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Imagine a large, red, oddly shaped sculptural form suspended from the 
ceiling. It looks unusual – almost biological, as if abstracted from a shape found in 
nature. It has an ominous quality: coarsely woven material is draped and folded to 
make a hunched-over, human-like figure. It is a piece of art which organically 
captures the horrors of war, as well as the fears, anger and loss of a nation.   

The artist? Magdalena Abakanowicz, renowned Polish textile sculptor. I was 
first introduced to the work of Magdalena Abakanowicz through my “Aspects of 
European Contemporary Art” class. I remember seeing one of her Abakans – the 
work that is described above. Unforgettable. As a Textiles major at the Rhode Island 
School of Design, I was shocked by this “soft sculpture,” but more so, impressed by its 
woven construction. A piece woven on so large a scale requires unique technical 
skill. I instantly set out to learn more about this unusual and compelling piece of art, 
and its creator. 

I learned how the horrors Magdalena Abakanowicz faced as a child in war-
torn Poland directly influenced her art. One can imagine how volunteering at a 
makeshift hospital during WWII would later inspire her resin-coated, burlap sculptures 
of fragmented bodies. Her earlier work, particularly her woven Abakans, were 
perhaps more abstract in their imagery, but equally emotive. A deep connection to 
nature was apparent in these works and her organic choice of material became a 
metaphor for the survival of humanity. There was much more to her art than 
aesthetics or technique; it reflected courage, resistance and dignity. I realized it was 
a product of history that included the determination she showed as an emerging 
artist under Communist suppression. In a country where artists relied on the 
government for grants, travel passes, and even opportunities to exhibit their work, 
Abakanowicz and countless other artists had to struggle to present their artistic vision 
to a wider audience.  

As an artist of Polish heritage, I found Magdalena Abakanowicz’s work 
inspiring and meaningful. I began to explore the wider Polish heritage of weaving, 
learning about the works of Jolanta Owidzka, Wojciech Sadley, Maria Teresa 
Chojnacka and Anna Śledziewska. In their work, I could see the frustration, anger, 
and helplessness of a nation, but also its hope, courage and faith. With a 
concentration in “The History and Politics of the Postcolonial World” from the 
Department of History, Philosophy, and Social Sciences, I have chosen to focus my 
liberal arts studies on Poland. In “Introduction to a Social Theory,” I explored how 
Marxism (and later Communism) affected Polish nationalism in the 19th and 20th 
centuries; through a class entitled, “Eastern Europe after Communism,” I am further 
increasing my knowledge of contemporary Polish history. These liberal arts classes 
have given me insight into the political and social history of Poland. Living there for a 
year would broaden this understanding, giving me the opportunity to live the 
everyday life and see how this history still affects people today. As a child of Polish 
immigrants, I long to understand how Polish culture has influenced history, and been 
changed by it. The possibility for me to explore how these two worlds collided in art, 
through the Fulbright Program, is my dream. 

 
 


