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Musings at Midcareer

by Kathleen McCann

hree established artists

discuss the development

of their work, specific
difficulties they have encountered,
and how they achieve a balance
between their professional and
personal lives at midcareer. Since
all three are teachers, they also
were asked to comment on the
challenges facing a new generation
of artists. Interviewed were Louis
Knauss whose off-loom fiber
structures slowly and meticulously
evolve from a knotted base, and
Janet Leszczynski, whose recent works
are a significant departure from her
familiar small, densely embroidered
designs. The third artist, Carmen
Grier, is best known for her produc-
tion work, which includes rag rugs
and elegant scarves.

In the Pennsylvania farming community
where Lewis Knauss was raised, the stripes of
corn and wheat stretching across the land-
scape before harvest and the Indian burial
ground at the foot of the mountains where his
family lived inspired his art for many years.
Then, from the mid-1980s to the early 1990s,
landscape faded from Knauss' work, reflecting
a time of economic pressures and demands
from commissions and teaching. In 1992, an
offer from a former student to use her
Colorado studio during the summer and an
invitation to teach at Anderson Ranch led to a
reminder of what Knauss had lost, a sense of
connection. Now, at 48, landscape is back in
his work and Knauss says he feels he is only
beginning to explore the ideas he touched on
many years ago.

30 FIBERARTS

Traditional weaving holds little interest for
Knauss. His preference is for knotting, twining,
and twisting yarns, threads, and reeds. “I love
the processes that I work with,” he says. “I lose
myself in them. The knotting is meditative. It's
about physically putting things together and
solving problems and not having technology
between me and what I am creating.” In the
early 1980s, influenced by trips to Israel and
Egypt, Knauss began adding paint, often in
bright colors, to the surfaces of his materials.
More recently, the colors are neutral, minimal.
“I'm interested in creating an impression of
landscapes as meditative spaces, quiet pieces
that give a sense of time and place. [ would like
to do more fragile pieces and smaller pieces. I
would like some to be peaceful and calm, and
others more agitated.”



“l think students
should understand
that there are good
and bad times.
I don't know any-
one totally commit-
ted to their work
who is not in this
predicament...what
I never realized is
that maybe art
making really is a
way of coping.”
—Louis Knauss

Opposite:

Lewis Knauss'
Meditations on the
Landscape #6, 1995;
liner, paper, shells;
woven, knotted, collage;
10 by 7 by 3 inches.
Photo: Annie Somerville.

Above: Photo of Lewis
Knauss by E. Brady
Robinson.

Right: Meditations on the
Landscape #1, 1995,
linen, plant stakes,
beads, paint; woven,
knotted;

10 by 7 by 2 inches.

Far right: Meditations on
the Landscape #5,
1995; linen, cane,
paper; woven, knotted,
collage; 15 by 12by 6
inches. Photos: Annie
Somerville.
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Knauss became involved with commis-
sioned work in the 1980s. Sometimes it is
tremendously rewarding, he says. Often it
becomes a design project between architect,
client, and agent. “You're solving a problem for
a purpose. But I think that’s fine. 1 just see
commissions has having another job, and at
the end of all the changes there's always a
check.” What bothers him most about com-
missions is that “nothing moves on. Very often
they are based on something that people have
seen, not on what you are thinking about
doing in the future. You're revisiting things.”

Financially, Knauss has always struggled to
earn a living. Last year he taught textiles at two
Philadelphia colleges, leaving little time for his
art. His income varies wildly from year to year,
only rarely has it been derived entirely from
his art. “But then I never expected it to be any

other way,” he says. “I don't know that there is
enough of a market for what I do to make me
totally self-sufficient. Sometimes, in a year, ['ve
had six or eight jobs. I've had a house-sitting
business. It's a constant struggle putting things
together to make ends meet. I've always been
precariously financed and I've always man-
aged. I've survived this far, unexplainably, and
['ve not had too bad a life.

“I think students should understand that
there are good and bad times. I don't know
anyone totally committed to their work who is
not in this predicament. False impressions
were given during the 1980s. It was an unnatu-
ral time. The arts became a status symbol and
many people, myself included, were financed
by that corporate buying frenzy. That time is
over, and [ think it was a fluke. Art school
enrollments have gotten enormous relative to
what they used to be. Giving art students the
impression that they are going to make a living
if their resumés are well written, their slides
well taken, and they are out there on the street,
Is unrealistic.”

Students should also understand, Knauss
says, their their dependence on computers is
creating a two-dimensional barrier between
then and the rest of the world. "I see my stu-
dents losing the ability to communicate.
There's a screen and a program, and they never
have to be sympathetic to someone else’s con-
dition. To a large extent students are very
happy looking at slides and CD-ROMS rather
than original art. When you look at the actual
object, you almost see, by the thickness of the
paint and so on, the moment when it was
being made. It's important to see the details
and know that those details came about
because someone cared.”

At Anderson Ranch, Knauss has found a dif-
ferent kind of students, adults who find art is
helpful to them in dealing with the issues in
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their lives. The shared experiences between
students and teacher have been mutually
rewarding. Many of the students, Knauss says,
believed they were incapable of creating any-
thing expressive because, at some point in
their lives, an art teacher said they had done
something wrong. “There is no ‘wrong’ in the
arts,” he says. “I was always fascinated by non-
Western cultures where art is part of everyday
life. But what I had never realized is that
maybe art making really is a way of coping.”
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