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 The Art Institute`s expanded textile department recently opened with a retrospective exhibition honoring one of the 
unsung heroines of fabric art, Lissy Funk.
 A native of Germany, Funk has lived and worked in Switzerland since the 1920s, when she gave up dance stud-
ies with Mary Wigman and began to embroider. In those days, needlework was a pastime or a decorative craft, but Funk 
intuitively knew she had found her medium, and for more than 60 years, she has developed it into a personal and highly 
expressive art.
	 The	exhibition	begins	in	1927,	with	the	first	two	works	Funk	embroidered,	which	are	figurative	and	in	a	naive	style.	
Both pieces present 10 scenes, each separated from the others like panels in a vertical cartoon strip. The scenes include 
portraits as well as landscapes and Bible stories, so Funk’s talent for atomization was engaged from the start.
 Today, viewers might wonder why she hid these pieces from her parents. But we have to remember that Funk was 
about	to	find	her	way	in	a	medium	that	was	not	recognized	as	art,	and	she	needed	to	be	sure	of	her	choice	before	declaring	
intentions.
 In any event, the loss of her family’s wealth at the end of World War I gave a practical base to Funk’s decision, for 
unlike most upper middle-class girls, she was forced to earn a living and eventually did so by accepting needlework com-
missions.
 Somewhat later, she taught gymnastics and made embroidered items for a shop in Zurich. And after her marriage 
to a painter in 1935, she also brought in money by teaching needlework at a vocational school for women.
	 The	exhibition	indicates	that,	during	this	time,	her	own	projects	remained	figurative	but	slowly	gained	in	sophistica-
tion, with a large, frontally posed “Angel” (1948) being the high point.
 Yet if Funk’s development had stopped with that piece, exquisite as it is, she probably would not have merited an 
international	retrospective.	For	it	is	her	later	abstract	embroideries	that	really	give	something	wonderful	to	fiber	art,	having	
the richness and excitement of some advanced forms of contemporary painting.
 Abstraction came slowly to Funk, and as we see in a transitional piece entitled ”The Undivided Mantle” (1960), it 
had a strong symbolic component. Here it is broadly ecumenical, sounding a note common to all of the artist`s religious 
commissions. But even her more personal works have the feeling of symbolic, God-protected landscapes.
 Viewers can trace a progression from the black-and-white doodlings of birds and trees in “The Undivided Mantle” 
to	the	richly	hued	flora	of	“How	Shall	I	Receive	You?”	(1966).	Both	are	surrounded	by	an	immense	ring	that	symbolizes	faith.	
But only the later work has an entire chain of associations made through semi-abstract forms and their symbolic colors.
	 The	space	in	“How	Shall	I	Receive	You?”	is	ambiguous,	yet	because	of	the	cross	and	golden	grain,	we	read	every-
thing as a landscape. And this association persists throughout Funk’s later work. Some of the forms evoke mountain ranges. 
Others suggest basins or cataracts. But always there is a sense of nature.
 We feel that Funk abstracts from natural scenes, transforming them inside her only in part. This may not be how 
she actually works. But it is the way her later hangings impress themselves. They are personal yet connected to something 
immense and immutable in the “real” world.


