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t the age of twelve, in 
1934, an inquisitive 
Flemish boy wandered 

into a caravan of Gypsies—
an ethnic group more prop-
erly and politely referred 
to today as the Rom, or the 
Romany people—who had 
set up camp outside his na-
tive city of Antwerp. Long 
the object of persecution 
and scorn, the Rom were 
clannish and secretive, but 
they welcomed the child 
into their midst. By chance 
that evening the police ar-
rived to roust the Gypsies—
an altogether familiar ex-
perience for them. As the 
Rom hastily loaded their 
wagons and moved out, the 
twelve-year-old impulsive-
ly joined them. He would 
be gone for six months, but 
it was only the first of his 
many travels with the Ro-
many. What’s more, the ex-
perience would strike the 
keynotes of his life: a quest-
ing curiosity, a sense of 
adventure, and a preternat-
ural urge to learn and ex-
plore as much as he could.

A

“My dream was to heal the 

inherent split between art 

and life, to fuse both…the 

stable traditional constant 

and the restlessness, daring 

and innovative” –Jan Yoors, 

1977, shortly before his death

A Renaissance man in the purest sense, Jan Yoors was a man of 

  many talents, though he exercised none so fluently as the age-old 

art of tapestry-making

 

By BEATRICE V. THORNTON
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Facing page: 
“Tantra,” designed by 
Jan Yoors, 1976. Wool, 
6 by 7 feet. 

This page: 
Annabert Yoors and 
marianne Citroen 
at work in the Yoors 
studio at 96 Fifth 
Avenue, new York, 
1951–1958.
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That boy was Jan Yoors, who is surely one 
of the most quixotic figures of twentieth-cen-
tury art and design. In his relatively short life 
he became a sculptor, a painter, a filmmaker, 
a writer, an illustrator, and a photographer, as 
well as  a member of the World War II under-
ground. It is one of the ironies of Yoors’s career 
that, had he limited his energies to one me-
dium he would be far better known today than 
he is. That said, he excelled at any endeavor 
to which he set his hand. But if any medium 
can be said to secure the name of Jan Yoors in 
the pantheon of artist-artisans, it is his work 
in tapestry. “There is a warmth, depth of hue, 
and a majesty of composition to his tapes-
tries that is timeless,” says Valerie Guariglia, 

co-principal of the New York design and art 
gallery reGeneration, which is presenting an 
exhibition of Yoors photos, drawings, and tap-
estries though July 17th. “When we discov-
ered the art of Jan Yoors we had never seen 
the work of an artist who combined the values 
of mid-century abstraction with the ancient 
tradition of tapestry in such an elegant way.”

But Yoors had miles to go before he would 
take up work with the loom. After his first 
foray with the Rom, Yoors returned home. 
He was fortunate to come from a cultured, 
liberal-minded family—his father, Eugene, 

marianne and Annabert hemming 
a “negev” tapestry in the studio on 
Waverly Place, new York, 1967–1999.

Yoors’s “negev” of 1974 was 
commissioned by Seymour H. Knox II for 
the marine midland Bank Headquarters 
in Buffalo, new York, designed by 
Gordon Bunshaft of Skidmore, owings 
and merrill. 

Jan and Annabert cutting a tapestry 
from a loom.

Facing page: “In the past,” 1975. Wool, 7 
by 8 feet.
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During World War II Yoors ran guns for 
the Resistance and spied for the Allies. At 
one point he was captured by the Gesta-
po and tortured but managed to escape. As 
one story goes, Yoors once helped a group 
of prisoners flee the Nazis by posing as an 
SS officer with orders to transport the cap-
tives by train. Hitler’s forces hunted down 
the Rom with the same rigor they did Jews. 
An estimated 250,000 died in concentration 
camps. Later, Yoors would learn that near-

was a famed stained-glass artist who had stud-
ied under the French symbolist painter Gus-
tave Moreau—and Yoors’s parents, unwilling 
to quench their son’s intrepid spirit, agreed 
to let him spend part of each year with the 
Rom who had taken him in. This he did until 
the age of eighteen, while also studying sculp-
ture at art schools in Antwerp and Brussels. 
Yoors would recount his time with the Rom 
in his 1967 memoir, The Gypsies, a seminal in-
sider’s account of an ill-understood people. 

“Stormy Sky,” 1973. Wool,  
8 by 14 feet. 

Facing page: Jan in India 
for an AIA-commissioned 
trip to photograph postwar 
religious architecture from 
around the world, 1965. 

“ony Wah,” 1964. Wool,  
9 by 12 feet. 

Jan (second from left in 
background) with a group 
of the rom in a photograph 
of c. 1938.
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ly all the members of his extended Romany 
family had been murdered at Auschwitz. 

After the war Yoors married his child-
hood sweetheart, Annabert van Wettum. 
(They had met during a beach vacation when 
both were eleven. Little Jan had proposed 
almost immediately, and the pair stayed in 
touch.) In 1947 the couple moved to sub-
urban London, and Jan enrolled as a stu-
dent at the Institute of Oriental and Afri-
can Studies. But the move to England would 
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prove to be one of the turning points in Yoors’s 
life, on both personal and artistic levels. 

To begin with, Annabert discovered that 
Marianne Citroen, her fast friend since the 
first grade, had also moved to the outskirts of 
London to work as a nanny. The schoolgirl pals 
reunited with joy, and Marianne soon joined 
the Yoors household. “This was not planned,” 
Marianne once explained. “It was like the guest 
who came to dinner” and never left. The sec-
ond aspect of the change to Yoors’s life was 
equally serendipitous. He had been working 
on sculptures in between classes, but one day 
he, his wife, and their friend happened to at-
tend an exhibition of ancient and contempo-
rary French tapestries. The medium—at once 
vivid in its aesthetics, tactile and textural, 
and produced in the same communal spirit 
he had loved in the Rom—astounded him. In 
short order he, Annabert, and Marianne built 
their own large-scale loom and learned the 
techniques of weaving by trial and error. 

Artists have long had their work translated 
into tapestries. Under the ancien régime in 
France, painters such as Fragonard and Fran-
çois Boucher were commissioned to create 
works that would be reinterpreted by the weav-
ers at the workshops of Aubusson, Beauvais, 
or the Gobelins. Many twentieth-century mas-
ters such as Jean Lurçat, Picasso, Calder, and 
Sonia Delaunay had their works re-created as 
tapestries. Yet none of them took part in the 
weaving, let alone embraced the process as in-
timately as Yoors, who was determined to re-
store tapestry to the ranks of the fine arts. 

His earliest works were figurative—most de-
pict biblical or mythological scenes. The char-
acters are outlined in heavy black lines, more 
than likely inspired by the leading in his father’s 
stained-glass pieces. But over time Yoors’s com-
positions became more and more abstract, and 
more powerful. The simplified forms in the tap-
estries burst with vibrant colors and glow with a 
sense of energy and drama. Ironically, while the 

“eruption,” 1973.  
Wool, 8 by 11 feet. 
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A “Tantra” tapestry in a gallery 
showroom at 165 Charles 
Street, new York, designed by 
richard meier

“Sail,” 1977. Wool, 7 by 5 feet. 

“Yellow Tantra,” 1977. Wool,  
7 ½ by 8 feet.
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shapes in the abstract compositions were less 
complicated, the interplay of color and form 
required extremely meticulous weaving, a task 
that fell in the main to Annabert and Marianne. 
(The usual method was that Yoors would draw 
a full-scale “cartoon” on paper that was placed 
directly behind the loom. Yoors would also go 
so far as to find a wool dealer who could supply 
threads in the precise color palette he desired.)

In 1951 Jan, Annabert, and Marianne moved 
to New York, where they set up living and work-
ing spaces—they built two looms by themselves.  
Though their Continental ménage was the talk 
of the neighborhood, the three scoffed at the 
prurient inferences.  They insisted they were 
a simple household. The women made weav-
ing a part of their daily routine; something to 
be done between shopping and minding the 
children. (Yoors had two children by Annabert, 
Lyuba and Vanya. In 1968, when Marianne be-

came pregnant with a son, Kore, Yoors divorced 
Annabert and married her—a formality solely 
to legitimize the parentage of the new child.) 

More importantly, by the close of the 
1950s, Yoors came to the attention of lead-
ing art publications, which hailed him as one 
of the most promising artists of his genera-
tion. (The critic Robert Hughes called him 
“an absolute master.”) Yoors became friends 
with such artistic and literary luminaries as 
Andy Warhol and Michael Korda. His stat-
ure led to large-scale corporate commis-
sions from patrons like Gordon Bunshaft, 
chief architect for the firm Skidmore, Ow-
ings & Merrill, for a bank lobby in Buffalo, 
New York. His work covered walls in the JC 
Penney headquarters in New York and the 
Bank of America Headquarters in San Fran-
cisco. Creatively restless, Yoors was at the 
same time writing, making films, and practic-

“Black diamond,” 1977. 
Wool, 7 by 9 feet.

“Written in Fire,” 1974. 
Wool, 7 ½ by 24 feet.

 
marianne and Annabert 

working on the floor in 
the 47th Street studio, 

c. 1960. 

Jan painting while rupa 
observes.
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ing photography. (In 1965 he won an assign-
ment to travel the world, snapping images of 
sacred buildings and other important archi-
tecture.) But he always returned to tapestry.

Yoors died of a heart attack brought on by 
diabetes in 1977 at the age of fifty-five. De-
termined to keep his legacy alive, Annabert 
and Marianne spent more than twenty years 
working on more than a score of his unreal-
ized compositions. Yoors received something 
of his due in a posthumous solo exhibition 
at the Cleveland State University Art Gal-
lery in 2001, and his work is owned by such 
prominent institutions as the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art, the Holocaust Museum 
in Washington, D.C., and the Art Institute 
of Chicago. For Marianne and Kore (sadly, 
an ailing Annabert has since retired), the 
work goes on, for as the reGeneration show 
proves, there is a vast new audience to be in-
troduced to the life and work of Jan Yoors. 


