconnected to the playfulness of childhood.’”

		

		When Dale cast a man in plastic wrap and packing tape, it was meant to be “Neptune.” He explains, “I used needle felting and crochet to shape him, and once I cut through the area of his heart and opened it up like the Distort pieces, it morphed over a period of one year to become Androgyne. Dale achieved the ‘hermaphroditic’ nature of the ancestral divinities that inhabit the most ancient creation myths.” Yvonne Owens adds, “The composite form evolved (or devolved, depending on your perspective) into an entity both more ambiguous and more potent. According to the Distorts’ ethos, the Androgyne is the progenitor of the Distorts, in all their legion diversities of expression. He/she is like the protean origin of infinite possibility and unlimited expression.”

		

		Originally from Point Leamington, Newfoundland, Canada, the influences of his childhood ambiance had a lasting effect on Dale that he now expresses through his art. Growing up in a town of eight hundred with a father who trapped and logged and a mother who taught him to crochet at age five, there was very little in the way of fine arts. Dale recalls, “My mother had a quirky sense of building things. I was particularly influenced by a long ‘rope’ that she stuffed and coiled to create a rug. That crocheted rug along with Mother’s re-use of materials stuck in my memory for a long time,” Dale explains. “Responding to that visual experience, I went beyond the basic idea and took it into my own art. For a year I walked the shoreline in Victoria and collected rope that had washed up on the beach. Crocheting a roomy ‘skin’ cylinder to rebind the rope collection, I produced the 30-foot ‘serpent’ entitled Quoiled Boundary.”
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		127

		Distort (Series of 333 Works)

		Crocheted cotton, wool, hemp and twine, and a variety of found objects, including cardboard, rubber balls, metal appliances, wood

		7 x 4.5 x 12 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“As the evolution of the Distort series progresses, the materials that are often discarded and sent to the recycling bin are viewed with new eyes and reconsidered for their possibilities of form. Often the colour choices for yarns are random but sometimes selected as a response to the colour of base objects.”
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		Androgyne

		Felted wool, crocheted cotton and hemp, twine, rope, paper, cellophane, pigment

		26 x 32 x 64 inches

		Photograph by Kelvin Lloyd

		

		“A crocheted sculptural work evolved in developing a representation of Neptune, god of the sea. The initial mold, cast over a heavyweight champion weight lifter, was formed as a standing Neptune with trident in hand. A variety of changes occurred as the piece was stuffed with paper and then needle-felted. Common with many crocheted pieces in the Distort Series, intuition guided the evolution of the work, allowing form and space to develop without any preconceived restrictions.”
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		Quoiled Boundary

		Crocheted netting twine, found rope

		8 x 6 feet (30 feet long when extended)

		Photograph by Kelvin Lloyd

		

		“Loosely based on a work that my mother, Alice Louise Roberts, did when I was a young child, the thirty feet of collected rope used in Quoiled Boundary was rebound in a new crocheted “skin” made from netting twine shipped to British Columbia from Newfoundland. The history of the completed work includes taking it back to the shoreline where the rope was gathered to allow it to wash amongst the rising tides.”

		

		From my earliest drawings, covering the walls in the trapper’s cabin built by my father, self-expression took many forms. Through a relatively simple existence, I found wonderful complexities in life, and discovered my need to communicate them in a simple and direct way. Art making seemed to be the natural course to follow.

		

		The need for expression through art led Dale to the world outside Point Leamington. He graduated from Sir Wilfred Grenfell College in Corner Brook, Newfoundland. His formal education was supplemented by life experience and travel including stays in Sri Lanka and Europe. Dale earned his MFA from the State University of New York, Purchase. “But,” he says, “I always wash back to Newfoundland.”

		

		For Dale, the use of crochet is appealing because of the flexibility of the medium. He explains, “The crochet stitch, whether double or single, allows me to build and build directly out in space. Its simplicity in conjunction with the line of the yarn provides an immediate way of drawing three-dimensionally. The hook is a whimsical way to build form and the motion of my hand with the stitches provides me with intimacy to my materials. Everything I do is about the tactile and its relationship to the surface.”

		

		“I am inspired by my connection to Newfoundland; but when I build forms, it is more emotive. I am interested in the residue of feelings. I’m influenced by what I saw my father doing: the trapper stretching skins, the seaman using a nautical chart. In Exploits, I used crochet as a ‘skin’ and stretched it across a substrate. I put holes in it to reveal a hunting chart below. I outlined coastal locations with nails; then I sent it out to sea where it was ‘seasoned’ with brine and picked up seaweed along with weathered patterns and colorations. When I retrieved it, I applied shellac and built up the surface with encaustic.” Another of Dale’s works, Shore Leave, uses crocheted cotton and oakum (tarred hemp and jute fiber), and evokes a pungent memory reminiscent of the past and evocative of out port life.

		

		Dale continues to create Distorts, expecting that once 333 forms are complete, so will the series be ended. (Three hundred and thirty-three is representative of a numerologically successful ending.) He plans to create a partner to Androgyne and says, “As I have watched my art and myself evolve over the years, I have become aware of body references and love the organic shapes that come from the body.” Recent crocheted works like Girly Buoy and Either/Oar have incorporated found marine equipment as evidenced in the works’ names: a twist of humor that emerges immediately once the new skin of crochet takes over the form.”

		

		Dale’s works, Personal Ad, Caution: Praying Ahead and Spill Spell are part of the ReVision series of works that includes artists using recycled materials. Dale has participated in this show for five years and will exhibit similar work in December 2013 at the Martin Batchelor Gallery show, Assemblages, in Victoria. The assemblages have begun to take on new life, as they have already led to collaboration with another artist. Dale is crocheting most every day as he also prepares for his solo show in Newfoundland opening at The Sir Wilfred Grenfell Art Gallery, Memorial University in Corner Brook in January 2014.

		

		
			[image: 11548.png]
		

		

	
		

		
			Nathan Vincent
		

		

		Perpetually questioning gender codes, Nathan Vincent’s works of art express the notion of fear and uncertainty as people conform to gender stereotypes to avoid being different, looked down upon, or not fitting in.

		

		Nathan is very clear about who he is and is not afraid to express what he believes through crochet art. His work has crossed the nation in art exhibits that carried his message to the masses. In a relatively short time, this young artist has achieved success by rekindling crochet skills he learned as a ten year old.

		

		Representative of the other artists in the exhibition Twist & Shout the New Needle Arts, twenty-six percent of which were crocheters, Nathan offered up Boxing Gloves. An initiative of The National Needle Arts Association that was organized by Florida Craftsmen, Inc, this traveling exhibition according to the exhibit catalog, “honored, recognized and supported fiber artists and the contemporary needle arts in all its forms.” Although straightforward and simple looking, Nathan’s figurative work had important meaning to him. He explains, “Boxing gloves are particularly ‘manly’ to me. My work explores gender permissions and the challenges that arise from straying from the prescribed norms. I think people feel subconsciously that if they can fit in outwardly, the other skeletons in their closets will be overlooked.”

		

		While earning a Bachelor of Fine Arts from State University of New York, Purchase, he originally did painting with embroidery. Looking back, Nathan says, “I also wanted to do sculptural work but it was difficult getting my message across with fabric. I wanted to continue with a ‘feminine process’ and found that with a little experimenting, I could do sculpture with crochet.” Exploring the attributes of crochet, Nathan found, “Crochet is versatile and I create as I go. It is so organic that I can add stitches whenever I want without the manipulation showing as an afterthought.”

		

		Nathan is interested in what society expects of men and women and he focuses on the contradiction between medium and subject matter. The men in his life spent their time in the garage with tools getting greasy and doing work that required strength. Nathan did not engage much with these men. More frequently he was reading, folding origami, making little clay sculptures, doing chalk pastel drawings, learning piano, or playing in the yard. “The objects I create are inspired by memories of attempts to be masculine,” he recalls.

		

		“By using crochet to make objects linked to masculinity, the objects are soft and inviting, no longer rough and manly. They evoke the feminine,” Nathan explains. “A man with feminine qualities is still a man; so why would he be considered feminine? Any person can be warm and comforting whether they are a male or a female. My work is about questioning those arbitrary lines between masculine and feminine.”

		

		Although the medium and thought processes stay the same, Nathan’s series, Doilies, which consists of flat pieces created in fine threads with the filet method of crochet, is just one of several ways that he has branched out with his work. “Using filet crochet to create pieces like the Men at Work sign has been challenging. Thread work is much less forgiving and my mistakes are obvious,” explains Nathan. “My finished work must be perfect!”
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		Dynamite

		Crocheted yarn with cardboard, wood and fabric

		Size varies

		Photograph by Caroline Voagen Nelson
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		Men at Work

		Crocheted cotton thread,

		22.25 x 20.25 inches framed

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		Nathan Vincent: Knot Unraveled - Contemporary Art Center of Virginia solo exhibit catalog: “By crocheting saws, Superman emblems and other seemingly male-specific iconography, Vincent’s work contradicts the symbolism traditionally associated with these objects.”

		

		In his first solo show outside of college, Nathan Vincent: Knot Unraveled, his new direction was celebrated at the Contemporary Art Center of Virginia in Virginia Beach. The exhibit brochure reads, “It is a whimsical and sometimes mischievous examination of the artist’s observations of the constraints and complications surrounding gender identity. The work tugs at the loose ends of gender permissions and playfully subverts a one-size fits all brand of masculinity.” Later that year he was awarded an acquisition prize from the prestigious West Collection.

		

		Although a man who crochets or does some other form of needlework is more accepted today than he was in the past, Nathan doesn’t think his message has lost its strength. He explains, “Some men make more attempts to be masculine, such as body builders, but also more and more men are crocheting today. I think that society still conditions us to behave in distinct ways and that certain activities are still separated and associated with being masculine or feminine.”

		

		Contemplating about how crochet fits into the world of fine arts today, he reflected, “I think people are enamored with the concept of crochet as sculpture. We also have a more open, pluralistic society today in the art world. Many people connect to my work because they have done a little crochet at some time in their life or have seen family members doing it for years. It is important for my work to look ‘handmade’ because it evokes thoughts of my audience’s grandmothers sitting around crocheting. They are reminded of ‘feminine work,’ yet, they are surprised because I am taking crochet to a new level.”

		

		Finding that the theme of his work is flexible and therefore adapts to many venues, Nathan says, “I am finding that younger thirty-something curators are especially excited about the direction of my art. The crafts movement has established itself in the art world today. ‘Cute, endearing and humorous’ appeal to one’s softer side. Everything around us today is in upheaval; we are bombarded with stories that are rough and aggressive. ‘Strong, powerful, and violent’ are terms that are thought of as ‘masculine’ qualities. People are tired of taking everything so seriously. Crafts with a message and conceptual crocheters who have something thought-provoking to say are accepted in the art world.”
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		Locker Room

		Crocheted and knit yarn over foam, wood and wire

		12 x 19 feet, installation

		Photograph of installation at Bellevue Arts Museum by Steven Miller

		All yarn provided by Lion Brand Yarn Company

		

		Recently having spent nine months in a residency in the open studios of the Museum of Art and Design (MAD) in New York City, Nathan created art in public once a week. “These open studios give people the opportunity to have conversations with me about art and to see how art is made conceptually. They can ask questions and become familiar with contemporary art. It is an opportunity for me as well. Through the conversations, I am articulating what I am trying to express on many levels and I am pushing myself to evolve the work to be more relevant.”

		

		Pondering the future direction of his work, Nathan says, “I have never thought that crochet is the only way to get my message across and someday I may change my medium of expression, but the crochet will always stick with me. I will be crocheting when I am not doing art. Today, I am on my own little soapbox; I am being accepted into shows and people are responding to my message. Thoughts in the art world are changing, but American society in general is still very geared toward the separation of masculine and feminine activities. I don’t understand this separation; and hopefully, my message will change someday because it won’t be necessary and I can stop harping on it.”

		

	
		

		
			Andrea Uravitch
		

		

		“After forty years of crocheting, I still take delight in the creative and physical processes and their results.”

		

		Part of three generations of artists, Andrea is well known for her unique representational art that incorporates crochet along with other artistic media such as ceramics, handmade Japanese paper and glue over fusible interfacing. A graduate of Cleveland Institute of Art, Andrea has a B.F.A. in Weaving with a Minor concentration in Textile Arts and Ceramics.

		

		As part of her studies, she completed a one-day crochet tutorial/introduction which proved to be a wonderful discovery. “I really took to crochet,” she recalls. “I worked exclusively in crochet starting in 1970. I was creating large, life-size pieces focused on landscapes. Captivated by the limitless possibilities of making structures, I used thick strands of fiber over wood and wire frames. I loved the challenge of manipulating my materials into sculpture. Nature related, my artwork drew on the beauty of animals and plant life and I once crocheted a seven-foot giraffe!”

		

		Andrea’s work straddles several genres. She has always been accepted as a sculptor and working with fiber and crochet is her favorite part of the process. The Smithsonian’s Renwick Gallery’s Craft Collection includes her crocheted head of architect James Renwick. The Museum of Arts & Design also has her piece, Summer Encounter, and the corporate collection of Jim Henson has Armasteerllo, a fantasy piece that is part armadillo with steer horns crocheted over a wooden and foam rubber structure that could be sat upon.

		

		Both of Andrea’s parents were painters and she was exposed to art at a young age. “I always liked building things,” she recalls. “I guess I wanted to be different, so I studied textiles. I always loved fabric and fiber, and crochet just felt right.” In the early days, Andrea was using just the simplest crochet stitches as building techniques; it was a matter of exploring. She once made a bulldog with fifty component parts. “I started with the eyeball, and it determined the size of the piece,” she explains. “In those days it was about the crochet and the excitement of exploring the process and flexibility of the materials.”

		

		After fifteen years of five to nine-hour crocheting days, Andrea’s hands were beginning to feel the effects of the strenuous work of pulling on the fiber as she created countless shows and commissions. She had established a reputation as a crochet sculptor and the break she took for her hands to mend was pivotal. “Since I didn’t intend to stop making art,” recalls Andrea, “I decided to combine ceramics, which I also studied in college, with crochet fiber to make my sculptures. Using different materials such as clay, welded steel, handmade felt, and sewn fabric along with the crochet parts created a mixed media effect that was a new beginning.”

		

		Often using only two or three strands of embroidery floss to achieve the fine detail she desires, Andrea is able to create many shapes and go in many directions. “To get new textures, I will combine fibers or pull them apart” she explains. “I learned to weld so that I could build more substantial structures and show greater fluidity of form. The larger structures often have bases of welded steel and I construct the complex inner structure of wire, which is then covered with crochet fiber and ceramic parts. My challenge is to construct a seamless continuity between the different materials, all in an effort to bring to life my initial inner vision of the work.”

		

		Andrea has explored her trademark nature theme into her sculptures for more than forty years. They have taken the form of animals, insects, birds, fish, vegetation, and components of the human image. “Designs in nature are everywhere if you are just receptive to what you see,” she explains. In nineteen ninety-one, Andrea realized it was not enough to make singular stand-alone pieces; she wanted to make a bigger statement by combining pieces into installations intended to draw the viewer into entering and experiencing immersion in a natural environment. Today her work is concept driven. “My environmental concerns came together with my art,” she explains. “The impact of my art comes from seeing more than an individual sculpture at a time. Together they set up a dialogue between the creatures, and I want the viewer to be a part of that group too.”
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		Spotted Lizard

		Crochet fiber over welded steel armature, ceramic face and back

		16 x 24 x 4 inches

		Raffia branch

		33 x 30 x 2 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist
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		Spring Chicken

		

		Mixed-Media- welded steel and wire constructed armature, silk-screened paper and Pellon feathers; clay head with crochet waxed linen crown and face pieces; crochet fiber legs and feet.

		

		21 x 22 x 9 inches

		

		Base - 13 x 12 inches

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		Using a nontoxic thermoplastic, canvas-like medium common to the theatre world, Andrea creates her own unique forms by boiling and shaping this material and then adding her crochet to the finished form. She also makes ceramic components with specific areas in which the crochet can be incorporated after firing. “By crocheting very fine thread and then overlapping it on top of the clay I can create a natural transition,” she explained.

		

		Andrea created seventy-five fish for an installation piece for a stairwell at the Arlington Art Center, in Arlington, Virginia entitled Converging Forces - Man vs. Nature. It was the beginning of more than a dozen large site-specific installation pieces that she has created using her sculptures. Oftentimes these became series such as monkeys, dogs, wild boars, catfish, large insects, crows, lizards, salmon, and, most recently, frogs. These animal series are used in combination with real branches, doors, window screens, rocks, and sand. “My work is about contradiction. A twenty-two inch insect built of a combination of material and mounted on an old standard window frame produced just the unsettling effect I wanted,” says Andrea.

		

		The success with her installations led Andrea to other opportunities. Such was the case at the University of Richmond’s Lora Robbins Gallery of Design from Nature; Andrea created a diorama-like work of art, Design from Nature. This installation, which juxtaposed art with science, was exciting for Andrea. “It was very satisfying,” she explains, “because I created settings and environments for my insects, fish, animals, and crows in large vitrines in the center of the museum next to artifacts from nature.” Crossover – The Symbiosis of Craft and Environment included Andrea along with thirteen other artists at the Taipei International Craft Design Exhibition in Taipei, Taiwan. Representing the United States, four of her crochet and mixed media sculptures were exhibited.

		

		“I think of my repertoire of pieces as a ‘cast of characters,’” comments Andrea. “With each installation I create, they participate in a ‘new play’ in different surroundings.” For Another Place and Time: Childhood Memories of Nature at the Piedmont Arts Museum in Martinsville, Virginia, Andrea created a soundtrack that played children’s voices and other sounds from childhood, such as trains passing by. Andrea left a notebook near the exhibit, asking viewers to leave written accounts of their childhood memories. In another large site-specific installation, Habitat, for Virginia Tech University’s Perspective Gallery, all of the pieces created by Andrea were shown in their natural surroundings. The wild boars were in a forest; the barking dog was on a porch; and the fish were in a stream.

		

		Andrea is still inspired by nature and is constantly challenging herself with new projects, techniques, materials and directions, while still maintaining her love of crochet fiber.
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		Dog Growling

		Welded steel armature; felted coat; crochet legs, feet and face; ceramic nose, mouth and toes

		32 x 17 x 27 inches

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“In this sculpture, I dealt with my earliest memories of nature. I had a run-in with a dog tied to a clothesline and was afraid of dogs until early adulthood.”

		

	
		

		
			Kathleen Holmes
		

		

		“My mixed media art puts crochet into the service of contemporary art. Using crochet is hugely appealing to me, especially working with found pieces and differing patterns.”  

		

		In July 2008, Kathleen’s work showed new direction when it was exhibited at Tinney Contemporary Gallery in Nashville. She moved more toward using canvas work with doilies and the grids of filet crochet. In the exhibit, Mixed Metaphors, she was inspired by filet crochet for some of the paintings. “I like to use filet crochet as it is: straightforward and often containing nature or botanical themes.” Sometimes the simple structure of the crochet is her inspiration.  “In the dress sculpture, Gardening, I used a runner with Irish crochet for the skirt. The crochet had wonderful raised flowers that created a grid pattern. The almost architectural construct of crochet is symbolic to me of the strength of these textiles, both physically and culturally.”

		

		Kathleen says, “Crochet has represented primal creative expression for hundreds of years.” When she was growing up, her aunts and grandmother crocheted and she learned as soon as she was old enough. “Crochet was the greatest passion of my family members,” Kathleen recalls. “The women never had their hands empty and inevitably, they would get questions about their crochet and the ‘common thread’ would allow them to share funny little stories with strangers. There is a reason we so commonly see the use of fiber-related metaphors: chains, interwoven, interconnected, weaving together.” 

		

		Today, Kathleen weaves metaphors for family and cultural and social patterns into her sculptures and paintings, which incorporate found pieces of crochet from her collection. She recalls, “Twenty years ago I was painting with oil and building up textural topography on canvas. I didn’t do representative or figurative painting, but I wanted to remember my grandmother, who was dying, by doing a work about something important to me.” Around that time, Kathleen found a pillowcase at a yard sale full of large crocheted squares with popcorn stitches.

		

		“I thought of my grandmother and had my ‘Eureka!’ moment: I could use crochet to create pattern and texture! It was a glorious experiment and I had nothing at stake. I put on classical music, envisioned colors, and applied them to the crochet. I had tried for years to articulate this, but my need to do homage to my grandmother led me to express who she was through crochet.” “I am the first to combine fine art and crochet,” she says. “I think of crochet as my medium. There are plenty of mixed media artists out there, but I am blessed that I thought of adding the crochet to my paintings and sculptures to say something more personal.” Kathleen’s sculptures are always dresses and her paintings are usually landscapes. She observes, “Personal tastes lead viewers to pay more attention to either my sculptures or paintings, but both are a constant for me.

		

		
			[image: 40.tif]
		

		

		Garden Infanta

		16 x 22 x 7 inches

		Mixed media

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“An Homage to Velasquez’, Garden Infanta, recalls the dress on the princess in Velasquez’s painting “La Infanta” is robust - a marvel of garment architecture I couldn’t resist.”
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		Network

		32 x 42 x 2 inches

		Oil, mixed media on canvas

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“My mother was a seamstress,” she remembers, “and she taught me to sew. I consider the galvanized sheet metal I use for my sculpture bodices the same as fabric. I make a bodice pattern and cut the metal with tin snips. When I started, I strictly used rusted metal to represent the passage of time. Now I also paint on the metal. Handwork was always my favorite part of sewing; today I will pierce the metal and use wire to sew up the seams with the hemstitch. 

		

		Using her enormous collection of crochet lace, Kathleen reincarnates old pieces so they can be in people’s lives again. “My family doesn’t allow me to use the heirloom crochet pieces! My aunts and grandmother would be horrified at what I do! But really, a bedspread’s usefulness has ended if it is stained and torn.” Although her collection of found pieces of crochet is vast, she crochets pieces herself on an “as needed” basis; using crochet is not new for Kathleen, it has always been a constant in her sculptures and paintings.

		

		In her native Louisiana, Kathleen remembers spending a lot of time in the country. She was often around rusted cans and equipment and the rusted metal got imprinted in her brain. She recalls, “I was always attracted to the color of rust and its blotchy texture. It’s a primal choice, not an intellectual one.” Kathleen explained that when need be, she uses galvanized sheet metal, bathed in muriatic acid which then rusts quite quickly in the South Florida sun where she now lives. 

		

		Discussing who buys her art, she explained, “There are two kinds of people: those who think it’s great and those who don’t get it. It is harder for people to understand what my art is about. They don’t know if they should like it because it straddles that fine line between “kitsch” and serious art. Couples who together like my work buy it, as well as people who have some connection to textiles and its heritage. There are others who just think my work is ‘cool and different’. Unlike my personality, I have a sense of humor in my work, like in Cross Dresser; nothing is sacred when I go after it! There is nothing more exciting than finding the right piece of crochet that fits.
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		Cross Dresser

		10 x 10 x 9 inches

		Ceramic and mixed media

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“The word ‘dress’ has many meanings and can be a subject (noun) or a verb. I love playing with the linguistic medium as much as the others I use.”

		

		We all live lives of repetition; and there is profound comfort in the stability that comes from ritual and knowing what comes next. This is certainly true of crochet for me. We build our lives around repetition no matter how “unique” we like to think we are. Anyone who does crochet knows of its meditative and addictive qualities.”

		

		When asked why dresses are always the focus of her sculptures, Kathleen explains, “I was making two-dimensional pieces about people’s lives in the form books that opened and closed. At the time, I noticed that infant’s deaths were so common that they were listed in family bibles as ‘infant boy’ or ‘first infant.’ I placed a thin doll’s dress covered in gesso on the side of one of my books to reflect the unmet expectations as a result of children dying so young. I was haunted by that empty dress and it spoke volumes to me.

		

		Shortly thereafter, I was invited to participate in a three-dimensional show, Hung Out to Dry. The work was to be hung on clotheslines and had to be empty and hung by clothespins. I did my first dress sculpture for this show, ‘Big Sister, Baby Sister, and Dolly Too’. It was two to three feet tall and looked like it got dug up; and, like the ‘rapture’, the being had been sucked up to heaven with the dress left behind. For me it was personally powerful as it was about me and my sister and our mother’s death. I wanted to do more sculptures like this and focus on women’s lives. All of human sacred garments throughout history have had the dress shape: christening gowns, graduation gowns, wedding gowns, judges’ robes, death shrouds. The flowing skirts, conical with a broad base connecting one to the earth, visually imply ‘stability’ and ‘strength’. This makes the dress shape a universal icon.” 

		

		Kathleen explained her philosophy: “Crochet is predominantly woman-made and in past years it was an honored handcraft. The time and energy that went into making the found pieces of crochet that I use is palpable to me. I think about all the hours and the makers’ needs to make beautiful things. The women and girls who made these old pieces were not considered artists; being an artist was thought of as ‘frivolous’ if not outright crazy. In many cases, crochet was the only creative outlet they were allowed and they did it all the time for no other reward than just the doing. I so honor that creative spirit. I am starting a movement and opening up people to art they don’t know. None of the crochet pieces I use are signed, so I can’t call my works ‘collaborations,’ but I take the hard work of those anonymous creative spirits and feed off of it. Feminine beings instilled the tradition of crochet in me and they were true artists, teaching me to be one; we just didn’t know it!”
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			Tracy Krumm
		

		

		“Through my work, I continue to challenge notions about balance and power, explore the relationships between technology and the hand-made—particularly the interface of digital and virtual communication with social and collaborative craft practices—and investigate how textile construction processes can be incorporated with and influence our connections to space and place.”

		

		A highly successful sculptor with works in selected collections around the world including the Denver Art Museum, the Museum of Fine Art in Houston, the Museum of Fine Arts in Santa Fe, the US State Department Embassy in Djibouti, and Bloomingdale’s in San Francisco, Tracy Krumm is committed to the use of crochet as an essential part of her artwork. She explains, “The work I make transcends both process and material, giving it a balance of mystery and familiarity, along with a sense of power and intimacy that encourages the viewer to engage in a relationship with it. It is grounded in the histories of sculpture and women’s work and involves the investigation and juxtaposition of historically gender-specific techniques to question and comment on identity, duality, relationships, and beauty. I am constantly examining how structural and material explorations serve my ability to simultaneously accommodate and transform the physical and conceptual substance of my work.”

		

		Having spent over two decades teaching in a variety of institutions as a visiting artist, college professor and workshop leader, Tracy has parlayed her experiences and skills as an artist into ensuring that crafts live on. She thrives on the challenges of combining her studio art career with sharing and teaching the processes of art, particularly those techniques that have long been a part of the history of fiber and textiles. Her excitement about crochet as a resource, as well as a skill, spills over to her students who are inspired to push their own limits with the medium.

		

		“I am a full time studio artist,” explains Tracy. “However, I really enjoy teaching. For over 20 years, I have produced work for an endless itinerary of exhibitions all over the world. Teaching is a healthy balance to this because it gives me a whole different way of looking at the art world. As an educator, I am in a position to help others discover their own methods and processes for creative thinking and problem solving. We need young people to have these skills now more than ever.”

		

		In her 3D textile and material studies classes, Tracy emphasizes nontraditional media and exposes students to the handmade approach to everything, along with potential technology-informed interfaces to these processes. She comments, “In my classes and my own work, I deal with form and space by employing a multitude of construction techniques to make work that infiltrates the worlds of painting and sculpture. I am trying to get students to invest in rigorous engagement with whatever they choose to do and to recognize that there is much to be discovered through exploring the relationships between technique and material.”

		

		Tracy believes that today there is a concentrated re-emergence of crafts practice. She notes, “It is an exciting time to be engaged in a historically craft and design-based discipline. People want to get together on all levels and participating in craft practices is a way of doing this. Today’s young artists have different ideas about their investments in the process of making work and about what they expect in return. Their demand for immediacy is tremendous. Craft today is about more than just making a well-made product. It’s about thinking, participating, and making relationships to each other and the world that are not object-oriented.

		

		As an educator, I am helping students explore how craft and craft processes are defined by their generation. I embraced a craft process-crochet-to find my way into the world of contemporary sculpture, in addition to doing research on gender issues, feminism, and textile and craft history. Today, my focus is on the process—cultural process—in a new way. This is influenced by my students as I watch them figuring out how to problem solve and think about possible contexts for their own work.”

		

		
			[image: 43.tif]
		

		

		Taper (Strapped)-detail

		Crocheted brass and copper, found and fabricated steel, patina, epoxy resin

		92 x 11 x 11 inches

		Photograph by Tal Wilson, courtesy of Andrea Schwartz Gallery, San Francisco
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		Hipped (Cavity)

		Crocheted copper, found and fabricated steel, patina, epoxy resin

		50.5 x 10 x 12 inches

		Photograph by Tal Wilson, courtesy of Andrea Schwartz Gallery, San Francisco

		

		As a sculptor, Tracy works primarily in metal and is also a blacksmith, a woodworker, and a salvager of found objects, in addition to using crochet. She constantly reexamines her motives for why crochet is such a substantial part of her work. She explains, “I can’t make my art without engaging and thinking, stitch by stitch. My work is inextricably linked to this way of building form and composition from the ground up by integrating material and technique in a thinking-through-making process. Crochet is the foundation for this process right now.

		

		Also not to be denied are the histories of textile processes, of the handmade, of women’s work, of craft—all things that are in my work on some level. If there was something else that made sense for me in the way that crochet does, I would probably have shifted to it. There are still plenty of ideas about form, color, and surface to be discovered with crochet. Regardless of how I make work, it has to speak to something greater than to what went into it. To be successful, the whole must be greater than the sum of its parts.”

		

		Taught to crochet in an elementary school art class in Minneapolis in 1970 and mentored along by her two grandmothers, Tracy was fascinated with making things from yarn and a simple hook. As someone who learned by doing things with her hands, crochet was a natural activity. In 1994, while working on her MFA in visual art at Vermont College of Fine Art, she discovered a spool of wire in a free box in the college’s science lab, took it home, and contemplated its use. She recalls, “Crochet hooks were among the many tools in my studio. I simply went back to what I knew about crochet and used it to make connections between the found objects I was working with. Crochet appeared to me to be the perfect technique to join things together, to make and manipulate material, and to explore form. By crocheting with metal, I introduced a physical component to the work that allowed the technique to be transformed.” Krumm crochets with very fine wire, 26 to 30-gauge, in nickel, copper, brass, steel, and bronze. Her work is finished with patinas of sulfur, salt, and citric acid, further colored with various pigments, and then often coated with resin to further stiffen the structure.

		

		The warmth in her voice is audible as Tracy explains, “Crochet is a common language that unites people at a very basic creative level in a very positive way. It is so recognizable, and that makes it accessible. People do it all over the world. It has a huge audience with broad cultural and historical ties; this works for me because these connections are an important and essential aspect of my artistic and teaching practices.”
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		Pinched (Squares)

		Crocheted brass and copper, found and fabricated steel, patina, epoxy resin

		32 x 14 x 9 inches

		Photograph by Tal Wilson, courtesy of Andrea Schwartz Gallery, San Francisco

		

	
		

		
			Donna Rosenthal
		

		

		“While using traditional women’s skills like embroidery, sewing, and crochet, my mission is to ensure that art includes evocative content: historic, personal, or universal. It must also be executed especially well so that the choice of material meshes with the content.”

		

		Donna Rosenthal crochets her intriguing dresses and men’s suits with metal wire. Text is always added as a tool for social commentary and helps to create a connection between material and content. Her intricately crocheted metals, bedecked with commentary on social aspirations aptly titled, “Glamour” and “Glitz”, are part of her Mirror Mirror series that addresses self-image and how so often a look in the mirror makes us want to change the image we see.

		

		Donna was a stone carver for ten years, but felt she had manipulated the stone as much as possible and began to look for other materials. “Carving taught me tremendous patience, helping me to trust my instincts and allow the image to surface, without force,” she explains. Always drawn to anything fabric-like, such as paper, hardware cloth, or screening, she began to crochet her own fabric. Donna, who grew up in New Haven, Connecticut with very creative parents, crocheted all her life. “My parents were display designers and I was surrounded by arts and crafts,” Donna explains.

		

		Donna’s toys were her parent’s supplies, and learning to crochet at age eight came very naturally to her. She recalls, “In my family there was freedom to explore and crochet was about being productive; I was not spoiled with a lot of toys. My mother sewed clothing for me; and for her, it was all about the bolts of fabric. I then equated clothing with identity and have made my own ‘bolts’ of fabric out of crocheted metal. My work is very labor intensive and each level of the process speaks to me; I let the material guide me as I bend and manipulate it without cutting. Carving was about taking down the material, but today, I am building with crochet.”

		

		Donna made her first dress out of paper in 1990 when she realized that every time she found a new material, she envisioned it as a dress or dress embellishment. She recalls, “I felt free to explore how I felt about myself as a woman in relation to others and to look around and observe other people. I was always interested in how people communicate with each other, through words or actions, and what the actual meaning might be. The dress, and later suits and other clothing, became my personal iconography representing any woman and, later, men.”

		

		Shortly after, Donna began to crochet the empty dresses. She loves the meditative qualities of crochet and says she is the type of person who can’t sit still. “I love keeping my hands busy and crocheting is a peaceful and calming way to express what clothing means to people in our society, especially women,” she says. “Crocheting in metal serves many purposes for me. I like that it is an unusual material for clothing and it also has some sparkle and shine which reminds me of my parents’ display store.”

		

		With an M.F.A. in Mixed Media Sculpture from Long Island University, Donna’s process in which she uses bronze, brass, silver strands, and coated copper is about women’s relationships with people and to society. She elaborates, “As I crochet the metal, I am creating a web-like fabric that looks beautiful to the eye, but also serves as a protection for the wearer. My Mirror Mirror series exemplifies how my pieces have gotten more complicated. Today I am making them much larger and including mixed media and other objects such as vintage chandeliers and lamps. The dresses always appear to be soft and inviting, but are something quite different and much more when you get closer. I use many stitches now and create my own patterns as a historical reminder of the handiwork women used to do. For example, ‘Belle of the Ball’ is constructed from over one-hundred crocheted and beaded granny squares. Most of the dresses have text on them, usually glittered or embroidered on ribbons, to express my intent and to connect materials and content. ”
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		You Light Up My Life

		

		Crocheted gold metal dress, vintage chandelier, gold leaf paint, glitter, crystals, ribbons,

		

		53 x 25 x 25 inches

		

		Photograph by Bill Orcutt

		

		“Pieces in this series, also entitled You Light Up My Life, combine vintage furniture and lighting fixtures with crocheted metal dresses. Each is emblematic of the light and hope that women bring to relationships.”

		

		Donna says she likes “stuff” and everything she sees has material possibilities for art making. She recalls, “The sequins, antiques, and sparkly things of my childhood are a continuing influence. I use vintage buttons and ribbons as well as furniture pieces. I recall visiting my uncle’s jewelry store and seeing photos of my grandfather’s jewelry store. Nostalgia is intertwined with the materials I choose, but I don’t think the nostalgia draws me. Rather, my past all comes clearly together in the work I do; and I invite it in and accept it. Here in New York City, there is great opportunity to find treasures that I incorporate into my art. My studio is near Chinatown, and I am always walking by fabric stores where I find inspiration. Several times a year I scavenge huge flea markets in Massachusetts and Connecticut and find treasures to incorporate into my art.”

		

		It is very important to Donna to bridge the gap between fine art and craft. She explains, “Artists compete with painting, drawing, and traditional sculpture, and even today many art institutions consider these the only art forms. I use materials once considered in the realm of ‘craft’ to create fine art. After many years of trying to be more specific, I came upon the word ‘textiles’ which describe me as an artist. Most of the materials I’ve used are textile based as are my techniques.

		

		There is a huge movement afoot called Materiality and Content. It is a new genre of classification that looks at what the materials mean to the content of the artwork. The material used to be called ‘found objects.’ Today textile, photography and well-executed found objects (materiality) are all blurring the lines. I have spent a tremendous amount of time connecting my materials and the history surrounding them with the content. I have never been afraid to use diverse materials knowing that I can make a successful work of fine art.”
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		Spiritual Love

		

		Memory Wear Series

		

		Crocheted brass wire, vintage butterfly pins, glitter, steel hanger and bracket

		

		16 x 11 x 2 inches

		

		Photograph by Bill Orcutt

		

		“The Memory Wear Series is a grouping of small crocheted metal coats which are encrusted with vintage jewelry. In Spiritual Love I use vintage butterfly pins to evoke memories of departed souls.”

		

		Text always completes Donna’s work. For her, art is a means of communication and the words she chooses are very specific. “Often it is not until I put the text on the piece that I actually can say it is complete,” she explains. “My challenge is to create design but also intention in placement, meaning, and communication of shared experiences with the viewer. I use this material to express how we show or hide ourselves. My work is pretty, but there is an edge to it, an air of surprise. Ones’ eyes see the pretty dresses directly, then the crochet draws them in and they get close enough to read the text.”

		

		Sometimes at art openings, Donna is like a “fly on the wall” and listens to people’s reactions. She relates, “They begin to see the intensity of the work, the text, and the connection of the material with the theme. If the viewers can ‘connect,’ the piece will succeed as fine art. I then feel connected to the viewer because their reaction becomes a form of communication with me.”
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		Hope

		

		The Finalists series

		

		Copper metal dress, ribbon, beads, text, glitter, painted steel base

		

		60 x 17 x 12 inches

		

		Photograph by Bill Orcutt

		

		“I kept thinking about the Olympics and how I could place emotionally charged women‘s names on these dresses, which are created with very different crocheted ‘fabrics.’ I have chosen names that embody the qualities of positive, personal, ever enduring feelings that for me should be the metal winners in the competition of life.”

		

	
		

		
			Karen Searle
		

		

		“I use women’s work to explore women and to feel the connection of women and the work they have done forever by engaging in the laborious process. I pull that all in with me to express feminist viewpoints.”

		

		A strong interest in journalism throughout her life was a valuable skill as Karen has written numerous articles on artists and their work, co-authored two books on weaving and published many books on cultural traditions in weaving, knitting, and crochet under the Dos Tejedoras imprint from 1976 through 1995. During the 1980s, she also published a magazine for weavers.

		

		Retiring from her publishing career in 1996 was a seamless transition and Karen now thrives as an artist in the richly diverse art community in Minneapolis/St. Paul, Minnesota. In 2008, she authored Knitting Art 150 Innovative Works from 18 Contemporary Artists. She writes, teaches, and curates exhibitions, creating a balanced and fulfilling life as an artist.

		

		Being part of a group of artists who work in four different media for the past five years has been a rich experience for Karen. “Our diverse approaches to art integrate our commitment to exploring being older women in this society,” explains Karen. She presents works in fiber dealing with body changes and the juxtaposing of age with memories of childhood. A retired gerontologist paints scenes celebrating aging on glass; a retired geneticist draws women in nursing homes with charcoal and pastels; and a photographer portrays sensuality in old age. “We offer panel discussions to draw people into discussions about challenges of growing older such as feeling invisible or lonely. We have held joint exhibits in several venues in Minnesota and Iowa.

		

		There are more opportunities for women to exhibit today, but there is still much to be done to achieve fair treatment for women artists. The number of women who participate in major exhibitions has only increased 3% since the 1960s! Recently, galleries have been more open to fiber/mixed media art works. The selection process is rigid and fiber doesn’t fit into a neat category. Creating textile art and being collected is a difficult challenge. Fiber art is still finding its place in the contemporary art world.”

		

		Karen’s recent work, Bark Figures, began as meditations on beauty in nature. “I delicately mend and bead found birch bark ‘torsos’ and the crocheted figures evolve organically from them. They pay tribute to the activities of ‘women’s work:’ we salvage, mend, piece together, and adorn–both the objects in our lives and our relationships.”
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		Body Bag

		Crocheted handspun flax, cast paper, tags

		14 inches high.

		Photograph by Peter Lee

		

		“Cast ‘body parts’ are labeled as for a museum collection, each part named with an adjective used by men to describe women.”
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		Two Figures

		Crocheted copper wire, birch bark, driftwood, glass beads, knitted flax paper yarn

		Tree Spirit: Maroon

		24 inches high

		Tree Spirit: Bronze

		22 inches high

		Photograph by Kent Flemmer

		

		Karen has had several textile-related careers, but her first job was as a translator in Washington, D.C. “I was always interested in languages and studied romance languages and German in college, “she explains. Originally from Chicago, Karen grew up with an artist father and a poet mother. “I was a crafter and my father was a graphic artist and illustrator, but he was not so good at teaching kids to draw,” she recalls. “After Junior High, I avoided art classes; but I made baskets, did sewing and embroidery, and studied a learn-how book of knitting and crochet. I crocheted my first sweater just before going to college. My college roommate knit, and she taught me to make Norwegian ski sweaters.”

		

		While still a student, Karen apprenticed in a yarn shop to learn the art of finishing and repair. ”When I moved to Minnesota in 1969, I started my own finishing business. I also got involved in weaving at that time and tried to work in 3-dimensions on the loom with tubular-woven dolls. They were difficult to shape and finish, and I decided they would be much easier to make in crochet.”

		

		Karen enjoys 3-D crochet for the ability to do subtle shaping to build the form. “I design around that,” she explains, “because I know what my material will do and how it will make the form successful.” All of her forms are either figurative; or, if abstract, they are body or body part-related. While using both knit and crochet, Karen chooses the working method for each piece according to the structural stability needed for it.

		

		She explains further that exploring materials and discovering how they can express her ideas are intertwined. “This comes from being a woman,” she says, “and wanting to express feminist viewpoints through the medium of `women’s work.’”

		

		Karen crochets primarily with wire to create her sculptures. While working on her Masters of Fine Arts (1999) at the Minnesota College of Art and Design in Minneapolis, she did all her coursework in knit and crochet. “My professors would ask me why I was spending so much time crocheting a structure when I could have used chicken wire. For me, the process of crochet itself adds meaning to a piece; I like being able to use crochet to create a form that is its self-armature. The integrity of the process is part of the product.
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		Image and Reality

		Crocheted copper wire, beaded Barbie doll

		14 inches high

		Photograph by Peter Lee

		

		I ‘grew up’ as an artist in the sixties during the feminist art movement. Women’s work and women’s imagery was being introduced into art galleries at that time by such artists as Miriam Shapiro and Judy Chicago, and this had a powerful effect on me. As an older female art student, I became conscious of the age-related changes my body was undergoing, and also became aware that older women’s bodies are rarely seen in fine art, and that is still reflected in my work.”

		

		For the past twenty years, Karen has led textile tours to Guatemala. She is a founding board member of Weave a Real Peace, a networking organization that connects artisan groups in need with those who want to provide technical and other assistance.

		

		Drawing on her extensive travels to places like Korea, Japan, Europe, Guatemala and Mexico, where she often collects folk art, Karen sees crochet as a relatively new technique compared to other forms of needlework. ”There is tradition and folklore surrounding weaving and spinning in many cultures,” she says. “In several parts of the world, weaving was brought to women by the Moon Goddess. I notice a spiritual connection between the weaver and her thread and what they symbolize – women’s concept of self and femininity. In the Mayan culture, a spiritual connection also exists in the language. ‘Being born’ and ‘being woven’ are the same words in Mayan languages.”

		

		Karen’s exquisite works of art convey that she is passionate about crochet. “I enjoy being able to make something from beginning to end from a single, unbroken strand of thread. A mythological reference to the uncut thread was mentioned in The Mist of Avalon, in which a tapestry was woven from a single thread. Some cultures with strong backstrap weaving traditions equate cutting the thread with cutting the weaver’s spiritual connection with the cloth.”

		

		Serving as a mentor to emerging artists through Women’s Art Resources of Minnesota gives Karen the opportunity to impact the lives of younger artists. She also teaches workshops to conferences and guilds on fiber sculpture, and is an active member of the Textile Center (Minneapolis) where thirty-five textile organizations collaborate and share classroom space, a gallery, shop, library, and other resources. “There is a cross-fertilization of ideas here,” she says. Karen’s important contributions have made an impact on fiber art as it blossoms and thrives today.

		

	
		

		
			Soonran Youn
		

		

		“My work is about the absurd and poetic humor that life really is and is presented for the viewer’s imagination. It is about fragments in my life, but it also could be about anyone else’s.”

		

		Few will achieve the level of art making idealized by this award-winning artist whose work I have admired in galleries, art magazines, and in traveling exhibitions. Soonran Youn is a native of Korea, although she lived in the United States from 1996–2006. She also participates in invitational exhibits internationally.

		

		Having received her second MFA at Indiana University in 1999 (she also earned her B.F.A. and M.F.A. at Ewha Woman’s University in Seoul), Soonran prefers to be thought of as an artist who uses various techniques or materials depending upon images she is expressing. She explains, “I adapt the technique of crochet to construct an open structure that fits best to the subject matter. In 1997 I started using crochet technique as an artistic medium. I found it most suitable to manipulate wire for three-dimensional, open structures projecting a relationship between inside and outside. I manipulate numbers of loops to shape as the rows of chains grow longer. Molding wire mesh brings openness to an artistic surface in 3-D, but I prefer to achieve it without piecing and crocheting wire makes this possible.”

		

		As a little girl, Soonran learned crochet technique from her mother. She didn’t intend to make anything practical or fancy back then, but continued to crochet simple continuous chains only to bask in the comfortable feeling of sitting next to her mother and watching her hands dance with threads and a crochet hook. Metaphorically comparing herself to a “lost Alice in Wonderland,” Soonran feels she is distracted by thoughts coming from all the odd things around her. “I would rather have doubt and exile while holding on to my sense of wonder. It is more important to live my life fully this way than to live in a straight line. I take zigzag steps.”

		

		Inspired by the totality of her life, she makes art to understand herself and life. “Continuous inner communication on various matters from the trivial to the profound produces the works that are the records of these conversations,” she explains.” Although she periodically focuses on a certain technique and appreciates its own physical charm, Soonran places technique secondary to the process of art making. “I see the human figure as the most engaging artistic object. It suits me to express visual stories ranging from a fragment of daily life to a philosophical voyage of being. I believe big things in life are best understood by way of small things; and I go people-watching to capture postures that carry emotional backdrops by watching their movements, poses, facial expressions, looks, and the ways they interact with their surroundings.”

		

		Soonran doesn’t approach materials in an intuitional or spontaneous manner just to spotlight their specific beauty. Nor does she plan to stick to the few things she knows best. She elaborates, “I am interested in adapting new materials to bring out the images that I want to express. Linear materials have provided me with various textures, densities, flexibilities, and ways to create structures, which conventional materials don’t allow. Choosing the material to use is crucial even though it is of secondary concern in the whole process of making art because it is the material that conveys the conception of the artwork.”

		

		Soonran has discovered that she is intrigued by the simple but principal relationship of the crochet loops as they support one another, much like cells in the construction of the whole structure. Using sliver plated copper wire (28-gauge) or stainless steel wire, she builds structures with these linear materials one stitch at a time to create hollow figurative forms. “I am enthralled by the first single loop of the chain to open possibilities,” she says. “All compounds attribute their parts to the whole that cannot be completed by one alone. Without subject matter that holds them together, though, the structure carries no meaning for existence. I find more energy there than from any finished work. I came to use the technique of crocheting wire because it is fascinating to see how linear materials are transformed to dimensional surfaces with a simple hook; the process itself engages me.”
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		Island 3

		Linen thread

		82 x 9.5 x 27 inches

		Photograph by Wendy McEahem courtesy of the artist

		

		“This work implies the isolation of bodily individuality, which can never be broached but held in solitude until the end. The figures represent a contradiction between dreams and realities. The head facing upwards yearning for the torso to grow like a tree to touch the sky, the dream world; but the gravity of the reality is pulling the whole body downwards against the longing. Therefore, the figure is distorted and elongated.”

		

		Soonran’s work is both conceptual and structural. “I adapt crochet to obtain a see-through skin that deals with inside/outside relationships,” she explains. “Crocheting wire made this possible and allows a look through the skin giving the impression of the fragility of being. I want it to be a vehicle for viewers to initiate little conversations with themselves, not to be one of my speeches thrown in their faces.”
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		Daydream

		2009

		Copper wire, synthetic fabric

		23.5 x 42” x 12.5 inches

		Photograph by Myungrae Park

		

		“My work is about fragments in my life, but it also could be about anyone else’s. Daydream is a self-portrait of the artist zoning out to the imaginary world.”

		

		Soonran also teaches textile classes at three universities: 3-D Fiber Constructions, Material Studies, Surface Design, and BFA Seminar for Seniors; she encourages her students to use crochet with other textile techniques that seem best for visualizing their creative imaginations.

		

		While she makes art in Seoul, Korea, Soonran ruminates, “Having manipulated loops in rows to mold hollow 3-D forms, I am considering making structurally more fragile 3-D works by crocheting or knotting linear materials in radical directions from the core. I am still experimenting on materials and techniques to crystallize my ideas; this will bring me lots of challenges that I am definitely excited about.
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		Necklace #1

		Enamel copper wire, beads, string

		37.5 inches long

		Photograph by Myungwook Hur

		

		In my ongoing installation project entitled 108 Agonies based on Buddhist doctrine, each of the 108 figures is made in different materials and techniques including crochet. It is composed of 108 figurative forms with each figure delivering one specific agony,” explains Soonran.

		

		“This project will be installed with three circular shapes suspended from the ceiling with 36 figures on each, and a life-size human figure in the center surrounded by the circle representing present life.

		

		According to Buddhism, there are 108 agonies, which one must undergo throughout three lives: past, present, and next life. The significance of the number 108 originated from simple mathematics,” she states. “There are three categories entitled ‘six organs’ (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, flesh, and brain), ‘six senses’ (sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch, and thought) and six for ‘awareness.’ Awareness is acquired through each organ and sense. Each agony is based on various combinations of these 18 units. For example, seeing a valuable thing like a nice car (sense) provokes possessive desire (awareness) and gives us the agony of ‘avarice.’ In Buddhism, the number 36 symbolizes the basic agonies, 18 past and 18 future. These 36 agonies are faced in each of the three lives (36 x 3 = 108).”

		

	
		

		
			Jerry Bleem
		

		

		“Materials engage me, especially in their ability to signify. Materials possess a variety of histories and meanings”

		

		Meeting Jerry Bleem for the first time was an experience I shall long treasure. San Damiano Friary where he lives in Cicero, Illinois, is a breath of fresh air among the industrial buildings, train yards, and overlapping highways that surround it. When Jerry welcomed me in the parking lot, his air of relaxed confidence made me feel instantly welcome.

		

		A friar since 1976, Jerry was drawn to “the idea of a group of people working together for altruistic ends,” and to St. Francis himself, who believed in the “intrinsic equality of all people, that the least among us needs to be cared for.” Jerry’s first sense of vocation developed as a friar and he had to figure out his identity as an artist later. “Our vision is rooted in the friar community,” he says. “We work out of the context of our Franciscan fraternity. My life as an artist evolved out of my community life, ministries, and talents. I am a friar first; my work as an artist originates from the same place as my faith. I would describe my art as addressing spiritual rather than overtly religious themes.”

		

		Not exposed to art growing up, it was at Quincy College, where he earned his Bachelor of Arts in 1976 that Jerry discovered art. As a liturgical consultant and pastoral minister from 1984 to 1993, Jerry helped with renovations and was a designer of worship spaces, altar vessels, and vestments. “I had studied the visual components of liturgy but I hadn’t figured out the artistry in me,” explains Jerry. “During my first year of graduate studies at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, I learned how much I didn’t know!”

		

		Today, Jerry is both a Franciscan friar and an adjunct associate professor at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. A practicing studio artist since 1984, Jerry exhibits his work, lectures, teaches internationally, and writes about the intersection between art and religion.

		

		In an interview published in Fiberarts magazine, Jerry describes the commonalities between his previous sculptures and the new direction his work began to take in 2006. “The staple sculptures are composed of bits of found material about the size of a quarter which are overlapped like shingles on a roof, though irregularly, and stapled into place. No form or armature is used. As each piece is added to the emerging form, the torque exerted creates the shape and the structure. Although the staples actually hold the piece together, I also use an excessive amount of staples to embellish the surface. The direction I have gone with my crochet work happened gradually. Though I most often was stapling sculptures, I was also exploring other incremental ways of building through collage and then drawing.”

		

		When he initially turned to crochet, Jerry used ecclesial textiles that had been cut into strips and then he turned to the national flags he had been collecting for a long time. “I feel that these tattered, faded icons are charged objects,” he expresses. “I have always been interested in the power of materials to carry information. In particular, the materials that are considered ordinary and especially our detritus engage me. I have used flags in other forms and created Give Me out of 29-cent flag postage stamps. When the viewers’ recognition of the material occurs, I hope they also see a manifestation of time.”
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		Nationalism as an intellectual exercise: its complexities and assumptions, its hazards and domestic implications

		

		U.S.A. flag, nylon cord, hardware

		

		69 x 41 inches

		

		Photograph by Tom Van Eynde, courtesy of the artist

		

		“These works mark my deliberations, my quest for understanding rather than an ideological position.”

		

		The involvement of our nation in Iraq was the catalyst that urged Jerry to begin crocheting flags. He began to notice the dichotomy between the “public” reports of our national policies, legislative and executive actions and the “private” reports about heart-wrenching losses and maiming of our nation’s young people. He comments, “The product of my slicing and crocheting was created as I thought about the intersection of these two realities. In my Nationalism series I am exploring the link between the course of action taken by government and the lives of its citizens; between group consciousness and the dissension that exists within any assembly; between the public and the private.”

		

		In crochet, the building unit is the loop, the basic structure of the technique. “The loops locate or hold time for me. They show the time I have given the work and the time I have spent thinking,” Jerry explains. “I am interested in what we dispose of because it is revelatory about ourselves more so than what we keep. I am using tattered flags that should no longer be flown; they’re not presentable. However, in that state they also carry the effects of having been displayed. Ironically, their being used to signify national allegiance has depreciated the fabric!”

		

		Technically, cutting the flags into strips is desecration, but Jerry explains that his goal is not to upset his audience, but to mark his deliberations and quest for understanding rather than take an ideological position. Jerry shares, “I rely upon crochet to reconfigure the familiar surface into a less familiar, abstracted one; the resulting surfaces interest me. Though colorful and active, they were no longer quickly identified as flags. I also became quite enamored of the relationship between this constructive technique (most often associated with the domestic sphere) and the flag (which has such a public use). No longer crisp icons, the flags as tattered banners have been displayed in the classic gesture of patriotism. No longer generalized symbols, they bear the history of a time and place.”

		

		One of Jerry’s solo exhibitions, Jerry Bleem: Incremental Meditations, was displayed at the Chicago Cultural Center. Its curator, Lanny Silverman, described Jerry’s art as “about process, both of discovery and in construction. His works describe a process and place the viewer in that process rather than offering conclusions. He demonstrates how much we create the meaning of the world around us; and subsequently, he lets us in on his vision, an empowering one that enlarges our view of the humble objects around us.”

		

		In his work, Remind me again why we’re depleting the earth’s resources and burying them in landfills, Jerry used plastic bags of many colors. When the bags are next to each other in the crocheted surface, it is easy to see where one bag ends and another begins. Plastic bags are everywhere, like the flag. “Because they’re so widespread, we don’t see them anymore,” says Jerry. This large afghan-like work turned out to be the first of a series of pieces which he calls Oil Products made of post-consumer plastic bags.

		

		Like the Nationalism series, the Oil Products works are made of familiar material that Jerry has reconfigured to make less recognizable—at first glance—without eliminating its identity. Because amassing the material is an important part of his process, he realizes that his work really begins when he finds a direction and begins enlisting assistance to gather the quantity of everyday items needed for a series. He explains, “In asking people to save their trash for me, I’m asking them to change the disposal patterns they have developed, to become more conscious of simple daily acts. I also have conversations about my concerns as expressed by my material choices. Rather than composing manifestos, I chat about patriotism, or the economics and politics of our oil consumption that helps to ensure our having convenient, disposable plastic bags.”
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		Remind me again why we’re depleting the earth’s resources and burying them in landfills-detail

		

		Plastic bags

		

		62 x 83.5 inches

		

		Photograph by Tom Van Eynde, courtesy of the artist

		

		“Common materials have long been part of my studio practice. The history of basketry reminds us that people used whatever material was available to construct functional containers. Today, much of our material culture is made of plastic, an oil product that industry prizes for its cheapness but which decomposes slowly. For this work, I sliced up an ordinary product, the ubiquitous plastic bag; rather than sending them to landfills, crocheted a surface and asked the question.”
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		Oil Flowers,

		Post-consumer plastic bags, wood 

		Dimensions variable; tallest element is 45 inches high

		Photograph by Tom Van Eynde, courtesy of the artist

		

		In writing about a 2012 exhibition of Jerry’s plastic work entitled In Lieu of Other Forms of Aggression for the Packer Schopf Gallery in Chicago, Anna Hill comments “At first glance, his crocheted and woven creations inspire a whimsical reaction.  Bright flowers, colorful placemats, and intricate wall pieces appear humorously impressive.  However, upon closer examination, the vibrant forms take on a garish, aggressive quality, as the materials of their creation—post-consumer plastic bags—reveal a darker underlying significance.  The plastic bag, that polyethylene urban tumbleweed, has become so ubiquitous in daily life that we hardly see it anymore, and it is this precise exposure-based blindness that Bleem seeks to confront.

		

		By creating flowers from plastic bags (which are made with substances derived from oil), he addresses the ecological concerns associated with the material; that is, he has fashioned nature from the very object that threatens it.  In doing so, he also comments on the function of nature in urban settings (particularly flowers), which are manipulated into unnaturally perfect plots and gardens, ultimately becoming as urbanized as the plastic bags that one assumes are the very antithesis of nature.

		

		Bleem approaches the domestic sphere with the same distress as the environmental. By fashioning everyday items such as placemats and blankets out of plastic bags, he addresses the depth to which these harmful objects have permeated daily life, as well as the public’s blindness to them. Plastic—that is oil—is here literally woven into the fabric of the home, the fabric of the ordinary, and Bleem aggressively urges viewers to take notice of the products of their own lives.”

		

		“I’m enamored by the fact that, unlike knit articles, the crochet in our lives is most often done by an individual rather than by a machine,” Jerry chuckles. “It is versatile and intuitive and doesn’t require a lot of study to learn the technique. The implication is that it is a stereotypical feminine activity, which separates it from the public (some might say masculine) realm. Crochet offers a field of sensation into which people are drawn.”
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			Jo Hamilton
		

		

		“I am very happy to have found my artistic medium and practice. With crochet I can unite my love of fine art and craft and create something new in the process.”

		

		After many visits from her native Scotland to Portland, Oregon, Jo Hamilton decided to live there permanently in 1995. “I first came to the states to visit friends who lived in Miami and then traveled with them when they moved to Portland for art school. Before I moved here permanently, I fell in love with the kind of ‘seat of the pants’ way of making music and art that I experienced here,” explains Jo. “In Britain we do everything by the book; and though not necessarily established or lucrative, the Portland art and artists I saw inspired me. I had lived in Scotland all my life and I wanted an adventure. It’s hard to believe that soon it will be twenty years that I have lived in my adopted city!”

		

		Relaxed and confident, Jo’s appearance belies the years of hard work and perseverance that have brought her to the place she occupies today. A full-time artist who crochets constantly to keep up with the back log of work she is committed to in the form of commissions and exhibits, her life has not always been so secure.

		

		She earned a Bachelor of Fine Arts in 1993 from Glasgow School of Art. “I was only seventeen when I went to art school,” Jo recalls. “At the time, I was most interested in representational art and in painterly color. I wasn’t interested in weaving or textiles; I wanted to do portraits and landscapes, so I majored in painting. In my country at that time, the art schools required students to specialize after the first year, so I chose painting. I was stuck in that department for three years until I graduated.”

		

		Jo’s mother and her Gran were avid knitters who spent most evenings creating fashions of the times: “My Mum made me a cardigan that was all loop stitches and my Gran made a waistcoat of granny squares,” chuckles Jo. “Craft books were always around me and my grandmother taught me to crochet when I was six years old. I didn’t do too much crochet then, but later when I was sixteen, a friend re-taught me and after that I never stopped.”

		

		When Jo first moved to Portland, she wasn’t pursuing a career in fiber art “I saw that students here study a very broad base of artistic techniques in college,” she says. “I took film classes, worked in a pottery studio, sold flowers and worked in a vintage store as well as many restaurants. I worked my way up from small diners to fine dining establishments where I was able to put some money aside, and make art in my spare time.”

		

		In 2006, Jo viewed Not Your Grandmother’s Doily, an exhibit at the Portland Craft Museum. She recalls, “I wondered why I’d never tried to crochet a painting and I immediately went home and began creating I Crochet Portland, my first crocheted landscape. At the time, I was teased by my friends because of my use of crochet. I jokingly threatened to crochet them and that was the beginning of my portrait work.”
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		I Crochet Portland

		

		Mixed crocheted yarns

		

		63 x 114 inches

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“A composite representation of the city where I live that I worked on it over the course of two and a half years, while at the same time making my first 12 portraits.”

		

		Jo explains that when she first began her painting with yarn, she bought her yarns exclusively in resale shops like Goodwill and Salvation Army along with garage and estate sales. “At the time I had to live frugally and depend on these sources for my yarn supply. Now I sometimes buy new yarn but re-using or re-cycling is still the norm for me. I can get some amazing things at thrift stores like colors that are no longer being manufactured. I also depend on EBay these days quite a bit for buying yarn since I am so busy in the studio. Finding yarns that I want to use is a challenge and I see that hunt as an extension of being creative.”

		

		When I asked Jo about the significance of the threads that hang from her work, she explained, “At first it was just a matter of practicality. It took so much time to tuck in the threads that I decided to just let them hang. I grew to like the look and how it’s almost like paint dripping. Looking back at the history of fine art painting, there was a time (one hundred years ago) when artists were supposed to hide their brush strokes. After the invention of photography, there was a revolution in the field of painting, spurring movements like impressionism, fauvism and expressionism in which showing brush strokes became acceptable.

		

		Allowing viewers to see how the work is made eventually became acceptable, even interesting. I feel that way about my crochet works; leaving the threads hanging shows how much work goes into a piece. The process of crochet is very satisfying because I enjoy pure color and the yarn colors will never get muddy like paint can. I also love the idea of making something one tiny stitch at a time that becomes an amazing work of art. There’s also the advantage with yarn of not having to work with toxic oils, solvents and mineral spirits!”
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		Brighton Ray Bradbury

		

		Mixed yarns

		

		40 x 31 inches

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“This is a commissioned work of Brighton Ray done from only a photo booth image of him at age 16 showing off his Elvis tattoo. It was a great image to work from despite its size and deterioration from age.”

		

		Hamilton says she has seen a crafts revival in recent years. Coming from a fine art background, she considers her works to be “painting in crochet.” She uses no patterns for her portraits but works from photographs of her subjects which she prefers to photograph herself. “In order for my portraits to work, there needs to be contrast of light and color.” Over many years, she has developed her technique on her own and she says she sees the progress she has made when comparing her very first attempts with her current work. “I use structure and color to build the work,” she explains. “I always start with the pupil of an eye and surround it with the iris. If I get the eyes right, the rest falls into place. I then work around the eye creating the eye socket and move out from there to create the shading of the face.”

		

		Restricted only by what she sees in her subject’s photo, Jo pulls yarn by color from her stash as she works. “I use single crochet stitches and change direction constantly using a lot of increases and decreases to get the desired shaping. Inspired by the paintings of the great American artist, Alice Neal, Jo explains, “Like Neal’s paintings, I want to capture much more than just the person’s likeness. I want my viewers to feel like they know the person in the portrait or get a sense of them as real people. In the art world there are plenty of preconceptions about what is art and what is craft; but contemporary museums are embracing craft more and more.
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		Bridging Shine

		

		Mixed crocheted yarns

		

		106 x 53 inches

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“Bridging Shine was created especially for the Bellevue Arts Museum Biennial 2012: High Fiber Diet which explored one of the most thriving media today: fiber.”I am not trying to be photo-realistic; my works are closer to paintings. I try to get as much character and emotion as I can into them and translate something human into the portraits. Color helps give the portraits their character, so I push colors and combine colors to get shades that are unique. The colors and the medium give the works their strength. I am very secure in my medium and see it as no less important or skilled than other fine art practices such as oil painting.”

		

	
		

		
			Yvette Kaiser Smith
		

		

		“I create my own fiberglass cloth by crocheting continuous strands of fiberglass into flat geometric shapes. These are formed and hardened with the application of polyester resin and the use of gravity. This work engages math as a structural foundation by utilizing the grid, the numbers Pi and e, and Pascal’s triangle.”

		

		“My current practice of creating math generated work and crocheting fiberglass began twenty years ago when I started making sculpture that dealt with abstracting narratives of identity. Within this context, an exploration of fiberglass and resin led me to crocheting fiberglass roving. Years later, the same pursuit led me to start mapping patterns from math sequences.”

		

		Yvette’s three-dimensional forms are indoor, wall-based, translucent, durable pieces of lace. Using traditional methods, she creates contemporary artwork using industrial materials, mathematics, and the language of art and architecture. The greatest kinship of this minimalist work is rooted in aspects of Bauhaus movement and aesthetic as it fuses the gap between art and industry and combines craft, fine art, and language of architecture; with a deep respect for the logic within the works of Ellsworth Kelly and Sol LeWitt.

		

		Born in Prague, Czechoslovakia in 1958, Yvette moved with her parents to Texas when she was ten years old. The dichotomy between the old world and her new world was evident to Yvette early on. This life-changing event is likely the impetus for her exploration of the theme of “identity” in her artwork throughout her entire adult life.

		

		While working on her Bachelor of Fine Arts at Southern Methodist University (SMU) in Dallas, Yvette began to understand that every material and every process has its own specific language. She recalled, “SMU introduced me to a strong foundation of materials and processes which included working with wood and plaster in both additive and subtractive ways, welding of scrap iron, and casting a variety of materials such as bronze, lead, concrete and plaster. At graduation my abstract work was still based on single words, either nouns, verbs, or joints of the body.”

		

		Yvette’s life continued to present her with dichotomies and those dichotomies have both inspired her and driven her down a persistent track of art expression. Immediately after receiving her BFA in December 1990, Yvette married Tim Smith and moved to Chicago. Two years later she began working on a Master of Fine Arts in Sculpture at the University of Chicago where Tim was also pursuing his PhD in Physical Chemistry. She recalls, “During the two years between schools I did a lot of drawings and paintings of Tim studying, while trying to solve the many problems with my painting, I realized that the seeming lack of soul in my sculpture was that it lacked a context. As solution, in grad school I decided to abstract narratives, whatever that meant; and as it is best to explore that which you know something about, I focused on ‘identity.’ I focused on ‘identity’ because after two years of marriage to a sixth-generation Texan whose family lived in Dallas when the land was still Mexico, a traditional family with Southern Baptist values, I was drowning in identity issues.”

		

		Perched above the fray of the hectic West Town area of Chicago, the roof top deck of Yvette’s coach house in the Ukrainian Village neighborhood has a view of the rest of the property where her studio is nestled. Although Ukrainian immigrants settled in this area in the late 1800s, the neighborhood is now home to large and diverse group of older persons of Eastern European decent. When Tim and Yvette moved there, the separate studio space was the draw, but, she explains, “The bakeries and delis that sell foods I enjoyed as a child in Prague was an added bonus!”

		

		Yvette believes that early in her studies a repeated line of questioning is partly responsible for the evolution of her work from then until now. The questions were: “What do I want to say about identity; how will the material articulate this; what degree of abstraction versus literal representation will it have?”
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		Etudes from Pi in 5²

		Crocheted fiberglass with polyester resin.

		72 x 113 x 33 inches

		

		Etudes from Pi in 5² is based on the first 25 digits of the infinite number pi. The sequence reads from left to right, top to bottom. The grid organizes 25 units into 5 rows and 5 columns. The curved units alternate from convex to concave. Here, the value of the digit determines the depth of each individual unit. A unit representing digit 1 is 3.5” deep, pushing the curve out 2” for digit 2, then 2” more for digit 3, and so on. The largest unit, representing the 9 digit, pushes out 19.5”

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist
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		Identity Sequence: Pascal’s Triangle Red

		

		Crocheted fiberglass with polyester resin.

		

		76 x 204 x 8 inches

		

		Photograph by James Prinz courtesy of the artist

		

		Before knowing how to crochet, Yvette began to work with fiberglass. Commonly used to make boats, cars, and surf boards; fiberglass is spun glass that is always used with polyester resin. Fiberglass and resin are dependent on each other; the fiberglass strengthens the cured resin and the resin makes the fiberglass hard and translucent. Yvette had seen an artist friend using the same materials but in a more traditional figurative way for casting life-sized figures. When Yvette needed a base to support a sculpture for her final MFA exhibition, she thought these materials might be the solution. She explains, “The knowledge of her process led me to purchase my first bucket of resin. My first act with the resin was to puddle it onto pink fiberglass insulation.”

		

		Pushing the same line of questioning both during and after her masters studies, Yvette considered fiberglass and polyester resin as “the” materials, but initially only used matt and insulation. A three-year commitment to rigorous material and process exploration of fiberglass between 1994 and 1996 had Yvette volleying between questioning issues of identity construction and discoveries about her materials. At first, she worked with a single “identity;” created forms with body referents; and asked “What is it like to be a woman? What is it like to be me?”

		

		An epiphany in late 1996 led Yvette to use the continuous fiberglass roving that had been gathering dust in her studio. Tripe (cow stomach) that she encountered at the meat counter during an excursion to the grocery store would quickly influence her studio work! She explains, “When I saw the tripe, immediately I froze, fascinated by tripe’s dichotomies. It was beautiful and ugly at the same time; it reminded me of fat and of lace; dichotomies that screamed to be explored in my identity dialogues. Coincidentally, a long-forgotten part of my culture, tripe soup, is a Czech delicacy.”

		Yvette associated lace with crochet, and the next morning she was in a craft store buying new tools: assorted crochet hooks and basic instructions. She remembers clearly, “By dinner time, I was crocheting the long-neglected fiberglass roving! When first using crochet in my art, I felt like a tourist in the crochet world. The more I worked with the crocheted fiberglass, the more I realized that the material and the process itself speak to identity in the larger sense: It speaks to humanness. A body of crochet resonates culture, society, history, tradition, labor, and time.”

		

		Yvette returned to her homeland in 1999 after an absence of thirty years. There she saw firsthand that the Czech tradition of lace represents the national identity and she experienced another “epiphany.” The homes were filled with lace and the patterns in the almost uniform-like way the elder women dressed were inspiring to Yvette. “The clashing patterns somehow worked harmoniously,” she remembers.

		

		Rather than being overwhelmed by pattern, she acknowledged her previous work with pattern and gave herself permission to exploit the crochet process more deeply. Feeling the need to learn more and improve her skills, she studied traditional crochet patterns once she returned. “I had not used the fullness of the material language of crocheted fiberglass,” Yvette recalls. “Crochet tradition has specific forms and hundreds of documented recipes to make knots and create cloth.”

		

		With many new narratives in which to indulge, Yvette asked herself these questions: “Would I have seized on the “crochet moment” at the grocery if tripe was not part of my childhood? Would I be crocheting fiberglass now if I did not begin life as a Czech girl? Is it my unresolved status as an immigrant residing somewhere outside of both cultures that feeds my pursuit of identity in a somewhat removed sense? Do I have a need to reconcile the old world (Czech/crochet) with the new world (modern industrial material/identity)?

		

		Generally, our world cannot exist without ‘dichotomies.’ They are inherent in any relationship and are an intrinsic part of crocheted fiberglass. Combining old world techniques with new world materials, I create with perceived soft domestic skills combined with hard toxic materials. The organic lace bodies are soft in form and look fragile, but they are actually rigid and near indestructible. Crochet is a unifier and speaks to all, not just to women and domesticity. All cultures seem to have their own lace tradition, a tradition of time, labor, and creativity. If identity is a hybrid of our heritage, then lace is one tiny point of intersection that connects us all.”

		

		If tripe is responsible for crochet in her work, then Yvette’s husband is responsible for her use of math. “Tim is a math ‘nerd;’ he does math for fun,” Yvette explains. “His love and excitement over numbers has been infectious. Tim led me to understand math’s significance in terms of identity as he reminded me that math is the underlying principle in all of life and that, as the search for numbers went on for thousands of years, numbers represent the human search for knowledge.”

		

		All forms Yvette has created since January 2007 have been strictly math generated. She explains, “To create a new work, I create a system. I choose a number sequence from the numbers pi or e, or a section from Pascal’s Triangle; define a specific method for articulating the digits; define colors and a sequence for the colors; and follow the plan to create the work. Larger works are straight forward more obvious interpretations of each digit, while the source math in the small works is less evident. All are a visual articulation of mathematics as a way to generate a random visual pattern through form and color distribution.”
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		Pi Chart 32 (on left in diptych)

		

		Crocheted fiberglass with polyester resin

		

		24 x 25 x 4 inches

		

		Pi Chart 39 (on right in diptych)

		

		Crocheted fiberglass with polyester resin

		

		23 x 24 x 3 inches

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“First two of a new series of 2 X 2 foot shallow modules, Pi Charts utilize a traditional crochet format based on patterns created on a grid, where squares are either filled or left open. Using this charting system, ‘Pi Chart 32,’ articulates the first 32 digits of pi and ‘Pi Chart 39’ the first 39. Each uses a different articulation system to reveal a different pattern.”

		

		Math is a given in crochet; Yvette believes that it is inseparable from nature and its use always creates a more natural form. “I now find math as a tool to be inseparable from any dialogue dealing with the nature of being human and the collective identity.” Yvette’s Identity Sequence series examines how our identity is determined by codes, both internal and external.

		

		Averaging 325 hours of work per sculpture in a series, Yvette works 10–14 hours per day. She explains, “The deeper I get into the studio work, the more absorbed I become. While on a project, all of my time belongs to the studio. When not on a project, I deal with the neglected aspect of my art career, the business of art.”

		

		To the eye and mind, the use of crochet in her creations and its stereotype as common domestic skill conceal the years of introspection and the labor-intensive process Yvette employs to manipulate the final forms. “Because the work is minimal and abstract, I do not expect the audience to read exactly what I put into it,” Yvette reflects. “But I do believe that because specificity and intention creates each form, the viewers, through experience related to their individual histories, will connect with the forms and that experience will be in line with the intended narrative.”

		

	
		

		
			Bonnie Meltzer
		

		

		Artist, craftswoman, computer user and recycler, Bonnie links all her concepts together with the element of crochet.

		

		Stepping into Bonnie Meltzer’s cozy studio is like taking a trip to “Wonderland.” For more than forty years she has used electronics wire and recycled materials to crochet sculptures and jewelry that she often designs on a computer. Bonnie’s artwork is so full of life that I felt as if any minute the crochet hooks would start talking, the paint brushes would sing, and the nuts and bolts would dance in rhythm! But the sculptures are just part of the setting. Bonnie is a dedicated gardener, and the yard that surrounds the brightly painted orange and purple bungalow where she lives with her husband, Richard, is alive with  fruits and vegetables that sustain this couple throughout the year.

		

		Bonnie’s garden and her artwork are intertwined. She is fully committed to sustainability, growing much of her food and using recycled objects for her artwork.  After earning her MFA from the University of Washington in Seattle in 1971, Bonnie moved to Portland, Oregon where many people her age were choosing to live in the country. Bonnie remembers, “That was very romantic, but was too far from downtown for us. We find the best of both worlds in our city lot which has room for our urban farm, my studio and easy access to galleries, movies and stores.” She believes that having a garden keeps one aware of the cycles of life; growing, Bonnie says, is related to making art. She reflects, “The seed or idea is planted and the quality of the end product, tomato or sculpture, depends on the steps the gardener or artist takes along the way. The garden nourishes me not only with food but with emotional sustenance. There is something seductive about both pulling a huge carrot out of the dirt and seeing an artwork finished”. 

		

		A fabulous opportunity arose for Bonnie in 2005 to combine her interest in food production with her artwork when she was invited to participate in Sustaining Change on the American Farm; An Artist/Farmer Exchange at Maryhill Museum. Typically, Bonnie’s work is infused with not-so-subtle social commentary and her mixed media painting, Bequest, was no exception.  Lee Musgrave, Curator of Contemporary Exhibitions Maryhill Museum of Art, Goldendale, Washington,  “In addition to her essay, Bonnie was selected to participate primarily on results of her past work, grounded in a sense of social responsibility and aimed at achieving connectivity. The crop fields surrounded by asphalt highways, land use planning restrictions, even political movements, became issues to be understood along with the more traditional aspects of farming such as herbicides, bioswales, and the weather. Meltzer turned this mélange into an immense, vernacular iconography of modern farming.” 

		

		During the year-long project, Bonnie visited her assigned farm many times to do research. “Although Bequest is made using many techniques and materials,” Bonnie describes, “crochet plays an important role, adding texture and depth. Crocheted wire connects all three panels and lovely shifts of color are created with wire netting over painted areas.”

		

		In art school at Montclair State College in the 1960s, Bonnie’s passion for textiles emerged during a year of weaving studies. She rediscovered the crochet of her childhood. She crocheted over warp threads but soon left the warp behind and was crocheting sculptures. In graduate school she incorporated crochet into large-scale woven figures for her master’s thesis. Classic crochet books of the seventies, including The Crocheter’s Art by Del Pitt Feldman and New Design in Crochet by Clinton D. MacKenzie, both published in 1972, featured Bonnie’s sculptures and dimensional wall work. 
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		Bequest

		

		Mixed media on wood

		

		Photograph by Patrick F. Smith

		

		“Although I use a wide variety of techniques and materials in Bequest, crochet plays a vital role in merging disparate media. In one area crocheted wire rain is imbedded right into the paint; while some is left to dangle. In another section a crocheted wire fabric was draped over a found object, holding it in place and enhancing the play of light and shadow of the surface below.” 

		

		Bonnie calls herself a very mixed media artist.  By 1974 her toolbox had grown to include recycled computer parts and wire. Recalling the start of her vast collection of found objects, Bonnie says, “For decades recycled junk has been my primary art material. Keeping stuff out of the landfill is a motivation, but the opportunities for symbolism and the intrinsic beauty I see are more dominant. The intrusion of computer parts into every aspect of our lives has given me a symbolic, visual, and verbal vocabulary. It seemed only natural that I should put the gleaming crocheted wire and the glittering computer parts together.” Other objects have captured her eye — globes, battered musical instruments, pen nibs, and girdle garters — to add to the mix. New materials generate new ideas. Each object comes with its own symbolism or shape to be exploited. 
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		Reverse Cornucopia

		

		Crocheted wire over cable and computer cords with cut credit cards

		

		14 x 20 x 24 inches

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“This is an example of couching over a core.  This time the stainless steel braided cable, even though it was hollow, was unwieldy and too stiff.  However it is beautiful. Rows of un-couched crochet between couched rows make the sculpture more pliable.”
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		Keeping Beautiful

		

		Crocheted wire, beads, found objects on painted wood

		

		43 x 34 x 3 inches

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“Crochet is used in several ways in this piece.  It gives dimensionality to an essentially flat piece, for example, on the fingers and the flowers on the dressing gown. The flowers also give a nuance of color. I often overlay crochet on a painted surface for that reason. The heart cut out is filled with beaded crochet.”

		

		Bonnie’s work is more about shape than stitches. She explains, “By creating just one loop at a time, crochet allows me to turn in any direction; the possibilities for intricate shapes are endless. Using just a few stitches, I often change materials, number of strands and hooks while concentrating on shape. To turn a flat shape into a 3-D form that can stand up, I crochet around (couch) thick electrical cable or old phone curly cords.” Wood substrates and armatures from metal found objects highlight the crochet and give Bonnie opportunities to add paint, found objects, and digital photography which she sews, crochets, screws, glues or encases into the work. Sometimes she cuts voids into a flat wood shape then fills it with beaded crochet. “I love crochet as a ‘skin.’ It can stretch around an armature or object to change the surface by adding textural qualities, pattern, and depth through light and shadows.”

		

		Crochet makes my work more interesting and enriches it.” To add even more texture, Bonnie uses washers, circuit boards, and other found objects as beads. She elaborates, “Crochet is an important element that I use to visually connect the disparate elements. Metaphorically, the mesh of crochet is an all-encompassing net that represents our links to time, self, others, and the world.”

		

		“Everything I do never ends,” reflects Bonnie. “It is all part of the making that is my life. All the elements are intricately tangled. The threat of coal trains in my neighborhood turned me into an environmental activist but I also created an art installation for a gallery window on the subject of coal trains invading the Pacific Northwest.  I am a compulsive artist and it is hard to find a balance between my studio, office, community service, friends, family, and garden; I love them all!
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			Dr. Carol Ventura
		

		

		“The ‘melting pot’ that is the American ideal is not my dream; diversity is much more interesting. That’s one of the reasons that I love to travel.”

		

		The unimposing figure Dr. Carol Ventura presents belies the gritty determination expressed through her art. From Peace Corps volunteer, to unwavering promoter of crochet art, to author, photographer, architect, and contractor, Carol is determined to leave a legacy.

		

		Known for her art in the tapestry crochet method, Carol’s extensive resume shows the versatility of her artistic talents. In 1989, she earned a Ph.D. in Art, Theory and Criticism from the University of Georgia (UGA), and she has been a Professor of Art History at Tennessee Technological University (TTU) in Cookeville since 1994. Carol also holds an MA in Ceramics from Montclair State University in New Jersey and an MFA in Book Arts, Papermaking, and Printmaking from UGA.

		

		There was nothing routine about how Carol was raised. Her American parents met in Brazil when her father was in the United States Navy and her mother worked as a secretary for the Federal Aviation Association. Carol was five when they moved to Portugal and her father worked as a liaison between the military and the Portuguese government. “During that time,” Carol remembers, “we would travel through Europe for two weeks every summer on vacation. We toured museums, military bases, and churches, and if I behaved, we would go to the Post Exchange for treats as a reward. Although I didn’t like going to museums then, it is one of my favorite things to do now. My dad liked to see how things were made, so throughout my childhood we would go to places like cookie factories and wineries.”

		

		Carol recalls more of her parent’s influences, “They were incredible people and ahead of their time in that they recycled. They taught me to think of things as reusable and long-lasting. I am a real mixture of who they were and we have many commonalities. They could do just about everything and gave me the confidence to try anything. I never felt that I shouldn’t do something just because I was a girl. I learned to sew and cook and build things too; and now my passion is traveling to places in the world where traditional crafts – including tapestry crochet - are still being made.” Carol collects textiles, ceramics, metalwork, glass, and woodwork during her travels and photographs the process. She says, “Often I will commission a piece to be made and then photograph while the artist is making it for me.”

		

		Her mother knew how to knit and Carol learned to crochet the chain stitch from a Portuguese neighbor when she was seven. “I did the chain stitch forever,” she recalls. “In high school, I made an afghan with twelve very large granny squares because I didn’t want to sew a lot of little ones together! It wasn’t finished in time for Christmas, so I just wrapped the squares. As my boyfriend pulled each one out of the box, he said, “These are great, but what are they?”

		

		Serving in the Peace Corps from 1976–1980 in Guatemala, Carol worked with a back strap-weaving cooperative. She arrived shortly after an earthquake and worked through the escalation of a civil war. She married her first husband, a Guatemalan medical student, and in 1980 their daughter, Ilsy, was born. Carol reflects, “I planned on spending the rest of my life in Guatemala even though it was a time when Guatemalans didn’t like Americans. At that time, I was not afraid of dying; but once I became a mother, I felt differently. My husband wanted to go back to Guatemala after a visit to the U. S. but my maternal instincts kept me from returning; and we divorced some time thereafter.”

		

		The tapestry crocheted shoulder bags made by Mayan men that Carol bought in Guatemala re-ignited her interest in crochet. “The sturdy fabric created by the single crochet stitches and carried yarns, the ability to incorporate imagery by switching the colors back and forth, and the fact it could be done anywhere with just a hook and yarn really appealed to me. Crochet was a convenient and inexpensive creative outlet.”
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		Geometry Tote

		

		Tapestry crochet, Omega™ nylon

		

		13.25 X 18 inches

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“Self Portrait” was Carol’s first tapestry crochet art, completed in 1982. At that time, she had a very tough time making a living as a potter. “With a baby, I couldn’t have clay all over my hands so I turned to crochet,” she admits. “Crochet is so portable; I could do it when I watched Sesame Street with my daughter and it was a great comfort when I sat in the hospital with my mother.” Carol learned from her first attempt at flat tapestry crochet, “The face was elongated and the middle was “bowed” until it was successfully blocked. I realized that regular graph paper didn’t take into consideration the shape and placement of the stitches.”

		

		Since then, Carol has explored the design potential of the tapestry crochet technique, eventually developing tapestry crochet graph papers for crocheting in the round and for flat pieces worked back and forth. Over the years, her work has become more intimate and introspective. She explains, “My first pieces were large and made of heavy wool and cotton. Later I began to do tapestry crochet with fine linen threads.”

		

		Carol’s art is about self-expression. She says, “I use thread to reflect my ‘self.’ Crochet is very therapeutic; my exhibition tapestries are cathartic and personal, but my other projects often include motifs that are inspired by objects I’ve seen in museums. The repetitive action of my hook against the loops of fine thread and the concentration required in the color work to form images is challenging and relaxing. This type of activity releases endorphins. Many people have great jobs and families, but no stimulating, repetitive activity; so, I teach tapestry crochet to help them relax and be creative.”

		

		Carol’s second husband, a stoneworker and sculptor from Georgia, taught her about the power of denial. “People would tell me the signs were there, but I just didn’t see them. It is easier to be in denial and more difficult to look at a situation and face it or examine it. Now, however, I’d rather know the truth, even if it were upsetting. Two series were inspired by my second divorce, including The Recovery.
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		The Recovery

		

		From left to right is: Denial, Anger, Depression, and Acceptance

		

		10.25 x 12.25 inches each, framed

		

		Tapestry crocheted with linen

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“The Recovery documents the four classic steps towards recovery that I experienced when my second marriage ended: Denial, Depression, Anger, and Acceptance. A heart blinds each eye because ‘love is blind.’ As each painful step progresses, however, love fades so the heart becomes more transparent, allowing the truth to reveal itself. The colors reflect the various stages I experienced. For instance, Depression is black and blue because it was an emotionally bruising experience.”

		

		I did the Martin Luther King piece, “I Still have a Dream,” but my husband wouldn’t let me hang it because he said the neighbors will burn down the double-wide house trailer we were living in. That portrait was designed on graph paper with rectangles instead of squares to accommodate the rectangular stitches. I learned how to consider the angle and placement of stitches on this piece.

		

		Carol was raised Catholic and the church meant everything to her mother who wanted Carol to be a Nun. “I even had an altar in my room,” Carol remembers. “My parents sent me to Catholic school. I was always so bored in church, but I would look up and be fascinated by the art there!” Years later she authored a book about churches of Southern Spain and Guatemala. Carol says, Hidden in Plain Site: Maya Contributions to Viceregal Religious Architecture of Captaincy General of Guatemala shows how the Maya contributed stylistically to the churches they constructed during the Colonial period. Acknowledging the contributions of Maya builders is long overdue. This book puts their achievements into proper perspective.
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		I Still Have a Dream

		

		Tapestry Crochet, cotton

		

		27 x 56 inches

		

		Photograph courtesy of the artist

		

		“This tapestry pays homage to Martin Luther King. The light blue background symbolizes sky and water, the green symbolizes the land that both unites and separates us. Rows of people of different races hold hands to depict world unity, with hearts for friendship and love.”

		

		My Catholic childhood, my home in the Bible belt, and feminist ideas inspired my Mother’s Advice Series. It’s a bit rebellious, since Mary is shown teaching Jesus, instead of the other way around, because I suspect that Mary taught Jesus a thing or two. In Don’t throw your pearls to swine, I interpret the belief that ideas should not be shared with people who are not ready to understand them. It’s an important life lesson for me. You will reap what you sow addresses the fact that actions and attitudes shape one’s life.”

		

		Through her extensive travels, Carol has seen that traditional artists around the world are suffering. “It is very difficult to maintain a lifestyle working in crafts in many places because of tough economic times,” she explains. “To keep traditions alive, I’ve featured artists and artisans in my writing and this has had positive results for them.”

		

		Reflecting back on her life and art, Carol explains, “Everything I have done has led me to teach art history at TTU and to build an energy-efficient house.” She refers to the super-insulated concrete solar home she designed and built with her third husband, Andrzej. “The house was inspired by earth-friendly examples that I’ve read about and seen in Latin America and Europe.”

		

		Carol and Andrzej’s shared Polish ancestral roots drove the passion they have for building their home; concrete construction is common in Poland. “I want to leave a legacy,” Carol says, “and I hope this house, which includes ceramic, fiber, metalsmithing, woodworking, and photography studios, will be a showcase for crafts and craft history – and someday, a sustainable foundation that will support craft research, residencies and workshops.”

		

		Although I started to do tapestry crochet when it was the only craft I could afford, I still do it in our new house; it completes my day. My need for tapestry crochet cathartic exhibition pieces has been eclipsed by the desire to spread my love of the technique to a wider audience. Some of my designs, published as patterns, are now finding their way into museums. The “Geometry Tote” that was in the 2012 Biennial Exhibition of the Tennessee Association of Craft Artists was bought by the Tennessee State Museum for its collection. The instructions for this piece are in the February 2011 issue of Crochet World magazine.

		

		My hope is that tapestry crochet will continue to spread like a grand tapestry crochet pyramid scheme and evolve into something more fabulous than I ever could have imagined!”
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			About the Author
		

		

		Gwen Blakley Kinsler, aka Crochetqueen, is a writer, designer and teacher who co-authored two technical crochet books. She has written extensively about crochet as art and the artists who make it since 1994.

		

		
			[image: 70.tif]
		

		

		Gwen Blakley Kinsler

		

		“In 1971 as a Peace Corps volunteer in Honduras, Central America, I never dreamed that the simple thread crochet that I learned from co-workers in a small mountain village would lead me on an awesome and passionate crochet journey. Whether it was the ‘artistic genes’ I inherited or the decade in which I learned, I have always pursued unique and extraordinary crochet patterns. I was inspired by generous designers eager to share their knowledge and creativity. Wishing to validate the intrinsic worth of crochet, I researched art crochet and began creating my own art in 1982. My years of gratifying experiences as the Founder of the Crochet Guild of America gave me a broad view of the crochet world, and this book fulfills a long-held dream! Not only have I created a tribute to my beloved craft of crochet, but I have also documented an important and inspiring aspect of contemporary art today.
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		Gwen Blakley Kinsler

		

		Crochetqueen: A Self Portrait

		

		Crochet, mixed fibers

		

		15 x 13 x 7 inches

		

		Peoples’ Choice Award, Crochet Guild of America Juried Exhibit, 1995.
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		Gwen Blakley Kinsler

		

		Heartrock Hotel

		

		Crochet, Kreinik™ metallic threads, various

		

		4 x 6 inches

		

		2006

		

		Crochet Guild of America Design Contest, Art category Award
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