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FOREWORD

Like timeless relics, the extraordinary objects created by Margaret Israel,
Grace Knowlton, and Claire Zeisler are fragments of their private worlds.
Challenging traditional classifications, these objects record unique visions and,
perhaps, should be interpreted by poets and archeologists.

To preserve the extremely personal spirit of the work, co-curators Leora Stewart
and Elsbeth S. Woody, professors of art at Baruch College, have separated the
sculpture into three distinct “‘environments.”” They have reconstructed the vision
of each artist. The Baruch College Gallery is grateful for their assistance and
expertise.

Jonathan Goodman, poet and critic, has found the language to translate these
artistic visions into words. We thank him for his insightful catalog essay.

We also appreciate the cooperation of the artists and galleries for generously
loaning the sculpture for this exhibition: Grace Knowlton; Claire Zeisler and the
Rhona Hoffman Gallery in Chicago; and Richard L. Eagan, the director of
Twining Gallery in New York, who represents the estate of Margaret Israel.
Grace Knowlton and Claire Zeisler deserve special acknowledgment for their
assistance with the installation of the exhibition.

The exhibition and its catalog were made possible by a grant from The Baruch
College Fund.

Sandra Kraskin
Director
Baruch College Gallery

INTRODUCTION

We have chosen to exhibit the works of Margaret Israel, Grace Knowlton, and
Claire Zeisler because of qualities in their work which transcend both formal
and intellectual concerns to reflect their innermost selves. Both intensely
personal as well as universal, the sculpture of these artists reflects their
acceptance and total identification of the self.

The sculpture of Margaret Israel obliterates the distinctions between life and art;
everything becomes part of the work. At the same time, her art was constantly
changing, reflecting what she saw, assimilated, and surrounded herself with.

Grace Knowlton’s work highlights her environment and exhibits her strong
emotional ties to that environment. It also showcases her preoccupation with
such “‘overlooked” spaces as corners. According to art critic Judy Collischan
Van Wagner, Knowlton’s use of “fortuitous accidents”” contains “‘implications of
knowledge beyond human comprehension but within our function of
recognition.” (Arts Magazine, April, 1986)

Claire Zeisler has created sculptural forms that inseparably interlace materials
with process. Her transformation of the fiber imbues it with deep emotional
content. This work has been shaped by all aspects of her life, including the
environment she created and the artifacts from other cultures which she
collected.

It is this combination of the personal and the universal that makes the work of
these artists so powerful.

Leora Stewart
Elsbeth S. Woody
Curators




REFLECTIONS
OF THE SELF:
MARGARET ISRAEL
GRACE KNOWLTON
CLAIRE ZEISLER

The personal and distinctive art of the three sculptors on exhibition in
Reflections of the Self—Margaret Israel, Grace Knowlton, and Claire Zeisler—
poses questions about the traditional categories of art and renews the debate
about the degree of intimacy that art, especially modern art, can bear. With
each artist, a highly developed technique is interwoven with a private, ritual
concept of form, imbuing the work of each with an outspokenly hieratic, if
deeply individual, function. For this reason, the work of these artists offers a
strikingly contemporary view of the social, as well as aesthetic, purpose of
sculpture. At a time when so much of art is attempting to portray the
particularities of life as it is being lived, but doing so without recognizing that
art-making entails the execution of some formal necessities, it is a pleasure to
see work that crosses boundaries by fulfilling them.

One of the boundaries that the sculptors gleefully cross is the distinction
between craft and fine art. Accustomed as we are to the white gallery walls and
solemn museum spaces of high culture, we are not always sure what to make
of the sculptor working within a crafts tradition. Yet our uneasiness appears to
be engendered by a narrow notion—determined by the tenets of modernism—
of what art should be. Many of the objects of ancient and aboriginal cultures
we find so beautiful in museums were expressions of daily life and bore explicit
social meaning. In fact, that is why we like the works—because their social
value surrounds their gesture even today, lending a meaning that contemporary
artists can but hint at in their own work.

These artists, then, offer insight because they have sought out that aura that
stems from an object’s usefulness, the work’s ulterior motive. In this way, lIsrael,
Knowlton, and Zeisler act as archivists of their own culture, pursuing the
meaning inherent in the use of a thing—no matter how private or individually
sacred. The route each chose comprised deeply felt stylistic choices, and so it is
hard to discern a common aesthetic linking the sculptors as a group. Yet their
final purpose appears remarkably similar: the development and concentration of

an idiom whose inspiration has been drawn from life’s, as well as art’s, resources.

Margaret Israel’s sculpture blurs categories of art histories and perceptions of
other cultures with slyness and finesse. Her works cite many influences, but all
are deftly placed within the inclusive context of her own eye and mind.
Distinguished by their craftsmanship, the pieces look across epochs and
geographies in an informal and intimate way: Untitled (Female Fertility Figure), a
terra cotta sculpture 10 %2” in height, maintains the rounded form and graceful
aura of Cycladic art. But the work cannot be perceived as naive alone; the
assertiveness of its stance—the tension of the slightly bent left leg and the
placement of the arms on the shoulders—presents a sophisticated view of how
we might regard a Venus figure today. The play between past tradition and
contemporary practice characterizes much of Israel’s art, so that its seeming
“primitivism” (a characteristic shared by all three artists) is carried forward
thematically and historically into a twentieth-century aesthetic. In a work like
Tugboat with Hokusai, a mixed-media piece combining a rough-hewn ceramic
tugboat with a paper reproduction of a Hokusai sea, one's not sure: whether the
scene represents an ingenious and charming conflation of cultures or a wry
comment on the strength of otherness: Hokusai’s waves do seem to be
engulfing the boat. Much of Israel’s art remains anthropological, concerned with
experience, and therefore mysterious.

Grace Knowlton’s monolithic sculptures, with names like Egyptian Landscape
and Icon I, also harken back to primitivism, yet their very materials—Designcast
and fiberglass—place them, ineluctably, in contemporary time. The artist's.

rough surfaces and use of mirrors imply both the passage of time and the self-
reflexive motions of modern art; their mixture describes the uneasy longing with
which our culture looks back to precedents for guidance. The feeling of
Egyptian Landscape, a very large (96" x 102" x 8" relief, is powerfully memory-
ridden with its stonelike slabs and their scuffed and scarred surfaces; the work,
however, was made this year. Knowlton’s attempt to retrieve from synthetic
materials and evocative titles the feeling of an endless history makes her art
lyrical and elegaic, but it also indicates her awareness of where she stands
now. Icon 1, a tall (96" x 26" x 6”) column triply divided by mirrors, takes her
poetic impulse—the persistence of the self—and returns it to the viewer.
Despite her affection for the past, Knowlton never forgets that she is looking
back, and that looking back is one of our time’s fondest gestures.




Claire Zglslel’s wonderfully inventive fiber sculptures show her prevailing
interest in form; texture plays a role of great importance in her nuanced,
fetishistic objects. Her work not only looks inventive, it provokes the. de;ire to
touch: using materials such as cut leather, chamois, hemp, and felt, Zeisler has
created not only an art, but also an environment in which that art might be
useful. In Public Affair I, a site-specific installation based on the 1978 original
the artist drapes ribbons of cut leather so that the close cascades of material s’tay
our interest both as object and environment. Zeisler, like her colleagues,
deliberately conflates traditions in order to arrive at an art that is formally
grounded and also historically aware. In a recent piece like Bedrock (1988), felt,
thread, and stones are encased, museumlike, in a Plexiglas box. The materials
take on an archeological interest even as we recognize the recentness of their
composition. It seems that our culture now uses history as a prism to reflect our
own concerns—we use the past more as an adjunct to our present than we use
it to investigate questions of truly historical concern.

Such a relationship to the past is not without its dangers. When history is used
only to promote the present, our relations with previous events can take on a
proprietary air. It is true that appropriation has been central to very recent art
practice; yet for all its supposedly witty commentary on today’s art industry, its
motivation seems cynical and intellectually simple. The three artists in this
exhibition must be credited for their ingenious recreation of the past as a social
and aesthetic impulse; they quote their sources as sources and make of them
what is possible. Good art has always made use of what is at hand, thereby
closing the gap between the given and its possibilities. Israel, Knowlton, and
Zeisler comment with good faith on the function of the past; by doing so, they
have created highly original art, and their often internalized lexicons of imagery

bear up well under public scrutiny.

Jonathan Goodman
June, 1990
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Margaret Israel
Tugboat with Hokusai, 1975
Ceramic, wood, paper, 11 %2” x 10" x 17 2"



















