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Lila Nelson was an adventurous Minnesota farm girl who
left the land to attend college, join the U.S. Air Force, and
then forge a national reputation as a scholar and artist of
traditional Norwegian textiles.
Lila Nelson didn’t set out to become a weaver and she didn’t consider herself an artist.
Poetry was her first love. But as the tapestries in this show demonstrate, she developed
her own distinctive style of visual poetry, colored by her love of nature, mythology, and
political beliefs. Her work is deeply rooted in traditional Nordic weaving and imagery.
She began her career as an English teacher, but her life changed course after her
marriage to Marion Nelson in 1957. They honeymooned in Norway and Iceland and Lila
attended the Oslo International Summer School. Her love of Norwegian culture and
weaving began at this time.
In the early 1960s she began studying weaving with Anna Smits at the Weavers Guild
of Minnesota, eventually becoming an active member and one of the founders of the
Scandinavian Weavers Study Group.
In 1964 she and Marion were hired by Luther College to catalogue the collection of
Vesterheim, the National Norwegian-American Museum & Heritage Center in Decorah,
Iowa. Lila became the museum’s first Textile Curator and a national leader in the revival
of traditional Norwegian weaving techniques. She retired in 1991 and was honored for
her work by the King of Norway with the St. Olav medal and by Luther College with an
honorary Doctor of Fine Arts.
After her retirement she began the exceptional body of work represented in this
exhibition. The weavings are characterized by technical skill, formal innovation, and
witty, often provocative, political content.
Essay by Claire Selkurt

The First Turtle 19” x 28” Lila’s reference to this
weaving as “The First Turtle” indicates a mythological
meaning to the image. Lila was unafraid of mixing weaving
techniques in her tapestries. In the background of the
turtle, hachure is used to blend the colors. The turtle’s
shell is textured with stripes woven in pick-and-pick
technique.

Indian Turtle 18” x 23”

The Wolf that Ate the Sun 11.5” x 16”
Three small figures struggle to control Fenris,
a large mythological wolf, with ropes. The
ropes are woven in soumak.

Comb Goddess 14” x 17.5” The lower part
of the goddess figure is a comb, and she
dangles combs from her outstretched arms.
Lila told her Scandinavian Weavers Study
Group that the goddesses weren’t
Scandinavian, but she enjoyed the shapes.

Slim Goddess 27.5” x 24” In an instance of moving
beyond traditional tapestry, the goddess is holding a sewnin metal earring.

Cat with Bomb 15.5” x 11.5”

Cat with Gun 15” x 11.5” The smiling, striped cat holds
an Uzi. Lila said that when she wove it, she wanted to
depict an Uzi, but she had never seen one.

Suspect Terrorist 13.5” x 15.5” The striped
cat is undergoing water boarding.

Odin in the Tree of Life 27” x 23.5” Two birds,
representing thought and memory, in the tree of life. Lila
was very familiar with medieval Norwegian tapestries and
their imagery. It is interesting to wonder whether she used
the wave-like design as a reference to the same shape
found in the most famous, and oldest existing, tapestry
fragment in Norway – the Baldishol Tapestry.

Those Who Hear Not the Music 27” x 26.5”
Lila enjoyed this phrase very much and
incorporated it into at least two tapestries.
“Those who hear not the music think the
dancers mad.”

Abstract 15” x 22” When Lila created the
cartoon for this weaving, she thought it was
an exercise in working with abstract symbols.
As she steadily added the wool, she realized
it was not so abstract; the dark vertical lines
resembled the jagged beams of the
collapsed Interstate 35 bridge, just blocks
from her home.

To Fresh Woods 19” x 14” From “Lycidas”
by John Milton: “And now the sun had
stretched out all the hills, And now was
dropped into the western bay; At last he
rose, and twitched his mantle blue:
Tomorrow to fresh woods, and pastures
new.”

Tree with Red Horizon 14.5” x 12” In traditional
Norwegian billedvev, shapes are often outlined with
a narrow band of contrasting color. In Lila’s tree,
yellow outlining of the abstracted foliage seems to
bring in light.

Birch Grove 14” x 15”

Tree and Red Sky 11.5” x 9.5” Lila lived in Minneapolis
during her adult life, but grew up on a farm. She also had
the opportunity to examine trees while commuting to
Decorah over many years. Nature was an inspiration for
much of her work.

Tree in Winter 12” x 8.5”

Anna’s Garden (1994) 18” x
34” The weaving depicts Lila’s
friend Anna Smits, who was a
weaver and weaving teacher, in
her garden.

Separation 20.5” x 32.5” The abstract
design may be of two figures moving along a
path at night, behind tree trunks. The dark
blue sky is filled with metallic woven-in stars.

Cityscape #2 (1996-1997) 8” x 18”
Made as part of a study of dansk brogd
and variations for the Scandinavian
Weavers Study Group of the Weavers
Guild of Minnesota. It uses a variety of
techniques: tapestry (with dovetail and
hatched joins), Vestfold technique, and
two-harness dansk brogd.
The Far City 23” x 15.5” Lila wove this tapestry from a
photograph taken on a trip to New York City with her
husband Marion Nelson. The exotic trees are in Central
Park.

Dark Figure 11.5” x 11.5” Looking at Lila’s body of
work as a whole, you will see a delight in color—
often strong, saturated color. This tapestry, and its
opposite, were made as part of a series when Lila
restricted herself to a study of working in shades of
black and white.

Inuit Throat Singers 15” x 13” Two Inuit women
engaged in a game of throat singing. Lila was
enormously curious about the culture, politics, and
art of the entire world. It’s not always possible to
directly link her images to her life experiences, but
many of her tapestries of arctic images blossomed
after she traveled to Churchill, Manitoba, to view
polar bears.

Arctic Animals 15” x 19”

Light Figure (See “Dark Figure.”) 11.5” x 11.5”

Famine 12.5 x 11.5

Abstract 8.5” x 9.5”

Abstract 22” x 18.5” This tapestry was done in Lila’s
characteristic deep, saturated colors. On very close
examination, you can see that it was woven on red warp.
At one point Lila wove a series of tapestries on red, rather
than the more commonly-used white seine twine. “I know
I’m the only one who sees it, but it makes me happy,” she
once said.

Runestone Symbols 19” x 25” Lila was
interested in abstract images, and was drawn
the to the rich language of Scandinavian
runes not so much for their meaning as for
the visual impact of their shapes.

Northern Lights (1996-1997) 23” x 13” Made as part of
a study of dansk brogd and variations for the Scandinavian
Weavers Study Group of the Weavers Guild of Minnesota.
The diamond shapes of the northern lights are woven in
Vestfold, an inlay technique.

Divine Gain 27” x 16” A snake is wrapped around a red
line to resemble a dollar sign. Two rows of trapped
faceless figures emphasize her criticism of corporate
greed.

Take No Thought for the Morrow 19” x 16.5” This was
one of the pieces that hung in Lila’s room at Lyngblomsten
Care Center during her last years. This tapestry, in its free
spirit image of young girls swinging, embodies Lila’s
unending optimism, acceptance of life’s problems, and joy
in living.

In a Pear Tree 14” x 25”

Shine, Perishing Republic 13.5 x 16.5 Lila
depicted a 1925 poem by Robinson Jeffers.
The United States is the perishing republic,
which is settling “in the mould of its vulgarity,
heavily thickening to empire.”
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
Comments by Robbie LaFleur

