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Art Fall Preview: From East Coast to West 
Coast. From Concrete to Ethereal. 

 
Wadsworth Jarrell’s “Revolutionary” (1972), part of an exhibition at the Institute of 

Contemporary Art in Philadelphia. 

WADSWORTH JARRELL 

 
By MARTHA SCHWENDENER 
SEPTEMBER 16, 2016 

September 

VOULKOS: THE BREAKTHROUGH YEARS The biggest name in mid-20th-

century ceramics, Peter Voulkos (1924-2002) brought Abstract-Expressionist 
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swagger, scale, and heroics to clay. About 35 works made from 1953 to 1968 track 

his early achievement. Oct. 18-March 15, Museum of Arts and 

Design,madmuseum.org. (At the Renwick Gallery, Washington, April 7-Aug. 20.) 

 

FRANÇOISE GROSSEN SELECTS One of the great figures in the fiber 

movement of the 1960s and 70s, Françoise Grossen moved away from the weaving 

loom and used rope instead, knotting it and letting it flow across the floor or up 

the wall. Her work will be shown with objects she has selected from the museum’s 

collection. Oct. 18-Mar. 15, Museum of Arts and Design, madmuseum.org. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://madmuseum.org/
http://madmuseum.org/
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VISUAL ARTS / MUSEUMS / ARTICLE 

Datebook: Françoise Grossen at the 

Museum of Arts and Design in New 

York 
 
BY BLOUIN ARTINFO | SEPTEMBER 17, 2016 
 

 
 
“Françoise Grossen Selects,” featuring works by New York-based artist 
Françoise Grossen, will be on show from October 18, 2016, through March 
15, 2017, at the Museum of Arts and Design (MAD), New York. The artist is 
renowned for her intuitive approach to fiber that has inspired her to create 
large-scale, suspended rope forms constructed of knots, loops, braids, and 
twists. 
 

The exhibition is part of MAD’s POV series where Grossen combines her 

own rope sculptures together with a selection of work from MAD’s 

collection of baskets, as well as other work in fiber, wood, and metal. Her 

selection highlights an approach to contemporary sculpture that looks at the 

artist’s direct transformation of material and connects it to a wider 
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discussion involving sculpture and culture. Grossen’s exhibition is the first 

from the POV series to display the full MAD collection. 

The exhibition will be on view at the Museum of Arts and Design, Jerome 

and Simona Chazen Building, 2 Columbus Circle, New York, NY 10019. 
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Meet Françoise Grossen, the artist who 
predated your love of rope by four 
decades 

A retrospective on her work at the Museum of Arts and Design cements her in the canon 

BY KELSEY KEITH  OCT 19, 2016, 12:00PM EDT 

 

 
Françoise Grossen, Contact III, 1977 / Joshua White / Courtesy of the artist and Blum & Poe 

Four years after the publication of her book String, Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy of Art 
and Craft in American Art, curator Elissa Auther found herself working at the Museum of 
Arts and Design. Her book covered the pioneering midcentury artists who “set the stage 
for how fiber is used in contemporary art,” artists like Françoise Grossen, who was born 
in Switzerland and has lived and worked in New York since the 1960s. MAD, as it just so 
happens, has several of Grossen’s large-format pieces in its permanent collection—all but 
forgotten by the public since fiber art went out of fashion three-plus decades ago. 

Auther knew exactly how to fill an empty spot on the exhibition calendar once she arrived 
at her new post, and called Grossen to participate in the museum’s “Point of View” series, 
in which a chosen designer curates pieces of the museum’s collection “as it pertains to 
their own artistic practice.”  
 

The meat of what’s on display comprises seven sinew-y, earthy rope sculptures made by 
Grossen in the 1960s and ‘70s, including four wall hangings of the type featured in 
MoMA’s seminal exhibition from 1969. That show, curated by Grossen’s former boss, 
Jack Lenor Larsen, paired the young Swiss artist with established names like Sheila Hicks 
and Lenore Tawney. 
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Signe from 1967, donated to the Museum of art and Design by renowned textile designer Jack Lenor Larsen, 
who had also included the piece in MoMA’s 1969 exhibition Wall Hangings. 
 

 

Contemporary fiber artists “don't 
have the same burdens that someone like Françoise would have dealt with in her day,” 
explains Auther. “That divide, with strict boundaries around what constituted art and 
craft, has since dissipated.” 

I ask Auther to theorize why the medium has gained such traction in the 21st century, 
almost to the point of ubiquity. “Fiber art is a medium that was marginalized for a long 
time and has now found its place due to its connection with the everyday,” she says, 
making a connection I had never fully drawn, but that makes complete sense. “The 
associations that were then liabilities now have a relevance: a connection to the domestic 
realm, women’s history. And there has never been such a large audience sensitive to those 
issues.” 
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Grossen installing Tensile Ten at her Greene Street studio (left), and being installed in the Student Union 

Building at North Texas State University in 1974 (right). The work was taken down just last year. 

During the install for the exhibition, I spoke with Françoise Grossen herself about her 
origins as a fiber artist, the enduring appeal of rope, and the dearth of modern-day 
architectural commissions. 

Rope has completely come back. What do you think of its resurgence? 

Françoise Grossen: People are so involved with their computers, to such an extent that 
they’re looking for something else they can touch, that’s tactile. People now see rope in a 
window and tell me, Oh! You would like it. But I’m trying to do something else; where they 
only see the material, I want to make people forget the material and see the shape. 

So what are the qualities of rope that make you want to work with it? 

FG: Well, it’s additive. Unlike working with marble or stone, where you take things away, 
with rope you add. 

 
After Conte Claire des Nuits Noires (Fable of the Black Nights), Grossen’s first piece employing rope as a 
weaving material, she stopped using a frame, which she likens to “tapestry, as we know it from the Middle 

Ages” 
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What got you into this in the first place? 

FG: Well, we can look at a piece here (Conte Clair des Nuits Noir, above). I had made a very 
similar piece with wool, and then I went to Africa and I couldn’t find any wool, so I used 
rope. My father was working in Gabon and I was between studying architecture. I there 
for six months and discovered a new way of life, a new way of considering the time. 

How did you dye the rope? 

FG: It was really make-do, with a garbage can on top of a camping stove on the beach. 
You have to cut the rope and tie the ends so it doesn’t unfurl. Then you boil the water with 
the dye, dip it in, and wait for the color to seep in. It’s faded a little, but it is 50 years old. 

 
Mounted on the wall are Shield and Blu, both from 1968 and made at a friend’s house in Los Angeles. Embryo, in the 

foreground, is a sculptural exploration made in 1987.  

You lived in Los Angeles for two years. How did that affect your work, especially in 

comparison to your long run living in New York? 

FG: I guess I’m a city girl. I moved back to New York because I like to be on the sidewalk 
and see people. But I worked so hard at the time that it really didn’t matter where I was. I 
lived on the UCLA campus, had no money, and no car, so my professor, Bernard Kester, 
helped me. 

I took the bus from New York to Los Angeles. They had this $19, 19-day trip. It was 
amazing, and I think I really learned English [on that trip]. We stopped in Montreal, 
Chicago, and Salt Lake City—then I arrived in LA, totally terrified. 

How has the exhibition of your work changed over time? 

I used to show my work outdoors and in different environments that related to 
architecture. I had a show at Reed College [in 1977, where a rowboat dragged one of 
Grossen’s rope sculptures along the surface of a pond] and they let me use the pond for 
the piece Inchworm II. It was just the beginning for performance art. I’ve hung them 
outside, in the snow, over gravel. [Contact I, from 1979] I hung on Staple Street in Tribeca, 
close to where I lived. Now, with this mania for security, they’d never let me do that. 
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Are you still doing large-scale architectural commissions for clients? 

FG: No, that stopped quite a while ago, in the early ‘80s. And a lot of them are no more, 
because when ownership changes they want to put their own mark, and they take it down. 
I did a beautiful piece in Secaucus, New Jersey, and the new mayor wanted a fountain 
instead. They call and say, Do you want it back? But what am I going to do with a piece that 
is 24 feet high? 

I think the architecture has changed, too. It was really necessary [to hang textiles] in 
those days because there was so much concrete and Brutalism. Now everything is more 
decorative. 

 
“This one was in San Francisco at the Embarcadero Center. I did two pieces, one blue, one red, each one three stories 

high. Seeing this picture, of me in my loft on Greene Street, I’m thinking, Was I out of my mind?” 
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Opinion 

I n  F r a n ç o i s e  G r o s s e n ,  A  H i n t  t h a t  M a c r a m e  H o l d s  t h e  S e c r e t  t o  P o s t -

S i x t i e s  A r t  

THE DAILY PIC: At the Museum of Arts and Design, Grossen Unties Art History's Knots  

Blake Gopnik, January 12, 2017 

 
 

THE DAILY PIC (#1710): Macrame is the secret. Until we understand what 

knotted hangings have meant – as high art, as craft and as popular culture—we 

won’t really understand the roots of our art in the 1960s. How many people know 

that MoMA—maligned as the home of teleological modern abstraction —actually 

had a show of such hangings in 1970?  

I learned that fact on a recent visit to the Museum of Arts and Design in New  

York, in its micro-survey of pioneering textile artist Françoise Grossen. I  felt like 

her show held the key to a forgotten part of our history. Now all I have to do is 

find the lock that key fits.  (Above, a detail from Grossen’s Contact III(1977), 
photo by Joshua White/JWPictures.com, courtesy the artist and Blum & Poe; 
below, the entire piece in a photo by Butcher Walsh, courtesy the Museum of 
Arts and Design) 

For a full survey of past Daily Pics visit  blakegopnik.com/archive. 

 
 
 
 
 

https://news.artnet.com/opinion
https://news.artnet.com/about/blake-gopnik-86


 12 

 

Françoise Grossen “Selects” 
Museum of arts & Design 

 
 
Ends in 16 days  
Closed Today (Monday) 
The Museum of Arts and Design (MAD) presents Françoise Grossen Selects, an exhibition showcasing 
pioneer fiber artist Françoise Grossen’s selections from MAD’s permanent collection alongside some of her 
most seminal work, which radically altered the field and possibilities for fiber art and sculpture, and continues 
to resonate with a new generation of artists. 

In the 1960s, Grossen rejected the rectilinear loom that constrained contemporary weaving for an intuitive 
approach to fiber that resulted in the creation of large-scale, suspended rope forms constructed of knots, 
loops, braids, and twists. At the time, fiber was still associated with utility or ornament rather than fine art, and 
Grossen’s freehand, three-dimensional handling of the medium was considered a revolutionary gesture that 
upset the traditional hierarchy subordinating craft to art. A number of other artists in the 1960s and ‘70s, 
including Eva Hesse, Sheila Hicks, and Magdalena Abakanowicz, also began working with fiber in innovative 
ways, and they shared Grossen’s interest in the process of making and the desire for unmediated contact 
with everyday materials such as rope, string, cord, and twine. 

“Françoise Grossen boldly reimagined the potential of fiber as a medium of sculpture at a time when it was 
considered to be strictly utilitarian, part of the world of textile and interior design rather than fine art,” said 
Elissa Auther, MAD’s Windgate Research and Collections Curator. “Her work helped pave the way for the art 
world we know today, in which artists openly use fiber and textiles without worrying about the art/craft divide 
that once limited the potential of this medium.” 

Françoise Grossen Selects is part of MAD’s POV series, which invites guests’ perspectives on the Museum’s 
permanent collection through the lens of their own practices. For the exhibition, Grossen mined MAD’s 
collection and brought her own rope sculptures together with a selection of work from the Museum’s unusual 
collection of baskets, as well as other work in fiber, wood, and metal. Privileging elemental methods of 
construction as a language of abstraction, Grossen’s selections highlight an approach to contemporary 
sculpture that focuses on the artist’s direct transformation of material and links it to a wider discussion about 
ways of making in the culture at large. 

Grossen found inspiration in utilitarian structures and objects made of fiber, such as rope suspension bridges, 
Peruvian khipus, marine ropes for docking and anchoring, and natural forms such as the exoskeletons of 
insects. Her practice has always involved translating these sources into abstract forms through a cumulative, 
repetitive approach that she describes as “rope upon rope, braid after braid.” Through this methodical 
process, her work takes shape, shifts, and mutates into forms that elegantly thematize transformations of the 
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natural and the cultural, from the processing of fiber into rope to its subsequent elevation in her work as a 
medium of sculpture. 

Highlights from the exhibition include: 

The early work Signe (1967), also known as Swan, which was included in the Museum of Modern Art’s 
important 1969 group exhibition Wall Hangings—one of the first shows in the United States to support the 
work of artists using fiber as a material of sculpture. 
Shield (c. 1968), a work constructed through various knotting techniques, including the overhand or half-stitch 
knot, which enabled Grossen to alternate between elements in active and passive ways to achieve color and 
scale shifts. Techniques such as the half-stitch are popularly known as macramé, a Spanish word derived 
from the Arabic migramah, meaning “ornamental fringe.” 
A focus on the 1963 exhibition Woven Forms at MAD (then the Museum of Contemporary Crafts), which 
deeply influenced Grossen when, as a textile student, she saw an adapted version of it at the Museum für 
Gestaltung in Zurich (then the Kunstgewerbemuseum) in 1964. The exhibition included five artists whose 
work was representative of the new American fiber art—Alice Adams, Sheila Hicks, Lenore Tawney, Dorian 
Zachai, and Claire Zeisler—and inspired Grossen through its scale and reinvention of fiber as a medium of 
sculpture, prompting a move to Los Angeles to complete her MFA in Textiles at the University of California 
before settling in New York City in 1968. 
The stunning site-responsive work Contact III (1977), made out of hand-dyed Manila rope. The work is part of 
a series of outdoor installations for varied locations, including an alleyway and a pond, among others. 
Françoise Grossen Selects is part of MAD Transformations, a series of six exhibitions presented this fall that 
address artists who have transformed and continue to transform our perceptions of traditional craft mediums. 
Building upon the exhibition Voulkos: The Breakthrough Years, which celebrates the work of an artist known 
for drastically changing the way clay is categorized as an art material and discipline, the MAD 
Transformations exhibitions consider fiber, clay, and jewelry and metals—disciplines (along with glass and 
wood) that compose the bedrock of the Museum of Arts and Design’s founding mission and collection, and 
that continue to morph in the hands of contemporary artists today. 

Grossen’s exhibition, the first in the POV series to address the full MAD collection, is part of the second 
season of POV exhibitions, alongside Lauren Kalman’s But if the Crime Is Beautiful… in the Tiffany & Co. 
Foundation Jewelry Gallery. 
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Tied and True: Françoise Grossen’s Twisted Ropes at MAD 

Conjure Intriguing Records of Time Wound Up in Exacting 

Repetitions 

BY Patricia Failing POSTED 11/23/16 9:53 AM 

 

Through March 15 
 

 
Françoise Grossen, Contact III, 1977, manila rope, 117 x 368 x 14 inches. 

 

rançoise Grossen’s career is undergoing a renaissance: the first U.S. survey of her 
work was held last year at Blum & Poe Gallery  in ew York, followed by exhibitions in Los 
Angeles, where the 73-year-old Swiss artist was a student before moving to Manhattan, in 
1969. She began by working on the loom in the tradition of Anni Albers, but by the late 
’60s, her creations had evolved into wall-based constructions resembling shields or 
heraldic crests. In the early ’70s the constructions moved off the wall and into larger 
architectural arenas, where they were suspended from ceilings or stretched out on the 
floor. Executed with rope, string, cord, and plastic tubing that she wound into intricate 
braids, knots, and loops, the abstract ensembles emerged as evocations of animate 
organic matter in the ’80s and ’90s. 
 
This show, “Françoise Grossen Selects,” at the Museum of Arts and Design, is a rather 
dismal display of some compelling works of art. The lighting is barely adequate, sight 
lines are muddled, and the selection of Grossen’s most engaging production is too small. 
But for viewers willing to savor her elegantly sensual production, the exhibition offers an 
illuminating sampler of a distinctive repertoire of haptic and optic effects, zoological 
forms, and records of time wound up in exacting repetitions. 

Historians tend to situate Grossen’s oeuvre on a spectrum somewhere between Sheila 
Hicks’s highly aestheticized fiber art and Eva Hesse’s carnal sculptures. Grossen’s floor-

http://www.artnews.com/author/patricia_failing/
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based Embryo(1987) illustrates both the relevance and limits of these markers. Embryo is 
constructed from thick, brown commercial rope coiling upward in braided loops from a 
base tightly swaddled in plastic. The largest bundle on top splays out its slightly orange 
inner core as it descends to the floor, like a snake escaping its skin. The ensemble works 
as a virtuoso display of mundane manufactured materials; patient, repetitive, highly 
skilled handwork, and as a slightly creepy visual metaphor. 

The exhibition also includes a group of objects Grossen selected from the museum’s 
collection to complement her work. Most involve linear forms or materials, ranging from 
wire cuffs and bracelets to a vessel made from Virginia creeper vine. These objects do tell 
you something about Grossen’s formal proclivities, but not very much about the deeper 
resources that propel her formidable creative vision. 

Copyright 2017, Art Media ARTNEWS, llc. 110 Greene Street, 2nd Fl., New York, N.Y. 
10012. All rights reserved. 
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Tying the Knots of the World 

 
 

The more I think about fiber arts, the more enamored I become with it as a form of sculpture. 
Visiting the Françoise Grossen Selects show at the Museum of Art and Design put this motion 
into overdrive, as I explored the variety of things that might be done using solely rope. 
We might tend to think of fiber arts as a more traditional art form— and rightly so, as it is a 
technique that has been practiced for thousands of years. But weaving took center stage in 
some of the world’s first industrial transformations. And today, high-tech robots weave carbon 
fiber into solid forms for applications as diverse as the automotive and aerospace industries. It 
may be an ancient technique, but the process of designing series of knots continues to form a 
structural component of the human-created world. 
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Françoise Grossen tends to use natural fibers in her work, and the texture and colors in 
the show reflect that— shades of browns and earthy greens, forming twisted, sinuous 
sisal and hemp pathways. This acts to show off the traditional, handcrafted form. But it 
also contrasts nicely when she chooses to utilize other material, like fire hose or metal 
wire. It also contrasts nicely with Margaret and Christine Wertheim’s Crochet Coral Reef a 
couple floors up in the Museum, which is a series of sculptures woven to draw attention 
to plastic trash impeding upon ocean environments. But we also shouldn’t be fooled into 
thinking that natural fiber rope is somehow “home spun.” On the contrary, rope was a key 
technology for much of human history, as it enabled worldwide trade through shipping. 
Even today, our globalized production pathways rely upon massive container ships, 
which still must be tied to the dock during loading and unloading, using ropes little 
different than those used to establish trade in the Mediterranean in Roman times, or to 
first circumnavigate the globe. 
 
Grossen’s sculptures also bear this timeless message. They look like wall hangings, but 
they also look like insects, like computer networks, like the human form folded in prayer 
or meditation. The complicated series of whorls and loops appear like the archaic 
symbols of alien coats-of-arms, perhaps signifying allegiances and relationships of power 
that we could never fully understand. And they do— because that is our world of 
technology today. Tied together through a myriad barely-visible fibers, our world is one of 
spider webs, but with that apposite strength concealed within its microscopic tendrils. 

I wonder about the time and precision necessary to assemble not just our global 
networks, but Grossen’s sculptural works. Two knots can be similar and yet never 
identical, tied at two near-exact lengths in a piece of rope. To balance these works, to 
make the fibers fold precisely where the artist wants, to remove the slack and let tension 
reign across the work without use of loom or frame— it is not simply ingenuity or skill, but 
wisdom that guides the artist’s hand. It is this sort of wisdom that we need now, it order to 
weave our world better, tighter, and more beautiful. 

By Adam Rothstein   
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SUNDAY 4th DECEMBER  
Françoise  Grossen  Selects  

 

 
 

This  Sunday take a look  through Françoise Grossen se lect ion o f  la rge -
sca le ,  suspended rope forms constructed of  knots ,  loops,  braids,  and 
twis ts .  The ar t i s t  known best  for  her  untrad i t ional  approach to  weaving wi l l  
be showcas ing some of  her  best  works a t the Museum of  Ar t  and Des ign in  
New York .  
– 
When: Unt i l  March 15,  2017 
Where:  Museum of  Ar t  and Design,  2  Columbus Ci r ,  NY 10019 
For more in fo  v is i t :  www.madmuseum.org  

 
 
 
 

http://madmuseum.org/exhibition/fran%C3%A7oise-grossen-selects
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Francçoise Grossen Selects 

In the 1960s, a time when fiber was still associated with utility rather than 

fine art, Françoise Grossen rejected the rectilinear loom that constrained 

contemporary weaving for an intuitive approach to fiber that resulted in 

the creation of large-scale, suspended rope forms. For this exhibit, Grossen 

has mined MAD's permanent collection and brought her own rope 

sculptures together with a selection of work from the museum's unusual 

collection of baskets, as well as other work in fiber, wood, and metal.  

New York, NY. On view through March 15, 2017. 

http://www.core77.com/calendar/55688/Fran%C3%A7oise-Grossen-Selects
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in the corner of the room, an old 
black-and-white photograph shows 
a slender woman with a sharp bob 
sitting amid a sea of thick ropes. 
She has a slight smile on her face as 
she knots a massive piece of rope 
almost the size of her torso.

The woman is the sculptor 
Françoise Grossen. Now 73 years 
old, she straightens the photograph 
in a display case in the Museum of 
Arts and Design in New York, where 
she’s installing her exhibition. “This 
is me too,” she says in her soft 
French-accented English as she 
adjusts another historic photograph. 
It shows her on a crane hanging a 
massive rope wall relief inside a 
building on Lexington Avenue.

Grossen built a reputation for 
her giant commissions in public 
buildings across the US in the 
1970s, but by the ’90s she faded 
from view. Until recently, she kept 
out of the public eye working in 
near-seclusion in her studio. One 
of the most sorely overlooked 
women artists of her generation, 

SCULPTOR FRANÇOISE GROSSEN PREPARES FOR HER LATEST EXHIBITION IN NEW YORK 

Grossen was in many ways too early for her time. 
She began experimenting with marine ropes 

– used for docking and anchoring – to make 
monumental sculptures that dangled from the 
ceiling, unfurled across the floor, spilled over 
pedestals and floated in bodies of water. The 
works evoked intertwined bodies, carcasses with 
exposed ribs and exoskeletons of insects.

In Grossen’s hands, rope was no longer 
a utilitarian material, instead it melded into 
evocative anthropomorphic forms. The art world, 
however, couldn’t see past her choice of material 
and her work was unfairly pigeon-holed as craft 
instead of fine art. “They didn’t know where to 
place it. Things need a little drawer and it didn’t 
fit anywhere,” she muses.

It was only two years ago when she gave a 
lecture that she was rediscovered. The wife of 
a director at Blum & Poe gallery was stunned 
by her work and instantly shared her discovery 
with her husband. “She said, ‘Honey you’ve got to 
show them,’” Grossen says with a laugh.

The gallery held a major retrospective of her 
work in 2015, which incredibly was her first in the 
US. It slowly reignited interest in Grossen’s art. 
Following on the heels of that show, the museum 
exhibition shines a much-deserved spotlight on 
her incredible oeuvre. 

CULTURE ART 

Recently “rediscovered” after years in obscurity, textile 
artist FRANÇOISE GROSSEN is the subject of a major 

New York retrospective. She talks to payal uttam
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Born in Neuchâtel, Switzerland 
in 1943, Grossen originally had 
ambitions to become an architect. 
“But it was very hard for women 
then,” she remembers. “We were 
two girls in the class and there 
were 58 male students. It was very 
competitive and I felt I would no 
longer be a woman if I made it to 
the end.”

ABOVE AND OPPOSITE: GROSSEN’S WORK WITH ROPES HAS AN ANCIENT, PRIMORDIAL QUALITY THAT SUGGESTS AFRICAN ATREFACTS AND SCULPTURES  

She tried interior architecture instead but 
everything changed when she enrolled in a textile 
course. “I realised that was my calling,” she says. 
Grossen began working with wool on a loom 
but soon abandoned this and started creating 
freer compositions to the shock of her teachers. 
“I broke away from the tradition of weaving. I 
wanted to get rid of the frame,” she says. “With the 
loom you plan everything ahead of time. If you do 
knotting you can improvise so it’s more fun.” 

After graduating, she spent six 
months in Africa, where her parents 
were based. “My father was very 
adventurous and my mother even 
more so,” she recalls. Following in 
her parents’ footsteps, she ventured 
into Congo and Senegal among 
other countries. “It really changed 
my life,” she says. “It opened my 
world.” She made her first piece 
with rope during her Africa sojourn. 
“I couldn’t find wool so I switched to 
rope. I said, ‘Why not?’”

Grossen dipped the rope in a 
simple camping stove container 
filled with dye to colour the threads 
before knotting it into a tapestry-
like work. She continued teaching 
herself different knots and braiding 
techniques working with coils of 
rope. She never directly studied 
African art but judging from her 
works in the museum, it’s clear 
she was profoundly inspired by 
her experiences in the country. 
They have an ancient, primordial 
quality that suggest historic African 
artefacts and sculptures.

A few years later Grossen saw an 
exhibition featuring the American 
artists Lenore Tawney, Claire 
Zeisler and Sheila Hicks. “I thought, 
‘I have to go to the US – that’s where 
it’s happening,’” she remembers. So 
she uprooted her life and moved 
to California, where she completed 
a master’s degree at UCLA. By 
her early twenties she moved to 
New York. “I lived in a walk-up in a 
Jewish neighbourhood, where I just 
had enough space to put a bed and 
make work on the other side of the 
room,” she recalls. C
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CULTURE ART

Her first big break came in 1969 
when curator Jack Lenor Larsen 
invited her to exhibit at the Museum 
of Modern Art. “It was fantastic,” 
recalls Grossen, who describes it as 
a milestone in her career. “It was a 
big moment in the history of fibre, 
too, because that is the first time 
[the medium] was shown in an art 
museum.” She exhibited a piece 
titled Swan, a gorgeous, raw work 
made of crisscrossed undyed sisal. 

Using ceiling hooks, pulleys, tall 
ladders and a rope cutter, Grossen 
began probing the possibilities of 
rope. “I really worked hard when I 
was young. I was totally obsessed,” 
she reminisces.

Gradually she moved away 
from wall pieces to freestanding 
sculptures including works that sat 
directly on the floor. “I’d seen dance 
in Europe but they always run 
around a stage or jump, but in New 
York I saw them crawling on the 
floor and rolling around. I thought I 
could use the floor too.”

Not unlike dancers who flung 
their bodies onto the ground and 
raised themselves up, she created 
undulating sculptures filled with 
movement. Her inchworm series, 

for instance, were elongated floor sculptures 
inspired by the insects that she noticed dropping 
out of trees in the city. That led her to drape 
braided works upon pedestals that evoked 
entangled human bodies.

One of the works on display looks like a 
body curled up in the foetus position or child 
pose in yoga, with another body stretching 
forwards on top of it. In another experiment 
she intertwined pieces of ropes that suggested 
a row of life-size human forms holding hands 
and installed it outdoors in one of her favourite 
neighbourhoods.

“It was in a tiny little street in Tribeca called 
Staple Street. Now with the security madness 
you would have to ask permission but I didn’t 
ask anybody. We just did it early on Saturday 
morning,” she says showing another black-and-
white photograph of the sprawling installation 
slung between two buildings. A similar work titled 
Contact III, 1977, composed of knotted orange 
rope, occupies an entire wall in the museum 
show. With bunches of frayed rope that evoke 
human hair, the row of forms look like bodies 
lining up, hands clenched together. 

Sadly many of the works like this on display 
in the museum have been hidden away in 
storage since the ’70s. “I haven’t seen them for 
40 years since they were given to the museum,” 
admits Grossen. While the Museum of Art and 
Design was willing to mount this exhibition, the 
Metropolitan Museum refused to loan a work 

they’ve had since the ’60s. “I have 
some dilemma; I always thought to 
give work to a museum is the best 
thing that can happen but if they 
never show it then – ” She trails off.

Yet Grossen is anything but bitter 
and remains humble and optimistic. 
“I feel very grateful. There was a 
point that I thought if I leave I will 
have to throw away my work but 
now it has found homes,” she says of 
her monumental sculptures.

Grossen explains she’s never 
worked small. “It’s a confrontation,” 
she says of the viewer’s encounters 
with her art. “It’s different from when 
you have a little precious thing.” 
Grossen’s personality has a similar 
effect. The silver-haired woman 
may appear to be a slow-moving 
elderly artist but she’s a formidable 
force. If you listen carefully when 
she speaks, you hear the voice of 
that same striking young woman in 
the photographs.

Fiercely independent, she’s 
among those rare artists who 
emerge from obscurity because 
they held their ground. In her case, 
she was brave enough to stay true 
to her art, even if it took decades for 
the art world to catch up. 

“I couldn’t find wool so 
I switched to rope. 
I said, ‘Why not?’”


