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People have been creating textiles for millennia. Textiles have offered comfort, warmth, and protection. They 
have served as currency, a form of economic empowerment, and as the foundation for political empires. They 
have provided avenues for creative expression, social community, and technological innovation. Textile 



Threads: Artists Weave their Worlds 
October 12, 2023–October 13, 2024 | Bowdoin College Museum of Art | Brunswick, Maine 

(

(





Threads: Artists Weave their Worlds 
October 12, 2023–October 13, 2024 | Bowdoin College Museum of Art | Brunswick, Maine 

Exhibition Labels 

 4 

the shapes used to construct garments—squares, rectangles, triangles—are essentially the same. For Shea, this 
geometry uses the same vocabulary as abstraction and minimalism; the human figure and its movement are 
what activates and transforms garments into supple, pliant materials. In these sculptural studies, the artist 
evokes the unmistakable curving lines of a human body draped in soft fabric. 
 
ANNE RYAN 
Born Hoboken, New Jersey, United States 
American, 1889–1954 
untitled, ca. 1948–1954 
untitled, ca. 1948–1954 
untitled, 1951 
paper and fabric collage 
Bequest of Hilton and Esta Kramer 
2021.73.108, 2017.73.109, 2017.73.110  
Anne Ryan was an American novelist, poet, and self-taught artist who worked in painting, printmaking, and 
collage. In the 1930s, Ryan moved to Greenwich Village and comingled with artists such as Hans Hoffmann 
and Tony Smith, who encouraged her to paint. She did not begin creating visual art in earnest until 1941, when 
she joined the printmaking workshop Atelier 17 and made woodcuts, monotypes, and intaglios featuring semi-
abstract figures and rich, layered surface textures. Ryan transformed her practice in 1948 after seeing German 
artist Karl Schittwers’ collages, which impressed her with their tactility and the integration of complex abstract 
forms into a condensed space. From then until her death six years later, Ryan created nearly four hundred small-
scale collages incorporating fabric, found media, and hand-made paper. In these examples, Ryan creates linear 
compositions of woven fabrics and textured papers, their frayed and sometimes torn edges evoking the gestures 
of Abstract Expressionism, a movement with which she was associated. 
 
JO SANDMAN 
Born Boston, Massachusetts, United States 
American, born 1931 
Untitled (Folded Drawing), ca. 1970–1971 
folded and pressed white duck fabric 
Gift of the artist 
2020.36.9 
Jo Sandman was trained by the artist Hans Hoffman who became famous for his theory of “push and pull,” or 
the construction of pictorial space with contrasting colors and lines that exert pressure upon one another. A 
talented abstract painter, Sandman began to test the visual language of Abstract Expressionism in the 1960s by 
experimenting with new ways of using raw canvas. This work reflects Sandman’s use of an industrial press to 
produce crisp lines on white duck canvas, thereby relying upon light and shadow rather than pigment to 
generate a geometric pattern. The artist noted: “This process of making the material mark itself alters the 
surface; light striking the folds and creases creates a remarkable range of value shifts.” Works such as this defy 
easy categorization: crafted from fabric, it might well be understood as a textile. However, the artist considers it 
a drawing, even though she relies on pressure—a technique of printmaking—rather than pencils or ink. 
 
HONG ZHANG       
Born Shenyang, China 
Chinese American, born 1971 
The Eye of the Tornado, 2023 
Chinese ink on Italian Alcantara fabric 
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Museum Purchase, Greenacres Acquisition Fund 
2023.38.3 
For more than twenty years, Hong Zhang has used hair to explore femininity, memory, and cross-cultural 
connections. Here, Zhang transforms long, entangled strands of hair into an iconic representation of her adopted 
home in Kansas: a twirling tornado. In this work, she also complicates the relationship of western and eastern 
art forms, a way of exploring her own identity as an American artist of Chinese descent. For instance, the 
format of the hanging scroll is a staple in the Chinese landscape tradition, as it accentuates an Eastern 
philosophy of spatiality as fluid and unfixed. Yet the dynamic brush strokes equally evoke the gestural 
provocations of American Abstract Expressionist painting. Such hybridity is also apparent in her recent 
embrace of Italian Alcantara fabric as a support for her drawings. Employed to line the interiors of automobiles 
and airplanes, the use of this material for artmaking demonstrates Zhang’s engagement with materials, 
technologies, and innovations in a global context. 
 
NANCY SPERO 
American, 1926–2009 
Born Cleveland, Ohio, United States 
El Salvador, 1986 
collage 
Museum Purchase with Funds Donated Anonymously 
2019.2 
Feminist and anti-war activist Nancy Spero dedicated her artistic career to chronicling social issues, political 
concerns, and the experiences of women on a global scale, often in collaboration with her husband and fellow 
artist Leon Golub. In the 1970s and 1980s, Spero cast a critical lens on the violence unfolding in many Latin 
American countries, including El Salvador, which was embroiled in a civil war from 1979–1992. In this collage, 
Spero depicts a mother crouching protectively over her child. The triple-repeated image conveys a sense of 
motion, suggesting that they are fleeing or escaping danger. In the top left corner, a seated woman wails, 
perhaps lamenting the atrocities taking place. Spero’s focus on women and children emphasizes the human 
costs of war, powerfully serving to denounce violence and demand change. 
 
*** 
 
The Indigenous communities of Maine, the Canadian Maritimes, and portions of Quebec are known today as the 
Wabanaki Confederacy, which includes the Abenaki, Penobscot, Passamaquoddy, Maliseet, and Micmac. 
Wabanaki artists have woven baskets since time immemorial. With European colonization and the forced 
removal of Wabanaki communities from their ancestral homelands, basket making emerged as a source of 
economic independence and resistance to assimilation. Baskets continued to serve utilitarian purposes, but 
nineteenth-century weavers also innovated new forms, known as fancy baskets, to meet collectors’ tastes. 
Today, basket making remains a powerful vehicle for expressing artistic creativity and sharing traditional 
knowledge with new generations of weavers.  
 
UNIDENTIFIED ARTIST, PENOBSCOT NATION  
OF THE WABANAKI CONFEDERACY 
present-day Maine  
Mini Knitting Basket, ca. 1950–1960 
ash and sweetgrass 
Anonymous Gift 
2018.13.35 
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UNIDENTIFIED ARTIST, WABANAKI CONFEDERACY 
present-day Maine  
Open Sewing basket, ca. 1900 
ash  
Anonymous Gift 
2018.13.38 
These two baskets not only demonstrate traditional Wabanaki weaving techniques, but they also evince other 
textile practices such as knitting and sewing. The lidded basket, which was used to store small amounts of wool 
and knitting needles, combines strips of black ash and braided sweetgrass, two of the most common Wabanaki 
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ash, birch bark, sweet grass, and commercial dye 
Museum Purchase, Anne Dorsey Loth Art Acquisition Fund 
2023.40  
Penobscot artist, activist, and educator Theresa Secord has dedicated her artistic career to preserving and 
teaching traditional Wabanaki basket making to new generations of Indigenous weavers. This basket represents 
a new phase of creative experimentation for Secord, who combines ancestral techniques and materials with her 
interest in art, science, and Traditional Ecological Knowledge. The basket evokes pasokos, the Penobscot word 


