
Preface 
IWAN and MANUEL A WIRTH

Foreword 
PAUL SCHIMMEL and JENNI SORKIN 

Acknowledgments 
PAUL SCHIMMEL

“What can be done, what I must learn, what there is to do...”:   
Process, Materials, and Narrative in the 1950s 
ELIZABETH A. T. SMITH

RUTH ASAWA, LEE BONTECOU, LOUISE BOURGEOIS,  
CLAIRE FALKENSTEIN, LOUISE NEVELSON

What Women Do, or The Poetics of Sculpture 
ANNE M. WAGNER

MAGDALENA ABAK ANOWICZ, LYNDA BENGLIS, 
HEIDI BUCHER, GEGO, FRANÇOISE GROSSEN, 
EVA HESSE, SHEILA HICKS, YAYOI KUSAMA, 
MIRA SCHENDEL, MICHELLE STUART, HANNAH WILKE, 
JACKIE WINSOR 

Five Propositions on Abstract Sculpture 
JENNI SORKIN

ISA GENZKEN, CRISTINA IGLESIAS, LIZ LARNER, 
ANNA MARIA MAIOLINO, MARISA MERZ, SENGA NENGUDI, 
LYGIA PAPE, URSULA VON RYDINGSVARD 

PHYLLIDA BARLOW, K ARLA BLACK, ABIGAIL DEVILLE,  
SONIA GOMES, RACHEL KHEDOORI, LARA SCHNITGER, 
SHINIQUE SMITH, JESSICA STOCKHOLDER, K AARI UPSON

Exhibition Checklist

Artists’ Biographies and Selected Bibliographies

EMILY ROTHRUM

Selected Group Exhibitions 
EMILY ROTHRUM

8

10

14

18

35

78

93

140

157

185

214

222

232

CONTENTS

Lynda Benglis
Eat Meat (detail), 
1969–75



62

Louise Bourgeois     
Untitled, 1950



78 79

“Poetics”  from the Greek ποιητικός poietikos 
“pertaining to poetry,” literally “creative, 

productive,” from ποιητός poietos “made,” 
verbal adjective of ποιεῖν poiein “to make.”

This is an essay about the work of a quasi-generation 
of sculptors whose origins and careers are as diverse as 
their art.1 The oldest, Gego (Gertrude Goldschmidt), 
was born in Hamburg, Germany, in 1912; the young-
est, Françoise Grossen, in Neuchâtel, Switzerland, in 
1943. Between these two points in time lie the birth 
dates of the rest of the group: Mira Schendel, b.  
Zurich, 1919; Heidi Bucher, b. Winterthur, Switzerland, 
1926; Yayoi Kusama, b. Matsumoto, Nagano Pre-
fecture, Japan, 1929;  Magdalena Abakanowicz, b. 
Falenty, Poland, 1930; Michelle Stuart, b. Los  
Angeles, 1933; Sheila Hicks, b. Hastings, Nebraska, 
1934; Eva Hesse, b. Hamburg, 1936; Hannah Wilke, 
b. New York City, 1940; Lynda Benglis, b. Lake Charles, 
Louisiana, 1941; Jackie Winsor, b. St. John’s, New-
foundland, Canada, 1941. Of the twelve artists on this 
list, the majority is still working. Five—Bucher, Gego, 
Hesse, Schendel, and Wilke—are no longer alive.

For the record, I came into the world at the tail 
end of the 1940s, just a bit too late to be numbered 
within the cohort framed by these artists, but in plenty 

of time to encounter many of the same social circum-
stances that helped shape their careers. Choices like 
Gego’s genderless nickname have always made sense 
to me; I cannot remember a time when I did not be-
lieve in female equality; and at twenty-one I graduat-
ed from Yale University as a member of the first BA 
class to include women.2 The year was 1971. Twelve 
months before, Eva Hesse, who earned a BFA from 
Yale in 1959 (the year that Sheila Hicks received an 
MFA there), had died aged thirty-four.3 Alas, al-
though I can say I knew something of the work of 
Georgia O’Keeffe while still an undergraduate, I 
hadn’t yet encountered Hesse’s sculpture or Hicks’s 
weavings, just as I failed to see Gego’s solo show at 
the Betty Parsons Gallery in New York in 1971. As for 
the 1969 New York installation of what was only the 
second iteration of the delicate room-filling construc-
tions called Reticuláreas (the context was a four- 
person exhibition at the Art Gallery of the Center for 
Inter-American Relations)—well, this too passed me 
by [ fig. 2 ].  Hilton Kramer, long-time art critic at the 
New York Times, considered her work  “the most  
arresting contribution to the exhibition.” He also 
thought it had been made by a certain Mr. Gego. He 
was wrong, not in his verdict on her installation, but 
in so automatically assuming it was made by a man.4

2  Gego, Reticulárea, 1969. Installation view at the Art Gallery of the Center for Inter-American Relations, New York, 1969. 

1  Jackie Winsor and others installing 
30 to 1 Bound Trees, Nova Scotia  
College of Art and Design, Halifax, 
Nova Scotia, 1971.
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1. Preciousness is a term used to denigrate  
abstraction.

Sometime in the 1990s, the concerns of the artist in 
her studio took a seemingly permanent back seat to 
the politics of assertion: declarations of race, sexual-
ity, class and gender. And rightly so. Postwar, it took 
nearly half a century for the art of difference and 
identity to achieve true recognition, and a place at 
the table. Art made and exhibited during the 1990s 
critiqued the museums that had ignored non- 
dominant histories and experiences.1 Many of those 
institutions were prompted to address the deep racial 
divides and gender exclusions ubiquitous in modern-
ism, and still present in their collections, and in turn, 
began showing—though not always buying—works 
by more women and artists of color. 

The vast majority of this art had a conceptual 
bent: it posited a viewpoint or offered a position, di-
rected viewers to ask difficult questions, or engage 
with new perceptions and narratives. A great deal of 
this work was also collaborative in nature. These  
issue-oriented explorations, the social engagements 
that characterized the 1990s, were exciting and fresh, 
full of provocations and generative criticality. Lens-
based technologies were the media in which these 
ideas seemed best expressed, or captured: video, 
photography, film, and performance. 

Traditional media such as painting—and espe-
cially sculpture—receded into the background, moth-
balled and shifted to the back of the closet like cloth-
ing that had gone out of fashion. Quite simply, the 
primacy of the artist’s hand fell out of favor. The artist 
making objects alone in her studio suddenly seemed 
terribly fussy, out of touch with the urgency of press-
ing social issues. A derogatory term began to circu-
late among critics and curators: precious, which de-
noted overly refined handwork, excessive decoration, 
or art that was overworked, flagrantly preoccupied 
with its materials. To be called “precious” was,  
frankly, damning. Its application was also gendered:  
mainly associated with women’s work, and a fastidi-
ous sensibility.  If an artwork was too beautiful, too 
ethereal, too opulent or decorative, or overly exqui-
site; if it was too afraid to fail, too attached to itself, 
too inward-looking; if its maker was too absorbed  
in her project, unconcerned with the world outside, 
her art was marked as precious, one of the most  
humiliating words of the era.

But precious was also used in a wider sense, as a 
nail to be hammered into the cross prepared for  
formalism; to kill it, once and for all. To be purely  

formal was to concern oneself with texture, shape, 
color, weight, and volume as the only content. This 
was anathema to identity politics and the issues that 
intersected and elided with the heady stuff of daily 
life: sexism, homelessness, AIDS, oppression, racial 
discrimination, sexuality, ethnicity. Preciousness be-
came an epithet used to denigrate abstraction, the 
qualities it implies being arguably symptomatic of 
the non-representational: a sensitivity to the texture 
and tactility of objects, and a disquieting intensity de-
voted to the process of making them. These were the 
same glorious and celebrated qualities of abstraction 
that had been revered in minimalism just a few years 
before, when it came from the studios of male artists 
such as Carl Andre, Robert Morris, and Frank Stella. 

In the paragraphs above, I specify her, the female 
artist, because one of the key issues of identity politics 
was that women were at the forefront of this foment: 
criticality in art making is one of the most important 
legacies of 1970s feminist art production. But the 
women artists who engaged in studio-based object 
making were largely overlooked during the 1990s, 
seen as outmoded during a moment of intensive cul-
tural change. Painting—always flat, even if adorned, 
even if abstract—was able to elide neatly with lens- 
and screen-based media. It was sculpture that fared 
badly: revelation through form, a substantive contri-
bution, was forgotten. But art is not just about telling 
a story. Through object making, an artist invites a 
viewer not necessarily into her inner, conceptual world, 
but into its consequences, and its material gestures.

2. Studio-based sculpture encourages  
experimentation beyond the self, a yielding  
to the integrity of the tactile. 

A practice of working alone in the studio is an invest-
ment in the raw, personal contact between an artist 
and her chosen materials. While most of the artists in 
this exhibition have assistants, they do not outsource 
art making, giving projects over to fabricators who 
build to specification off-site, or at their direction, 
and thereby avoid becoming, in effect, designers or 
producers of a large-scale experience. To be im-
mersed in the experiment of trial-and-error with one’s 
materials is crucial in making unselfconscious work: 
an exercise in perception led by the rigor of the hand.  

Since emerging in the mid-1970s, Ursula von  
Rydingsvard has developed a sculptural language 
characterized by robust, labor-intensive cedar works 
that embrace modularity: stacked and arranged into 

1  Shinique Smith’s studio with  
Forgiving Strands in process, 2015. 
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Exhibition view: Phyllida Barlow: GIG
Hauser & Wirth Somerset, Bruton, UK,  
July 15 – November 2, 2014


