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The real thing about being an artist is [�] the ongoing desire to make something that that tries to explain 
what it is we have here on earth now. Nobody ever writes about process but the whole thing is process. 
Everything is the process. Everybody talks about everybody�s masterpieces, but that is not the art [�]. The 
thing that is important is the practice. The product is what�s left over, what someone needed at a certain time. 
The whole thing is living the life and what you make of it day by day.1 (Maren Hassinger, 2024)

Floorwork and handwork share a mutual humility. Within the framework of 
western art history, the �oor has been associated with the lowness of the daily and 
the mundane as well as the body at its basest � matter, dirt, dust. Similarly, in the 
1970s, too much �hand� signalled the realm of skill and dexterity � often read as 
feminine � at the expense of the mind and its intellectual pursuits: the drudgery 
of sweeping that dirt away, so to speak. As art historian and curator Elissa Auther 
has articulated, the issues of �technique�, mastery, and physical �nish became 
increasingly aligned with the pursuits of the amateur, the Sunday painter, and the 
housewife alike.2

This idea was taken up quite literally in the 1960s and 1970s, with artists using 
that af�nity as licence to assert a thorough resistance to modernist aspirations 
towards transcendence. Artists such as Carl Andre con�rmed that resistance through 
an ostensible allegiance to blue-collar standards of value both in his choice of 
industrial materials and bricklayer-esque working practices. In this sense, within the 
framework of minimalism and post-minimalism, the use of the �oor as a support 
for sculpture was validated by a withdrawal of the hand so that the artwork could 
consort unfettered with the rhetoric and materialism of industry. To declare an 
alliance with the �oor required a break with those art-historical associations that 
align hand and body; this served as a safeguard against the possibility that the �oor 
would be seen to share too many of the hand�s hallmarks. Their af�nity could be 
acknowledged but had to be kept in check through an ostensibly greater allegiance to 
forms of conceptualism and the mind.

This complementarity of �oor and hand was exacerbated � nearly to the point 
of no return � should any form of �bre be involved in the work.3 Fibre was always 
already aligned with both the dexterous work of the hand and the mundanity of 
the everyday. Its natural af�nity with the body results from its primary function to 
clothe, and its principally woven forms readily prompt associations with the rote 
gestures of technique and skill that appeared to preclude thought. This is likely why 
(with few exceptions) �bre artists in the 1950s and 1960s rarely placed their work 

Detail of Maren Hassinger in 
her studio with, On Dangerous 
Ground, April 1981 (plate 2).
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directly on the �oor, choosing to employ low plinths if the sculpture did not hang 
(plate 1). Additionally, predominant �bre artists such as Lenore Tawney, Claire Zeisler, 
and Magdalena Abakanowicz found inventive ways to construct �bre architecturally 
so that it could assert forms of mass, volume, and verticality.

In contrast, beginning in the mid-1960s and within the realm of sculpture proper 
(still cordoned off from �bre art), such associations between �oor and hand increasingly 
fuelled a terrain of exploration that artists working with hybrid materials, including �bre, 
would actively exploit.4 Some used the �oor � at times in conjunction with handwork 
� to expressly challenge and provoke on the basis of these shared associations. The most 
well-known case is found in the work of Eva Hesse, whose �ippant, brash sculptures 
inject certain minimalist tenets with a craft paradigm that doubles down on the mutual 
humility that dogs �oor and hand. Other artists such as Claire Falkenstein, Barry 
Flanagan, Barry LeVa, and Alan Saret also leveraged these associations.

This essay examines another such case, namely the work of US artist Maren 
Hassinger, who saw the potential to which artists such as Hesse pointed and chose to 
combine the use of craft and �bre techniques with the dialects of minimalism and 
post-minimalism in ways that engage with the cultural, social, and political character 
of the stakes that are presented (at least partly) by the �oor. In her work, which mimics 
the look of �bre but is rendered in various forms of steel cable, Hassinger threads 
the needle that had �rmly demarcated the boundary between �bre art and sculpture 
(plate 2). As a Los Angeles Times critic asserted in a 1979 review, �To Maren Hassinger, steel 

1  Installation view of the 
exhibition Wall Hangings, 
Museum of Modern Art, 
New York, 25 February�4 May 
1969. Photo: MoMA/Scala/Art 
Resource.
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2  Maren Hassinger in her 
studio with On Dangerous 
Ground, April 1981. Photo: 
Museum Associates/LACMA, 
courtesy of Susan Inglett 
Gallery.

cable is �ber�.5 Hassinger�s substitution of metal for �bre thus draws the organicism 
implicit to �bre into dialogue with the cultural and architectural realms to which steel 
cable more �rmly belongs, while using the �oor as an anchor to the mundane.

The ensuing acts of substitution and entanglement of �bre and metal establish 
a conceptual position akin to minimalist and post-minimalist practices but expand 
the attendant frames of reference. Where process art and craft (both associated with 
�bre) are often aligned with insular, medium-based issues, Hassinger�s sculptures 
sustain such conversations while also directing the viewer�s focus outward to the 
larger contexts of the natural world and urban environment. By visually uniting 
the new, �undomesticated� ethos of �bre with contemporary sculptural frameworks 
� including post-minimalism and the post-Watts assemblage of her L.A. peers, as 
I discuss below � Hassinger�s methods and materials yield abstract sculptures and 
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installations that incongruously allude to the visual language of place that is, at once, 
natural and urban, in ways that feel suggestive but unresolved. The �oor/ground 
aids in this matrix, providing both a connection to context and a naturally humble 
support that refuses the high stakes that a more monumental form of sculpture might 
assert. In what follows, I establish substitution as an operative mode in Hassinger�s 
work and argue that it functions, in combination with hand, process, and place, to 
entangle the terms of nature and culture to generative ends.

Previous scholarship, most signi�cantly that of art historian Kellie Jones in her 
comprehensive study, South of Pico: African American Artists in Los Angeles in the 1960s and 
1970s, has underscored the signi�cance of �indeterminacy� in the practice, form, and 
materiality of Hassinger�s work. Jones connects this to �notions of fragmentation, 
multiplicity, and layering�, ideas that emerge from Hassinger�s engagement with 
dance, performance, and the residual subject that bodies form in the work.6 In 
what follows, I build on Jones�s ideas and expand on the crucial connections that 
Hassinger�s sculptures have to both Senga Nengudi and the assemblage scene 
emerging out of the practice and teaching of Noah Purifoy and other Californian 
artists of the 1960s. But this article shifts emphasis away from performance and dance 
and towards Hassinger�s sculpture to apply the analytic lenses of hand, substitution, 
and site to her work of the 1970s and early 1980s. Her early sculptures showcase the 
hand and its capacity to shape place through repeated acts of substitution; I examine 
how she moves from the studio �oor of post-minimalism towards new forms of 
sculptural interaction outdoors with place and landscape in ways that bind hand to 
earth, translating the �oor logic of post-minimalism into the public language of site.

Salvaged Substitutions
In 1971, Bernard Kester � ceramist, weaver, and founder of the Fibre Structures 
Department at University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) � curated an exhibition 
titled Deliberate Entanglements, which has since been understood as a touchstone for the 
development of fibre art in the United States. Bringing a number of artists from Europe 
to be viewed for the first time in the USA and placing them alongside US artists who had 
recently emerged as leaders of a new textile movement, the exhibition, as Kester wrote at 
the time, highlighted �the move towards architectural scale; the inventive use of weaving 
and non-woven techniques to create tall, aspiring forms; work that was deliberate, 
restrained and sure; works that stood firmly in space; and the structural order and poetic 
worth of the pieces�.7 A host of conferences, talks, and symposia across Los Angeles 
accompanied the exhibition and brought together a number of artists to speak alongside 
industry experts on such topics as new forms of synthetic fibre. The show received 
national press; Life magazine, for instance, ran a large photo spread featuring works by 
European and American artists including Neda Al-Hilali, Tadek Beutlich, Jagoda Buic·, 
Olga de Almaral, Françoise Grossen, Sheila Hicks, and Claire Zeisler. As with other 
characterisations of the exhibition, the emphasis in Life was on the shift in scale and the 
transformation that ensues based on a decided rejection of the �domestic� in favour of a 
tenor characterised as potentially threatening, among other things.8

Deliberate Entanglements took place while sculptor and performance artist Maren 
Hassinger was in the midst of coursework to receive her MFA in Fiber Structures from 
the UCLA department where Kester acted as her primary mentor and it shaped her 
approach to sculpture in fundamental ways. Shortly after �nishing an undergraduate 
degree in sculpture at Bennington College � a school at which she intended to 
pursue modern dance but was instead steered towards sculpture � Hassinger 
returned home to Los Angeles where she planned to continue to study sculpture. 
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3  Maren Hassinger, Untitled, 
1972/2020. Rope, dimensions 
variable. New York: Solomon 
R. Guggenheim Museum. 
' Maren Hassinger. Photo: 
Courtesy of the artist, the 
Guggenheim, and Susan 
Inglett Gallery.

Fresh from one path change, she was denied entry into the graduate programme 
in sculpture at UCLA. However, Kester, still in the early years of founding the �bre 
structures department, was looking for students and offered Hassinger a place. She 
joined the small programme, which she completed in 1973.

While there, Hassinger devised a way to explore those tenets aligned with the 
all-male sculpture department that most interested her while ful�lling her contractual 
obligations, so to speak, for a degree in �bre. First, she used actual �bre � industrial 
hemp rope, mostly � in ways that strongly echo the work in Deliberate Entanglements. This 
resulted in work that allowed Hassinger to explore the structural, even architectural 
capacities of �bre as in, for example, Untitled (plate 3). As indicated by the recent 
Guggenheim installation of the work in an exhibition alongside Richard Serra�s 
Belts (1966�1967), a poured �oor work by Lynda Benglis, and Tony Smith�s Wingbone 
(1962), Hassinger�s earliest uses of �bre engage more directly with the rhetoric of post-
minimalism than they do with that of �bre art, though they already exhibit a more 
explicit bite than either. Her Untitled employs found, industrial material � nautical rope 
salvaged from a shipyard � and cuts and organises it so as to amplify its materiality while 
using its heft and girth to infringe upon the space of the room. Untitled redistributes space 
and asks the viewer to navigate the sculpture based on its imposing scale. Like the �bre 
structures in Deliberate Entanglements, it addresses the viewer through the scale of the body 
and affords �bre an authority and autonomy that seem to deny any sense of its historical 
humility. Hung from the ceiling, it feels threatening; it alternates between an invitation 
to interact with it as a series of levers and a potential menace, as a kind of torture device of 
nooses. Placed on the �oor, it obstructs and commands attention as a barrier.

It was with Untitled along with other earlier forays into �bre structures that 
Hassinger began to underwrite process-based work with a conceptual framework. River 
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(plate 4) and Untitled (Rope) (plate 5) are two early examples. Using �bre salvaged from 
junkyards, Hassinger braided and wove massive, cast-off ropes into forms that suggest 
acts such as hauling and rigging. While at UCLA, in the wake of the generative years of 
assemblage as practiced by Noah Purifoy, John Outterbridge, and others, Hassinger and 
her cohort were encouraged to look for salvaged materials in junkyards and scrapyards 
across the city.9 Nautical rope was readily available in L.A. junkyards because it often 
needed to be replaced to guarantee the integrity of a ship�s hauling functions. Taking 
these compromised, loaded materials, which sustain the scale of industry, Hassinger 
effectively wove, knotted, and wrapped the sculptures using various approaches to 
�bre that relate to amateur off-loom techniques such as macramØ.

Upon her introduction to �bre in graduate school, Hassinger quickly developed 
an aversion to the loom and its associations, recently remarking in conversation that,

The loom was like carrying a weight on your back. It was awkward, too much 
to bear. I like doing stuff away from the loom. Some of these techniques are 
knotting, or macramØ. Sometimes macramØ sounds like an arts and crafts 
technique. But I�m not really interested in �craft� like �craft projects.� (Like 
lanyards�) I�m not interested in that. I�m actually interested in making 
things that have psychological signi�cance.10

Hassinger�s phrasing acknowledges the pervasive biases of the period. While the 
shift in scale that she performed aimed to upend the danger run by making allusions 

4  Maren Hassinger, River, 
1972/2011. Mixed-media 
installation with steel 
chains and rope, 
17.8�×�226.1�×�909.3�cm. New 
York: Studio Museum in 
Harlem. ' Maren Hassinger. 
Photo: Courtesy of the artist 
and Susan Inglett Gallery.
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5  Maren Hassinger, Untitled 
(Rope), 1972. Rope, 8�×�96�×�120 
inches. ' Maren Hassinger. 
San Francisco: Museum of 
Modern Art. Photo: Courtesy 
of the artist, SFMoMA, and 
Susan Inglett Gallery.

to the kinds of amateur craft projects associated with the lanyard, Untitled (Rope) 
explicitly operates by establishing a repetitive form that overtly features the macramØ 
knot. Yet despite its highlighted position, the knot here refuses to neatly concede 
to either a structural or decorative function. It introduces the language of culture 
and manufacture into the work and associates the sculpture with forms of amateur 
hobbywork that were popular at the time.

Hassinger�s materials often provocatively resist the straightforward analogies 
otherwise courted through her titles, partly by using the language of culture 
disruptively. This is one way in which she signals the �psychological� component of 
the process-based work. For example, River does not closely mimic a natural form; 
it establishes a direct allusion to water through the title but operates as a sort of 
braided work that weaves together rope and metal chain. The thirty-foot work enacts 
an environmental scale that initiates a dialogue with the �oor and the space of the 
room and the predominance of the metal introduces an interplay of surfaces and 
associations that are far-ranging � spanning from those connected with commerce 
and the river as a trade route to the language of the Middle Passage and the slave trade. 
Where Untitled (Rope) might raise cultural associations with amateur arts and have 
vaguely threatening references, the socio-historical associations that River raises are all 
the more explicit in their reference to capture and enslavement. The use of metal shifts 
the work�s tone and insinuates nature into the loaded history of passage, (re)producing 
it as altogether at odds with the romantic associations often attributed to water.
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After �nishing her MFA programme, Hassinger 
remained in L.A. and switched to metal as the 
predominant material in the fabrication of her woven 
structures. She jettisoned �bre almost altogether 
(for at least the next twenty years) to re-examine 
�oorwork. Experimentation and adaptation could 
be highlighted while scale and volume became 
boundless � priorities especially salient for 
Hassinger, who emphasises her investment in 
departing from the history of western sculptural 
practice in tangible ways. She associates her 
sculptural training with an East Coast ethic, and 
she saw the decision to discard welding equipment 
as an important turning point. In an unpublished 
interview with civil servant-turned-artist Arthur Van 
Rhyn (c. 1979), for instance, Hassinger elaborated 
on the narrow framework that she sought to escape. 
Clement Greenberg�s ideas, she explained, dominated 
the educational model within sculpture, and his 
thinking was construed as �following the course of 
modern art from Cubism�.� with �Post-Painterly 
Abstraction� as the end game. She understood 
Greenberg�s power as absolute, adding, �Anything 
abstract that did not conform to those rules laid 
down by David Smith and Anthony Caro and a few 
of the British sculptors at the time, was not valid 
work�.11 The Smith/Caro legacy was �rmly in place at 

Bennington College when Hassinger was there, though both had ceased to teach 
by the time she became a student.12

Returning to the West Coast provided Hassinger with a less �academic� vibe that 
was �freer� and fostered her own voice and position.13 There she was able to resume 
the practice of dance and participate in the experimental and interdisciplinary Studio 
Z group alongside Senga Nengudi, David Hammons, and others as she developed 
her sculptural practice.14 That loose coalition of artists sometimes shared studio 
space and experimented in ways that directly impacted one another�s work. The 
shifts Hassinger took in the 1970s are striking and fairly unique within sculptural 
practice at the time in that they foregrounded types of metal that had not often 
been used sculpturally such as found steel cable, which � like nautical rope � 
was conventionally used for different forms of hauling and lifting. In its entwined 
con�guration, the cable is at once straightforwardly industrial and impersonal and, 
at the same time, expressly � visually � connected to �bre and its more haptic 
associations. It also ostensibly resembles the rope with which Hassinger had been 
working but provides freedom to elicit volume and claim space from a position on 
the �oor. Moreover, it manifests process in ways that align with her post-minimalist 
contemporaries � a lineage she has mined and continued to pursue through 
variations over the last �fty years.

As I have suggested, metal cord and cable are materials that mimic �bre but 
have an overt tensile strength and a commercial grade. Hassinger �rst acquired 
some lengths of steel cable from the salvage yard on Alameda Street in Los 
Angeles. The cable, like the discarded nautical rope in Untitled and River, ostensibly 

6  Maren Hassinger, 
Interlock, 1972. Wire rope, 
213.4�×�152.4�×�15.3�cm. 
Chicago: Art Institute. ' Maren 
Hassinger. Photo: Courtesy 
of the Art Institute of Chicago 
and Susan Inglett Gallery.
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retains the mundane, workaday status of the realm from which it is sourced. That 
openness licences a freedom to play: sometimes �weaving�, sometimes fraying 
and unwinding. One apprehends these effects for example in Interlock (plate 6). 
As the work that initiated many of her techniques, Interlock is a wall relief that 
demonstrates the virtues of the new material while creating a form that feels at 
once natural and arti�cial. While making the work, Hassinger remarked, �I think 
the cable was �ghting me. I had to do the simplest thing. I bound end to end. 
Unwrapped (unplied) a few feet on each and did what came to me�weaving, 
plaiting, braiding, splicing. So, what happened was more of those. Just some 
kind of adaptation of all of them. This was the beginning of many pieces in the 
�woven� vein�.15

From afar, Interlock resembles tree branches and recalls sculptures such as Martin 
Puryear�s wood Ring series (for example, Noatak (1979)). But proximity reveals the 
metal surface and changes the work, initiating the language of substitution that 
becomes so central. In Interlock, what is on view seems like a substitute slated to 
ful�l a role once occupied by natural forms. The frayed edges � overtly formed by 
a physical hand wrenching and unravelling the tightly wrapped cord � entangle 
references to hair and branches with something more malevolent and fraught, and 
the title Interlock aptly conveys the sense of these competing associations and their 
inextricability in turn.

Nature/Culture, or the Afterlife of Remainders
Steel cable and rope had personal resonances due to the affinity Hassinger developed 
for fibre while at UCLA. In 1980, she recalled, �I knew about weaving and I knew 
about braiding, and I knew about binding and I knew about things that you do 
with soft materials, sewing and [things] like that�, so when she began working with 
metal cord and cable, �it seemed natural to put two ends together�.16 At the same 
time, nature � and specifically trees � was also always a significant subject for 
Hassinger, so much so that it has become a commonplace to acknowledge it as one of 
the primary subjects of her sculptures and installations.17 She began photographing 
bare branches as an undergraduate and thinking about their relationship to line not 
long after. By using the wire cable as an alternative to fibre, Hassinger re-envisions 
the language of nature in multiple ways. The pliancy of cable and cord offers the same 
potential for fluidity but, given its overt manufacture, it adds an immediate degree of 
distance from organicism. It is hard to read �nature� in the work without sensing an 
incongruent industrial coldness to the analogy.

What remains underexamined is what that distance is doing. Several important 
starting points have been offered. Art historian Maureen Megerian aptly remarks that 
nature serves as a more emotional than overtly eco-political vehicle for Hassinger. 
Indeed, Hassinger�s sculpture shares in an emotional poignancy that matches the 
rhetoric of her performances and her dance training. Curator and scholar LeRonn 
Brooks pushes Megerian�s reading to rightly posit that Hassinger�s work �speaks 
through nature�, even as it is �simultaneously strapped to culture�.18 It is the signi�cance 
of that entwinement, though, that is crucial and deserves further attention. While in 
the 1990s Hassinger would embrace the language of environmentalism, in the 1970s 
and 1980s her work articulated a more ambivalent position that does not resolve 
into an easy rhetoric of warning or the recollection of a lost Eden. Instead, it pushes 
the terms of ecology in ways that assert entangled, mutual dependencies. As I go 
on to suggest, the substitution�s unsettled impact on the landscape initiates a loaded 
exchange.
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8  Maren Hassinger, Twelve 
Trees #2, installed on 
Mulholland Drive at the San 
Diego Freeway (northbound), 
Los Angeles, 1979. Galvanised 
wire rope, 120�×�1,680�×�60 
inches. ' Maren Hassinger. 
Photo: Adam Avila, courtesy 
of Susan Inglett Gallery.

Purifoy. Where the use of �bre-like forms establishes 
that initial distance from New York welding, 
the employment of found metal licences a newly 
straightforward exploration of remains, remainders, 
and leftovers � junk art that used the residue of life, as 
historian Daniel Widener suggests that Noah Purifoy 
did, �as a means of fostering collective responsibility 
and communication� (plate 9).21 Using the very 
�inadequateness of the tools given�, as art historian 
Kellie Jones has written, artists such as Purifoy were 
able to transform �this notion of lack into something 
useful, aesthetic, and in the service of good�.22 It was 
most expressly Purifoy�s promotion and cultivation 
of assemblage that allowed it to act to �liberate 
the neighborhood from the tired and dominant 
frameworks imposed upon it�, allowing the everyday 
to represent something poetic and unseen.23

While this phenomenon began in relation to the 
remnants of urban life in the 1960s, it was curator 
Linda Goode Bryant along with art historian Marcia 
Phillips, who brought attention to the theoretical 
role that remainders play in reshaping abstraction. In 
the important 1978 catalogue and theoretical essay, 
Contextures, Goode Bryant and Phillips lay out a history 
of twentieth-century abstraction that �rst connects 
abstract expressionism to process and conceptual 
art by virtue of their shared insularity, citing its 
�marginal� relation to reality. In contrast, �contextures�, 

a related practice, initiates a bicoastal trajectory largely among artists of colour to 
work with remainders and found objects that principally assert their reality even in 
their abstraction, thereby enabling abstract, process-driven art to look outside itself. 
Whereas �a complete separation between the properties which de�ne the art object 
and the properties which de�ne an external object primarily occurs in abstract styles 
since Surrealism�, in the work of Black artists and artists of colour on both coasts, 
a combination of emphasis on process with used remnants newly brings the work 
into dialogue with the world through matters of place, culture, and experience in 
dynamic and unstable ways.24 Goode Bryant reads the remainders employed by 
such artists as David Hammons, Howardena Pindell, and Senga Nengudi as �imbued 
with the afterlife of a generative force�, one produced by the interface between the 
materials� origins and their processual transformation.25 For some artists, this has 
something to do with the use of abject remnants such as grease, mud, and hair in the 
case of Hammons, hair and string in the case of Pindell, or nylon mesh and sand in 
the case of Nengudi. In Hassinger�s work, it is through the reference to �bre that the 
works �rst engage with a lowness.

Abstraction and Process
Hassinger�s work, which often uses abstract �remainders� largely devoid of found 
objects, superficially resembles the process-based approach of post-minimalism 
more so than it does the junk aesthetics of L.A. assemblage. Whether it is found 
or purchased, steel cable and cord have an aesthetic that dovetails with such an 
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