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engineer whose upper-class background, when it was discovered, had
caused his dismissal from the university. He only graduated in 1960, when
de-Stalinization brought about a more liberal climate.

Abakanowicz was among the first Polish artists and art historians to tour
Italy and have a rare glimpse of Western Europe after the war. During this
eye-opening trip in 1957, sponsored by the Artists Union, she met a circle of
Polish artists and intellectuals whose guiding light was the outstanding Con-
structivist painter Henryk Stazewski (1894-1988). He became a friend as
well as an inspiration, not in terms of the geometric style of his art, but
because of his uncompromising moral nature and his commitment to exper-
imentation. While sympathetic to his art, Abakanowicz was unable to
connect her experience with the utopian idealism of the prewar Polish
avant-garde represented by the generation of Stazewski.

The history of Polish Constructivism is still relatively unknown in the
West. The founders of the movement, the painter Wladyslaw Strzeminski
(1893-1952), his wife, the sculptor Katarzyna Kobro (1898-1951), and Abaka-
nowicz’s friend Stazewski, were still alive when World War II ended. From
1945 to 1950, Strzeminski was professor of art history at the Academy of
Fine Arts in LodzZ, about eighty miles southwest of Warsaw. He taught his
theory of vision, which remained consistent with the original principles of Con-
structivism, especially regarding issues of urbanism and industrial design
that the group had addressed in the 1930s. In 1950 he was denounced as a
“formalist” and stripped of his teaching position. Kobro’s aesthetic theories,
with their emphasis on spatial concepts, continued to find adherents in the
academic underground, which became a refuge for advanced thinking after
the war, although her last known sculpture was made in 1933 and her last
text appeared in 1937. During the thaw of 1956 a join{ Strzeminski/Kobro
retrospective was held at the Muzeum Sztuki in £6dz, along with discus-
sions concerning the original impetus behind Polish Constructivism. Thus
there was a link, tenuous as it may have been, between the prewar and post-
war avant-garde in Poland, which would have been inconceivable in the
Soviet Union.

It was in this atmosphere that Abakanowicz was introduced to Henryk
Stazewski. The most interesting people in Poland—artists and politicians,
actors and poets, as well as many young people—gathered in the Stazewski’s
one-room apartment in Warsaw. Abakanowicz came and listened, fascinated
by the extraordinary exchange of ideas. An anarchist by nature, she found
an established movement like Constructivism a prison with rigid barriers.
While not wishing to be associated with any movement or school, she was
stimulated by the discussions.

Her own art, Abakanowicz decided, had to represent a total break with
the past, as radical as the rupture between postwar Poland and its earlier his-
tory. She had to start from scratch, to build its very surface with her own
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Black Environment. 1970-78
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From the cycle
Embryology.
1978-81
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From the cycle Bodies. 1981

From the cycle Faces. 1985
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Abakanowicz
preparing the model
for the interior
surface of one of the
figures in Katarsis,
Bologna

accomplished. Perhaps an awareness that constant immobility is stronger
than changing situations.” It is significant that Abakanowicz chose the
Greek spelling of katarsis rather than the Latin term (“catharsis”) for the psy-
choanalytic treatment. The Greek word relates to the collective experience
of the audience explained by Aristotle as a theatrical purgation of empathet-
ic feelings of pity and fear. The ancient Greek interpretation of the process
of catharsis is directly descended from the prehistoric shaman’s task of
absorbing collective guilt and fear and other psychoneuroses. Through rites
exorcising evil spirits to cleanse and purify the sick soul, the shaman
reestablishes the balance between nature and man. As we have observed,
this is how Abakanowicz conceives of her role as an artist.
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Following pages:
Katarsis. 1985
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Winged Trunk,
from the cycle
War Games. 1989

Overleaf:

Zadra,

from the cycle
War Games. 1987

Pages 146-47:
Sroka,

from the cycle
War Games. 1992
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Above and Overleaf:
Sarcophagi in Glass
Houses, 1983-89

made permanent is quite the opposite of that of the Impressionists, who
were excited by the ability of photography to capture and to preserve a single
moment in the flow of time. Contrary to the Impressionists' fleeting glimpses
of joie de vivre, Abakanowicz’s “frozen” moments have a portentous quality.
Adding to this is the heaviness of her monolithic forms, which, in the case
of the four Sarcophagi, become architectural, and which is emphasized by
the relative absence of color and the tough, resistant quality of their sur-
faces. Against the monumental stillness of the Sarcophagi in Glass Houses,
which are so large that we are forced to walk around them to see them in
their entirety, is the possibility that whatever sleeps or gestates inside the
wooden cases housed in glass, being protected and warmed by the sun’s
rays, may some day bloom.

Once again the recurrent motif of the opposition of inside and outside
creates tension: the glass is both an obstacle as well as an invitation to phys-
ically enter the space of the work. The viewer’s inability to penetrate this
space becomes a source of irreconcilable frustration.
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are activated by swirls and patterns made by the artist’s fingers working in
soft plaster and by her knife cuts in the Styrofoam. The simplicity of the
forms is contradicted by the elaborate texture of the surfaces, whose com-
plexity presents a puzzle because areas appear grafted, like skin that has
been moved from one place to another.

Space of Nine Figures, a group of vertical forms commissioned by the
Wilhelm-Lehmbruck-Museum in Duisburg, Germany, in 1990, continued the
investigation begun with Katarsis. Reminiscent of Druid site markers or
eroded gravestones, the finished cycle of nine bronzes evolved from a
model for a group of standing figures that Abakanowicz had planned to exe-
cute in bronze or concrete. Cast from full-scale plaster models that
Abakanowicz sculpted with her hands and wooden tools, the bronzes have a
mottled, irregular surface that resembles stone more than bronze. In each
monolith, the opposing forces of the downward-thrusting sides form a
dynamic counterpoint to the upward-swelling front and back planes. The
nine bronzes, like the other outdoor groups executed after Kafarsis, function
as an environment in relationship to one another, the space between them,
the spectator walking among them, and the surrounding trees.

Opposite:
From the cycle Sagacious Heads. 1990

Overleaf left:
Abakanowicz working in the foundry on

Space of Nine Figures, 1990

Overleaf right:
Space of Nine Figures. 1990
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from the same person whose body provided the prototype for the gaunt
Seated Figures of 1974. Now, however, the body is not that of a youth, but of
a middle-aged man. The Sage was first seen in a burlap cast of a figure with
hands resting on knees titled Figure on Iron Seatf, made in 1988. This form
was simplified and abstracted, the hands now a continuous line extending
the arms into the knees in the cast bronze Sages. Like the Incarnations and
Hoofed Mammal Heads, the Sages are not patinated, but partly covered with
rough patches of ceramic from the mold that adhered to the raw bronze,
creating an effect like mottled skin. Even headless, they convey a sense of
ancient wisdom, suggesting an immobile timelessness and solidity.

In contrast to the unbending monolith of the Sage the relaxed Seated
Child of 1989, who grips a chair indicated by a transparent rectangle of iron
rods with his thumbs, seems ready to jump up and play. His feet dangle
without tension and his body is relatively smooth, unscarred by weariness
or tragedy. The same is true of the youth called Loukas who sits on a high
pedestal with his arms behind him, proudly pushing out his chest. The sur-
face of these Ragazzi, which thus far have been cast only in burlap, is finer
and its color lighter than in Abakanowicz’s earlier burlap figures. The tex-
ture of the weave is not coarse but smooth, like the skin of young bodies. As
always in Abakanowicz’s work, differences and similarities are weighed
against each other and the mind challenged to compare and contrast. In
Four Seated, the slender torso used in Loukas is repeated in four different
versions, so that the figure seems to shift position with adolescent impa-
tience. Each has a different texture and is an individual sharing common
features with a group while remaining isolated, seated on his own support.

At times the Ragazzi feel free and energetic enough to dance. The seven-
year-old girl who is called Dancer stands up inside the transparent structure
that holds her up off the ground. Her feet are balanced on thin rods in a
position that suggests she may at any moment leap onto the floor. As ani-
mated as they occasionally are, however, the Ragazzi belong to the same
headless and often handless tribe about which Abakanowicz has so much to
say in her work.

Opposite:
Flock. 1989-90

Overleaf:
Infantes. 1992

169



——— e — —

. nuig &E .

i et AR

g ke







S

el i
e
b
. - — ==
|
¥
- 1







T Sy A
















g
1O 8 8t -




iy










i < . wllyg
. i | ] I e T | i o S
| = [ 1 - e P
B HEm | e

I 1N - 5

foo e

| DI s

i 1












i













e .













Abakanowicz with Barbara Rose
in Israel

Bronze Crowd at the Venturi foundry, with
Gabriella Venturi (left), the foundry craftmen,
and Abakanowicz, Bologna, 1991

1990

1991

1992

1993

consisting of seven monumental bronze pieces completed in 1991; the cycle
called Hoofed Mammal Heads, a group of thirty-eight small bronze animal
heads on pedestals completed in 1990; and Flock in the cycle called Ragazzi,
based on molds taken from children’s bodies. Flock, consisting of thirty-five
burlap and resin figures, is completed in 1990. She installs her first exhibition
at the Marlborough Gallery, New York, which includes Anasta and Ancestor
from the cycle War Games, Crowd I, Jonas and Loukas from the cycle
Ragazzi, and Sagacious Heads.

Creates Space of Nine Figures, with nine bronze forms, for the Wilhelm-Lehm-
bruck-Museum, Duisburg, Germany; the cycle called Geminati, consisting of
six forms constructed of twigs and wire; and Crowd IV, a group of sixty fig-
ures. Begins Bronze Crowd, a group of thirty-six bronze standing figures
completed in 1991 and installed in at the Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, in
1992. Travels to Japan under the auspices of Asahi Shimbun to prepare for her
retrospective exhibitions in the main museums. Retires from her professorship
at the Academy of Fine Arts, Poznan.

Travels to Paris several times in connection with Arboreal Architecture, her pro-
posal for the extension of the city’s Great Axis beyond the district of La
Defense. Travels to Japan to install her exhibitions, each as a separate work of
art, in the museums of Tokyo, Shiga, Mito, and Hiroshima. She installs a retro-
spective exhibition in the Muzeum Narodowe, Wroctaw, including Zycie
Warszawy, a weaving of 1973; pieces from the cycles Seated Figures, Standing
Figures, and Embryology; Flock; and Baz and Lipis, two new pieces in her War
Games cycle.

Creates Infantes, thirty-three standing figures in burlap and resin. Begins work
on Puellae, thirty standing bronze figures, completed in 1993; Sroka and Giver
in the cycle War Games; Hand-like Trees, five large bronze forms also complet-
ed in 1993; and Becalmed Beings, a group of forty backward seated figures in
bronze, commissioned by the municipal authorities in Hiroshima, in response
to a petition signed by 6,241 Japanese people. Exhibits Arboreal Architecture in
the Marlborough Gallery, New York, and in the Museu Nacional de Belas Artes,
Rio de Janeiro, as a general solution to the problems of big urban agglomera-
tions. Receives an honorary degree from the Rhode Island School of Design,
Providence.

Creates Kuka and Kos in the cycle War Games. Exhibits recent pieces at the
state gallery in Krakéw Poland; the Institute of Contemporary Art PS 1 Museum,
New York (War Games), and Marlborough Gallery, New York (Embryology,
Infantes, Circus, Hand-like Trees, and Puellae). Travels to Japan to install
Becalmed Beings at the Hiroshima City Museum, to install One of the Crowd in
the Hakone Open Air Museum, and to be a guest at the Fuji Sankei biennial.
Receives an award for distinction in sculpture from the Sculpture Center, New
York.
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Retrospective Exhibition,” Portland Art Museum, Oregon, 1984
(axte added for exhibition)

Page 38:
Rope installation, “Magdalena Abakanowicz/Textil Skulptur/
Textile Environment,” Sodertdlje Konsthall, Sweden, 1970

Page 40:
Rope installation, “The Fabric Forms of Magdalena Abakanowicz,”
Pasadena Art Museum, California, 1971

Page 42:
Magdalena Abakanowicz with a piece from her Heads cycle
in her studio, Warsaw, 1973

Page 43:

The Hand (two views), 1976

Sisal, 4% x 8 x 6” (12 x 20 x 15 cm)
Collection John Melin, Malmdg, Sweden

Page 45:

From the cycle Heads. 1973

Burlap and hemp rope, 43 x 30 x 26” (109 x 76 x 66 cm)
Private collection

Pages 46-47:

Heads. 1973-75

Burlap and hemp rope, sixteen pieces, each one from 33 x 20 x 26”
(84x 51 x 66 cm) to 39'-x 30 x 28” (100 x 76 x 71 cm)
Collection of the artist, Courtesy Marlborough Gallery, New York

Installation view, “Magdalena Abakanowicz: Retrospective
Exhibition,” Montreal Musée d’Art Contemporain, 1983

Page 48:
Head and Seated Figures, installation view, “Magdalena
Abakanowicz,” Zacheta Gallery, Warsaw, 1975

Page 50:
From the cycle Seated Figures. 1974

Page 51
From the cycle Seated Figures. 1974

Pages 52-53:

Seated Figures. 1974-79

Eighteen burlap and resin figures, each one approx. 41 x 20 x 26"
(104 x 51 x 66 cm); steel stands, each one 30 x 18 x 8%."

(76 x 46 x 22 cm)

Collection Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond
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Page 55:
Magdalena Abakanowicz working on a piece in the
Embryology cycle

Pages 56-57:

Landscapes I-1V. 1976

Burlap and resin, four pieces, each one approx. 55 x 22'/2"
(140 x 57 cm)

Collection Pierre Magnenat, Lausanne

Page 58:

Trunks. 1981

Wood, fifteen pieces, each one diameter 7" x 7°4'/4"
(18 cm x 224 cm)

Collection of the artist

Page 59:
Backs at the artist’s studio, 1980

Pages 60-61:

Backs. 1976-80

Burlap and resin, eighty pieces, each one approx.

25% x 21%s x 23°4” (65 x 55 x 60 cm)

Collection Museum of Modern Art, Pusan, South Korea

Backs on the bank of the Vistula River, Poland, 1981

Page 62:
From the cycle Backs. 1976-80

Page 63:
From the cycle Backs. 1976-80

Pages 64-65:
Backs, installation view, “Abakanowicz: ‘Alterations,
d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, 1982

"

Musée

Pages 66-67:
Backs, installation near Calgary, "Magdalena Abakanowicz,”
Glenbow Museum, Calgary, Canada, 1982

Page 68:

The Cage. 1981

Figure: burlap and resin, 28': x 234 x 27'4" (72 x 59 x 69 cm);
cage: wood, 5'5%" x 3'10” x 5’1" (167 x 117 x 155 cm)
Collection Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago

Pages 70-71:
From the cycle Embryology. 1978-81
Burlap, cotton gauze, hemp rope, nylon, and sisal
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1976

1977

1978

1979

1980

1981

1982

London. Whitechapel Art Gallery. “Magdalena Abakano-
wicz: Organic Structures and Human Forms.” Exhibition
catalogue.

Warsaw. Galeria Zacheta, C.B.W.A. “Magdalena Abakano-
wicz.” Exhibition catalogue.

Sydney, Art Gallery of New South Wales, and Melbourne,
National Gallery of Victoria. “Magdalena Abakanowicz:
Organic Structures and Soft Forms.” Exhibition catalogue.

Hevikodden, Norway. Sonja Henies og Niels Onstad Stif-
telser, Kunstsenter. “Magdalena Abakanowicz: Organiske
Strukturer/Organic Structures.” Exhibition catalogue.

Lausanne. Galerie Alice Pauli. “Magdalena Abakanowicz.”
Exhibition catalogue.

Malmo Konsthall, Sweden. “Abakanowicz: Organic Struc-
tures.” Exhibition catalogue.

Bydgoszcz, Poland. Salon Sztuki Wspdlczesnej, B.W.A.
“Magdalena Abakanowicz.” Exhibition catalogue.

£6dz, Poland. BW.A. “Magdalena Abakanowicz: Tkanina.”
Exhibition catalogue.

Lausanne. Galerie Alice Pauli. “Abakanowicz Retrospective.”
Exhibition catalogue.

Venice. La Biennale di Venezia, Polish Pavilion. “Biennale
di Venezia ‘80: Magdalena Abakanowicz, Polonia.” Exhi-
bition catalogue.

Lausanne. Galerie Alice Pauli. “Abakanowicz.” Exhibition
catalogue.

Calgary, Canada. Walter Phillips Gallery, The Banff Centre,
and Glenbow-Alberta Institute. “Magdalena Abakanowicz.”

Chicago. Museum of Contemporary Art. “Magdalena Aba-
kanowicz.” Traveled in the United States and Canada to
Musée d’Art Contemporain, Montreal; 1983: DeCordova
and Dana Museum and Park, Lincoln, Massachusets;
Visual Arts Center of Alaska, Anchorage; 1984: Portland
Art Museum, Oregon; Dallas Museum of Fine Arts, Texas;
Frederick S. Wight Art Gallery of the University of Califor-
nia and Claremont Graduate School Galleries, Los Angeles;
National Academy of Sciences, Washington D.C. Exhibi-
tion catalogue.
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1983

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

Paris. ARC, Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris.
“Abakanowicz: Altérations.” Exhibition catalogue.

Paris. Galerie Jeanne Bucher. “Magdalena Abakanowicz:
21 Dessins au Fusain.” Exhibition catalogue.

Lausanne. Galerie Alice Pauli. “Abakanowicz: Peintures, Des-
sins, Sculptures du Cycle Syndrome.” Exhibition catalogue.

Lausanne. Galerie Alice Pauli. “Abakanowicz: du cycle au
sujet de I'homme.” Exhibition catalogue.

New York. Xavier Fourcade Inc. “Magdalena Abakanowicz:
About Men—Sculpture 1974-1985.” Exhibition catalogue.

Lublin, Poland. Galeria Sztuki K.U.L. Lubelskiego. “Mag-
dalena Abakanowicz.” Exhibition catalogue.

Richmond. Virginia Museum of Fine Arts. “Magdalena
Abakanowicz.” Exhibition catalogue.

Washington, D.C. McIntosh/Drysdale Gallery. “Magdalena
Abakanowicz: Sculpture, Drawings, Prints.”

Gorzéw Wielkopolski, Poland. BW.A. “Abakanowicz.” Exhi-
bition catalogue.

Hiroshima. Muku Gallery. “Abakanowicz.”

Wasserburg, Germany. Rathaus und Galerie im Ganser-
haus. “Abakanowicz.” Exhibition catalogue.

Budapest. Palace of Exhibitions Mucsarnok. “Magdalena
Abakanowicz.” Exhibition catalogue.

Rennes, France. ARTS moins 7, Musée des Beaux-Arts.
“Les Sarcophages.” Exhibition catalogue.

St. Louis, Missouri. Laumeier Sculpture Park.
Scottsdale, Arizona. Riva Yarres Gallery.

Zurich. Turske and Turske. “Magdalena Abakanowicz:
Inkarnationen und War Games.” Exhibition catalogue.

Frankfurt am Main. Stidelsches Kunstinstitut und Stadti-
sche Galerie. “Magdalena Abakanowicz: Skulpturen 1967~

1989.” Exhibition catalogue.

New York. Marlborough Gallery. “Magdalena Abakanowicz:
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