The multiple layers of the sea

Shimmering, yet dim surfaces. Indeterminable colours looking violet at one moment and turquoise the next. Undulating shapes alternatively opening and closing. Ingrid Larssen’s textile works seduce on an immediate level. But beneath the beautiful surface one finds references to stories of art as well as stories of the sea.

Ingrid Larssen is educated as a jewellery artist from Gerrit Rietveld Academy in Amsterdam and Statens Håndverks- og kunstindustriskole in Oslo. Being a jewellery artist she is less material-based than many arts and crafts designers. While a ceramist usually sticks to clay, jewellery artists generally have numerous possibilities when it comes to choice of materal. Nevertheless, Larssen has worked exclusively with textiles during the last few years. She started with neck collars in the smocking technique, and has used this traditional technique in ways that refract from its starting-point. Her objects are not meant to be used. 


Since Larssen has moved in the direction of textile art, she has also entered a material-based discipline with strong traditions. Textile is traditionally tied to the female domain, and for this reason, the materials have also been used by feminist artists for decades. In the 1970s artists like Miriam Schapiro and Jouyce Kozloff used textile in combination with acrylics as critique of male-dominated abstract painting, and as a way of including traditional “women’s chores” in art.[i] The way Ingrid Larssen makes use of the material refers to the concept of sculpture rather than to gender issues, but even here such a discussion will take place, a discussion that turns our concept of sculpture, as well as arts and crafts, on its head.

Since the 16th century, when art and craftsmanship separated, what has later been named “arts and crafts” has remained at the bottom of the hierarchy. Art became an intellectual activity while the crafts professions were manual labour, receiving low status. The “problem” of arts and crafts today is linked to its functionality. Arts and crafts have been closely tied to applied art, the attitude today may be summed up as: “applied art minus 'applied' makes art.” Consequently some have wanted to separate arts and crafts from its utility function.[ii] Others see the utility function as a specific characteristic of the arts and crafts tradition. One may argue that it's better to keep the characteristics of arts and crafts, rather than approach the rules of fine art and end up in a limbo.[iii] Arts and crafts at its best will always take it’s own tradition into consideration, whatever that implies of materials, handicraft and association to daily life and utility function. In the case of Larssen, her objects do exactly this in spite of the fact that they are removed from their utility function.

Smocking as a tradition

Smocking is rarely used in the world of art. It is associated with frock decorations of the 1970s, but the technique is much older. It origins are English, probably as early as the 13th century. At that time smocking was used to make linen shirts that were tight and flexible at the same time. Perfect in an age before the elastic band and elastic fabrics. Other embroidery techniques were often used as decoration and an indication of status and wealth, while smocking originates from working clothes, as the shirts were mostly worn by farmers. The shirts kept the wearer warm while giving freedom of movement for farm labour.

With the mechanisation of agriculture these shirts became impractical, as they could get stuck in the machinery. Smocking gradually disappeared from rural working life. By and by it reappeared in different arenas, this time in women’s and girls’ clothing. It spread simultaneously to other parts of Europe and to America, Australia New Zealand and South-Africa. By the beginning of the 20th century the world of fashion had opened its eyes for smocking.[iv]
The smocking technique demands thin, tightly woven fabrics – and great quantities of it: The textile is stitched in a way that makes the final result three times smaller than the original fabric. The technique is also extremely time-consuming. Dots are first made at even intervals on the back of the fabric, and then stitched with an embroidery-needle. The technique has several variations. The so-called Honeycomb stitch has a medium density between the stitches, and is the variety that Ingrid Larssen employs. [v]
The plastic potential of smocking

With its rich history and tradition, smocking is associated with everyday life. As with arts and crafts in general, it is closely linked to materiality, physical labour and use. Larssen's use of smocking may be said to accentuate what many see as negative connotations to arts and crafts. But parallel to the technique's low status connotations, its unique plastic characteristics appear. By freeing smocking from its utility function, it is not robbed it of its tradition, which is latently there in any case. The smocking is shown in autonomous objects, not as a part of jewellery or a dress, and its unique abstract three-dimensional aspect becomes more distinct.

The folds resulting from the pleating and stitching together of the dots, consist of hollow space and waves, experienced differently according to the way the form is stretched, reversed and twisted. The seam has two surfaces: front and reverse. The front surface has diagonal squares, while the reverse resembles waves. To Larssen the two surfaces are equally interesting. The front surface opens up, the reverse is more closed, like the top of caves. The size of the shapes and the hollow spaces depends on how far the seam is pulled in different directions. The accordion-like surface makes the material extremely flexible, making it possible to form the object into a great variaty of shapes. Some are short – shaped like little balls – with squares that open up completely. Other shapes are longer and slimmer, making the result appear like vertical stripes.

Sculpture versus arts and crafts

The exploration of the material and its plastic potential makes the object approach abstract sculpture. At the same time, Larssen’s textile sculptures refract from what we normally associate with traditional sculpture. The works are small, light, soft, transparent and apparently fragile. Traditional sculptures are often large, heavy and hard works of art from materials like stone or metal. With certain modernistic sculptors like Brancusi at the beginning of the 20th century the sculptures became smaller and more like objects than monuments. But the hard and durable materials like marble and bronze were still prevailing. Even with the minimalist sculpture of the 1960s, seen by many as a break with the sculpture tradition, the hard material prevailed.

With the advent of minimalism, another aspect appeared, also central in Larsson’s objects. The minimalist sculpture told no stories and referred to nothing but itself, but wooed the spectators by its physical presence. A presence existing in the same time and space as the viewer. The onlooker's role became important, as the work of art was experienced differently according to where one was standing. Our gaze and placement in the room became a crucial factor for the essence of the artwork. In minimalistic sculpture the object often changes lustre, colour, and shape according to where one is in proportion to the object in question. The same may be said of Ingrid Larssen’s objects. The silk organza changes colour depending on from where one is looking at it. Hollow spaces and bumps change character as we walk. We are requested to walk around the object, to look at it from different angles, to apply our senses for a full experience of the objects’ and the smocking’s three-dimensionality. 
While textile art has been tied to the domain of women, sculpture has been associated with the masculine sculpting tradition; a discipline which entails hard physical labour. Farm labour, however, carried out by farmers using smocked shirts in the 13th century, is at the bottom of the hierarchy. The combination of abstract shapes and concrete references in the smocking technique, contributes to questions regarding what is considered important labour and what is considered unimportant labour, whether one is talking about men or women.

Abstractions rich in associations

We can see Larssen’s works as an abstract exploration with connotations to smocking and textile traditions, and as a criticism of male dominated sculpture tradition. We can also see them as a tribute to the sea. Inspiration for the works is collected from the artist’s own experience of nature in her native Vesterålen in the North of Norway. In particular, life beneath the sea surface has given her ideas to shapes, colours, and substances. Some shapes remind us of jellyfish with long tentacles, others are shaped like sea anemones or sea cucumbers resting at the bottom of the ocean. In her latest works Larssen has placed light sources inside the textile objects. This gives a similar effect as certain submarine phenomena. Noctilucales, for instance, consist of monocellular organisms with bioluminescense, a phenomenon resulting from chemical energy being transformed into energy of light. Noctilucales are often experienced as shooting stars or submarine gleams of light, probably the origin of many tales before science revealed what caused the phenomenon. This magic is reconstructed in Larsson’s illuminated objects. The titles refer directly to the organisms she is inspired by: Flagellata, Discoidea, Discomeduse, Ctenophorae, Bryozoa. In spite of this the objects do not become illustrative. They are as abstract and mysterious as submarine life; a domain nearly as unknown to us as is outer space.
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