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INTHESTUDIO

CAN’T EKE HUMANENESS OUTof something that’s
notmade by the hand,” says Ursula von Rydingsvard,
sittinginalarge,openroomonthesecond floor of
her Bushwick, Brooklyn, studio, where she’s
surrounded by woven textiles, a patchwork quilt,
carved wood bowls, masks,and fabricscraps. “Ijust
can’treally communicate without the relationship
between the hand and the material,” sheadds. At
firstit’shard to connectthe humble scale suggested
by handcraftand thelarge-scale works for which
thisartistisknown. At the time of our meeting, the
72-year-old artisthad justopened an exhibition at the Yorkshire
Sculpture Park in Wakefield, England; was working on a commission
foraKrueck+Sexton-designed federal building in Miramar,
Florida; was finishing a work destined for Frieze London’s Sculpture
Park;and was preparing for a solo show at Galerie Lelongin New
York, which opens October 23 and runs through December 13.

Standingamonghersculpturesin the cavernous rooms of the
studio’s ground floor where they come into being, one senses
theintimacy that von Rydingsvard speaks of, the delicacy and
detail. What’sastounding is that this visceral experience of
communionisinspired by works thatcan tower ashigh as 20 feet.
“Thisisababy one,” saystheartist, referring to one of her cedar
“bowls.” It’saboutaverage human height, roughly fiveand a
halffeet. Therearealso “combs,” “shovels,” and “plates,” descriptors
thatvon Rydingsvard uses when referring to the basic shapes
many of her works have taken on, at 5o times the typicalsize.

Theinner workings of the studio leave oneinawe. Butit’snot
onlythescale of von Rydingsvard’s works that overwhelms;it’salso
the timeandeffortthatgointo making them. Each oneisa
monumenttolabor. Itallstarts with cedar. Even the few sculptures
thatarecastinadifferent material begin life as full-size wood
models. Four-by-four cedar beamsare stacked into a rough form
before being cut with a circular saw to create the notched and
cratered surfaces for which the artisthas become known. After that:
total deconstruction.

“Everythingis meticulously marked with numbers,” she
explains, “to keep track of every single piece. After we takeitapart,
westackitagain from the bottomup.” So begins the gluing process,
towhichanentireroomisdedicated. “We do onelayer of beamsa day
becauseittakesabout 15 hoursforthegluetodry.” Eachseamis
completely sealed with glue runningthelength of the joins. “Then we
goovereveryseam witha chisel” toremove the excess. After this,
she works graphite powder into the wood, creating a unique patina.
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“This was my 6oth birthday present from my husband,”
she says, pointing to the forklift given to her by neuroscientist
and Nobel Prize winner Paul Greengard. After 12 years
of useit’salittle dinged around the edges, with an open wad of
exposed foam for the seat. “Itgot pretty worn,” she deadpans.
Earlyinhereighth decade, the sculptorstill spends atleast
five daysaweek cutting, gluing, chiseling,and hauling lumber
fromroomtoroom,aided byateamof assistants,inaspace
previously used to manufacture caskets, off one of Brooklyn’s
mostsought-after L-train stops.

A wave of gentrification has followed the urban pioneer
fromstudio to studio in New York. Before moving her oper-
ation to Bushwick, von Rydingsvard shared two floors of
abuilding on Williamsburg’s North Fifth Street with fellow

“'WAS ALWAYS ATTRACTED TO LARGE SCALE.
| HAVE THIS URGE TO SURROUND THE BODY. "

Above, fromleft: Ocean
Voices, 2011-12,
incedarandgraphite,
stretchesnearly 1512
feetlong; other worksof
cedarandgraphite
occupythestudio’s
sculpturearea.Atright,
fiberpiecesaremade
inasecond-floorstudio.

artist Judy Pfaff, whom she met while working at the Yale
Schoolof Artintheearly 1980s. Before that, she worked
outof herapartmenton Spring Streetin SoHo, where she lived
asasingle mother after earningan MFA from Columbia
Universityin 1975.

Von Rydingsvard affectionately recalls the galleries
thatshowed her work, and the people and organizations that
supported herearlyin hercareer. “In 1979 Imade Saint
Martin’s Dream,acommission sponsored by the nonprofit
Creative Time, on thelandfill where Battery Park City isnow.”
Back then, itwasallsand. The 260-foot-long work comprised
aseriesof winged cedar trunksthatcrawledupand down
the dunein the shape of acrescentmoon. The piece stood inthe
shadow of the World Trade Center’s twin towers. The artist
remembers being paid $350 for the entire work—including
installationand materials—and was “in absolute heaven.”

By 1988, von Rydingsvard wasstill without gallery repre-
sentation, often having tositon herartideas, allowing themto
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Pierwsza,2013-14,
above,reachesmore
than20feetinitscurrent
settingat Yorkshire
SculpturePark.

Below, theartiststands
onscaffoldinginher
studiotocutandfit
4-by-4-footcedar
beamstogethertoform
thesculptures.Once
theshapeisdetermined
theyaredisassembled
andgluedtogether.
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“simmer and gestate” while waiting for the momentshe could
find the money torealize them. A solo show atthe now-defunct
Exit Artgallery proved to be the turning point. Fromthe
works presented, the Metropolitan Museum of Art bought
Untitled (Seven Mountains), 1986—88, the first work she
had ever marked with graphite, and the Brooklyn Museum
purchased Umarles (You Wentand Died), 1987-88.
“Shestarted to build a network of collectors after the Exit
Artshow,and had done one or two commissions at thattime,”
recalls Mary Sabbatino, vice president of Galerie Lelong.

Theartistjoined Lelongin 1992, on the heels of
her 10-yearretrospective at Storm King Art Center
in Mountainville, New York. “Since then her
collector base,almostevenly made up of museums,
foundations, and private individuals, hasseen
consistently strong growth,” Sabbatino continues.
“We’ve been climbing steadily over the yearsto
reachthecurrentlevel of interestthatanartistof her
intensity and prolificacy deserves.” The gallery now
receives somany inquiries aboutexhibitionsand
commissions that many must be turned down.
Sabbatinocreditstheincreasein collector activity to
“aninterestin her distinctive aestheticand voice
andthegrowth in the market for outdoorsculpture.”
Von Rydingsvard was born Ursula Karoliszyn
to Polish and Ukrainian parentsin Deensen,
Germany. Before she was 10, shelived in nine
differentdisplaced-persons campsalong with
her parents and six siblings before the family
immigrated to the United States in December
1950, settlingin Plainfield, Connecticut.
Sheis hesitant to tie too much autobiography
to her work, simply acknowledging that, thanks
toachildhood spent overcoming considerable
obstacles, she’snotafraid to tackle mammoth
undertakings, ones that would seem to others too
large, their successtooimprobable.
“Iwasattracted tolarge scale from the very
beginning,” she notes. For her MFA show, when money to buy
materials washard to come by, she managed to forage clay
and rusted pipes froma furnace thathad been trashed and
constructed awork covering the better partofagallery floor.
Building on thisimpulse for grandiosity, she began moving
upward. “I’vealwayshad thisurge to surround the body.
Thereissomething psychological that happens whenyouare
surrounded that’s different fromjustlookingatsomething
atadistance,” shesays. “That’snotto say experience can’t be
moving, butIfeel youcangrip psychologicallyinamore
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intense way when you’re surrounded, althoughIdon’t
necessarily know where these urges come from.”

Clearly, von Rydingsvard follows her instincts. For

84 workslarge or small, there are no preconceived notions. She

starts from the ground and builds up. Although she may
havea picturein her mind, she admitsitusually changes by
the time the piece is completed. “Itjustgrows,” shesays.
Theexplanationissimilarto how she talks about the shiftsin
her style and practice over the years. Of the “lacework”—
her term for the delicate holesand circular hollows that have
started toappear very recently—she says, “Idon’treally
know quite where they came from....Itjusthappened.”

There are numerous scraps of laceamong the artist’s
textile collection in the studio,and even more at her country
homein New Paltz, New York. Most were acquired while

Fromtop:Thecedar
andgraphitework
Unraveling,2007,isa
permanentsight
attheCrystalBridges
MuseumofArtin
Bentonville, Arkansas;
theartistexperiments
withornamentation
shecallslaceby
wrappingplasteline
clayaroundrocksfound
outsidethestudio;
andnewfiberworks
thatwillbeseeninthis
month’sshow at Galerie
LelonginNew York.

her mother wasill, during the time she spenttraveling to
Plainfield tovisit. Tolighten the difficult trip, von Rydingsvard
would often stop to seea woman in the same town who

sold lace on Saturdays. Butit was many years later that the
circular patternsstarted toappearin the artist’s work,
andshecallsitadiscovery.

Anumber of worksin the Galerie Lelong exhibitionreveal
thischangein texture and pattern, including the centerpiece: a
nine-foot-high work in bronzetitled Bent Lace.So,too,does
anolderwork thatwasleftunfinished for five or sixyears, a
series of five platelike formsjoined inacircle. The “lace” on
this piece was recently added. Gouged out witha hammer and
chisel, the designis more like fingerprints, not the way they
look inked on paper, butrather clawed through wetsand over
and over. The Lelong show willinclude this piece, along witha
number of worksincedaranda group of works on paper.

One of the firstworks with lace ornamentation to be publicly
exhibited, Bronze Bowlwith Lace, 2014,isastandoutinthe
Yorkshireexhibition. Atnight, lights mounted inside and
below this 20-foot-high gentle giantilluminate the lacework
atthetop. Ittook some nine shipping containers to transport
about 5oworksto England by sea. “She had one container
allto herself,” von Rydingsvard says, referring to the piece.

Although she had created only two previous worksin
bronze over the pastthree decades, viewers will see more in
the coming months.

(She castsattherenowned
Walla WallaFoundryin
the state of Washington.)
Inadditiontothe piece
onviewat Lelong, the
work destined for Frieze
London’s Sculpture Parkis
also of the material. Of
course hernotable bronze
Omna,2013,unveiledonly
lastyear, greets visitors
tothe Barclays Centerand
the Atlantic Avenue
subway stop in downtown
Brooklyn. Atthe official
openingofthearena, von
Rydingsvardrecalls,aguard
oftenstationed at the center’s
maindoorsremarkedtothe
artist, “I’veseenalot of thissort
of stuff, butI’ve never seen
anythingthat gets people to make
outlike they doaround this.”

Peoplelike to muse on the effect
thatvon Rydingsvard’s work has
onitsviewers—their reverence,
awe,and apparently amorous
leaningsin the face of enveloping
scale, tactility,and sensual form.
VonRydingsvard hassome
ideasaboutit, butshe prefersnot
tooveranalyze. Of Ona’seffecton
passersby, she simply says, “I
think that’sa pretty good result.” B
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