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In the Woof and Warp of Miniatures,
Interlocking Metaphors and J ourneys

By KATHRYN SHATTUCK

In a courtyard studio in the Latin
Quarter of Paris, lined with skeins
and spools in brilliant colors, Sheila
Hicks has created monumental tex-
tile art like “May I Have This
Dance?,” a 20-by-60-foot spiraling lin-
en-and-cork fantasy, and “Four Sea-
sons of Mount Fuji,” a rainbow-ribbon
tapestry the length of a football field.

But for 50 years, on a handmade
wooden frame that she carries

‘around the world in her bag, Ms.

Hicks has also devised art of a more
intimate sort: weavings the size and
shape of a piece of ‘notebook . paper,
give or take a couple of inches and a
straight line here and there.

Some 200 of these miniatures are
displayed in “Sheila Hicks: Weaving
as Metaphor” at the Bard Graduate
Center on West 86th Street in Manhat-
tan (through Oct. 15). The center’s
first solo exhibition devoted to a con-
temporary - artist, the show also
brings together Ms. Hicks’s small
works for the first time. (She will dis-
cuss her collaboration with the Mex-
ican architect Ricardo Legorreta on
Sept. 14 at the Americas Society; 680
Park Avenue, at 68th Street.)

“I found my voice and my footing in
my small work,” Ms. Hicks told Mo-
nique Lévi-Strauss in 2004, in an in-
terview for the Smithsonian Archives
of "American -Art. “It eniabled me to
build bridges between art, design, ar-
chitecture and decorative arts.”

That thought serves as a sort of
mission statement for “Weaving as
Metaphor,” in which variations on a
fiber theme — anything from wool
and silk to cellophane noodles, paper
yarn and rubber bands — line the
third-floor gallery walls. Some, like
thé monochromatic “Muro Blanco”
(1960), from her early years in Mex-
ico, are deceptively simple, sugges-
tive of Braille manuscripts written in
handspun wool. Others, like “Tibidabo
Daydream” (1973), produced in Eu-
rope and India in the 60’s and 70’s,

. pulse with color and movement.

“Papillon,” begun in 1997 on an ex-
cursion to Japan and finished two
years ago in France, is a delicate as-
semblage of color transfer paper and
synthetic warp, giving an effect of
wings captured between piano
strings.
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The fiber artist Sheila Hicks, in her studio in the Latin Quarter of Paris.

And then there are her most recent
creations: froths of midnight-blue
milliner’s netting, tangles of shim-
mering threads, delicate beads of
pearly cotton and silk, strung on
barely perceptible filament, that
hang in the air like the northern
lights.

“Sheila was part of the textile rev-
olution of the 1960’s,” said Nina
Stritzler-Levine, the center’s direc-
tor of exhibitions and the show’s cu-
rator. “She, along with other fiber

Webs from wool
and silk, cellophane
noodles, paper yarn

and rubbelj bands.

artists, is really responsible for tak-
ing textiles*off the wall and giving
them a sculptural dimension. I was
very interested in the way in which
the hand and craft informs the de-
sign process in her smaller works. I
think they illuminate her desire for
the superb skill she has as a weaver
but also highlight this subversion in
her technique.”

“When I started to go though my
own archives and the Knoll ar
chives;” Ms. Stritzler-Levine contin:
ued, referring to the furniture com:

pany where Ms. Hicks once worked -

“I realized that on this small loonr
she worked out these very large de-
signideas.”

In a ‘phone interview from Paris,
her homeé along with New York for
the last 40 years, Ms. Hicks, 72, said,
“I've always done the small ones as a
way of.talking to myself and explor-
ing, of entertaining.myself in a way.”

Her voice, with a faint Parisian lilt,
belies her Midwestern childhood:
first on the Nebraska prairie, where
she learned needlework from her
spinster great-aunts, and then.in cit-
ies like Detroit, where as an 8-year-
old she ran with a gang of Yugoslav
children before being rescued by
classes at the Art Institute of Detroit.
Later in Chicago she decided that art
might become her calling.

After two years at Syracuse Uni-
versity, which she says she chose for
its Greek name and what she be-
lieved was its proximiity to Manhat-
tan, Ms. Hicks and a fellow art stu-
dent applied to Yale. Both were ac-
cepted, but then her friend commit-
ted suicide. Ms. Hicks decided to at-
tend on. own..Her first stop, she
recalled,’ ‘Army surplus store,

P

where she bought men’s clothing so
as not to stand out from the male stu-
dents.

She studied painting under the
Bauhaus professor Josef Albers, but
when a pre-Columbian textile course
captured her atténtion, he took her
home to meet his wife, Anni, a noted
weaver. At his suggestion, she ap-
plied for a Fulbright scholarship to
South America -and spent the first
few years of her weaving life jour-
neying through Venezuela, Bolivia,
Peru and Chile, and back north to
Mexico.

While learning her art alongside
local craftspeople and improvising
on their techniques to suit her pur-
pose, she painted and took photo-
graphs to support herself and . be-
came mesmerized by architecture
and how her soft art could comple-
ment it. She married in Mexico and
had a daughter; in the 1960’s she
moved to France, where she remar-
ried and had a son.

In 1964, with young children and
her art to support, Ms. Hicks im-
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mersed herself in corporate work. At
Knoll she designed upholstery fab-
rics inspired by her work in Mexico
and the Andes. She also worked for
Commonwealth Trust, a weaving
company in Kozhikode, India. In the
meantime she established her own
studio in Paris, where she did com-
missioned work and her personal
projects.

“Early in the morning I look at
materials; that’s how I start my
day,” Ms. Hicks said, as her grand-
Children’s pet birds chattered in the
background. “When light appears, I
start thinking as I'm about to open
my eyes. I'have visions based on any
one of a number of inexplicable phe-
nomena. I have these soaring visions,
too, which is why I make such big
things.”

And always she is looking, analyz-
ing, searching.

“The thing that really draws me to
Sheila is her inexhaustible creativity
within a creative medium; thread
and fiber,” said Mildred Con
a former curator at the Museum of

Faith Stern

Left, “Papillon,” a
work by Ms. Hicks
inspired by a trip to -
Japan; above, Ms,
Hicks in Mexico with
aback-strap loom, a
simple device that
extends from a tree or
ahook to the belt of a
weaver, who leans
backward to
straighten and give
tension to the yarns.

Modern Art, who added Ms. Hicks’s
“White Letter” to the permanent col-
lection in 1963. “She’s one of the most
well-traveled artists I've.ever met,
and one of the most innovative.”

Most recently Ms. Hicks has been
inspired by Ouessant, an island off
the Breton coast of France, where
she had spied treacherous rock out-
croppings from the window of the
tiny plane that took her there and
back. She had, just returned with
bags full 'of mouse-gnawed linen
thread, retrieved from some local
weavers, and was now pondering
how to use it.

If her plan didn* work out, she not-
ed, she could always unravel it,
something she has done to her cre-
ations time and again.

“The act of creating is much more
exciting-for me than leaving a monu-
ment to myself,” she said, explaining
how she would deconstruct her fiber
twists and spirals and ponytails and
tapestries into piles of yarn. “It felt
great. It meant that my imagination
could run free.”



