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A Portrait of Artist Norma Minkowitz

or more than thirty years, Norma
Minkowitz’s innovative crocheted
. sculptures have surprised, frightened, and
dazzled the international art world. An
American Crafts Council Fellow, Norma has
received a National Endowment for the Arts
grant. Her work appears in a number of major
museums, including the Metropolitan Muse-
um of Art, the National Museum of Art
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(Smithsonian Institution), the Wadsworth Atheneum, and the
M. H. de Young Memorial Museum in San Francisco. How did she
get here? It all began with a circle.

As a little girl of seven or eight, Norma sat on the bed in a small
Bronx apartment and watched her mother make sweaters. At first,
Norma started by crocheting little circles from the scraps of yarn.
As she grew older, she tried to crochet around a doll. Norma remem-
bers, “I would crochet around the doll and I wouldn’t be able to
get it off because I would make it smaller where the neck was and



bigger where the shoulders were. That was probably the beginning
of my interest in three dimensional forms.”

Despite this early aptitude for crochet, Norma originally thought
she might be a book illustrator. “I was very taken by the Albrecht
Diirer, black-and-white, crosshatch type of pen-and-ink drawings,”
Norma says. She attended the High School of Music and Art in
New York and then went on to the Cooper Union Art School in
Manhattan. In the 1960s, she started exploring fiber again, gradu-
ally transforming decorative elements into more three-dimensional
forms. Her breakthrough moment came in 1983 when she cro-
cheted around a shoe. Removing the shoe, she discovered that she
had created a transparent form.

For ten years, Norma worked on her crochet sculptures while
also designing wearables for Julie Artisans’ Gallery on Madison
Avenue in New York. Last year, one of these wearables from 1985,
Formal Garden Coat was displayed at the Fashion and Anti-Fash-
ion exhibit at the Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco. The fine
threads used in the piece would become a hallmark of her later
work. The threads were a marked contrast to the thick, wooly yarns
popular with many crocheters at that time. The reasons for the thin

The wearables offered another hint of her future work. “Even
when [ did wearables,” Norma says, “I was very interested in the
human form.” A coat owned by the Metropolitan Museum of Art
has ninety-nine, one-inch nude females in the yoke. “It almost
looks like a frenzy of little bodies,” Norma says. She laughs,
recalling how she crocheted the nude dolls while traveling on an
airplane. “The stewardesses kept asking me, ‘What is that you’re
working on?”

While the decision to concentrate solely on sculpture was slow
in coming, the decision to crochet, rather than knit, was straight-
forward. Crochet is simply a better medium for sculpture. “Crochet
is more like sculpting in space,” Norma explains. “You can control
the form. When you knit, it’s weaker . . . it cannot be shellacked
in the same way.” Some of the backgrounds of her pieces are knit-
ted, taking advantage of this inherent flatness.

Norma uses a mix of ready-made and original forms in her work.
Anything that inspires her—rocking horses, branches, mannequins,
salad bowls, basketballs, a child’s chair—may become the basis for
a piece. Even an ordinary sink drain with its mesh circles has
inspired her. “You can actually fit a ] hook,” she notes. She may
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Opposite page: Dreamer’s Descent (67 x 39 x 8%"), fiber, wire, paint, 2004. From left to right: Child (12%x 10 x 7"), fiber, wire, paint,
2002; Ruskya Certza (21 x 15 % 6"), fiber, fabric, paint, resin, wire, 2002; Goodbye Goddess (51 x 96 x 9"), fiber, wire, resin, paint, 2003.

threads—slightly thicker than sewing thread—is partly tactile, part-
ly artistic. “I like the feel of it,” Norma says. “I think I just like the
fine because I like drawing so much.”

The comparison of sketching and crochet circles repeatedly in
Norma’s work. “When I do pen-and-ink drawings,” Norma explains,
“the nature of the repeated little crosshatch lines almost makes me
feel like I'm embroidering. Sometimes when I'm embroidering with
fiber, [ kind of feel like I'm drawing.” Norma often changes the fiber
as she works to mimic the pressure of pen and ink.

Art critics have also noticed the similarities between Norma’s
crochet sculptures and drawing. Kathleen Whitney writes in Norma
Minkowitz: Portfolio Collection that the thread and light wire Norma
uses “mimic the hesitations and irregularities of drawing, changes
in pressure and direction, erasures, missed areas, hatching and cross-
hatching.” While Norma still enjoys drawing, she does not sketch
her sculptures before or during the work. Occasionally, she’ll sketch
the finished piece.

use the form as is, cut it in half, modify it with papier-maché or
plaster, or create something entirely new. Many of her pieces use
one to three strands of fine thread, while others incorporate light
wire or even hog gut. “I cover something with hog gut,” Norma
explains, “and it conceals the object. But once it dries, it’s trans-
parent. Then in pen and ink I draw on top the under parts to show
through selectively.”

Her materials may be unusual, but her crochet hooks are quite
ordinary. Early on, she used a size 14 hook. Today, she does not favor
a particular size or type, though she still uses a ] hook that belonged
to her mother. She does, however, own more crochet hooks—prob-
ably hundreds, she admits—than the average crocheter.

Once a piece is finished, Norma coats it with epoxy, paint or
shellac. This not only protects and hardens the piece, but adds
another dimension to the work. The use of crochet makes the sculp-
tures look delicate, but they are actually quite sturdy. Lightweight
and transparent, her sculptures contradict the very definition of
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sculpture as an opaque and physically heavy object.

The many contrasts and contradictions in Norma’s work—fragili-
ty and strength, inside and outside, neatness and disorder—only
add to its appeal. Her inspiration in mythology, the human figure,
and nature fuse together in a unique way that blurs the lines
between subjects. I Am the Land, for example, appears simultane-
ously as a woman’s torso and a gently rolling mountain range. At
a basic level, her work questions the misconception that the craft
of crochet cannot be used to create works of art.

While she does mot admit to a favorite piece, one she especially
enjoyed creating was an autobiographical piece titled Ruskya Certza
(Russian Heart) . “It’s a heart, an anatomical heart that’s embroidered
in rich colors that I remember my mother and grandmother used to
wear,” she says. She used the same colors from the peasant blouses in
the heart, creating a lace collar. “It’s the relationship of myself to my
mother and grandmother through this heart.”

Norma also admits enjoying pieces that are a bit mysterious.
Sometimes the mystery may be traced to lighting or viewing angle.
Norma notes, “If the lighting is on the surface, you get this skin
with very intricate, linear elements, but if it’s from behind, you get
to see inside the piece, which is a different experience.”

Some of the mystery is simply inherent in the work. Her early
work like The Jealous Eye (1989) focused on questions of contain-
ment. “Is it a trap or a shelter?” Norma asks. Another piece, She
Inside of He, shows two hands resting on either side of a headless
neck. “The hands could be strangling the person or comforting the
person,” Norma explains. “I like the viewer to make the associa-
tion and think of their own story . . . a successful piece of artwork
challenges viewers to come up with their own concepts and own
thoughts.”

It is not only the finished product that is so captivating but the
process itself. “It’s almost like I'm repeating a cell over and over, and
each cell builds a part of a body, and it connects to the human
form, to the forms of nature,” Norma stated in a 2001 Smith-
sonian Institution interview. But unlike a cell, the crocheted
circle that initiates her sculptures is created by a human hand.
As any crocheter knows, despite identical stitches, each hand-
worked piece is unique. In addition, the repetitive nature of cro-
chet, while meditative, underscores the fleeting passage of time.

Now in her late sixties, Norma seems especially conscious of the
circle of life in both her artwork and personal life. Her latest work
with sequences reflects this awareness. Sequence 2002 examines the
life cycle of a flower from a pod to shriveled bloom, while Body to
Soul shows the human transition through life.

Below; Footprint (13% x 22 x 21"); Lower right: The
Rebirth of Venus (58 x 54 x 8"), fiber, resin, paint,
leather, 2004.
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Having taught her daughter and now one of her four grand-
children to crochet, Norma has begun passing along her love of
crochet sculpture to local children. She raves about their

imaginations as she describes the rocks, Styrofoam, and wire they

embedded into their pieces. When asked to name the three most
important qualities for young crocheters, she quickly responds:
“freedom, spontaneity, imagination.”

Those same three words also aptly describe her life. Norma
doesn’t have a set schedule, though she typically works every day
at her home in Westport, Connecticut. She moves freely from her
studio at the end of her house to the fitness club to chasing her
four-year-old grandson through the Maritime Center. She might
take a break mid-day to long-distance cycle with her friends and
then work until 11:30 p.m. on her artwork in the same room with
her husband as he reads or watches TV. When she travels, she
always takes her sketchbook with her.

Currently, Norma is working on several pieces, including a tex-
tured wall piece that she began in the 1970, a large ball covered
with upholstery tacks, and a third piece titled 2004 that reflects
9/11. In between preparation for three upcoming shows in New
York, Massachusetts, and Santa Fe, she laughs with her twelve-
year-old granddaughter over the fate of a crocheted doll’s eyes. It
seems especially fitting that an artist who has chosen crochet as
her medium entwines her life and artwork together so closely.
Through everything, Norma Minkowitz continues to create and
innovate, one circle, one cell, at a time.

MICHELLE MACH is a freelance writer in Colorado. She sold her first
poem at thirteen, but didn't learn to crochet until her thirties.




