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CRAFT IN THE LABORATORY: THE SCIENCE OF MAKING THINGS IS GENEROUSLY PRESENTED BY MÜLLER CORPORATION AND THE CRAFT & TRADE ACADEMY. GENEROUS INDIVIDUAL SUPPORT PROVIDED BY BETH AND DREW 
QUARTAPELLA, MARY ANNE (M.A.) ROGERS, ANN AND MICHAEL TARWATER, AND ROCKY AND CURTIS TRENKELBACH. CRAFT IN THE LABORATORY IS ALSO SUPPORTED BY THE NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS. THE 
EXHIBITION CATALOGUE IS SUPPORTED BY THE JOHN AND ROBYN HORN FOUNDATION. SPECIAL THANKS TO STARWORKS CERAMICS FOR HAND CRAFTING MATERIALS TO HELP ENHANCE THIS MINT MUSEUM-ORGANIZED 
EXHIBITION. IMAGE: PATRICK NORGUET (FRENCH, 1969– ), CAPPELLINI (ITALY, 1946– ). RAINBOW CHAIR, 2000, ACRYLIC, 31.5” X 15.125” X 19.5”. GIFT OF LARRY BRADY. 2019.92.3. PHOTO: BRANDON SCOTT

Craft in the Laboratory: The Science of Making Things 
examines how artists meld creative ingenuity and the 
preciseness of science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics. Featuring more than 100 works made of 
glass, wood, ceramics, metal, and other materials, the 
installation explores the technical aspects behind the 
beauty of the objects and celebrates the reinstallation  
of the Mint’s Craft + Design Galleries.

OPENS FEBRUARY 12, 2022 
MINT MUSEUM UPTOWN

mintmuseum.org
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ON THE COVER: Panels  
quilted and signed by artists in 
Boykin, Alabama, make up this  
dress from MOSAIC: Gee's Bend
and Greg Lauren. page 22.

THIS PAGE: For the American Craft  
Council's "Object As . . ." project, Morel Doucet  
created Black Maiden, In Veil of Lavender and Lilac, 2021, 
porcelain, 15.5 x 12.5 x 8. Read about his other object, 

page 30.

fashion
the art of clothing.  
  the act of shaping.
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gender in traditional wood furniture.  
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ABOVE: A plywood and merino wool 
messenger bag from Charlotte Friese's 
Wool and Ridge collection. page 16. 
LEFT: Aspen Golann with one of her 
Windsor chairs. page 10. 
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2022 ACC Marketplaces: Find the latest at craftcouncil.org

American Craft Made / Baltimore NEW DATES
In person: May 20–22, Baltimore Convention Center 
Online: May 16–29, shop.craftcouncil.org

American Craft Made / St. Paul
In person: October 7–9, Saint Paul RiverCentre 
Online: October 3–16, shop.craftcouncil.org

Visit craftcouncil.org/Stories for more
stories about American craft.

Fashion. Many magazines publish their version of 
“the fashion issue.” Welcome to ours, which covers so 
much more than what’s stylish now. We explore fashion- 
forward craft and the materials of sustainable, slow fash-
ion, such as you find in a handwoven jacket or a leather 
bag cut and sewn by an artist. We also consider how “to 
fashion” is to shape or give form to an artwork or object. 

When planning this issue, we knew we had to include 
Fabiola Jean-Louis’ dresses, which she sculpts from paper 
and ornaments with images from the impacts of the trans-
atlantic slave trade—images that can be quite difficult to 
look at (page 38). We also hoped you’d be as delighted as 
we are by the work of artists combining craft and fashion, 
including the stunning clothing born from a collabora-
tion between the quilters of Gee’s Bend, Alabama, and 
designer Greg Lauren (cover and page 22); the way Shae 
Bishop stitches ceramic tiles into unique menswear pieces 
(page 68); and how Nicole McLaughlin creates fantasti-
cal garments and accessories from objects that would oth-
erwise go to the trash (page 64).

In these pages you’ll also find stories of how artists 
shape materials into meaning, including an in-depth 
profile of Sonya Clark and how she brings together the 
work of many to create visionary artworks (page 54). 

I’ve been reminded by this work and these stories 
to again slow down to appreciate what human hands 
are capable of—and what it feels like to wear cloth-
ing designed with care for others and the future of the 
planet in mind. I hope you find inspiration here too.

Our thanks to Roseanne G. Pereira, who helped 
conceptualize this issue and made many great contri-
butions to American Craft while she worked with us.

KAREN OLSON / Editor in Chief

FROM THE EDITOR

american craft spring 2022 / fashion4

Rhiannon Griego of Santa Fe at 
the loom. Learn more about her 
and other textile artists and 
clothing designers on page 46.



Engaging hands and hearts since 1925. Come 
enjoy making crafts and good friends on 270  

natural, scenic acres in western North Carolina. 

JOHN C. CAMPBELL FOLK SCHOOL
folkschool.org              1-800-FOLK-SCH

BRASSTOWN                    NORTH CAROLINA

THE FOLK SCHOOL 
CHANGES YOU.

MyraBurg.com  MyraBurg@QuietOboes.com

O: 310-399-5040  C: 310-780-0666 
Please reach out. We’re friendly.                  

Mention ACCW22 for a 10% discount.

www  . sonyawinner  .  com
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CONTRIBUTORS

Polly Leonard is the founder 
of London-based Selvedge, a 
textiles organization that includes a 
magazine, an education program, 
a cultural heritage event, and the 
promotion of sustainability in the 

highlights some American artists and 
page 46

We’re delighted to welcome 
Bimbola Akinbola to the 
pages of American Craft
interdisciplinary scholar and 

has written about the museum 

page 54

Shae Bishop

assembles ceramic pieces and 
fashions them into garments—
some of which are to be worn when 

craft, he said this was his “dream 
page 68

Cofounder of San Francisco’s 
Museum of Craft and Design, 
JoAnn Edwards
years with renowned exhibition 

exhibition about the placement of 
objects at the time of his death in 

that show, which is now on view, 
page 14

When we reached out to fashion 
scholar Jonathan Michael Square 
to see what he might have to say 
about fashion and craft, he pointed 
toward the collaboration between the 
quilt artists of Gee’s Bend and the 

Jonathan’s marvelous story about 

page 22

Meet some of the many writers and 
artists who contributed to this issue



 ARROWMONT.ORG 

After two years working with our community council, 
the inaugural exhibition in our new building presents 

major works by three artists who explore the 
importance of place and cultural identity.

MAKING PLACE MATTER Formar Tierra y Lugar
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Making Place Matter has been supported by The Pew Center for Arts & Heritage

theclaystudio.org

Ornamental Turned
Ring Bands
studiocelia.com
407.542.6065 @studiocelia

user
Stamp



8 american craft spring 2022 / fashion                          / letters

LETTERS

Letters from 
the Readers
On the Winter 2022 Issue
I thought the Winter 2022 issue was 
spectacular.  The articles about the 
artists were varied and just the right 
length, with good discussion about the 
person and the craft. There was some 
education; I learned about tufting, and 
everybody needs to know the history 
of indigo and the slave trade. It seemed 
very much about what is happening in 
craft now. And the holiday gift guide 
was a shopper’s paradise.  Thank you 
for this beautiful magazine.

—Paige Slade, Jacksonville, Florida

I am quite taken with the American 
Craft Winter 2022 issue and plan to 
read it cover to cover. So nice to see 
the stories and get to the heart of 
what makes ACC really work—not 
just the rock-star makers of craft, but 
the ordinary, hardworking craft artists 
who are trying to make a living with 
their craft. Seek out ordinary people, 
too, who practice their craft as avoca-
tion because they can’t feed the fam-
ily with their art. We are many. We 
are quietly working too. 

—Teri Hay, Woodbury, Connecticut

I will admit I was pretty skeptical after 
receiving the first three redesigned 
issues of the magazine (been a sub-
scriber for many years). But, with the 
latest issue, you seem to have found 
your mojo again. Wood, stone, clay, 
felt; what more could you ask for? 
Although “Metamorphosis” was a bit 
out there. I usually rake my sweetgum 
droppings and burn them.

—Jerry Prater, Donnellson, Illinois

When the magazine arrived, I told my 
husband I wasn’t going to renew this 
year. The next day I sat down to enjoy 
my last edition (for now) and decided I 
had to renew regardless of tight times. It 
was an absolutely stunning issue. Every 
page a thing of beauty. Thank you!

—Megan Kromer, San Antonio, Texas 

Praise for Paiko 
It was great to see a profile of the tal-
ented Andy Paiko. We shared a glass 
studio in Atascadero, California, years 
ago and even back then it was apparent 
he had an extra “something” that made 
him a cut above everyone else. It is 
good to see him become so successful.

—Elaine Hyde, Los Osos, California

Keep the Focus on Craft
The latest issue is a good one!  You 
seem to have returned to your 
main focus which is, in my estima-
tion, crafts and makers. . . .  I am all 
for seeing more makers represented 
in the magazine, of all races, creeds, 
beliefs, etc., but prefer the magazine 
to focus on their actual work and 
creativity. American Craft is just that, 
a focus on craft, craftsmanship, qual-
ity work, and creativity.  It should 
not be some sort of sociological or 
quasi-political treatise on inclusiv-
ity, exclusivity, historical errors, and 
such. Just go ahead and be inclusive 
as you feature quality work by our 
many colleagues in the field.

—Roger Knudson, Finlayson, Minnesota

Let Us See the Craft
Thank you for introducing us to the 
creative portraiture works of Bisa 
Butler, Sarah Sense, and Giles Clem-
ent [in the Fall 2021 issue]. Your pub-
lication used photographs that gave 
the reader an appreciation for Butler’s 
use of color, pattern, and painterly 
interpretation of portraiture. What 
the reader needed to visually experi-
ence was an up-close photographic 
detail of Butler’s composition and 
stitching process to appreciate the 
magnificence of her craft.  “Portraits 
in Craft” was a fabulous article, but 
the reader would have benefited from 
seeing the total craft in the portrait. 

—Maureen Rynn, Lexington, Massachusetts 

Editors respond: Important point! 
Due to limited space in our pages for 
images, we pointed readers to a more 
in-depth Q&A with Bisa Butler at 
craftcouncil.org/BisaButlerInterview. 
There you can see a short video of 
Butler using her sewing machine 
called “The Beast.” Butler also has 
a number of detailed images of her 
work at bisabutler.com.

Talk To Us

We welcome your letters and comments 
at letters@craftcouncil.org.

Sign Up for
Monthly Inspiration

Get American Craft Council’s
inspiring emails—including the monthly 
Craft Dispatch and artist interviews in 
The Queue—at craftcouncil.org/Signup.

Winter 2022Winter 2022Winter 2022
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craft community

Become a Member Today
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Aspen Golann. Near Boston one afternoon, 
Aspen Golann is hunting for a log. “You have me on a 
log day,” she says, explaining that she will carve the felled 
specimen into a replica of a 1770s settee, at Colonial Wil-
liamsburg’s annual Working Wood in the 18th Century 
conference. “It’s about as nerdy as it gets.”

Five years ago, Golann didn’t know how to cut dovetails, 
much less build a historically accurate chair from scratch. 
Then she enrolled at Boston’s North Bennet Street School for 
17th- and 18th-century-style American furniture-making. 
For Golann, whose previous fascinations include sailing, 
bookbinding, and sheep shearing (for weaving), wood-
working was a natural jump. “I could take or leave American 
period furniture,” she says. “I was looking at it like a series of 
skills represented by objects. I wanted that deep understand-
ing of materials you get from learning to do stuff by hand.”

Golann is now known for invigorating classic furniture 
forms with ornate contemporary designs. Her take on a 
Sheraton chair features a face in marquetry—meaning the 
wood is inlaid—gazing from its splat, rather than a tradi-
tional burl. One Windsor settee received a witchy black 
paint job with water-gilded details. Decorative elements 
like these can sometimes deliver subversive messages. Case 
in point: the enameled glass doors of one mahogany cab-
inet, painted with hands holding drapery. “When you 
open it,” Golann says, “you’re sort of removing its clothing. 
It turns that cabinet into a female body.”

LEFT: Golann combines oak, maple, 
and pine in this Curved Windsor Settee, 

2019, 45 x 80 x 38 in. BELOW: Hands 
holding drapery can be seen in the 

hand-enameled glass of this Partially 
Draped Cabinet, 2019, 50 x 48 x 18 in.

Thinking about furniture parts—legs, 
backs, carcasses—led Golann to approach 
her pieces like feminized forms. They became 
objects that “speak honestly and brutally,” she 
says, to her experiences as a queer woman in her craft. 
“Feeling othered, not fitting in, I find ways to blend 
while being fully, authentically me. . . . Thinking about the 
broader context of American period furniture—I wouldn’t 
have been invited into these spaces in that era.”

Last September, Golann launched The Chairmak-
er’s Toolbox, a project that promotes tools fashioned by 
historically underrepresented toolmakers and offers free 
or sliding-scale chair-making classes. “The goal is to do 
a chair tour—throw a log in a truck and travel around 
the country teaching historically excluded woodwork-
ers, using these tools,” Golann says. “It’s obvious that this 
work needs to happen. Until launching, I struggled to find 
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more than a few people willing to acknowledge the degree of insti-
tutionalized racism that exists in woodworking.” The Chairmaker’s 
Toolbox also includes The Living Tools project, which offers retir-
ing woodworkers the opportunity to donate tools to early-in-their-
career furniture makers. 

During the pandemic, Golann began making small-scale objects 
such as handheld brushes. Whimsical and sinuous, these semi- 
functional sculptures are crafted with inlay designs and demon-
strate how she endlessly pushes her skills in unexpected directions. 
“I think of American furniture styles and aesthetics as a language, 
and it usually says certain things,” Golann says. “I like to use that 
language to say other stuff, to talk about my own experience. . . . 
I like rules I can push up against.” —Claire Voon
◆
aspengolann.com | @aspen_golann

Claire Voon is a Brooklyn-based journalist and critic who has contributed to publications 
including The New York Times, ARTnews, and the Brooklyn Rail.

FROM TOP: Wavy Lady Brush, 2021, 
17.5 x 6.5 x 0.75 in., subtly echoes 
classic furniture forms. Yellow and 
black maple veneers interact in Woven 
Brush, 2020, 6 x 4 x 5.5 in. Double Loop, 
2020, 7 x 2 x .75 in. in black walnut. 
OPPOSITE: Golann at work in her studio.
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PREVIEW

The Object in Its Place: 
As Designed by Ted Cohen 
The Museum of Craft and Design is especially proud to 
present a distinctive, celebratory exhibition honoring the 
extraordinary exhibition designer Ted Cohen (1928–2021). 
Brimming with artwork from a selection of collectors and 
artists spaced as vignettes, in addition to a special feature on 
Ted himself, The Object in Its Place: As Designed by Ted Cohen 
is a glimpse into his process, his passion, and his discipline. 

For 60 years, Ted Cohen created inspired art spaces for 
museums, galleries, hospitals, and private residences. He 
reimagined the in-home collections of many and was often 
called back to tweak this or that as collections expanded, 
tastes changed, or collectors simply wanted to share tea, 
lunch, or chocolate. He brought life to objects and instal-
lations, transformed spaces, made exhibit marquees sizzle, 
and nourished our creative appetites. To quote one of 
the Museum of Craft and Design’s long-standing board 
members, “Ted was a master of the museum, a legend of 
reputation, and the dearest soul.” He was a mentor, a loyal 

friend, a brilliant designer, an inventive curator, an avid 
collector, an arbiter of good taste, and a world traveler. 

 Despite a global pandemic and living with con-
siderable pain, he was enlivened by his final creative 
endeavor and emerged from retirement for this exhibi-
tion about his life’s work in conjunction with the book 
The Object in Its Place: The Art of Exhibition Design by 
Ted Cohen, written by Signe Mayfield. Visitors will see 
works in wood, glass, fiber, and ceramics by major art-
ists, including Mildred Howard, Peter Voulkos, Robert 
Brady, Marilyn Levine, Mary White, Clifford Rainey, 
and Therman Statom—all presented in Ted’s unique, 
illuminating style.

Ted Cohen loved MCD and helped define its essence 
and its visual construct as the only museum in San Fran-
cisco devoted to craft and design. With honor, we will 
carry his legacy through his fabulous exhibition and 
beyond. —JoAnn Edwards
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ABOVE: Ted Cohen arranged the objects in 
Donna and Ralph Briskin’s residence. From 
left: a ceramic head by Terry Turrell, a  Goro 
Suzuki chair, and, at far right, a wooden bust 
by Joe Brubaker. RIGHT: Cohen at his desk. 
OPPOSITE: As art consultant for Evans and 
John Wyro, Cohen turned their home into a 
gallery of distinguished artworks.

Museum of Craft and Design
San Francisco, CA
February 12–June 5, 2022
sfmcd.org

JoAnn Edwards is the cofounder and executive 
director of the Museum of Craft and Design. She 
has overseen MCD’s vision and growth from its 2003 
founding in downtown San Francisco to its 2013 
reopening in the historic Dogpatch arts district.
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This messenger bag is from 
Charlotte Friese’s Wool 
and Ridge collection, which 
she calls “earth-inspired.” 
Virginia-based Friese’s love 

in decorative motifs on soft 
merino wool that take their 
cue from natural forms; her 
respect for mid-century design 
can be seen in the bag’s bold plywood 
framing. / $335
charlottefriese.com | @charlottefriese.design

MARKET

Creative Carryalls. What’s in a bag? 
Objects you need to carry, of course. But whether it 
carries the usual necessities, a laptop, recent purchases, 
or a change of clothes, a finely crafted personal bag is 
also a bearer of values: sturdiness, stylishness, beauty, 
maybe even whimsy. Here are four the American Craft 
editors admire.
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This Special Project Tote is in a beautiful state of transition. The 
vegetable-tanned leather that Twin Cities artisan Beth Dow uses 
turns darker and richer with age. Her Fieldwork Goods are 
made using traditional saddlery techniques and in line with a 
company motto: “We make it like we mean it.” / $550

Gabriel Frey of Orono, Maine, learned Indigenous 
basketmaking from his family, becoming the 12th in 
a line of Passamaquoddy artisans to weave black 
ash into elegant carryalls. About his Pack Basket—
available in rainbow or neutral colors—he says, “This 
classic design [is] the basket my grandfather taught 
me how to make over 25 years ago.” / $700
gabrielfreybaskets.com | @gabrielfreybaskets

fell in love with wool felt. She calls working with 
it “addicting.” The San Francisco native creates 

durable, water-resistant material. Her company, 
AudreyModern, is a one-woman operation, from 
design to cutting to riveting. / $440
audreymodern.com | @audreymodern



A GOOD LIFE,  
BUILT BY  
HAND.
NBSS.EDU

1-5 Day Immersive Workshops

pictured: Melissa Weiss

TOUCHSTONECRAFTS.ORG

• 2-4 Week Artist 
Residencies

• Internships and 
Scholarships

Hurry, Apply by 
March 15th

Visit our website for applications and the 2022 workshop schedule.

M O R I T Z  G L I K

For the past 14 years, Haystack Mountain School of 
Crafts has been organizing summer conferences to 
explore ideas of craft, community, and the creative 
process. This year, Indigo Arts Alliance is reimagining 
an innovative gathering, on the School’s campus, 
designed exclusively for artists from Black and Native 
American backgrounds. Re/Union: Re-Editioning Black 
+ Native Histories will include talks by thought leaders, 
special meals by guest chefs, and workshops by visual 
and performance artists, writers, and scholars.
Registration for Re/Union: Re-Editioning Black + Native 
Histories is not open to the public, but the proceedings 
will be made widely available as the subject of the next 
edition of Haystack’s long-running Monograph Series.

Indigo Arts Alliance is an artist residency and arts incubator in 
Portland, Maine, founded and created to amplify the creative 
voices, vision, and practice of artists of African descent. Visit 
indigoartsalliance.me to learn more and support their work.
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Based on the eponymous 2018 exhibition, this exquisite 
publication showcases the work of ACC Fellow and 
renowned jeweler Thomas Gentille. Replete with richly 
detailed photos that show each piece in full scale, this 
book also features text by Gallery Loupe director Patti 
Bleicher, an interview between Gentille and American arts 
writer Lindsay Pollock, and several pieces of writing by 
Gentille himself.

COLOR LIGHT AIR: 
THOMAS GENTILLE
Gallery Loupe, 2020
$35

Artists have more in common with scientists 
and engineers than you might expect. In a publication based on The 
Mint Museum’s reinstallation of its permanent collection, Rebecca 
Elliot brings together essays by contributors such as Hideo Mabuchi 
and Zoe Laughlin to explore making as both creative inspiration 
and thoughtful experimentation. 

NEW RELEASES

Using large-scale images accompanied by brief text, Hall 
introduces us to more than 200 important female designers 
from the mid-19th century to today. Vibrant works from 
crafters such as textile artist and weaver Anni Albers, furniture 
maker Mira Nakashima, and textile artist Marianne Strengell 

Educator and craftsman Doug Stowe has long been 
exploring what it means to be a maker. In a collection 

into the important lessons that working with our 
hands can teach us and the deeper meaning that 
brings to our lives.

WOMAN MADE:
GREAT WOMEN DESIGNERS
By Jane Hall
Phaidon, 2021
$59.95

THE WISDOM OF OUR HANDS: 
CRAFTING, A LIFE
By Doug Stowe
Linden Publishing,
February 2022
$16.95

Building on ArtCenter’s vision and mission of 
creating change by facilitating “rich, intercultural and 
transdisciplinary dialogue,” this podcast features in-depth 
interviews between ArtCenter’s president, Buchman, 
and a wide range of renowned and innovative artists and 
designers, including former Rhode Island School of Design 

artist Chaz Bojórquez.

CHANGE LAB
Created by ArtCenter College
of Design and hosted by
Lorne Buchman
Podcast
artcenter.edu/connect/podcasts/
index.html

CRAFT IN THE LABORATORY: 
THE SCIENCE OF MAKING THINGS

By Rebecca Elliot
D. Giles Limited, February 2022

$39.95
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A NONPROFIT BRINGING  
NEW OPPORTUNITIES  

TO THE ARTISAN & MAKER ECONOMY 

Through membership in Nest’s Artisan and 
Maker Guild, artisans, makers, and craft-based 
entrepreneurs gain access to a growing library 
of expert-led business development resources 
and thoughtful peer support, and may be 
considered for sourcing projects with Nest’s 
brand and retail partners. 

AND, THE BEST PART IS—IT’S FREE!

Visit www.buildanest.org/americancraft 
to learn more and join today

NEST
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THE CRAFTY LIBRARIAN

Fashion Archives. The American Craft Council Library & Archives in Minneapolis con-
tains the country’s most comprehensive archive of contemporary American craft history, with more than 
20,000 print publications, files on nearly 4,000 craft artists, four major archival collections, and a robust 
digital collection. Here, librarian Beth Goodrich unearths ACC archive photos from fashion-related 
exhibitions at the Museum of Contemporary Crafts/American Craft Museum in New York City. 

Denim Art (1974)
The traveling exhibition Denim Art resulted 
from a national contest sponsored by Levi 
Strauss & Co. and featured 50 winning and 
honorable mention entries from over 2,000 
submissions. Read more about the contest 
in American Craft Inquiry, craftcouncil.org/
Post/Levis-Denim-Art-Contest.

Dress Up! Make It, Wear It, 
Share It! (1973)
“Dress Up!  Make It, Wear It, 
Share It!” at the Museum of 
Contemporary Crafts invited 
visitors to create clothing and 
adornment based on a weekly 
theme, such as Flower and 
Vegetable week directed by 
artist Robert Kushner (right) 
and Dream Images week. 
The gallery was set up 
with tables and materials, 

providing basic instructions.
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LEFT: Installation 
image from the 
Denim Art exhibition. 
FAR LEFT: Second 
place Denim Art entry 
from Hopeton Morris, 
Brooklyn, New York. 
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Jewelry of Art Smith (1969)
Jewelry designer Art Smith (above right) 
viewed the body in terms of its potential 
for inspiring three-dimensional design 
(above). In his words, the question was 
not “How do bracelets go,” but “What 
can I do with an arm?”
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Learn More

The digital collections of the ACC Library & 
Archives include troves of information with photos 
worth seeing from many more exhibitions, such 
as The Art of Personal Adornment (1965), Body 
Covering (1968), and The Great American Foot 
(1978). To explore these and other collections, 
visit digital.craftcouncil.org. 

Sign up for Beth Goodrich’s  quarterly newsletter 
at go.craftcouncil.org/CraftyLibrarian. For more 
information about joining the Friends of the ACC 
Library & Archives, contact ACC Interim Exec-
utive Director Judy Hawkinson at jhawkinson@
craftcouncil.org or 651-434-3951.

Jewelry by
Arline Fisch (1968)
In her solo show of 

1968, Arline Fisch (left) 
exhibited dramatic, 

large-scale body- 
adornment jewelry as 

well as some 
smaller pieces.
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A fashion scholar reveals 
the story of a collaboration 

between the quilters of 
Gee’s Bend and designer 
Greg Lauren—and the 
power of color in quilts.

BY JONATHAN MICHAEL SQUARE

A horseshoe-shaped spit of land surrounded on three sides 
by the Alabama River shelters a community of quilters who 
carry on the traditions of their enslaved ancestors. This ham-
let is officially named Boykin, but is better known as Gee’s 
Bend. Over the past century, the women of this isolated rural 
Black community have made their names as some of the most 
important artists of the 20th and 21st centuries. Despite 
accolades for their innovative quilting practice, the name 
Gee’s Bend is still unrecognized in many mainstream art and 
fashion circles. Yet their quilts, and quilts in general, are part 
of our collective consciousness. Most of us have personal con-
nections to quilts that transcend race, class, or geography. 

When my parents moved into their first apartment in Baton 
Rouge, Louisiana, their octogenarian landlord, Mrs. Bennett, 
gifted them a patchwork quilt. The quilt in Toni Morrison’s 
1987 novel Beloved reminds me of those rare cold Louisiana 
nights when my mother covered my bed with that multicol-
ored mantle. What always struck me about the quilt was how 
its orange accents clashed with the rest of the fabric mosaic. The 
colorway worked, but the aesthetic threw your attention for a 
loop. The quilt—which my mom, unfortunately, parted ways 
with after decades of use—subtly marked my childhood.

Beloved, in my opinion, is one of the best novels ever written. 
I look for any opportunity to incorporate it into my syllabi. The 
novel tells the story of how the formerly enslaved main charac-
ter Sethe and her family grapple with the trauma of slavery and 
newfound freedom in late 19th-century Cincinnati. The novel 
has been analyzed through multiple lenses: mother-daughter 
relationships, natal alienation, the historical trauma of the 
Middle Passage, the psychological impact of slavery, and so 
on. Yet what I find most interesting are the motifs of color 
and adornment, particularly quilting.

beloved patches   of orange

The garments in the collection MOSAIC: Gee’s Bend & Greg 
Lauren began as scraps in Lauren’s Los Angeles studio. He 
sent the scaps to the quilt artists of Gee’s Bend, Alabama, 
who turned them into vivid and signed abstract compositions.

23american craft spring 2022 / fashion

user
Stamp



24 american craft spring 2022 / fashion

T
O

P 
A

N
D

 M
ID

D
LE

: P
ho

to
 b

y S
ta

cy
 k

. A
lle

n 
fo

r N
es

t. 
BO

T
T

O
M

: P
ho

to
 b

y E
rik

 L
au

er
. O

PP
O

SI
T

E:
 P

ho
to

 b
y M

en
el

ik
 P

ur
ye

ar
.

A Beacon of Vibrancy
Broken by a lifetime of catastrophic events, 
Sethe’s mother-in-law, Baby Suggs, lies on 
her deathbed and yearns for color in hopes 
that fixating on something harmless will 
ease her last days. Facing the twilight of a 
tortured existence, she resolves, “Blue. That 
don’t hurt nobody. Yellow neither.”

Later in the narrative arc, Sethe awakes 
next to Paul D and contemplates, “[I]t 
was clear why Baby Suggs was so starved 
for color. There wasn’t any except for two 
orange squares in a quilt that made the 
absence shout. . . . In that sober field, two 
patches of orange looked wild—like life in 
the raw.” Sethe’s daughter Beloved is later 
consumed by those same orange squares. 
Orange thus serves as a beacon of vibrancy 
in their bleak existence.

Color—in particular, the pairing of 
incongruous colors like in the quilt—was 
and is an important feature of African 
American aesthetics during and after the 
era of slavery. In Stylin’: African-American 
Expressive Culture from Its Beginnings to the 
Zoot Suit, historians Shane and Graham 
White noted that “the seemingly odd 
combinations of garments, discordant color 
combinations, and irregular patterns that 
slave clothing sometimes displayed encoded 
a cultural aesthetic that was different from 
that of the dominant white society.” 

Enslaved people did not always have 
access to new fabrics and therefore made 
use of scraps of old and recycled textiles. 
The patchwork-of-color theme in Beloved 
is representative of how African Americans 
were forced and/or chose to dress. Thus, 
the patches of orange in Beloved are indica-
tive of a historical disregard for mainstream 
color schemes that I have had the privilege 
of observing in my family’s quilt.

TOP: Doris Pettway Mosely sews together a 
quilted panel using scrap fabric from Greg Lauren. 
MIDDLE: Artist Priscilla Hudson looks at one of her 
quilted panels. BOTTOM: These panels, quilted by 
the artists of Gee’s Bend, are later incorporated 
into garments. OPPOSITE: Mary Margaret Pettway 
with a model wearing a MOSAIC jacket.
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Seeing Textiles and Art Anew
You see the same audacious use of color in MOSAIC: Gee’s Bend & Greg Lauren. The design 
team sent scraps and remnants of textiles to the quilters, and they transformed them into 
quilted panels, which were transformed into garments in the Greg Lauren atelier. Like the 
quilts referenced above, many of the pieces from the collection, such as the GL1 Overcoat 
and GL1 Ollie, also incorporate patches of orange. Lauren says, “I am not a cook, but 
it reminds me of when one ingredient actually brings out an unexpected, rich fla-
vor from a familiar ingredient.” A familiar ingredient in menswear like tweed, for 
example, is activated by the vibrancy of recycled orange textiles. 

“With each new batch of panels, I continued to be amazed by the use of 
so many different fabrics in such a unique, unexpected, and beautiful way,” 
Lauren says. He has always created collections that utilized monochro-
matic color palettes with “pops of color.” The brand’s aesthetic elevates 
textiles rooted in function, like denim or vintage military canvas, into 
luxury sportswear and suiting. The collaboration with Gee’s Bend, 
however, has challenged the Greg Lauren team to continue reimag-
ining its relationship with color. 

In a recent conversation, Lauren was particularly struck by Doris 
Pettway Mosely’s quilted panel, which “at first glance is like a 
beautiful contemporary painting, full of geometric shapes and 



“With each new batch of panels, 
I continued to be amazed by

unexpected, and
beautiful way.”
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The quilted panels in MOSAIC 
garments include signatures of 
the Gee’s Bend artists who made 
them. Visible on this jacket and 
skirt are the signatures of artists 
Emma Mary Pettway and Claudia 
Pettway Charley.



an array of colors.” She took staples from menswear and Greg Lauren 
brand codes like vintage tent material, denim, and houndstooth 
wool and changed how they are typically seen. The transformational 
use of upcycled textiles is what makes Gee’s Bend collaboration so 
inspiring. “As [I] look closer, I see fabrics I’ve known my whole life, 
fabrics we used over multiple seasons, and yet it is as if I’m seeing 
some of them for the very first time, and in an entirely new way,” 
Lauren shares. 

Doris’ panel is emblematic of the style of many Gee’s Bend 
quilters. Since the 1960s, the quilters of Gee’s Bend have been cel-
ebrated for their distinctive and improvisational style. Many of 
the quilts are a departure from traditional quilt making and are 
often noted for their minimalism and abstraction. The quilters 
boldly incorporate folds, stains, pockets, and patched tears in 
workwear garments into abstracted tableaux. They use quilts 
like large canvases, rather than ordered assemblages of cloth. 
For that reason, art historians and curators often compare 
the quilts to abstract art to place them within their frame 
of reference and raise their value by comparing them to a 
more valorized art form dominated by white men.

Pre-Loved Textiles, 
Equitable Collaboration
The use of old clothing is a reminder of the resource-
fulness and creativity of African Americans resulting 
from slavery. The genius of the Gee’s Bend quilters 
has had a transformative impact on how scholars 
and curators understand the diversity and com-
plexity of African American creative expression 
and Black abstract expressionism borne out of 
the crucible of slavery. Within the fields of fiber 
and textile studies, the work of the Gee’s Bend 
quilters has been consistently referenced since 
the community started getting the attention that 
it deserved in the mid-20th century. 

When the quilters at Gee’s Bend were tasked 
with creating quilts from scraps from Lauren’s ate-
lier, it was not a challenge. The valuing of pre-loved 
textiles is central to Gee’s Bend quilting, and many 
quilters continue to enjoy the exercise of working 
with a limited palette and unconventional materi-
als. “I made all of my quilts out of old shirts and 
dress tails and britches legs. I couldn’t never get no 
good fabric to make quilts, so I had to get the best 
of the old clothes my peoples wore or old clothes 
I got from other peoples. I get the best of the 
shirt sleeves or whatever part of the pants wasn’t 
wore out, like the back of the pant legs, ’cause the 
knees mostly be wore out—we pick the cotton 
on our knees,” Loretta Pettway shared in Gee’s 
Bend: The Women and Their Quilts.  Ph
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MOSAIC

installation of the collection 

The quilts of Gee’s Bend are representative of African 
American ingenuity, but they are also personal testa-
ments of a close-knit rural Black community in central 
Alabama. Many of their quilts were traditionally made 
from old clothing from loved ones. The dress that Mary 
Margaret Pettway wore on the first day of school, for 
example, was sewn into a quilt. Mary Margaret recounts 
that these types of quilts are referred to as “pant leg and 
dress tail quilts” in Gee’s Bend. When Mary Margaret 
and her daughter Jade visited Lauren’s atelier, they mar-
ried this penchant for thrift with Lauren’s commitment 
to using pre-loved textiles while actively participating 
in casting, styling, and photographing the collection 
titled MOSAIC: Gee’s Bend & Greg Lauren. 

In fact, the quilters have equally participated in 
all aspects of MOSAIC—from designing the logo 
to consulting on the creation of images to conceptu-
alizing the installation of the collection at Bergdorf 
Goodman in October. Moreover, the quilters were 
compensated for all this labor, and 100 percent of the 
profits from this collaboration is going back to Gee’s 
Bend, a community that has inspired many but has 
yet to fully benefit from their “profoundly creative 
intelligence,” to borrow Lauren’s wording. This is a 
model for equitable collaborations that I hope others 
in the fashion industry will follow. 

A Shared American Experience
It has been heartening to witness the mutual respect 
and admiration between the quilters and Greg Lauren. 
The project is the product of a series of tête-à-têtes 
between collaborators in Boykin, Los Angeles, and 
New York City. As a consultant for this collaboration, 
it has been an honor to be a fly on the wall of these 
conversations, from conception to the final artistic 
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works that you all see today. This is the kind of magic that 
happens when two artistic communities have a meeting 
of the minds and truly listen to each other. Collaboration 
becomes atonement.

Ultimately, the collaboration between Gee’s Bend 
and Greg Lauren is a creative ping-pong match between 
a community of master needleworkers and a purveyor of 
reworked American sportswear. Lauren, who is an artist 
first, uses his brand as a canvas to work out the complexity 
of American identity in the most radical ways. The collabo-
ration is a conduit for shedding more light on this underac-
knowledged group of artists whose work is often relegated 
pejoratively to the realm of craft, despite sustained interest 
from scholars, curators, and collectors. 

The geometric simplicity of Gee’s Bend quilts harkens 
back to the orange patches on the family quilt of my child-
hood and the appetite for color throughout Beloved, which 

plays a part in the African American quilting tradition, but it 
is equally the patchwork of the shared American experience. 
A partnership between Lauren, a designer who has made 
reworking American sartorial codes a central design ethos, 
and Gee’s Bend is a means to heal wounds from the legacy 
of slavery using a medium they have both mastered: textiles.
◆

Jonathan Michael Square is the assistant professor of Black Visual Culture 
at Parsons School of Design. He has taught at the University of Penn-
sylvania, Fashion Institute of Technology, and most recently Harvard 
University. His writing has appeared in Fashion Studies Journal, -
ery29, Fashionista, Vestoj, Guernica, Hyperallergic, Small Axe, British Art 
Studies, and International Journal of Fashion Studies, among others. He 
founded and runs the digital humanities project Fashioning the Self in 
Slavery and Freedom and is working on a book tentatively titled Negro 
Cloth: How Slavery Birthed the Global Fashion Industry.

On a visit to the Greg Lauren Studio in Los Angeles, Mary Margaret Pettway of Gee’s Bend sits with Lauren makers. Standing, left to right: 
Dee Salinas, Zachary White, Christina Wheeler, Maribel Martinez, Dosha Deng, Greg Lauren, France R. Cetz Gomez. Seated, left to right: Mary 
Margaret Pettway, Raymundo Guzman.
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Objects fashioned by craft artists can do more than appeal to the eye and hand. They can 
speak to our cultural, political, environmental, and social climates. They can comment on 
today’s issues and inspire conversations. They can be acts of rebellion.

That’s the point of the “Object As . . .” project, for which six artists were chosen 
by six curators selected by the American Craft Council. The artists (and the curators 
who chose them) are Morel Doucet (Sanjit Sethi),  James Maurelle ( Jennifer-Navva 
Milliken), Leandro Gómez Quintero (Stuart Ashman), Bukola Koiki (Malene Barnett), 
Ebitenyefa Baralaye (Andrew Blauvelt), and Alex Anderson (Suzanne Isken).

Supported by the National Endowment for the Arts, the artists created works that 
speak—subtly, directly, intimately, publicly—about issues that matter to them. The 
works testify to the diversity of makers and practices and to the ongoing impact of 
craft on our lives.

On the following pages, you’ll see photos of the objects the artists created, along with 
stories from the artists about how those objects came into being and what they mean to 
their makers. The curators have also written about the artworks, and you can find their 
accounts at craftcouncil.org/ObjectAs. This spring, podcasts featuring interviews with 
the artists—in which they talk more about the process of making these objects—will 
also be posted on that page. Let the conversations begin. —The Editors

MOREL DOUCET
My grandfather, age 87, has farmed in Haiti for the 
past 55 years. Working the land, he put all 11 of his 
children through school. 

 When I was a child, I loved to spend time with 
him. In the middle of the day, when the heat became 
unbearable and the animals were seeking shelter in 
the foliage, he and I would head toward the river to 
cool off. We would talk about life, my aspirations, and 
school. Our conversations would always end with him 
telling me that if you know where you come from, 
you have a vision of where you’re going; nobody can 
change your conviction or purpose. 

Once the day ended, my Nana would greet my 
grandfather with a hot cup of coffee in a porcelain 
cup. My grandparents’ china always stood out to me; 
it was the starkest white presence in the whole pan-
try. The outer rim of the coffee cup was embellished 
with butterflies and plants. The entire china set was 
brought out only on special occasions, including 
presidential elections. 

In fashioning my object, I wanted to pay homage 
to Haitian President Jovenel Moïse, assassinated in 
July 2021. He came from humble beginnings; he 
often recounted how he had grown up on a large 
sugar plantation in a rural area of the country and 
could relate to the vast majority of Haitians, who 
live off the land. 

The Hills We Die On (Flowers for President Jovenel 
Moïse) commemorates Mr. Moïse’s legacy and his 
vision for the Haitian people—a vision that has been 
left in fragments. The butterflies that grace the face 
are symbols of transformation and hope. The stark 
white porcelain head also pays homage to the cup of 
coffee my grandfather would peacefully drink after 
his day’s work on the farm. 
◆ 
Morel Doucet is a Miami-based multidisciplinary artist and arts 
educator who hails from Haiti. He employs ceramics, illustrations, 

-
tion, and displacement within the Black diaspora communities. 
See another object he created for “Object As . . .” on page 2.Ph
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JAMES MAURELLE
The word maroon refers to a location and a culture I hold 
dear in my childhood imagination. It’s a complex, mixed, 
creolized concept that’s very important to me as a color 
and an identity. 

It became a vision of speed, strength, endurance, and 
fortitude as I watched the Maroons, a West Indian cricket 
team, on television with my father. Dancing bodies hov-
ering over a sea of green, all wrapped in white linen and 
topped with maroon caps, held my fascinated gaze. This 
memory entered my mind in the creation of the artwork 
MAROON(ED), which could be a cricket bat, a paddle 
for a boat, or something else about memory and escape. 

 How do you capture an era while expressing agency, 
freedom, grace, and the residue of a colonialist past? 
Language was my entry point. Maroon, the Maroons, 
and marooned flowed together in my mind—that iconic 
cricketing color, bands of formerly enslaved people who 
escaped to the Jamaican mountains, and the idea of being 
a castaway.

What are the tools you need to free yourself ?
I toiled with the notion of creating a tool that embodies 

sport, escapism, and self-defense; that expresses movement 
and stillness, a call and response between sporting leisure 
and creative labor. 

I call this function the in-between. 
How do you escape and assert agency marooned on 

an island?
I wanted to fashion a tool that is multifunctional and 

dysfunctional at the same time. 
These are some of the concepts I addressed head-on, and 

this is the tool I constructed to escape my captor, whether 
that captor is time, location, the elements, or Being itself. 
◆ 
Sculpture, video, photography, and recycled materials are James Maurelle’s 
physical and digital primes. His work, which investigates the correlation 
between labor and creativity, has been shown in New York, Minneapolis– 
Saint Paul, Austin, Philadelphia, New Orleans, Richmond, Cincinnati, and 
San Francisco. Ph
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LEANDRO GÓMEZ QUINTERO
The Willys Jeep, very common in Baracoa, Cuba, is something I have 
represented many times in my work through my sociocultural project 
titled Transportarte a Baracoa (transport yourself to Baracoa).

When I started this project, I wanted to reflect the reality that sur-
rounds us here in Cuba. The Willys has been used to carry packages and 
help with moves. During World War II, it was employed by the mili-
tary on the Guantánamo naval base, where the strong and brave vehicle 
proved its value more than once. 

The process of building this entirely handmade 1952 Willys Jeep began 
with deciding on the model, the year, the number of its components, hard 
top or canvas top, and so on. Materials included poster board, plastic, 
bottle caps, and Styrofoam—which I carved, shaped, and painted for the 
tires—and other things to replicate a vehicle seen on the roads here in my 
province. And I placed a boat on the roof of the Jeep, which could be per-
ceived as something for a fishing trip or for an effort to migrate elsewhere.

The process included paying a lot of attention to the statement the 
piece was making. I also added some humor and had the comfort of 
knowing that I was expressing reverence for a classic vehicle.

Within the Willys are the family’s personal belongings, including a 
life preserver (actually an inner tube). Written on the inner tube, and on 
the body of the car, are words that reference the Afro-Cuban religions 
so prevalent here. On the inner tube: Jemanya, the orisha or deity from 
the Yoruba tradition who is the protector of the waters. The owners of 
the vehicle undoubtedly added this to protect them as they traverse the 
ocean in search of what they believe will be a better life.
◆ 
Leandro Gómez Quintero is an artist living in Baracoa, Guantánamo, Cuba. He studied 
history and philosophy and taught at the Sede Centro Universitario Municipal Baracoa. He 
has exhibited at the International Folk Art Market in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and his work 
was featured in an article by Guy Trebay in the New York Times.Ph
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Transportarte a Baracoa
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BUKOLA KOIKI
During the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
in-between spaces of immigrant life were made more acute 
for me than ever. Searching for the feeling of home during 
the seemingly endless isolation of that time, I found com-
fort in abstracted forms and shapes of houses. I made The 
Pull in response to my yearning for Nigeria and beloved 
family members. 

The Pull is two conjoined house-objects created from 
stiff synthetic fabric traditionally worn as elaborate geles 
(head ties) during special family occasions in Nigeria. 
Geles are not of Nigerian origin but were created in the 
UK in the 20th century and embraced by West Africans 
as part of traditional wear. Chinese factories are now rep-
licating the textile. This provenance makes them, like me, 
liminal, transnational entities.

I’ve used them to create origami folded-house forms 
that represent the complexity of my experience of being 
a Nigerian-born American immigrant. The black house 
represents the African continent and the red one, the 

American continent. I painted the red house form in red 
ochre natural pigment, the color of the red soil found in ter-
ritories of my people, the Yoruba ethnic group of western 
Nigeria. Black ink marks the ochre surface for the roads to 
my first dwelling in each city I have lived in since moving 
to the United States. Next, I split a significant quote from 
author bell hooks in half and hand-embroidered it in my 
handwriting on each roof. Circling the objects allows the 
viewer to read the full quote for complete understanding. 
Finally, an umbilical cord of 24 embroidery strands con-
nects the forms—one for each year I have been away from 
the country of my birth. 

This work is my immigrant longing given form, and 
a love letter to those who navigate the spaces between 
nations, borders, and languages.
◆
Bukola Koiki is a Nigerian American transdisciplinary artist known for 
material and technical research in her practice. She received an MFA in 

Art. She lives in Lewiston, Maine.

The Pull
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EBITENYEFA BARALAYE
“It is easy for us to lose ourselves in details in endeav-
oring to grasp and comprehend the real condition 
of a mass of human beings. We often forget that 
each unit in the mass is a throbbing human soul.” 
—W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk

“I wonder where is all my relation. Friendship 
to all and every nation.” —David Drake

Ancestry and family are profound values in my life, 
but the terms also have a degree of opacity. An under-
standing of “one’s people” touches on broad ideas of 
community, history, place, and value that shape a 
sense of belonging and being. We ultimately belong 
less to those broad entities than to the specific peo-
ple and the distinct faces, voices, and bodies, known 
and unknown, chosen and unchosen, that compose 
what the 19th-century potter David Drake, enslaved 
in South Carolina, calls our “relation.” 

Drake’s poem, inscribed on one of his pots, holds 
the complexity of “relation” softly as he meditates on 
the sorrow of displacement from loved ones under 
slavery. This sentiment is coupled with a desire to be 
a friend to “all and every nation.” The coupling, at 
first perplexing, would probably have been impossi-
ble without his deep and active imagination, which 
attributed distinct faces to those close to him and 
those whose lives he was imagining—faces to be 
sought and known. 

As a part of a diaspora removed since birth from 
Nigeria and its culture, I see “my relation” in the 
faces of the family members I know but also in the 
imagined faces of those on my family tree whom 
I have yet to meet or never will. All My Relation: 
I gives distinct features to this unknown segment 
of my relation while acknowledging that they are 
both unclear and persistent in my mind.
◆ 
Ebitenyefa Baralaye is a ceramicist, sculptor, and designer. His 
work explores cultural, spiritual, and material translations of 
form/objects, text, and symbols through a diaspora lens. He is 
assistant professor of Ceramics at the College for Creative Stud-
ies in Detroit.

All My Relation: I
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ALEX ANDERSON
Burn It All Away depicts an idyllic nature scene catching fire 
under the rays of a burning sun while an anthropomorphized 
gazing pool smiles in witness to this circumstance. Wet foot-
prints step away from the pool, suggesting the departure of 
the reflected subject, or perhaps of the reflection itself. The 
burning flowers in this scene are daffodils, which are of the 
genus Narcissus, connecting the classical myth with its flo-
ral symbolic stand-in and the reflecting pool central to the 
familiar narrative of self-obsession. In this image, the light 
of the sun represents personal enlightenment, self-awareness, 
and knowledge, key to the transcendence of a fixation on the 
self and one’s physical and imagined image. 

As the light intensifies, the flowers burn, signifying the 
way in which a greater understanding of reality and the 

larger harm narcissism causes to the self and others can 
be a catalyst for informed healing and change. The pool 
smiles because the physical body it was reflecting is free of 
the pain and confines of a disorder people often think of 
as an unabated self-love at the expense of those who inter-
act with the narcissist, when in fact the narcissist lives in a 
state of unseen suffering. The maladaptive self-obsession is 
a form of both compensation and protection that, in this 
image, the person reflected no longer needs, so nothing feels 
better than burning it all away.
◆
Alex Anderson received an MFA in Ceramics from UCLA after earning 

-
zhou in 2015. His recent work explores Black and Asian American identity 
through the lens of millennial culture. 

Burn It All Away



POSTPONED | NEW DATES

Our flagship marketplace has been postponed from its original dates in February. Join us in May to support 
and shop from more than 300 artists and take a weekend to celebrate all things handmade. If you have already 
registered for the event, your registration will remain valid for the new dates. Can’t make it to Baltimore? The 
online side of American Craft Made is designed to bring our exciting marketplace to you wherever you are.

Learn more at craftcouncil.org/Baltimore2022

In person:  May 20 – 22, 2022, Baltimore Convention Center
Online:  May 16 – 29, 2022, shop.craftcouncil.org
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BY CLAIRE VOON

With her sculpted paper dresses, Fabiola Jean-Louis 
unflinchingly confronts history and imagines Black futures.

Fabiola Jean-Louis rose to prominence as an artist for her series 
Rewriting History, comprising 12 transcendent photographs of Black 
women in elaborately staged scenes, clad in paper period dresses. 
Designed with paper ruffles, ribbons, and newsprint corsets, these lav-
ish designs are informed by gowns from 15th- to 19th-century paint-
ings of European noblewomen. “There was something very appealing 
and powerful about the garments,” says Jean-Louis, who describes her-
self as a visual activist and uses fashion to challenge, complicate, and 
control narratives of representation. “I felt, how interesting would it 
be to look at these detailed garments on women of color, who usually 
don’t get credit for having participated in that fashion, to help me tell 
these awful traumatic stories.” 

Jean-Louis’ handmade garments tell stories of the transatlantic 
slave trade and its aftermath. They also tell stories that center and 
empower Black lives—specifically those of Black women—and are 
imbued with elements of Vodou, powerfully grounding the artist’s 
Haitian identity and spirituality in each piece. Working across sculp-
ture, painting, and photography, Jean-Louis performs her own kind 
of magic through her materials as she builds her ensembles with 
paper, not fabric, which she hand-paints. “Everything starts out with 
white paper,” she says. “I’m constantly inspired by the material. Every 
time, I push it even more to see what I can do with it.” 

When the Metropolitan Museum of Art approached Jean-Louis to 
create an artwork for its new period room, a space rooted in Afrofutur-
ism, the artist responded with a sculptural dress designed for war. The 
room, called Before Yesterday We Could Fly, debuted in November 2021. 
It features new commissions alongside collection objects that respond 

The artist portrayed in Madame Beauvoir’s 
Painting, 2016, a photograph from the 
Rewriting History series, is attired in 
a gown made of paper. She paints a 
formerly enslaved man whose back bears 
the scars of brutalization. Ph
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ABOVE: Before Yesterday We Could Fly, the Metropolitan 
Museum’s speculative period room celebrating Afrofuturism. 
LEFT: Jean-Louis’ contribution to the period room is a 
garment for an imagined 19th-century Black queen that she 
designed “to talk about my Haitianness, my Blackness, and 
my spirituality.” OPPOSITE: Jean-Louis in her studio. 

“Everything starts out 
with white paper.”

—Fabiola Jean-Louis
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to the history of Seneca Village, a 19th-century Black com-
munity that was displaced to make way for Central Park. “I 
was thinking about the kind of rage and upset that causes,” 
Jean-Louis says. “[Designed for] a Black queen, the outfit is a 
rallying cry to speak on a revolution and on the need to pre-
vent Black bodies from constantly being moved out.” 

Ornamented with 24-karat gold, the dress features an 
hourglass silhouette based on 19th-century garments and 
latticed bishop sleeves that evoke armor. Entwined serpents 
wind along its mosaic bodice, portraying flowers, which 
symbolize offerings to Ezili Dantor, the loa, or spirit, of 
vengeance in Haitian Vodou. To create this battle dress, 
Jean-Louis blended paper into a malleable claylike pulp, 
then dried and baked it into tiles that she could arrange 
into designs. The resulting pattern “deals with my idea of 
Black experiences, the mosaic of Blackness,” she says. “This 
was a design I created from imagination to talk about my 
Haitianness, my Blackness, and my spirituality.”

The result is a garment that is also “a spin on an altar,” 
she added. Existing in its own magical reality and a space 
of its own time, the dress marks for Jean-Louis a new gen-
eration of garments. 
 
Histories Revealed and Recast
The stories Jean-Louis confronts in her work originate from 
the transatlantic slave trade and the enduring racial injus-
tices and trauma of what African American studies scholar 
Saidiya Hartman calls the “afterlife of slavery.” In Rewriting 
History, cruel images emerge that speak to the brutalization 
of Black bodies and the circulation of such visuals over cen-
turies. A portrait reinterpreting a Thomas Gainsborough 
painting depicts, in the distance, white men raping a Black 
woman. A bronze paper dress features a stomacher, a dec-
orated triangular panel of a corset, that reveals a lynching. 
Jean-Louis insists on depicting this violence because it is 
real: “I decided early that I would become a visual activist, 
and that meant showing things that were going to be very 
uncomfortable—not only for me, but for other people.”

Yet, while acknowledging these violent histories, 
Jean-Louis also adamantly generates beauty. Take Madame 
Beauvoir’s Painting (2016), a photograph of a woman 
painting a formerly enslaved man known as Gordon, and 
depicting his scourged back. Here, Jean-Louis designed 
the woman’s garment so the woman looks “like a flower, 
almost—something beautiful and soft compared to the Ph
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harsh, traumatizing whip marks.” In her sculptures, she 
also adds elements of luxury through her choice of embel-
lishments, such as Swarovski crystals or lapis lazuli, which 
symbolizes gods and power as well as spirit and vision. “I 
was trying to find a vehicle to carry these ugly truths,” says 
Jean-Louis, “and fashion was going to help me do that.” 

Portrait of an Artist
Jean-Louis has used style to assert her voice since she was 
a teen growing up in Brooklyn. She began wearing corsets 
at 16 as part of the 1990s New York goth scene; she also 
became a professional dominatrix. An immigrant from 
Port-au-Prince, she often felt out of place in the United 
States. “I became too Black in some circles, and not Black 
enough in others,” Jean-Louis recalls. 

Her love of fashion led her to the High School of Fashion 
Industries in New York. Later, she studied medicine at Flori-
da’s Nova Southeastern University but dropped out, partially 
due to academic pressures. In 2013, she began taking photo-
graphs of herself in surrealistic scenes: floating through rings, 
as if in mid-teleportation, or dancing from puppet strings, her 
balancing act alluding to how Black women have historically 
been controlled or manipulated. “I really leaned into art again 
as a form of therapy,” she says. “I started scrutinizing my Black 
identity much later on in life. I wanted to find more of myself, 
my own voice, so I would know what I really wanted to say.”

While establishing her photography studio, she was keen 
to bring fashion into her art and began constructing paper 
dresses. Initially, the material was a cost-effective option. 
“Not having access to fabrics, not being able to afford to rent 
costumes for photoshoots, I was forced into that space of cre-
ativity,” she says. “What started out as a necessity to bring my 
visions to life eventually became my style.”
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—Fabiola Jean-Louis
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Material and Spiritual Strength
Nowadays, making a dress takes at least three months. 
Using four paper types, including a highly fibrous Korean 
handmade paper, she constructs a skeletal armature, pet-
ticoats, beads, and neckpieces. She paints details with 
pigment powder, alcohol ink, and acrylic, and uses wood 
glue, with some sewing, to bind her handiwork. “I’m really 
enjoying sculpture right now,” she says. “There have been 
a few small and big successes that I’ve made in the process 
of working with paper, and I want to keep exploring those. 
It’s about creating the hand memory, really holding on to 
things I’ve learned.”

In Jean-Louis’ hands, paper, often perceived as fragile, 
becomes a supple tool to affirm the inherent dignity of 
Black lives amid the persistent spectacle of Black trauma. 

Alluding to records and documentation, the material 
also underscores the central idea of Black authorship 
in her art. If it is worn, those wearing it and animat-
ing it are always Black. “I was clear that I would only 
put Black women in my work, because [individual 
portraiture] was a space we weren’t taking up enough,” 
Jean-Louis said. “If you’re Caucasian, you can be a fairy, 
this magical being. Rarely are Black women depicted in 
such a delicate, magical way. Somebody needed to do 
that, and it needed to be a Black woman.” In Rewriting 
History, sitters are protagonists in stories from which 
they’ve been erased; they enact, in spaces historically 
inaccessible to them, a resolute act of reclamation. Last 
April, the series was acquired by Yale’s Beinecke Library, 

LEFT: In the photograph They’ll 
Say We Enjoyed It, 2018, Jean-
Louis reinterprets a Thomas 
Gainsborough portrait. An elegant 
18th-century woman in a paper 
gown poses with her lapdog; in 
the background, white men rape a 
Black woman. OPPOSITE: Rest in 
Peace, 2018, a life-size paper dress 
ornamented with an atrocity. 
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ABOVE: Altar Shrine, 2021, 20 x 20 x 5 in., made of clay-
treated paper and adorned with 24k gold, labradorite, dried 

Louis’ blend of Black consciousness, the Haitian religious 
tradition, and a keen historical sense. OPPOSITE: In a self-
portrait, Jean-Louis reimagines the Madonna in Paradise 
Lost, 2020. The photograph is part of her Atonement series, 
an engagement with spirituality and Catholicism. 
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assuring that these narratives attain further longevity as 
research tools. 

Paper continues to lead Jean-Louis in many directions, 
across the mosaic of her own sense of self. She has been 
developing a series titled Atonement that explores her 
relationship with spirituality and Catholicism through 
portraits of herself and others wearing paper garments. 
The Met commission also provoked a desire to depict an 
all-paper installation that presents a deeply personal ren-
dition of the Haitian Revolution. Her vision includes full-
scale altars—magical sites of remembrance and ancestral 

connection that are both sacred and protective. “What 
I’m really talking about in all of my work is a certain 
type of spirituality that I believe is at the center of Black 
identity,” Jean-Louis says. “I’m tapping into the roots and 
magic at the center of strength.”
◆

Claire Voon is a Brooklyn-based journalist and critic who has contributed 
to publications including the New York Times, ARTnews, and the Brooklyn 
Rail. She is also an editor at Borderless Magazine
the US immigration system.



Meet American 
artists and designers 
who are using the 
rich, resonant 
vocabulary of 
textiles to say things 
we need to hear. 
BY POLLY LEONARD

cloth encounters
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Installation of Amy Revier’s one-of-a-kind, double-weave, reversible coats in handwoven, 
handspun and hand-dyed Highlands cashmere. Blue Mountain School, London, 2019. 

being a neutral material, fiber is loaded with the weight of 
human history. It was the protagonist in the development of money, 
double-entry bookkeeping, and banking. Cloth is woven into the 
narrative of colonization and slavery, the Industrial Revolution, the 
computer age, and the growth of the pharmaceutical industry. With 
its synthetic materials and dyes, and the exponential growth in global 
distribution that came with discounted fast fashion, cloth contributes 
to the environmental crisis, too. All of this history makes textiles the 
most culturally loaded material available to the maker. It also commu-
nicates identity more profoundly than any other makers’ material. 

In a culture as diverse and complex as that of the United States, 
artists who choose to express their ideas through textiles make use of 
the powerful messages that textiles communicate to great effect. This 
exciting field, dominated by women, is currently grappling with issues 
of environmental, economic, and social sustainability. Many mak-
ers are choosing to develop the possibilities of recycled materials or 
to employ a field-to-fabric approach, which encompasses aspects of 
animal husbandry and land management. Others grapple with the 
textiles’ uncomfortable history and explore ideas of identity. All use 
astonishing creativity to craft a brighter future. 

As the founder and editor of London-based Selvedge magazine, it 
has been a privilege to spend my career promoting makers working 
with textile materials. For this issue of American Craft, I’ve selected 
several American makers to watch, some new to the field and others 
with a lifetime of experience. Enjoy!

It might look like fluff, but fiber is powerful stuff. Far from

Amy Revier
Amy Revier is a Texas native cur-
rently based in London, part of a 
new generation of artists exploring 
the garment form. Revier studied 
art history and sculpture, with a 
focus on the relationship between 
form and performance. “I spent a 
lot of time thinking about wraps,” 
she says. “Head wraps, body wraps, 
and how the body worked within 
and out of them.” In her Hamp-
stead studio, Revier creates one-
of-a-kind coats on a traditional 

The correlation between her aca-
demic interest and current practice 
seems obvious when you see her 
working at her loom; the process of 

weaving becomes a performance 
of making in itself. 

Revier’s work questions tradi-
tional boundaries between art and 
craft. Are these coats made to be 
hung on a wall or worn? They’re 
“signed” rather than labeled, col-
lected rather than bought, and 
made with an attitude more often 

-
people. “I want to push away from 
the fashion world,” she says. “I’d 
love to install sculptures among 
the clothes.” If you’re lucky enough 
to own one of Revier’s coats, it will 
be a soulmate in your wardrobe.

amyrevier.com | @amyrevier
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Rhiannon Griego
Saori is a philosophy of weaving that 
promotes freedom, improvisation, and 
self-expression. It’s based on the Japa-
nese aesthetic of wabi-sabi and empha-
sizes the acceptance of imperfection. In 
saori, whatever is woven is perfect as it is: 
broken and repaired warp threads, lumpy 
selvedges—these irregularities represent 
the uniqueness of the handmade cloth. 
Rhiannon Griego, a Santa Fe–based art-
ist, marries this philosophy with the rich 
weaving traditions of her Mexican, Span-
ish, and Tohono O’odham lineage to cre-
ate boleros, ruanas, tunics, and capes 
from undyed, hand-spun silk, indigenous 
cotton, Churro wool roving, and horsehair. 
The color, texture, and form of her work 

landscapes of the Southwest, where she 
sets up her loom and weaves outdoors. 
Griego has a respectful approach to her 

her garments constructed from uncut 

waste practices of Indigenous weavers 
around the world.

rhiannongriego.com | @rhiannonmgriego

ABOVE LEFT: Rhiannon Griego 
wearing her Rainbow Ways 
Cape, made of handspun wool, 
silk,Tencel, Lurex, and cotton. 
ABOVE RIGHT: Griego’s 
merino wool unisex Tobacco 
Drape Cape is handwoven with 
“empty reed dents between 
threaded harness.”
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ABOVE: From Cara Marie 
Piazza’s intimate label 
Calyx, pants dyed with 
logwood and iron. RIGHT: 
This dress, shown in a Jason 
Wu runway show, features 
digital re-creations of hand-
painted silks that have been 
dyed with lac beetle, frozen 

Cara Marie Piazza
New Yorker Cara Marie Piazza is a modern- 
day alchemist working with botanicals, plant 
matter, minerals, nontoxic metals, and food 
wastes to create fabrics that are respectful 
of the environment. By employing a vast 
array of techniques, including ombré, shi-
bori, batik, bundle dyeing, rust dyeing, and 
hand-painting, she casts her spell over 
the textiles of private clients and design-
ers alike. Catch her workshops, including 
a remarkable combination of cooking and 
dyeing called “Eat Your Colors” with Chef 
Elisa Da Prato. Da Prato, who is known for 

Tuscan restaurant, Elisa, joins Piazza to 
cook herb-pressed pasta and rose petal rav-
ioli and ricotta, and then dye a set of napkins 
with leftover herbs and roses, pomegranate 
rinds, and a variety of kitchen spices. I love 
Piazza’s approach to creating uncompro-
mising color treatments without compromis-
ing the environment.

caramariepiazza.com | @caramariepiazza
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Christina Kim
Christina Kim loves working with her hands. She started Dosa 
as a creative experiment, a conversation between commerce 
and handmade clothing, pioneering slow fashion at every turn. 
Within 10 years she was questioning the traditional industry 
methods, and her in-house team added handwork techniques 
to their repertoires. Her Standard Issue line is made up of 
nonseasonal, value-led garments based on vernacular cloth-
ing and inspired by the rabari shepherd jacket, the kurta, 
the cossack top, and the dashiki. Committed to artisanal, 
heritage techniques such as Bandhani and Leheriya, devel-
oped by the Khatri community of Gujarat in India, and a 
zero-waste philosophy, Kim favors organic, natural-dyed, 
handwoven cloth and hand-stitching    when collaborating 
with artisans from places as diverse as Mexico, India, China, 
and Colombia.  An accomplished gallery artist as well as a clothing 
designer, she recently closed her store in New York to reduce her 
footprint and amplify her message through museum installations 

and continues to challenge the status quo in everything she does.

ABOVE: This Wovenplay tutu is made from duchesse silk satin from a mill 

screen-printed by hand and vintage beads on the sides. BELOW RIGHT: The 

hand-woven, cut and sewn brocaded cotton jamdani saris, © Dosa Inc., 
and part of the Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum.

Katherine Edmonds
Wovenplay is a children’s wear brand providing “cre-
ative couture for the everyday artist and adventurer.” 
Founder and designer Katherine Edmonds has a 
background in art, textile design, and traditional 
French dressmaking. Using heirloom techniques, 
such as hand-dyeing and silk-screen printing with 
water-based paints, to highlight the tactile quali-
ties of natural materials, Wovenplay cultivates the 
savoir faire of the past to create modern clothing and 
accessories for a life lived with imagination. All col-
lections are made by hand in Wovenplay’s Brooklyn 
studio and tinted in natural or low-impact dyes. The 
garments are constructed to the highest standards 
by a local workforce or fair-trade producers abroad, 
and packaging is recycled and/or biodegradable. 
With its delicate dresses and hand-printed capes, 
Wovenplay inspires creativity and appreciation of the 
inherent beauty of traditional arts and crafts.

Of all the horrors of “fast fashion,” polyester 
and other petroleum-derived, nonbiodegradable 
materials—seen everywhere in the contemporary 
wardrobe—are perhaps the most abhorrent to the 
aesthetically and environmentally conscious. Wov-
enplay provides a welcome antidote: responsibly 
made garments that also help nurture the creative 
minds of the future.

wovenplay.com | @wovenplay
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dress, inspired by 
Sarah Nsikak’s 

Nigerian heritage, 
is made of natural 

and deadstock. 

Sarah Nsikak
Sarah Nsikak, a Nigerian American living in Brooklyn, New 
York, unites her cultural heritage with contemporary style 
in her brand, La Réunion. Nsikak was taught to sew by her 
grandmother, a seamstress in Nigeria, and her inherited 
love of textiles led her to work in the fashion industry for 
several years after completing training in art therapy. Then 
her concern about the waste generated by the industry 
prompted her to return to her art practice to make implicit 
statements about sustainability. Nsikak’s patched dresses 

rooms in New York City. 
She is interested in reclaiming beauty from the ugliness 

of the past, explaining that “when beauty has been stolen 
by way of colonization . . . it is up to the artists and makers 

vibrant stories of African culture, particularly the tale of how 
the Herero people reimagined German clothing. Authorities 
in the colony of German South West Africa (now Namibia) 
tried to wipe out the Herero in the early 20th century—but 
their descendants got a kind of revenge by appropriat-
ing and reimagining the European clothing styles of their 
oppressors, thoroughly Africanizing them in the process. It 
is a sign of resilience—what people from the African dias-
pora around the world have been practicing for centuries. 
To make emphatically beautiful something that was initially 

sign of immense strength. 
Even though she doesn’t consider herself an art thera-

pist, Nsikak acknowledges the healing properties inherent 
in the methods she uses in her work. Her courage in grap-
pling with an uncomfortable aspect of our shared history is 
palpable in her work.

lareunionstudio.com | @a.la.reunion
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In Ocelot’s silk top and 
wrap skirt, hemp cotton 
sailor trousers, and wool 
shrug, the warmth of 
the sunset is evoked by 
layering natural dyes in 
yellow hues with the red 
of madder root.  

Angelina DeAntonis
Angelina DeAntonis is a Bay Area–based 
maker. Her company, Ocelot, specializes in 
hand-dyed clothing constructed from cot-
ton jersey knit fabric. Bold and luminous 
patterns emerge from precision engineering 
in the dye studio, and these are crafted into 
placement-dyed garments in subtle autum-
nal hues. DeAntonis employs itajime, an 
ancient Japanese clamp resist-dye tech-
nique. The laborious, physically demanding 
process requires several days to complete. 
It involves folding the fabric carefully, then 
placing wood blocks (DeAntonis uses disks) 
on either side of the folded fabric. Pres-
sure is then put on the blocks by binding 
and clamping. When the bound fabric is 
immersed into the dye bath, the mirroring 
process created by the folds makes rhyth-
mic patterns, and the background becomes 

circles glow. These circular forms haunt her 
work. For the past 20 years DeAntonis has 
devoted her career to developing this visual 
language, using the vocabulary of the circle 
and the grammar of natural dyeing to make 
strong personal statements.

ocelotclothing.com | @ocelotclothing

◆
Polly Leonard studied embroidery and weaving at The 
Glasgow School of Art before a decade-long career in 
teaching led her to launch Selvedge. The brand now 
encompasses a magazine, an educational program, 
and an event that promotes the preservation of cultural 
heritage as well as the production of economically and 
environmentally sustainable textiles by supporting 
makers from around the world. selvedge.org 

More Images

See more work by these makers and 
others in the online version of this 
article: craftcouncil.org/AmericanCloth
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Visionary artist Sonya Clark 
fashions artworks—cosmic, 
spiritual, and sociopolitical—
with the help of many hands.

BY BIMBOLA AKINBOLA
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ABOVE: Sonya Clark holding a book cut and folded 

books for Clark’s Solidarity Book Project, here exhibited 
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The multidisciplinary textile artist 
Sonya Clark was inspired to create her most recent col-
laborative artwork while traveling through Italy. A dear 
friend gave her a copy of The Autobiography of Malcolm X 
in Italian—which Clark doesn’t speak—and immediately 
she knew the book would become an art object. After she 
returned to the States, she began studying “book sculpt-
ing,” something she had never done. She designed a tem-
plate and cut the shape of a solidarity fist into the fore edge 
of the book before sending it back to her friend, grateful 
for the ways the book could travel when pandemic restric-
tions prevented her from doing so. This act gave birth to 
the Solidarity Book Project. 

Anyone could join in. The prompt was simple: take a book 
that has taught you about solidarity with Black and Indige-
nous communities and carve a solidarity fist into it. During 
the initial year of the project, Clark asked participants to mail 
the books to her. They were exhibited as part of Amherst 
College’s 200th anniversary in the fall of 2021, which was 
also the 50th anniversary of the Black Studies Department 

Solidarity Book Project, 
2021, taught someone about solidarity with Black and Indigenous 

Clark works with gallery 

for Unraveling
Skein

Twist

and the fifth anniversary of student activism that had resulted 
in the hiring of more faculty of color (including Clark).

As part of the project, Clark partnered with Amherst—
named after Jeffery Amherst, who advocated for the use of 
biological warfare against Indigenous peoples—to financially 
match participation in the project. For every individual who 
read an excerpt or sent a book, Amherst contributed up to 
$200 to be donated to organizations supporting Black and/
or Indigenous communities. The project raised $100,000.

In response to people who want to donate money directly 
to the project, Clark says, “I don’t want your money. I want 
your participation in this visual and communal work of sol-
idarity.” In December 2021, the website that serves as the 
project’s digital archive was launched, where a virtual mon-
ument is being constructed out of photos of sculpted books. 
People are encouraged not only to sculpt their own books 
but also to launch their own projects—to build community, 
create public monuments, and partner with institutions 
that have benefited from colonialism, in order to give back 
to Black and Indigenous communities. 

The Solidarity Book Project asks us to think about 
the work of solidarity and, through art, to practice 
what liberation looks and feels like through our col-
lective making practices. It allows us to see the true 
power of our actions through how they wondrously 
ripple, combine, and build off the work of others.  

This collaborative approach, giving voice to the 
power of the collective, is fundamental to Clark’s work 
as an artist. “I can unpack anything as a collaboration,” 
Clark says. “When I draw with a pencil on a piece of 
paper, I didn’t make the pencil, I didn’t make the paper, 
I didn’t even make this hand. Genetically there are 
more people in this hand than I can count. There are 
multiple people in the room already, and all I’m doing 
is drawing. We’re never singular. We’re always in com-
munity. Even though one body might be in this space, 
that body is also this composite of many.”

Polyvalent Artist, Powerful Vision
Born in Washington, DC, and raised by a Trinida-
dian psychologist and a Jamaican nurse, Clark rose 
to international fame with powerful and intricate art-
works using hair and flags to express complex aspects 



of African American identity, pride, and struggle. Col-
laboration is present in nearly all of them. 

In Hairbow for Sounding the Ancestors (2013), for 
example, she rehaired a violin bow with a dreadlock of 
her own hair and asked jazz violinist Regina Carter to 
use the bow to play “Lift Every Voice and Sing” (aka the 
Black national anthem), “America the Beautiful,” and 
“The Star-Spangled Banner” in a public performance. 

For Skein (2016), expert hair braider Kamala Bhagat 
gave Clark all the dreadlocks from the head of one of 
her customers; Clark connected them into one very 
long dread representing the approximately 80,000 indi-
vidual hairs on a typical human head. The point, and the 
heartbreak, of the piece is that 80,000 is also the number 
of Africans enslaved by Europeans and transported in a 
single year at the height of the slave trade. 

Six years ago, in collaboration with graphic designer 
Bo Peng, she developed a digital type font by snipping 
off a lock of her own hair and instructing Peng to pull 
all of the letters from the shapes present in her own 
curls. It’s a personal gesture, of course, but also a cri-
tique of how the Roman alphabet has come to dom-
inate so much of how we communicate with each 
other and document reality; the font is also a way of 
acknowledging the many African languages still colo-
nized by the script of the Roman Empire. Although 
Twist (the typeface was named by poet Rita Dove) is 
based on the 26 letters in the Roman alphabet, this 
unique script has quite literally grown out of the head 
of a Black woman artist. 

“I am hard-pressed to point to a Black woman who is 
an artist who has not made work about hair or at least 
contemplated it,” Clark says. “I’m someone who thinks 

“I can unpack 
anything as a 
collaboration.” 

                            —Sonya Clark
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about hair as a medium, as an art form, and as the carrier 
of our DNA and our heritage and our ancestors, something 
that actually outlives us. The rest of my body could go to 
dust, but my hair will exist and persist. It becomes a lineage; 
it remains.”

Trained as a textile artist, Clark says she will always 
be able to make artwork around hair, which of course is 
a fiber. She points out that although weaving has histori-
cally been seen as mere “women’s work” or the production 
of a taken-for-granted commodity by low-skill labor, “we 
wouldn’t even have the technology that we’re so dependent 
on right now if it weren’t for the complexity of a loom, 
that early jacquard loom that had the punch-card system 
that led to the punch-card system of early computers, and 
then to today’s tech. I often say to people, You wouldn’t 
have a microcomputer in your pocket if it weren’t for a loom.” 

Then there are the flags. In Unraveling, a series of per-
formances beginning in 2015, Clark has invited audience 
members to join her in unraveling a Confederate flag. Her 
traveling exhibit Monumental Cloth, The Flag We Should 
Know, launched in 2019 at The Fabric Workshop and 
Museum, reframed and highlighted the little-known Con-
federate Flag of Truce, a repurposed dishcloth that ended 
the Civil War at Appomattox. In a related performance, 
Reversals, Clark used a dishcloth printed with a Confed-
erate flag to clean a floor covered in dust gathered from 
Independence Hall and Declaration House, to reveal the 
opening lines of the Declaration of Independence. “Maybe 
you can use the master’s tools to undo the master’s house, 
right? Sometimes,” she says. T
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“Five thousand 
physical people 

a room, but their 
presence can.”
                               —Sonya Clark

Constantly making more connections, Clark has built 
a career that encompasses far more than the two signifi-
ers—hair and the flag—most closely associated with her. 
The full range of her work is vast and multifaceted, incor-
porating not only other people and books, but also beads, 
cloth, combs, copper, and sugar, and practices like weav-
ing, sculpture, and performance. Her vision operates on 
many scales and many registers at once: from the earth and 
its processes and the chemical bases of life to the realm of 
history and the historical struggles of people of color—
and on into the stars. 

Beads and Star Seeds
One long-term collaboration that shows Clark’s love for the 
grand scale, her sense of language and history, and her ten-
dency to reach for the transcendent while remaining teth-
ered to the earth is The Beaded Prayers Project, which Clark 
started in 1998. In it, she asks people of all ages and back-
grounds to create beaded packets that contain their prayers, 
wishes, hopes, or dreams.  “I’m not a religious person,” she 
says, “but I love the idea that bead, in this language that 
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at VCUarts Qatar, 

The Beaded Prayers 
Project

made to hold their 
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Clark wants 
viewers to 
consider the 
present, and 
“the many 
freedoms that 
are taken 
away all 
of the time.”
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viewers of Finding Freedom, 2020, 

the North Star, a guide for enslaved 

by scattered seeds blocking 
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I’m speaking to you in, is synonymous with the word prayer, 
because beads were used as a mnemonic device to understand 
where you were in your rosary bead cycle.” 

The work has involved more than 5,000 people in dozens 
of countries, and it’s the oldest and longest project she has 
done. “Five thousand physical people couldn’t fit in a room, 
but their presence can,” she says. “And the rooms do feel 
powerful. Whenever I’m with The Beaded Prayers Project, 
I’m like, ‘Still feeling it? I should be used to it by now!’ But 
the power is still there.” So powerful that in 2021 the city 
of Detroit asked her to create a version called The Healing 
Memorial to address the losses of that community during 
the pandemic. Already the participants in that version num-
ber in the thousands. 

Clark has connected the Black centuries-long struggle for 
liberation with cosmic and transcendent powers and values. 
Finding Freedom (2020) is a case in point. Commissioned 
by Franklin & Marshall College in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, 
a stop on the Underground Railroad, it’s a 1,500-square-foot 
quilt—the largest piece she’s ever created. She asked indi-
viduals from many places, including the Czech Republic, a 
prison in Massachusetts, and an artists’ retreat in Maine, to 
sprinkle vegetal seeds “randomly and quickly” on the tex-
tile squares, each treated to create a cyanotype. This photo-
graphic process produces cyan blue images on the parts of 
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a treated surface exposed to the sun. 
The places the seeds landed remain 
dots of white that look like stars. The 
point was to create a sort of cosmos 
of freedom. 

“Harriet Tubman and other free-
dom fighters and abolitionists were 
also astronomers,” Clark says, “because 
they were looking to the sky to under-
stand where we are on this earth but 
also looking to the sky to access their 
freedom. Which is just like this beau-
tiful thing, like you’re here, planted on 
this earth, and you’re looking to dis-
tant suns to understand how you can 
navigate your way toward the freedom 
that is rightly yours, but someone else 
has made you unfree.” 

Clark chose seeds of plants that serve 
as food for humans to call attention to 
precisely who was, and is, working the 
land—enslaved people, migrant work-
ers, and individuals “enslaved in the 
carceral system,” to use her words. A sug-
gestion from one of the men at the prison in Mas-
sachusetts eventually led to illuminating Finding 
Freedom with black lights, making the white and 
blue contrast even more vibrant. The result was 
a visually stunning patchwork canopy that hung 
from the ceiling at the Phillips Museum of Art 
at Franklin & Marshall and more recently at the 
Jepson Center of Telfair Museums in Savannah, 
Georgia, the various shades of blue speckled with 
glowing constellations of white dots. 

Embedded within the canopy of random 
stars are several intentional Big Dipper constel-
lations. Each one points to a North Star, the 
star enslaved people followed as they fled north. 
Viewers of the quilt, carrying black light flash-
lights, can gaze up into those stars. “You see the 
problem there, don’t you?” asks Clark. “You’re in 
a white gallery space, you’re happy, and Finding 
Freedom is a piece of wonder. It’s blue—every-
body loves blue. . . . Your life isn’t at stake, there 
are no hound dogs chasing after you, no bounty 
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go into water with hydrogen 

hunters, none of that. None of the really terrible part 
of it is in the experience. In no way is this gallery expe-
rience even close.”

Instead, she says, she wants viewers to consider the 
present, and “the many freedoms that are taken away all 
of the time,” and to reflect on a Toni Morrison quote: 
“The function of freedom is to free someone else.” 

Clark is also thinking about the many ways the sky 
has been colonized by Europeans. Many cultures have 
names for the constellations though we commonly 
use those designated by Ptolemy. She asks us to con-
sider how the act of looking up into the night sky to 
the stars is a privilege denied those who are incar-

cerated or living in dense urban 
areas. “Who gets to see the night 
sky?” she asks. “If you’re a kid 
growing up in the city, and your 
city is filled with light pollution, 
you actually don’t know what the 
Milky Way looks like or even why 
it’s called that.”

Connecting people and the 
sky, the loom and the cell phone, 
books and signs of solidarity. 
Bringing thousands of people into 
a gallery in the form of packets 
full of dreams. Adding a cosmic 
dimension to freedom struggles 
and representing that connection 
by turning tiny seeds into stars. 
These are powerful examples of 
how Clark’s mind works: she sees 
seemingly simple things in the 
context of great stretches of space 

and time and is always mindful of how age-old practices 
like weaving and food growing connect to contempo-
rary issues. Then, with the help of others, she turns all of 
this into beauty that can open hearts and change minds.
◆
sonyaclark.com | @sonyaclark | solidaritybookproject.org

 
-



64 american craft spring 2022 / fashion                          / the crafted life

TH
E

 C
R

A
F

TE
D

 L
IF

E



65the crafted life  /                          american craft spring 2022 / fashion

Ph
ot

o 
by

 S
pe

nc
er

 B
la

ke
. O

PP
O

SI
T

E:
 P

ho
to

s b
y N

ic
ol

e M
cL

au
gh

lin
.

You might not wear a pair of slides made out of a to-go sushi 
tray or a bikini made from a Carhartt tool belt, or use a desk 
chair covered in climbing holds. But if you saw such an odd-
ity, you’d probably tell others or share a social media post 
about it.

Nicole McLaughlin is familiar with going viral. A 
recent outfit made from upcycled CamelBak water reser-
voirs drew close to 50K likes and effusive Dune references 
from commenters. She’s had more pieces meme-ified on 
the internet—where her cheeky humor is celebrated—
than she can keep track of.

McLaughlin’s “wild and weird” work earned her a fast 
and devoted following (767K and counting on Instagram 
alone) and the role of first-ever design ambassador for 
the outdoor brand Arc’teryx. There she drives ReBird, 
the outfitter’s in-house upcycling program. Through her 
own work, and through a nonprofit workshop series that 
partners with big brands to donate their unused stock 
and samples for upcycling, McLaughlin has carved out an 
inspiring place in the sustainability conversation.

It’s no wonder that her fans include huge names like 
musician and tastemaker Pharrell Williams, all of them 

ABOVE: Upcycling artist Nicole McLaughlin in her studio. OPPOSITE 
TOP: McLaughlin sewed together used and sample Puma soccer-goalie 
gloves that would otherwise be discarded to make this jacket. OPPOSITE 
BOTTOM, LEFT TO RIGHT: Shower curtains and deadstock (unsellable) 
party favors reborn as pants. A bikini made from a Carhartt tool belt. A shoe 
made from beachballs; “This is functional and blows up,” says McLaughlin.

moved by her message to look at the everyday a little dif-
ferently—and hopefully, McLaughlin says, to realize that 
trash can be a resource if you take the time to play. Here 
she offers ways to begin. 

Start where you are.
McLaughlin didn’t set out to make work that actively 
engages with the big idea of sustainability. “I was just mak-
ing things. I didn’t know [then] that what I was doing was 
called ‘upcycling.’ I just saw potential in the material and 
wanted to explore that.” 

The former graphic designer was an intern at a major 
athletic shoe company when she noticed the bins upon 
bins, every season, of unused samples from fabricators and 
factories. It didn’t sit well with McLaughlin that most of 

BY EMILY FREIDENRICH

From Discarded 
To Maximized

SOUND ADVICE
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these design tests, by-products of the process that turns a 
designer’s idea into a real-life product, would ultimately be 
destroyed. Single shoes, drafts of jackets, and tested athletic 
gear would never see the inside of a store; all were fated for 
shredding and incineration or simply to be thrown out. It’s 
a fashion industry dirty not-so-secret. McLaughlin was 
intrigued to explore how those samples and other castoffs, 
as well as excess stock, could be reenvisioned.

Designing comes naturally for McLaughlin, but she says 
it took hours of trial and error, and deconstructing fin-
ished garments, to learn to technically execute her ideas 
for tongue-in-cheek, functional pieces. 

“I started rummaging through those boxes [of samples],” 
McLaughlin says of her free time while interning at the ath-
letic company. “I didn’t have a plan. I didn’t know how to 

make anything. But I saw value in these things. Taking them 
apart helped me understand construction, how things are 
made.” She started with hot glue and staples to put them 
back together in new ways (“Frankensteining,” she says with 
a laugh) and hasn’t really stopped. Not only did she learn 
about garment patterns and details like darts, but she says 
those first pieces were “a really good early exploration of 
shape and how things could have function.” 

Every new material and project brings its own challenges, 
she says. A rock climber in her spare time, McLaughlin 
draws on the parallel of “problem-solving” in both climbing 
and design when faced with something new or unfamiliar. 
In climbing, she said on the Arc’teryx blog, “you don’t need 
to be in peak, tip-top shape to just go ahead and try it. Any-
one with any body type can start climbing.” With time, you 
learn the unique advantages of your own body and experi-
ences that you can draw on, she says. Which sounds a lot 
like how McLaughlin thinks about her upcycling practice.

Next on her list? Tackling woodworking and metallurgy.

One of the first pieces that McLaughlin felt was success-
ful—she still remembers well—was a hooded vest made of 
bubble wrap. It was one of the first times that the idea of a 
garment pattern really clicked for her, she says. She used a 
hot glue gun to fuse the plastic seams.

“My process is fluid, [and] the materials really do what 
they want.” It’s important, she says, just “spending time with 
the material, and then figuring out the correct approach for 
it.” A lot of McLaughlin’s process is focused on “sculpting,” 
or “just wrapping a new material around my body, my foot, a 
chair—depending on what I’m making—to see what works.” 
The designer’s most-used tools are straight pins, like those 
used for sewing; they serve as temporary nails to keep the 
material in the new form that works best. That might mean 
aligning the zipper pockets of an old windbreaker over the 
top of a slipper, collaging half tennis balls into a beanie or 
oven mitt, or fusing packets of gummy bears into a utility vest. 

Everything McLaughlin sees has potential for creating 
something new. “Fleece, paper, food. I’m always asking: 
How I can maximize this? At a thrift store, I look for the 

“I didn’t know how to make anything. But I saw 
value in these things. Taking them apart helped me 
understand construction, how things are made.” 

—Nicole McLaughlin

user
Stamp



67the crafted life  /                          american craft spring 2022 / fashion

SOUND ADVICE

thing that has the greatest amount of details to work with. 
Multiple pockets, reflectors, a great lining or logo. I may 
only need a hood for one thing, and the scraps go to some-
thing else.” Nothing is wasted, McLaughlin says. Even the 
tiniest leftover scraps that can’t be sewn into something 
can become stuffing for puffier pieces or pet toys.

But the key is to work quickly, by instinct. “The less I over-
think it, the better it turns out,” she says. And if she does go 
a little too far? “Upcycling is very forgiving. You can overcut 
or patch something. No one will question if it’s weird.” 

McLaughlin understands that conversations around sus-
tainability and the future of fashion are a tough sell. “[Sus-
tainability] is not an enjoyable topic at all, and it’s hard to 
get anyone to want to talk about it.” The general public can’t 
always relate, she says, because they don’t see the whole glob-
al supply chain that goes into making the thing they buy 
at the department store. It’s easier to turn a blind eye and 
continue to buy, accumulate, and eventually cast it all off. 
“[Our trash] ends up in a landfill, or exported to wind up on 
beaches halfway around the world,” she laments.

“I found that if you show it in a way that is more approach-
able, the conversation can start,” McLaughlin says. “That is 
the through line of my work: every piece is something that 
was discarded. People don’t always realize it because of the 
level of transformation, and I think it makes people look at 
things differently around their house.” 

The sense of accomplishment McLaughlin felt with that 
first bubble-wrap vest is still there in her practice, but there is 
something really special, she says, about seeing others experi-
ence those early successes—to whatever extent that might be. 
Someone might come away from her workshops with sewing 
skills to hem their own pants or mend their family’s clothes. 
Another could eventually take upcycling to a level she hasn’t 
in her own work. A brand’s representatives might see what 
she’s done with their discarded backpack or jacket that’s gone 
viral and understand the potential in an upcycling program.

This is one of the reasons McLaughlin is passionate about 
her workshop series, and about growing her nonprofit to col-
laborate with more brands to donate their samples and unsold 
garments. The more of us who take a small step, McLaughlin 
asserts, the bigger the move we can make—together. 
◆
nicolemclaughlin.com | @nicolemclaughlin

Emily Freidenrich is the author of Almost Lost Arts: Traditional Crafts and 
the Artisans Keeping Them Alive. She lives and works in Seattle and is a 
frequent contributor to American Craft.

TOP: CamelBak water reservoirs, still 
functional, as a jacket. BOTTOM: The artist 
rescued damaged JanSport backpacks 
from the company’s warranty repair 
center and turned them into JanShorts. 
OPPOSITE: Mitten made from tennis balls.
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BY SHAE BISHOP

the fashion factor
Far from being frivolous or 

Bishop wears Waistcoat of Earthly Delights, 
2021. In mid-19th-century menswear, only 

motifs. OPPOSITE TOP: Bishop working on 
the belt of his chaps, a stitched-together 
mosaic of ceramic tiles plus PE braid, canvas, 
leather, and brass. The blue ceramic hat at 
upper left completes the ensemble Eternal 
Cowboy. BOTTOM: A closeup of the chaps.
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 with several different and 
conflicting definitions. For me, at its most basic, it 
refers to the clothing that’s in style in a particular place 
and time. Fashion is both a window into the past and 
a weather vane in the present.  Largely dictated by an 
elite, it’s also a collective phenomenon that requires 
group participation. The history of fashion is tied to 
imperialism and oppression, but also to subversion and 
revolution. Fashion reflects the values, aspirations, fasci-
nations, and politics of a society. 

Fashion is also a meeting of the personal and the 
social/political. It gives a larger structure to the visual 
language of dress, which individuals use every day to 
communicate their sense of themselves and their place 
in the world. Even people who aren’t interested in fash-
ion as such contribute to the fashion landscape of their 
time. The shape and fit of clothes, the material, color, 
pattern, method of production, advertisement, and 
sale—these all affect what is being said by our clothes.

How might a craft artist articulate this interplay 
between social-historical patterns and personal expres-
sion? I can speak for myself: in my own work I reference 
the history of fashion, along with the history of ceramics 
and my own lived experience, to create something akin 
to wearable portraits. I make sculptural garments from 
ceramic and fiber materials, often by lacing together 
hundreds of small tiles.

Ceramic represents history to me, something hard and long-lasting, 
heavy but fragile. Textile represents the individual—flexible, soft, and 
personal. Merging the materials, I am seeking to merge the personal 
with the historical, to locate myself and my individual narrative within 
the larger story of human culture. I use the vocabulary of clothing to 
construct this narrative.

In my Fragile Masculinity series, for example, I use ceramic cow-
boy hats with colorful floral decoration to explore the paradoxes 
of archetypal American manliness. To study the history of floral 
motifs in menswear, in fact, is to reveal broad historical shifts in 
how fashion conveys identity. In the case of florals, those shifts are 
strongly tied to gender. 

In Europe, from the Middle Ages to the 18th century, floral gar-
ments were worn by both men and women. Colorful dyes, imported 
brocades, and laborious embroidery were expensive, so bright flower- 
patterned clothing demonstrated wealth and prestige. But during 
the 18th century, florals began fading as men’s clothing modern-
ized. Surface decoration and color were increasingly perceived 
as frivolous, and thus relegated to the female wardrobe. Flowery 
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clothing became part of a stereotypical ideal of deli-
cate, ornamental femininity.

But as American western wear developed, flowers kept 
a niche place in male-gendered clothing, influenced by 
Indigenous beadwork as well as European embroidery. 
Perhaps an “exotic” perception of the frontier allowed 
exceptions to normal taste. “Wild West” outfits often fea-
tured flowers, especially costumes romanticized for mass 
audiences in shows and movies. Flowery shirts, boots, 
and leatherwork became popular, reaching a peak in the 
flamboyant Nudie suits of Hollywood actors and musi-
cians from the 1940s to the 1980s. Today, florals have 
regained wider acceptance in fashion as society’s view of 
gender norms in clothing becomes more inclusive. 

Another element of fashion that informs my art-
work is the formalization of specific functions. While 
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made. TOP RIGHT: A Swimsuit to Wear While Looking for 
Hellbenders, 2020, white porcelain and black stoneware.

“fashionable” garments are often 
thought of in the context of 
red-carpet galas, in a broader 
sense fashion includes spe-
cialized and very functional 
garments, from sportswear to 
work wear, which often influ-
ence high fashion. 

The idea of making garments 
for specific activities is relatable 
to the craft world, where  artists 
think about function in similar 
ways. In ceramics, if I make a 
cup, I’m thinking about the 
intended beverage, the cup’s 
most appropriate size and shape, 
and whether it has a handle. 
Most garments, including the 
most fashionable, began with 
similar considerations of func-
tion, even if time has divorced 
them from those roots. Tailcoats, 
now worn only for the most for-
mal white-tie events, were orig-
inally made for easy horseback 
riding in the 18th century. Even 
jeans, which are ubiquitous and often 
high-end fashion today, started out as sturdy 
pants for mining. Just as in craft, fashion exists under produc-
tive tension between utilitarian function and formal aesthetics.

I believe in the craft world we can draw from the language 
and history of fashion, not only as visual inspiration, but as a 
conceptual framework to convey meaning. It can be tempting to 
dismiss fashion, and thereby underestimate its importance. Fash-
ion should be understood not just as an industry capitalizing on 
vanity, but as a key part of how humans construct group and 
personal identity, as well as a full-fledged visual art. While the 
contemporary world of fashion operates very differently from 
that of craft, there is so much common ground in construction 
techniques, material understanding, function, and history. 

Clothes are crafted objects that virtually become part of the 
body; they are loaded with symbolic implications, and this in 
turn gives them enormous power and makes them worthy of 
serious thought. Often derided as being superficial and frivo-
lous, fashion is a reflection of ourselves and our time, always 
flawed but always beautiful.
◆

studied ceramics and art history at the Kansas City Art Institute and lives near 
Penland, North Carolina.

shaebishop.com | @shae_bishop
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Save the Dates for 
Our Next Two Marketplaces

Join us to discover beautiful handmade goods and connect 
with artists from across the country at two events coming up 
this year. American Craft Made / Baltimore will take place 
May 20–22 (postponed from February) at the Baltimore 
Convention Center. American Craft Made  / St. Paul is set 
for October 7–9 at the Saint Paul RiverCentre. Can’t make it 
in person? You can shop American Craft Made online at shop.
craftcouncil.org! Find the latest details at craftcouncil.org.

Thank You to the Foundations
Supporting Our Work
Special thanks to the Minnesota State Arts Board, 
Windgate Charitable Foundation, Institute of Museum 
and Library Services, National Endowment for the 
Arts, Harlan Boss Foundation for the Arts, and RDK 
Foundation for supporting ACC’s programs and 
operations with $5,000 or more annually.  
This activity is made possible by the voters of Minnesota through 
a Minnesota State Arts Board Operating Support grant, thanks to 
a legislative appropriation from the arts and cultural heritage fund.

Discover more ACC news and sign up for our email list at craftcouncil.org.
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Fleur S. Bresler
Michele and Martin Cohen
Chuck and Andrea Duddingston
Duluth Trading Co.
Lisbeth Evans and James Lambie
Carl and Jan Fisher
Katherine Harris and Tom Keyser

Special Thanks to Our Donors Giving $5,000 or More Annually

Don’t Miss Our Next Forum Conversation
Tying into the themes of each of our magazine issues, 
our quarterly American Craft Forums bring our 
community together to explore new ways of thinking 
about craft. Sign up for an upcoming session and 
view past recordings at craftcouncil.org/Forums.

Like This Issue?
Get a Subscription by Becoming an 
American Craft Council Member.
In addition to a full year of American Craft, ACC 
members receive two free tickets to our in-person 

-
line marketplaces, and more. Join securely online 
at craftcouncil.org/Subscribe.

Charlotte and Raul Herrera
The John and Ruth Huss Fund
 of The Saint Paul Foundation
Leilani Lattin Duke
Joseph P. Logan
Jennifer Martin
Meadows Family Trust

Marlin and Regina Miller
Sara and Bill Morgan
Lynn Pollard
Carol Sauvion

Gary J. Smith and Jamienne Studley
Barbara Waldman

craftcouncil.org/Donate or call Judy Hawkinson at 651-434-3951 for more information. 

Invest in the Future of Craft
Did you know that there are many ways to ensure a 
bright tomorrow for craft and craft artists? The Amer-
ican Craft Council accepts retirement assets, as well 
as planned and estate gifts to our general operating 
fund or the Friends of the ACC Library & Archives. All 
planned gift donors will be welcomed into the Aileen 
Osborn Webb Legacy Circle with the knowledge that 
their legacy will live on in the work that our visionary 
founder started.  

A listing of individuals who have included ACC in 
their estate plans can be found in our Year in Review. 
Read this report and learn more about supporting ACC 
through a planned gift at craftcouncil.org/Support.
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DIY Architectural
Scale Models 
Easy to build with detailed instructions 
Exquisite wood construction of cherry,
birch, and aspen 
Every sale supports these historic buildings

ModelLandmarks.com 

Folk School Alliance: 
Enlivening and Awakening

FolkSchoolAlliance.org

Peters Valley School
of Craft: In-Person
Workshops Are Back! 
Workshop registration is now OPEN!

petersvalley.org

Creations Gallery

And more plus Free Shipping!

www.creationsgallery.com
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American Craft  
Joanne Smith jsmith@craftcouncil.org

MMARKETPLACE
innerSpirit 
Rattles

rain out of your life, to rattle your 

jdavisstudio.com

Join us in the
Summer of 2022 for 
Colors of Inspiration 

please visit  
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END NOTE

In Shining Armor. The rapper Lil Nas 
X appeared at the 2021 Met Gala, the fashion- 
forward benefit for the Metropolitan Museum’s 
Costume Institute, swathed in a robe whose 
billowing train was borne by five good-looking 
men. That would have been a fabulous enough 
look for this artist, who has brought a glamorous 
gay aesthetic into the generally hyper-hetero hip-
hop world. But when Lil Nas’ factotums stripped 
away the robe to reveal a golden suit of armor, 
even the paparazzi gasped.

The gleaming garment was crafted by Angelina 
Smith, a creator of jewelry and wearable art who’s a 
key member of designer Michael Schmidt’s team. 
Schmidt is well known in the entertainment world 
for creating gorgeously outré costumes and jew-
elry for icons like Madonna and Beyoncé. He was 
approached by Lil Nas and the house of Versace 
with the armor idea. 

Smith, who earned a BFA in metals and 
painting from Cal State Long Beach, has been 
working with Schmidt for a decade. Craft artists 
like her are key to pushing the envelope of his 
métier, Schmidt says, because of “their inquis-
itive nature and eagerness to challenge them-
selves and the boundaries of what is thought of 
as costume design.”

 For Lil Nas’ boundary-pushing armor, Smith 
first made plaster molds of body parts. “Heated 
plastic was then stretched over each form,” she 
explains, “and a vacuum removed the air from 
around the part, leaving the hard plastic shell 
of the sculpted form.” Metallic foil was then 
applied, and the elements were sewn to a garment 
made to be torn away—because Lil Nas ultimately 
divested himself of his armor, revealing a body suit 
encrusted with crystals. —Jon Spayde
◆
michaelschmidtstudios.com | @ michaelschmidtstudios
angelinasmithery.com | @angelinasmithery

Fabrication images can be seen in the online version 
of this article at craftcouncil.org/ShiningArmor

American Craft Forum: Craft and Fashion

Learn more about the connections between craft
and fashion at the next American Craft Forum at 
craftcouncil.org/Forums

Rapper Lil Nas X wearing 
armor fabricated by 
Angelina Smith. It’s the 
middle layer of three 
garments he wore at 
the Met Gala.
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CONTEMPORARY
CRAFT 

GRAVERS LANE GALLERY
8405 Germantown Ave.

Philadelphia, PA 19118

(Historic Chestnut Hill) 

(215) 247-1603

graverslanegallery.com

SCHALLER GALLERY
8972 First St.

Baroda, MI 49101

(269) 983-7404

schallergallery.com

THE GRAND HAND
GALLERY
619 Grand Ave.  

St. Paul, MN 55102  

(651) 312-1122

thegrandhand.com

WHITE BIRD
GALLERY 

251 N. Hemlock St.  

Cannon Beach, OR 97110 

(503) 436-2681

whitebirdgallery.com

In the Ring with a Mysterious Rabbit

by Robin & John Gumaelius

at White Bird Gallery.

Ceramic and metal.

20 x 9 x 7.5 in.

Covered Jar

by Alana Cuellar

at The Grand Hand Gallery.

Clay.

Approximately 6 x 6 x 6 in.

Shibori on silk

by Dianne Koppich Hricko

at Gravers Lane Gallery.

Vase

by Lydia Johnson

at Schaller Gallery.

Printed, colored stoneware,

slab-built, cone 5.

9.75 x 5.75 x 4 in.



wear an 
original

art & apparel for your extraordinary life

A unique wardrobe starts here —
with remarkable artist-designed 
apparel and handcrafted jewelry. 
Discover new ways to express your 
singular style at artfulhome.com

tee and scarf by Andrea Geer
skirted leggings by F.H. Clothing Co.
earrings by Bonnie Bishoff and J.M. Syron
ring by Peg Fetter 
sneaker by Loints of Holland
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