
©2020 Surface Design Association, Inc. All rights reserved.
Reproduction without permission is strictly prohibited.

54  /  SURFACE DESIGN JOURNAL

IN REVIEW

Reviewed by Jessica Hemmings

Weaving beyond  
the Bauhaus
The Art Institute of Chicago
August 3, 2019–February 17, 2020
Chicago, Illinois, US  |  artic.edu

To mark the 100th anniversary of the launch of the German 
art and design school the Bauhaus, The Art Institute of 
Chicago looked to its immediate community and collection. 
This exhibition charts both the friendships and professional 

connections of textile designers and artists connected in 
various ways to the city: Leonore Tawney, Claire Zeisler, and 
Angelo Testa studied at the Illinois Institute of Technology’s 
Institute of Design (first called the New Bauhaus) with weaver 
Marli Ehrman; Else Regensteiner led the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago’s weaving department from 1945 to 1971; 
Art Institute Curator Katharine Kuh exhibited textiles in the 
commercial gallery she launched in 1935.

Despite the seeming intimacy and influence of these 
connections, Weaving beyond the Bauhaus is a strangely 
sanitized exhibition. There is no mention of the fact that 
the women in the Bauhaus weave workshop were not 
there by choice or that Anni Albers’ visa to enter the US was 
based on a patent of an acoustic weaving she created as a 
Bauhaus student—a textile that quite literally saved her life. 
Alternatively, the introductory wall text explains “the closure 

All images: Weaving beyond the Bauhaus (installations) 2019. Images 
courtesy of the Art Institute of Chicago. 
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of the Bauhaus in 1933 due to decreasing enrollment and the 
hostility of the Nazi government”—a curious statement which 
suggests a simple failure in recruitment targets. 

The good news is the exhibition brings together approximately 
50 significant examples of textile art and design. Seeing 
textiles firsthand is always a lesson in relearning. Sheila 
Hicks’ stunning blood red tufted rug (circa 1965) is larger 
than I had thought; Lenore Tawney’s The Bride Has Entered 
constantly changes depending on the viewer’s distance from 
the piece; Claire Zeisler’s Free Standing Yellow seems to relish 
its prominent placement. While the drama of the exhibition’s 
later sculptural work tolerates a variety of viewing distances, 
the exhibition’s earliest work suffers from deep floor plinths 
which keep the work safe, but also make the structures of the 
woven textiles impossible to see.

Brief quotes drawn from various artists’ voices take the place 
of lengthy wall texts. While reading less and looking more is 
an admirable display decision, the brevity of many of these 
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comments suggests Twitter fodder more than gems of insight. 
Elsewhere, small factual mistakes mar communication. 
For example, experimental materials such as cellophane 
and rayon, which Bauhaus weavers explored, are not “new 
synthetics” as the wall text states. Both are indeed (hu)man 
made, but derived from regenerated cellulose. Individually, 
the above concerns read as petty, I know. But this exhibition’s 
creators had their work cut out for them from the start. It is 
difficult to feel convinced of the importance afforded textiles 
when you pass through some of the stunning exhibition spaces 
at the Art Institute and then move down to the basement 
designated for textiles. Fighting from this rather unappealing 
corner, oversights are costly. 

—Jessica Hemmings is Professor of Craft and Vice-Prefekt of 
Research at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden and the 
2020-21 Rita Bolland Fellow at the Centre for Material Culture, 
the Netherlands.




