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Threads: Artists Weave Their Worlds 
October 12, 2023–October 13, 2024 

Exhibition Labels 
 
People have been weaving for millennia. Weavings in the form of textiles and physical structures have 
collectively offered comfort, warmth, protection, and a sense of place. They have served as currency, a 
form of economic empowerment, and as the foundation for political empires. They have provided 
avenues for individual expression, technological innovation, and the formation of community. Given the 
enduring creative possibilities and social concerns the act of weaving combines, the practice is now 
enjoying a resurgence of interest among contemporary artists. This exhibition brings together work by 
such talents as Jeremey Frey, Jeffrey Gibson, Jo Sandman, Theresa Secord, Sarah Zapata, and Hong 
Zhang, all of whom deliberately engage the woven arts to explore a range of socially relevant issues. 
Some explicitly situate their work within the long and complex history of textile production, raising 
questions about gender, labor, and the distinction between fine art and traditional craft. Others use 
weaving, garments, fashion, and fabric to address the intersections of race, identity, personhood, 
memory, and cross-cultural encounters. Still others force us to confront the often overlooked material 
connections between textiles and other well-established modes of artistic production such as painting, 
sculpture, and public art. Featuring several new additions to the Museum’s collections, Threads 
showcases the diverse ways that modern and contemporary artists continue to adopt the materials, 
techniques, and visual language of weaving to tell powerful and intimate stories—about themselves, 
their identities and experiences, and the worlds that they inhabit. 
 

The exhibition is supported by the Karl R. Philbrick Art Museum Fund, Bowdoin College. 
 
 
 

JUDITH SHEA 
Born Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, United States 
American, born 1948 
Untitled Studies [409], ca. 1993 
iron, wax, wool, bronze, and steel 
Dorothy and Herbert Vogel Collection 
2013.21.260.1–.4 
 
Trained as an artist and fashion designer, Judith Shea’s sculpture practice explores the relationship 
between the geometry of garments and the human form. Shea was exposed to clothing from around the 
world while working as a designer at the United Nations. She was fascinated to note that despite 
different styles, colors, and fabrics, the shapes used to construct garments—squares, rectangles, 
triangles—are essentially the same. For Shea, this geometry uses the same vocabulary as abstraction and 
minimalism; the human figure and its movement are what activates and transforms garments into supple, 
pliant materials. In these sculptural studies, the artist evokes the unmistakable curving lines of a human 
body draped in soft fabric. 
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UNIDENTIFIED ARTIST, PENOBSCOT NATION  
OF THE WABANAKI CONFEDERACY 
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TAMARA GONZALES 
Born Madera, California, United States 
American, born 1959 
Untitled, 2016 
alpaca and wool  
Gift of the Alex Katz Foundation 
2017.25 
 
Tamara Gonzalez explores her interest in the Indigenous cultures of the Americas through her paintings, 
drawings, and multimedia collages. In 2016, she created a new series of drawings featuring blocky 
human and animal figures surrounded by patterns that combine her own practice of mark-making with 
artistic traditions of the Andes Mountains in South America. To create this artwork, Gonzales 
collaborated with Quechua weavers from Písac and Ayacucho, two settlements in highland Peru. Here, 
the artisan has interpreted one of Gonzales’ drawings as a tapestry that reflects Quechua artistic 
sensibilities. She used wool and alpaca fiber, the two most common materials for weaving in the Andean 
highlands  and employed a color palette and motifs that resonate with her own cultural traditions.  
 
ESTHER EMILY LESLIE 
Birthplace unknown 
American, 1859–1924 
Fancy Quilt, ca. 1880s 
silk and velvet with painted and embroidered decoration 
Gift of Donald E. Hare ’51 and Ann F. Hare 
2019.38 
 
Quilting has constituted an important part of the American textile tradition since the eighteenth century. 
Like other needlework practices such as sewing and cross stitch, quilting was associated with women’s 
work and the domestic sphere. However, it also allowed women to express their creativity, innovate new 
artistic forms, and sustain strong social bonds through quilting bees and sewing circles. Emily Esther 
Leslie created this quilt in Kingfield, Maine, during the late nineteenth century, a period of heightened 
experimentation in American textile arts. Here, Leslie has pieced together silk and velvet fabric and 
ribbon to create a “fancy” or “crazy” quilt, a popular style in the 1870s and 1880s. Embellished with silk 
embroidery and paint, Leslie’s quilt would have been admired as decoration and not used for warmth, 
reflecting her commitment to creating “art for art’s sake,” an attitude popularized by the Aesthetic 
Movement in the late nineteenth century.  
 
ANNE RYAN 
Born Hoboken, New Jersey, United States 
American, 1889–1954 
untitled, ca. 1948–1954 
untitled, ca. 1948–1954 
untitled, 1951 
paper and fabric collage 
Bequest of Hilton and Esta Kramer 
2021.73.108, 2017.73.109, 2017.73.110  
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Anne Ryan was an American novelist, poet, and self-taught artist who worked in painting, printmaking, 
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making the material mark itself alters the surface; light striking the folds and creases creates a 
remarkable range of value shifts.” Works such as this defy easy categorization: crafted from fabric, it 
might well be understood as a textile. However, the artist considers it a drawing, even though she relies 
on pressure—a technique of printmaking—rather than pencils or ink. 
 
SARAH ZAPATA 
Born Corpus Christi, Texas, United States 
Peruvian-American, born 1988 
Towards an ominous time I, 2022 
handwoven cloth, natural and synthetic fiber 
Museum Purchase, Laura T. and John H. Halford Jr. Art Acquisition Fund 
2022.44 
 
In Towards an ominous time I, Sarah Zapata juxtaposes labor-intensive techniques of handweaving and 
latch-hooking with methods of industrialized carpet manufacture to explore gender and labor. This 
sculpture comprises two textile panels enveloping a columnar substructure. The handwoven elements 
appear both as flat panels and protruding, three-dimensional shapes that emerge from fluffy latch-
hooked patches. As a fiber artist, Zapata engages in a history that positions textile production as 
“women’s work.” She deliberately uses bright colors, soft textures, and organic forms to create objectst 
that she considers feminine and that bear evidence of their hand-made nature. Yet she also subverts 
expectations of what a textile is, challenging the patriarchal political systems that have sought to oppress 


