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By Cathryn Orake

Annabert and Marianne Yoors have been
weaving extraordinary tapestries together for half
i century. The: secret to their longes i.l_\ as o lepm
lies in the complex warp and welt of their unean
ventional relationship: they have the manner of

sisters, or a life-long couple, although they are
neither. Their work is based on the designs of the
man they hoth married: Jan Yoors, the Belgian
artist who tumed the age-old craft of lapestry
making inle o twenticth

rentury line art. Alter his

. the two women under-
sev: twenly-odd tapestry

death at age 55 in 197
ook to i'i.-mplrll' his L
l|l'-i;_'ll*- that had vet to be WAOEN,

Iwenty-four years later, the Yoorses continue
the work in their studio home in New York's West
Village, On the walls are pieces by Jan’s father,
Eugene, an important mideentury stained-glass
artist, as well as paintings and drawings by Jan

and his son Kore, Jan's larger-than-life bronee
nudes sit and recline under the skylights in the
main studiodliving reom. Yaku, their old sheepdog,
saunters in, his paws slipping every which way on
the dark wood fleor, An enormous ;1|:.-|:|.1|-r_-|||-.-i;-||
tapestry hangs above the sofa, which is covered in
an oriental rug, and a giant loom takes up the
entire wall at one end of the room

Now in their seventies, the Yoors women have
a youthlul energy and capricious humor about
them. The regal vet impish Marianne holds court,

wearing an elegant monochrome ensemble with a

simple long skirt. Annabert, delicate and poised,

is dressed in a long floral-print skint with a braid
dhown her back—just as she and Marianne appear
in M-year-old photographs of them working at the
loom. She is in the process of weaving Gathering
15 a woman picking up
the fosd that God sent down to Moses and the

the Manna, which depic

Jews in the desert as they make their exodus from
Egypt. Next she and Mananne will embark on a
I4-foot-wide abstract tapesiry: a light brown
dragonlike shape with two blue “eve™ accents on
a black backgroumnd,

The weaving itsell looks repetitive and ted-
inus: alternating vertical cotton warp threads are
switched from front 1o back and then divided by
a shuttle; the weft of wool yvarn is then threaded
through and packed down into place

with the tip

of a serewdriver. This i= repeated rapidly, creat-
1 thythmic, gentle thudding sound. One large
tapestry can take three to four months to finish.
However, Annabert says, “We have music and we
have talking, and it is not boring.

ing

It's very exeit
Iy as the draw-
areful.” Although the
ey are not easy Lo form
in wool. Marianne 1'\.|||.'|i||=: “IF vou go and stand
in front of the Unieorn |.||l|'.-||i1'-, you don’t know
where there is a mistake, becanae it is =0 busy

Ing to see il going up; to do it re
ing is you have to be very

patterns are very .-i||'.|r|4 ’
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Thanks to the women
behind the loom, the
exuberant designs of
tapestry artist Jan Yoors
outlive their creator.

Annabert and Marianne Yoors {opposite: lelt and
right, respectively) continue 1o weave the twenty-gdd
tapastries left unrealized after the death of their
husband, Jan {left, in 1962}, Theyre currently work-
ing on Gathering of the Manna {above). Jan's bold
simple designs—such as Tantra on Pink and Orange
(1976; above leftl—earned recognition for tapastry
&s an art form in the United States

with leaves and flowers. Jan has a tapestry that’s
just a black line on orange. Now if after three
months of weaving you unroll it and you have
mule a1 ||1:.-I:|.L-='. vou cannat take it out, you can
nof eorrect it. Simplicity in life s much more
difficult, more complicated,”

More complicated still are the ties that bind.

Annabert and Marianne are childhood friends
who Erew L on the same street in the Nether-
lands amd later fell for the same man. In & union
that i||.=|ri|<'-.i miuch .-;|u---u|.1|inr| (not o mention
male envy) the three lived together for 300 years,
revolutionizing tapestry design and raising a fam-
ily: with Jan, Annabert had two children, Vanya



“Stand in front of the
Unicorn Tapestries: you
don’t know where there
Is @ mistake, because it
IS S0 busy with leaves
and flowers,” Marianne
says. “Simplicity in life
is much more difficult.”

The scale and simplicity af Jan's tapestries cam-
plement the expansive walls and spaces in Modern
buildings. Negev § (197 1-72; top] was commis
sioned by Skidrmore, Owings & Mernll Tor the
Maring Midland Bank i Bullalog. The Yoorses at
wirk wirth two assistants i their Greenwich Village
studig on Waverly Place (1973; left).

amd Lyuba, and Marianne had one, Kore, (Jan
married Annabert and loter diverced her and
married  Mananone—a formality to legalize his
paternity o the children.) “After Jan's death,
Anmabert’s the one who has been very foreeful in
weaving,” Mananne says. 1 became involved
with the babies and cooking, and all tha,”
Together they maimtained a lively, weleoming
househald, “Becouse Jan died =0 early, the kids
were small, so we |<'.'|||:| F:-||||ﬂ| it all together,™
Annabert says, “And that will go on. Marianne

amd 1 will slay In;_'n-l':ln-r us much as ||l|.--:|i|||-_"
The work, of course, is the other thing that will
go on, “Jan was very anxious that it would con-
tinue,” Annaber says. “Because he did [the
designs] on paper with colors, 1 had everything
that | needed.” In fact, she says, the process of
making the tapestries has not changed at all
from when Jan was alive, The two women have
fulfilledd four or five commissions sinee his
death, and Cleveland State University Ant Gal-
lery is eurrently showing a major exhibition of
their work (May 11
large abstract tapestries—three of which were
executed after 1977, “Jan made some very beau-

= O, 1'4'-|n|:-|i=|'|| of 12

tiful an,” Annabert savs. “l want it to come inte
the world.”

Fleeing Europe in the aftermath of the
Second World War, Jun, Annabert, and Marianne
set up one of the firt independent tapestry stu
dios in the United States, in New York in 1951,
Vevording to curator and eritic Carol K, Russell,
European tapestry weaving had previowsly heen
done under a master-apprentive aystem  that
removed the weaver from any emational involve-
ment with the design. Tapestries were traditian

ally woven from the back, but the Yoorses wove
from the front on an upright loom, & varation on
the traditional Gobelins technigue that allowed
direct invelvement and improvisation.

At the time tapestries were made mostly for
interior decorating and were produced in mul-
tiples, Designs were based on miniature ma-
quettes by artists unfamiliar with the e ivm;
painters such as Picasso, Calder, and Mother-
well licensed their works to be reproduced. |
Gloria Ross, the tapestry entreprencur of the 25
day, would take such designs to Frunce or g

Seotland to have them blown up and woven on a
grandd scale. But Jan rendersd full-seale car-
toons of his designs, weaving only one of each.
Also a sculplor and painter, he :L|||-ru:1--||-11 the
discipline ss a fine an. “Tapestry should be
understood as an art in its own nght,” he wrote,

“rather than a mere translation of a |Iilil1|"1'-
coneepl enlarged to a scale differemt from the
one originally intended by the artist.”

In fact Jan revolutionized the medium by
bringing artist and weaver together as one, As
a weaver, he understood the dynamics of its
process and materials. In a 1974 film about him,
A Fleming in New York, art critic Robert Hughes
said that what impressed him most about Jans
works was their undeniable conception as
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“The women of Jan's life
made possible this
unigue circumstance.
They worked and lived
these pieces of art,

so the works have an
immediacy,” says
Penelope Hunter-Stiebel.

expressions of the medium. “He is an absolute
master of weaving: he designs in terms of the
weave and the knot,” “And this

gives his work—despils and its

extreme straighiness and boldne S1En—a

really sumpumes 1 tv that you don’t gel very

muszh in twentieth-

¥ lapesiry.”
Jan's designs are remarkable for their exuber-

anl colors, bold lines and forms, and imtomaste,

expressionistic perspective. His carly subijects
imcluded biblical seenes and styliged  Temal
nudes: in the Vs andd “T0s the works becam

increasingly abstract, which made them ideal for

the '|u||h||--‘. of Modermist corporate buildings,
including Gordon Bunshafts Marine Midland
Bank Headguarters, in Buffalo, New York, and
Marcel Brevers Hubert H. Humphres Building,

in Washington, DL,

Jan Yoors's life story i= epic. Living oul o
childhood fantasy, at age 12 he ran away with a
kumparia (band) of Gypaies, When he peturmed

home to Antwerp six o s later, his likseral

parents gave him permission to travel with the
each vear, which he

World War 11, Jan

and the Gypsies camed arms 1o the Resistance;

Romany for several months
did until he was 18, Dunrn

he later ||.--|||.-||.- prizoners escape the Naris by
impersenaling a high-ranking 55 officer with
permission to ransport them via train. 1.._|E'-I||r|-||
twice—suffering  solitary  confinement, lorure,
and a death semtence—Jan ended the war in
Francos notorious Miranda concentration camp
in Spain, from which he was released in 1945,
Meanwhile, nearly every me mbser of his .:l|-:-|lll'l|
Romany family was killed in Auschwitz, He
later wrade the acelaimed book continusd on pape 154
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Tied in the Wool
contineed frem page 139

The Gypsies (1%7), a lyrical aceount of his life with the Romany, and
Crassing (1971}, about his experiences during the war,

Jan had met Annabert on a beach vacation ot the age of eleven, Staving
in toarch, they mel up again after the war and moved to England together.
They set up housekeeping on the sutskins of London and soon after that,
as their son Vanya says, “Marianne came 1o stay with them as friends, and
it just kind of went from there,” (Marianne is more frank, “This was not
planned,” she says, referring to her mle in the relationship. “I0s like the
guesl who came for dinner.”)

Jan had been trained as a sculptor in Brussels and started practicing
again in England. Annabert and Jan were also weaving shawls and other
small items for extra money—and then the two saw an exhibition of ancient
and contemporary tapestries from Franee, “When Jan saw that you could
design large-seale and have a large loom, he got fascinated by that,”
Marianne says. He had found a sympathetic medium that also suited his
love: for eollaboration, The: three of them built their first loom together and
figured out the technigques of weaving by trial and error,

In moving to New York, they sought a place to forget the pain and disor-
der of postwar Europe: bt the work also created stability and purpose,
“Dian’t forget we came out of the war,” Marianne explains, “los geslagen—
what is the wonl in English? Afier a storm the woods are dpped out, the
trees are flying, everything is gone, and you have no more roots. Everything
is chaos. And after that chaos you have to try to find a meaning in life again.
The war was behind us, and it was a new foeus.” Along the way, the trio
raised the family, living and weaving together on the giant looms. Every-
thing centered on the enormous, light-flled studio, where they sometimes
worked ten hours a day, “The house and the studio were one,” says 32-vear-
old Kore, who is a painter. “They'd stay awake late at night and work. It
was a very unified life. | think without the tapestries the relationship
wouldn't have lagted.”

Sharing the household was o natural outgrowth of working together, and
that came through in the quality of the work. “Jan Yoors was living the tap-
estry,” says Penelope Hunter-Stiebel, former curator at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art. “It was created in his home, From the act of creation it was
all one with him—and that was absolutely extraordinary in the world of tap-
estry.” Although Annabert and Marianne would weave many hours a week,
there were never set hours, In between, they would have lunch in the gar-
den, do the shopping, and take the children to the botanical gardens, a
museum, or the zoo. The weaving was completely integrated into their
home life. As Hunter-Stichel puts it, “The women of Jan's life made possi-
ble this unigue circumstance in which the creation of the image and textile
could be concentrated in the same environment. They workesd and lived
these picees of an, so the works themselves have an immediacy.”

Tov the eutside world the household moy have seemed bohemian and
unconventional, but according to those who knew the Yoorses well, they led
a conservalive lifestyle—perhaps not unlike that of a patriarehal Gypsy
kumpania. Stephane Dujarric, a friend of Vanya's sinee grade sehool, says,
“l remember having more freedom than he did at that age, Jan was a
tough guy. When somebody deseribes to you the family situation, you don’t
think of him as conservative, but he was, That is what 1 think is very inter-
esting about his charucter.” Kore notes, “My father adopted a lot of the
Gypsy worldview. We were rised like Gypsies but without a community.”

Jan’s friend Michael Korda, who is Simon & Schuster’s editor in chief,
remembers Jan introducing him to Andy Warhol and taking him to the
Factory amd Max’s Kansas City. But he adds that Jan also had a “shor-
haired, laid-hack conservative” side along with “an unbelievable ability to
put on a dark suit and a white shint and tie, go 10 big corporations, and

“Even today the Yoorses are held up as the
standard by which all other tapestry makers
are judged. Their technique is superb.”

come away with commissions for huge tlapestries 1o put in their lobbies,”

Just as Jan’s home life was sulfused by the work, the work clearly was
infused with his experiences. “Jan was very particular about color™ says
Russell, who is working on Jan's hiography, “It goes hack to the Gypsies,
but it also goes back 1o his father's stained-glass windows,” Just as Romany
men tie swatches of hraghtly colored fabrie around their necks, Jan might
be inspired by a piece of cloth, which he would take to his yam dyer to have
the color reproduced in Persian wool, His reperoire was limited to about
15 to 20 calors, often outlined with thick Black lines—not unlike those in
slained-glass windows.

Jan's compositions alse conveyed the movement and immediacy of Gypsy
lifie with dynamic forms, the absence of a frame, and close cropping that
often left out paris of the .<|||:j|-r|:, 1“1t 1= what is unseen in a person, or
a drawing, that makes them interesting.” he =aid.) In his monumental
abstract lapestries, the images explode off the edges of the “canvas.”
pulling the viewer into the center and filling their entire field of vision, In
The Gypsies Jan writes, 1 want to evoke a mood: the overwhelming immen-
sity of the sky and the timelessness of the moment. where night is merely
the: continuation of the day.”

Dirawing on his training as a sculptor, Jan used pure forms and flat vis-
ual terms. Unlike traditional tapestry, which empleys a painterly effect, his
colors are ot mingled, blended, or shaded. “Instead of using color az a
color, he's using it as a block,” says Nobuke Kajitani, textile conservator al
the Metropolitan Museum of A, “He is the only person who can use two
contrasting colors 1o make an area three-dimensional, Thats his magic.”

Their constructed nature meant the tapestries worked best on a large
scale—and that coincided with the direction of mid-twentieth-century
architecture. “The big tapestries have a huge advantage in that they Gl up
spaece,” Korda notes. “IF all of a swdden the architecture is built around
space, you necd something o fill it up.” Modernist architects such as
Bunshall recognized that Jan's works were particularly suited to their stark,
expansive spaces. They lent a visual warmth that paralleled the insulating
quality of medieval tapesiries,

Jan no only brought tapestey back into its own as an an form, he made
it modern, Although his latest designs were created in the 1970, they are
still stunningly contemporary, “It was because of Jan's mastery and origi-
nality that tapestry beeame recognized as a fine an during his lifetime,”
Russell says. “Even taday the Yoorses are held up as the standard by which
all sther tapestry makers are judged. Their technique is superh.”

But perhaps the family's biggest achievement is the way they successfully
interwove their lives and work. “Jan conceived the way he wanted to live
and managed not only 1o corry it out but 1o bring a whole cast of charaeters
to share it with him—and be made that work until the very end,” Konda
savs, “The amazing thing is that they keep it up.” With Annabern and
Marianne still together to share the memory of Jan's passion for life, not o
mention the work he left behind, his presence is still very strong. As
Annabert puts it, “He i giving us direction from above,™
O www.melropolismag.com

Calhr:m Drake is a travel addict who has vizited the Gypsies in Romania but,
unlike Jan Yoors, was not adopted by them.





