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When the Studio 
Becomes the Spectacle: 
A Reluctant Itinerant 
Weaver Talks About the 
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Abstract

In 2011 Mackenzie Kelly-Frère 
was invited to participate in an 

artist residency at the Museum of 
Contemporary Craft in Portland, 
Oregon. His residency was one 
of five, cross-disciplinary artist 
residencies coinciding with 
the exhibition Laurie Herrick: 
Weaving Yesterday, Today and 
Tomorrow. Artists were asked 
to create works in response to 
Herrick’s weavings, creating the 
work within the exhibition space. 

The text is a first-person account 
of the weaver’s experience 
performing his craft for museum-
goers and creating a new work in 
this unusual context where the 
private studio is made public. The 
spectacle of the artist at work and 
the fetishization of process are 
negotiated as the artist interacts 
with museum goers, navigating 
the deeper implications of 
making in contemporary culture.

Keywords: weaving in public, museum-as-studio, Laurie Herrick, the 
performance of craft
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When the Studio Becomes 
the Spectacle: A Reluctant 
Itinerant Weaver Talks About 
the Weather in Alberta

In 2011 I was invited to partici-
pate in an artist residency at the 
Museum of Contemporary Craft in 
Portland, Oregon. Curator Namita 
Gupta Wiggers conceived a series 
of five, cross-disciplinary artist 
residencies coinciding with the 
exhibition Laurie Herrick: Weaving 
Yesterday, Today and Tomor-
row. Pam Petrie, Christy Matson, 
Elizabeth Whelan, Debora Valoma, 
and I were asked to “create works 
in response to Herrick’s weavings 
... adding a contemporary lens on 
how work from the past can be 
used to shape the future through 
the living craft of weaving” (Wig-
gers 2011: 2). The residencies were 
to occur within the exhibition itself, 
with each artist surrounded by 
weaving spanning Laurie Herrick’s 
career as a designer, weaver, art-
ist, and educator in Portland from 
the 1940s until her death in 1995.

I will admit to some initial 
reluctance once I learned that the 
residency was to occur in public, 
on a loom situated in the exhibi-
tion space. As a professor at the 
Alberta College of Art & Design 
in Calgary, Alberta, I am used to 
demonstrating weaving in a class-
room context. Until this residency 
however, I had not executed any of 
my own weaving in public. I have 
always considered my studio to be 

a private space. Other than friends 
and the occasional curator, few 
have visited my studio, or watched 
me weave. Unlike her more social 
cousins knitting or felting, it seems 
to me that weaving is a more 
introverted practice, not as readily 
suited for public performance. In 
my own work I avoid situating mak-
ing or process as content. I prefer 
instead to focus on complex struc-
ture, materiality, embodiment, 
and the socio-cultural meaning 
inherent to the ontology of cloth. 
The performance of craft as an end 
in itself places too little focus on 
the object, highlighting instead 
the social or relational aspects of 
making things by hand. Perform-
ing craft in this context posits the 
making itself as a radical or even 
subversive act. While I appreci-
ate the political relevance and 
necessity of making by hand in 
our so-called digital age, I remain 
unconvinced that made-by-hand 
always equals subversion of con-
sumer culture, the homogeneity 
of commercial production or even 
technology. Weaving in particular 
is a poor antidote to the dehuman-
izing effects of technology as it 
may be argued that the loom (or at 
least its mechanization) played a 
key role in the advent of these very 
technologies.
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When the Studio Becomes the Spectacle 77

As someone who has been 
weaving for 20 years, I am aware 
that the meaning of cloth made by 
hand is intransigently embedded 
in the process of its production. 
I will also acknowledge that the 
labor-intensive nature of my own 

studio practice borders on the 
extreme. At the same time, it is 
not my primary focus. I feel that a 
singular focus on process sets up 
an artificial value for craft objects 
based on how long they took to 
make, or a misplaced nostalgia for 

the anachronistic techniques used 
in their production. In my studio, 
hand woven cloth manifests a kind 
of gestural thinking relevant to 
any making activity that comprises 
a series of dedicated gestures 
enacted through an interval of 

Figure 1
Gallery studio set up with table for winding bobbins and didactic panel. Photo: Matthew Miller, Courtesy of Museum of 
Contemporary Craft/PNCA.

Figure 2
Explaining pattern generation to museum visitors. Photo: Matthew Miller, Courtesy of Museum of Contemporary Craft/
PNCA.
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78 Mackenzie Kelly-Frère

time. The resulting object (cloth) 
is a kind of textual object with the 
potential to embody social and 
historical complexities. Cloth has 
an intimate meaning for most of 
us, enmeshed as it is with human 

evolution and the development of 
culture itself. As an artist I believe 
that materials-based studio prac-
tices convey profound meaning, 
rooted in a history of objects both 
practical, and not so practical, that 

sustain and reflect the cultures that 
bore them.

Of course, all of this does not 
erase the fact that the first ques-
tion I am most often asked about 
my work is always, “How long did 

Figure 4
Recollect 2 (right, foreground) installed near a maquette for Herrick’s Tree of life (centre) and Purple Polychrome (left). 
Photo: Matthew Miller, Courtesy of Museum of Contemporary Craft/PNCA.

Figure 3
Weaving during an evening reception at the museum. Photo: Matthew Miller, Courtesy of Museum of Contemporary 
Craft/PNCA.
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When the Studio Becomes the Spectacle 79

that take?” or, an amazed, “You 
did that by hand?!” Weaving cloth 
by hand, using threads dyed with 
plants does seem like a round-
about way to produce anything. 
Most projects begin with hours 
of winding threads into looping 
skeins with a contraption that has 
yet to produce two bundles alike. 
Hundreds of individual ties are 
made in each bundle to create a 
resist pattern, using a Japanese 
technique known as kasuri.1 
Threads are then treated with 
metalized salts and plunged into 
simmering plant materials. All of 
this occurs before a single thread 
is woven. I do not blame anyone 
for wondering just what motivates 
this kind of labor. By participating 
in the residency at the Museum of 
Contemporary Craft I was able to 
spend some time with these ques-
tions, and to ponder making as a 
private act in public space.

I had never heard of Laurie 
Herrick before my initial email 
exchange with Wiggers, but soon 
learned that she wove both wear-
able textiles and large-scale wall 
hangings often commissioned for 
public spaces. In her text for the 
exhibition, Elissa Auther writes 
that Laurie Herrick’s “evolution 
as a weaver broadly corresponds 
to the dramatic growth that 
reshaped the field of fiber in the 
twentieth century from a domes-
tic or leisure-time craft to an 
artistic practice” (Auther 2011: 
3). Herrick was also an important 
mentor and educator for genera-
tions of fiber artists, and taught 
at the Oregon School of Arts and 
Crafts (now Oregon College of 
Art and Craft) (Auther 2011: 4). A 
consummate technical weaver, 

Herrick’s work appealed to me 
immediately for its structural 
virtuosity and the complexity of 
its construction. The residency 
at the Museum of Contemporary 
Craft gave me an opportunity to 
explore patterns and structures 
that Herrick herself had used. 
Participating artists and the pub-
lic were given web access to the 
weaver’s notes, biography, drafts 
prepared from actual weavings, 
and images of her work. 2 It was 
fascinating to dig through these 
materials, navigating a different 
kind of generative process for 
my weaving. The more I learned 
about Laurie Herrick and how she 
worked, the more I felt we were 
in a kind of dialog enacted on 
graph paper, in notebooks and 
(for my part) using textile design 
software.

I chose one of Herrick’s most 
fascinating technical pieces, 
Polychrome Purple, as my primary 
point of departure. The weaving 
utilized a variation of summer 
and winter structure that Herrick 
referred to as “polychrome sum-
mer and winter” using multiple 
wefts. 3 More than the other works 
in the exhibition, Polychrome 
Purple is weaving about weav-
ing that demonstrates Herrick’s 
fearless virtuosity with the loom. 
Her approach greatly appealed to 
me because of how I was taught 
to weave and my fascination with 
complex weaving structures. 
Herrick’s treadling sequences 4 in 
particular were very complicated, 
and necessitated crawling under 
the loom at regular intervals to 
make adjustments. Simply put, 
Laurie Herrick used her loom like 
a mathematician testing the limits 

of a musical instrument. This was 
not complexity for its own sake, 
but rather a playful “what if?” that 
motivated the weaver’s investi-
gation of what was possible on 
her 12-harness loom. I decided 
that the structure and symmetri-
cal threading 5 of pattern blocks 
in my piece would echo those of 
Herrick’s Polychrome Purple. For 
the treadling, I accepted Herrick’s 
challenge and composed a com-
plex sequence with two inter-
leaved strings of random numbers 
using a website that generates ran-
dom numbers from atmospheric 
noise. Treadling sequences were 
generated two or more times a day 
whenever all variations of each 
sequence had been exhausted.

In most of my work I use random 
numbers to generate patterns. This 
allows me to achieve an apparently 
organic complexity that interferes 
with one’s perception of patterns 
and repetition, drawing attention 
to the process of perception itself. 
The piece I created for the resi-
dency at the Museum of Contem-
porary Craft was the second in a 
series entitled Recollect, investigat-
ing the accumulation and deterio-
ration of a given set of data using 
the kasuri technique to generate 
pattern. As weaving progresses, 
the pattern will shift, ebb and dete-
riorate depending on how ties are 
placed, omitted, or manipulated 
in the weaving process. Losses 
are inherent to the process as the 
initial data layers upon itself, dou-
bles back, appears to repeat and 
sometimes dissolves completely.

As I spent more time with 
Herrick’s weaving notes, most in 
her own handwriting, it became 
important to me that something of 
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80 Mackenzie Kelly-Frère

Herrick’s hand should be incorpo-
rated into this work. I decided to 
use the artist’s handwriting as my 
data source for the kasuri pattern-
ing in my weaving. In the months 
before traveling to Portland I kept 
returning to a page containing 
Herrick’s notes for a large-scale 
commission for the First Unitarian 
Church in Portland. The notes 
were interesting not only because 
they were handwritten, but also 
because Herrick’s commission was 
to replace a hanging destroyed 
by fire in 1965 (Graap 1969: 1). 
These notes were part of Herrick’s 
research of the Crocker sisters 
(Anna Belle and Florence Gray) who 
had woven the original liturgical 
hanging in 1945 (Graap 1969: 1). 
Uncannily, Herrick was charged 
with responding to the work of 
weavers she herself did not know. 
Somehow it made sense that I 
would use these notes to generate 
the pattern in my piece.

Because the design of the piece 
and preparation of threads for 
warp and weft often takes three 
or even four times as long as the 
weaving itself, 6 it was necessary 
to do all of the winding, tying, and 
dyeing at home in my studio. My 
first step was to translate Herrick’s 
cursive into dots and dashes that 
could be tied into my warp threads. 
Most of Herrick’s notes for the First 
Unitarian Church commission were 
in point form. I chose a fragment 
that read:

... did life size paper pattern in 
attic
walking on temporary boards laid
on rafters.

Although I chose the text almost 
arbitrarily, the note also hints that 

Herrick was engaged in a pro-
cess not unlike my own, trying to 
understand how another weaver (or 
weavers in Herrick’s case) worked. 
Using a digital scan of the text frag-
ment, I took 10 single pixel slices 
of handwritten text, each as long 
as the phrase from which they were 
extracted. The pattern of black and 
white pixels in each slice was then 
translated into carefully measured 
ties on skeins of silk thread corre-
sponding to the series of pixels in 
the source image. In the result-
ing dyed threads (and eventual 
weaving) the apparently scattered 
dashes of kasuri pattern are not 
necessarily legible as text, but 
rather give the feeling of language 
or text embedded in the cloth. I am 
intrigued by this kind of patterning 
in which hints of repetition, or the 
occasional alignment of blocks of 
color, may draw us to construct an 
image or to make meaning from 
our own subjective perceptions. 
In most of my work I aim to elicit 
a kind of reverie not unlike cloud 
gazing on the prairie.

In the spirit of the residency 
project, I exhaustively blogged 
most of these preparatory steps 
on ArtClothText (www.artclothtext.
com) giving public access to my 
studio activity in a way I had not 
done before. Everything from 
planning to dyeing and everything 
in between was photographed, 
written about and posted online. 
Explaining each step of my process 
was very helpful in the conceptu-
alization of the work. I will admit 
that along the way I wondered if 
this self-conscious, online framing 
7 of my studio activity was actually 
revealing anything important about 
the work other than the fact that 

preparing to weave can take a very 
long time. I also worried that I was 
ignoring the fact that eventually I 
would be “performing” this work for 
a live audience of museum-goers. 
How was performance relevant to 
this work? Would anyone care about 
what I was doing? What does one 
wear to perform weaving? (Because 
I weave without my shoes, I bought 
several pair of colorful socks.) 
Although blogging the preparatory 
steps in the project had reawakened 
my initial reluctance to make a per-
formance out of weaving, it was not 
enough to keep me off the plane. 
After several months of preparation, 
I flew to Portland with my threads 
securely bundled in a carry-on bag.

I had one day alone in the 
museum to begin threading and 
to encounter Herrick’s incredible 
work in person. The museum staff 
were helpful getting me set up and 
by the time the museum opened to 
visitors the next day, I was set to 
weave in public. Of course, as it is 
with most unfamiliar experiences, 
once I began I was not terribly 
sure what had caused me so much 
concern in the first place. The loom 
was set up near the entrance to 
the exhibition space. Beside the 
bench was a small didactic panel 
explaining my presence in the 
museum and giving context for the 
residency (Figure 1). A pattern was 
quickly established. As visitors 
would enter they would read the 
sign, and then they would ask a 
question. Unlike I had anticipated, 
most of the questions had little to 
do with weaving. The subject was 
paramount in my mind given the 
context, but Portland it seems is a 
very hospitable place and introduc-
tions are important. Reading that I 
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When the Studio Becomes the Spectacle 81

was visiting from Calgary, Alberta, 
most conversations would begin 
with something like, “How are you 
enjoying Portland?” or “How long 
are you staying?” This was usually 
followed by a recommendation for 
a restaurant, and always—every 
time in fact—I was asked about 
the weather in Alberta. “Is it really 
that cold up there?” they might 
ask, or “How do you like those 
winters?” I found these conversa-
tions pleasant enough, but talking 
as I worked made weaving quite 
difficult (Figure 2). I soon learned 
that it is not easy to follow a com-
plex, non-repeating pattern while 
explaining Chinooks and other 
weather phenomena.8

Eventually the subject would 
turn to weaving. If the person had 
spent some time in the exhibition 
already, they would often have a 
question or two about a particular 
Herrick work. To many visitors, 
it was not always apparent that 
I was making an artwork, even 
though they had just read about 
it on the panel beside the loom 
bench. Some of my interaction with 
my audience may have qualified 
as performance, but most of the 
time the performance in question 
felt suspiciously like teaching. I 
stepped on treadles, threw my 
shuttle, waved my notepad around 
and explained how the pattern 
was being created. The processes 
I used to color the threads with 
natural dyes like madder or 
marigold fascinated some visitors 
and I found myself offering to 
email them handouts on preparing 
threads for dyeing. At other times, 
my role in the exhibition seemed 
to be more docent than artist. 
“Yes, the restrooms are upstairs,” 

I told one older couple, pointing 
with my shuttle. To a young girl, 
concerned that I might have to use 
the restroom I reassured her, “Yes, 
they let me take a break whenever I 
want” (Figure 3).

These interruptions slowed my 
progress and when the museum 
was busy 10 cm of weaving could 
take almost an hour. At home, the 
same distance could be woven 
in roughly 20 or 30 minutes. I 
had planned to weave three large 
panels for the project, but modi-
fied this to one large panel by day 
three. Several visitors returned 
to the museum a few times to 
observe the development of the 
piece. This was welcome and very 
motivating, but also meant that 
I skipped a break here and there 
to make sure there were at least a 
few new inches to show off each 
day. Two days before returned 
to Canada, I cut Recollect 2 from 
the loom without ceremony in 
the presence of a single museum 
volunteer. In spite of myself, I felt a 
little ignored. Where was everyone? 
Initially reluctant, the weaver who 
was not sure he wanted an audi-
ence now found himself craning 
his neck hoping for, if not applause 
exactly, some acknowledgement 
of his achievement. With numbed 
shoulders, sore fingers (and bot-
tom) I stood, regarding the cloth 
enveloped in what suddenly felt 
like a very private moment. Mostly 
I was relieved to be finished, but 
also a little disappointed as I 
always am when first looking at 
the whole cloth. While weaving, 
only two or three feet of cloth are 
visible at one time and it is usually 
not until cutting the work off that 
you discover how things went. 

In that moment I was relieved to 
be on my own. Add to this that 
most cloth is a stiff arrangement 
of rumpled-looking threads when 
first cut from the loom, and I was 
glad to have the chance to furtively 
bundle the mass up for washing, 
steaming and pressing back at the 
suite where I was staying. As any 
weaver can attest, this is when the 
magic happens.

The next day I installed Recol-
lect 2 in the upstairs gallery of the 
Museum of Contemporary Craft 
a few steps away from Herrick’s 
Polychrome Purple. Now that some 
time has passed, the composition 
and weaving of this piece still  
feels like a collaboration with 
Laurie Herrick even though my 
only interaction with the weaver 
was through her work. Recollect 
2 contains aspects of my initial 
intentions for the series but gained 
considerable conceptual depth 
and structural complexity as my 
own ideas were interwoven with 
Herrick’s (Figure 4). Although my 
interaction with museum visitors 
was not incorporated directly into 
my conception of this work, the 
experience has given me a series 
of alternate lenses through which 
I now view both the finished work 
and my daily performance in the 
gallery. It really did feel more 
like teaching. Perhaps this was 
inevitable given my vocation, 
but I think that there is a reason 
that craft performance so often 
involves group participation with 
the corollary entreaty to “do it 
yourself!” because more often than 
not, it works. Even more fascinat-
ing is that it works even when the 
audience does not join in. What is 
key is that they can relate to the 
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82 Mackenzie Kelly-Frère

activity, making connections to 
their own experiences.

Craft is so embedded in human 
experience that it is immediately 
familiar. Cloth provides but one 
example of an object in which the 
material intimacy of craft is man-
ifest. Even if someone does not 
know how to weave or knit, they 
recognize cloth as protective or 
even comforting. The artist working 
in cloth simultaneously faces the 
gift that most audiences will relate 
to their work on a profound level; 
yet they are also confronted with 
the curse of familiarity that moti-
vates statements such as, “I’d love 
a shirt made from that!” Initially 
maddening, it is precisely this flip 
from a casual observer to knowing 
accomplice that the performance of 
craft seems to elicit from an audi-
ence. There is a palpable trans-
formation when someone “gets 
it …” not unlike flinging open the 
curtains in a dark room. Suddenly 
deeper dialogue(s) surrounding the 
conceptual implications of making 
in contemporary culture are possi-
ble. While weaving at the Museum 
of Contemporary Craft, I was given 
the opportunity to engage in many 
conversations that did just this 
and challenged my initial skepti-
cism of performing craft in public. 
Other conversations were a little 
humbler, proving that people 
everywhere are fascinated by the 
weather in places they do not live. 
Even if my future craft performance 
is limited to the studio classroom, 
I now realize that “How long did 
that take?” represents more than 

superficial curiosity. If I am asked 
again, I will answer, “roughly 137 
hours,” just so we can get on with 
the conversation.
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Notes
 1.  In kasuri, threads are carefully 

tied at measured intervals be-
fore dyeing to create patterns 
in the woven cloth. This pro-
cess is also referred to as ikat.

 2.  The museum invited members 
of the public to respond to Her-
rick’s work in any media and 
post images of the resulting 
work online.

 3.  “Summer and winter” refers to 
a traditional woven structure 
applied in nineteenth century 
bed coverlets in North America. 
Summer and winter coverlets 
are likely so-called because 
patterns are typically lighter on 
one side (summer) and darker 
on the other (winter) (Burnham 
and Burnham 1972: 264).

 4.  The treadling sequence is the 
order that the weaver depress-
es the foot treadles on the 
loom, manipulating the pattern 
as weaving progresses.

 5.  Threading refers to the se-
quence in which warp threads 
are arranged on the loom.

 6.  In her text for the exhibition, 
Auther quotes relatives of 
Herrick, Ann and Jon Sinclair 

who note that the design and 
preparation for “Tree of Life” 
took 10 months and the actual 
weaving only took seven days” 
(Auther 2011: 5).

 7.  I cleaned and organized my 
studio before photographing 
anything, basically presenting 
a tidier version of my studio to 
the public.

 8.  A Chinook is a weather phe-
nomenon common to central 
and southern Alberta. Air 
traveling over the mountains 
descends rapidly, warming as 
it is compressed. In the winter 
a Chinook can affect a 20-de-
gree temperature change in a 
matter of hours.
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