CONSERVATION NOTES

Stitches in Time
The secret, invisible art of keeping
museum textiles in fine fettle
BY PETER BG SHOEMAKER

Above: Angela Duckwall, senior textile conservator, preps
moccasins for Stepping Out, an upcoming shoe-centric
show at the Museum of Indian Arts and Culture. Photograph
by Natalie Baca.
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ESPITE SOME SIMILARITIES—like long tables, extendable lights, and
various tubes hanging from the ceiling—the textile conservation lab, deep in
the New Mexico History Museum, isn’t operating-room sterile. But it is very,
very tidy and very, very clean. It’s the opposite of what one might imagine as the
lair of mad scientists, and more like a newly remodeled preschool classroom on
the day before school starts. But, make no mistake, mad science is going on.
Across town, at the Museum of International Folk Art, visitors to the Flamenco:
From Spain to New Mexico exhibition see the firsthand results of both the arcane
mysteries and good craftsmanship that flow from the lab. In an exhibition that
brings together everything from old LPs to shoes, castanets, and even an extravagantly flowered horse bridle, it is the collection of costumes that stands out.
And it’s a feast of glitter, gilt, and glamour, almost all evolved from the original
peasant and farmer’s clothing of the early nineteenth century.
It is people like Angela Duckwall who make these costumes sing. Duckwall,
senior textile conservator for the Museum Resources Division’s Conservation
Department, trained in one of only four textile conservation programs in the
country, and is a veteran of the high profile labs of the Smithsonian Institution.
She is less mad scientist and more alchemist. Tall, with curly hair, and eyes

that shine passionately once she starts talking about dyes or
exotic sewing techniques or how hard (but fun) it is to get
a two hundred-year-old dress to drape just right, she’s a far
cry from the ancient, mercury-stained guys trying to turn
lead into gold. Instead she transforms the damaged, worn,
and dangerously decrepit into beautiful objects that are lodestones for stories about culture and art. And most of the time,
if everything goes well, nobody knows.
Just past the fountain and the tiled walls of the Spanishinspired courtyard that serves as the entrance to the exhibition, there’s a matador’s costume from 1888–1920, “a perfectly
good example of what happens when textile conservation goes
according to plan,” says Duckwall. And it shows. Despite the
colors and the ruffles and the brocades that make up the other
traditional outfits in the room, this ensemble stands out. The
forest-green fabric, gold thread, and iridescent sequins of the
traje de luces (suit of lights, designed to dazzle) accompany
bright red stockings, black slippers, and a montera, a black felt
hat meant to symbolize the bull’s head and horns.
“I generally ask a couple of questions at the very beginning
of almost any exhibition like this,” Duckwall says. “The first is
whether or not the piece can survive being displayed. Can it
weather both the work that might be needed to stabilize, and
maybe to clean it? Can it be displayed in a way that doesn’t
threaten its integrity? The second question is whether I can do
anything for it.” If yes is the answer to both of those questions,
she rolls up her sleeves and gets to work.
“Generally, to figure out how things were worn, and during
what period,” Duckwall says, “I’d take a look at the databases,
and maybe contemporary periodicals and journals.” The databases are the comprehensive references, maintained by the
Victoria and Albert Museum in London or the Kyoto Costume
Institute, with both historical and contemporary examples.
Periodicals are useful because they often show clothing in use.
“But flamenco costumes, and particularly matador costumes,
don’t really change much with fashion,” Duckwall says. The
matador costume is an ensemble of pieces from different suits.
It was extensively worn and repaired, indicating perhaps
that it was used in theatrical contexts. That’s a good thing in
her mind, and in those of her fellow conservators. “Repairs
tell stories,” she says. “Part of my job is whenever possible to
preserve those stories.” She noted that the matador costume
wasn’t in terrible shape, but it was clear it had been used long
and well during its life. The costume had endured numerous
visible repairs, and the arms and collar showed a lot of wear.

Irene Emery carving a panel for the Federal Art Project, ca. 1937. Courtesy
Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), Neg. No. 020242.

The Reina of Reinvention
BY HANNAH ABELBECK
DURING THE EXTERIOR renovation on the Palace
of the Governors this summer, an easy-to-overlook
plaster panel in the courtyard baffled contractors and
staff alike. Deeply cut by water from a canale above,
only surface traces remained: the figures of working
men and a wheelbarrow, slowly weathering away. Back
issues of El Palacio revealed that Santa Fe artist Irene
Emery (1900–1981) carved the bas relief when the
New Mexico State Library, then housed at the Palace,
received federal funding to add a wing for the archives.
The image celebrates the men who shaped and laid
the adobe brick by brick, and the workers set Emery’s
carved panel in their new wall in 1935.
Memories of Emery’s life in Santa Fe have eroded as
well, but enough traces remain to decipher its shape.
Just as her art—dancing, carving, weaving—are not
forms based on straight lines, many shifts give her story
its texture, dynamism, and surprises. 
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Above, left: These two before-and-after photos of the matador costume’s sleeve show Duckwall’s

seams. She also spent a few days creating a
subtle repairs. Photographs by Angela Duckwall. Above, right: Jacket from traje de luces (suit of lights),
custom dye for fabric she used to stabilize
or bullfighter’s costume, Spain, 1888–1920. Silk, cotton, metallic thread and sequins, glass, wood.
some edging, matching the current colorMuseum of International Folk Art, IFAF Collection (FA.1962.22.1 A-J). Photograph by Blair Clark.
ation through a painstaking process of trial
and error; repaired a section where the warp
Part of her job is also to take a close look at those repairs
had loosened, causing the fabric to begin to pull apart; and
and determine whether or not they are harmful. She looks for
corrected a couple of poorly done repairs.
stitching that she might be able to redo to take stress off of
“There’s only so much you can do,” Duckwall says. Take the
seams, or for evidence of corrosive adhesives that she might
spangles and metal thread, for instance. The curator was hoping
need to replace. Maintaining the integrity of the original piece
they could be cleaned in order to really shine and catch the
is terrifically important.
light. “I could not clean the spangles or the metal thread because
“I really felt drawn to the piece—after all, it’s shiny and
it would damage the silk fabric they are attached to. At some
sparkly, and absolutely iconic,” Duckwall says. She reattached
point,” Duckwall says, “you’re done and it’s time to move on.”
and secured most of the metalwork appliqués, reattached many
Moving on means dressing the mannequins, which raises
loose spangles, secured dangling metal threads, overlaid most
a host of other interesting problems. First up: making sure
of the outer surface of the vest, and stabilized several ripped
she knows what’s going on under the costume. “Usually,”
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Duckwall says, “I have to worry about undergarments, and
whether or not I have to make a corset, or a bustle, or a hoopskirt. Nothing like that—thankfully—with the matador.”
Tight is good, at least in the case of a dancing matador’s
costume. But how best to display it? That’s a question that
Duckwall struggles with almost every time she faces an essentially empty room, walls freshly painted, with an exhibit-plan
photocopy in her hand. Sometimes the curator has a strong
opinion, and rich imagination. “Just imagine dresses hanging
from the ceiling caught in the act of swooping across the room.
That’s hard,” says Duckwall. “Happily, Flamenco wasn’t that.”
What the exhibition does have is about thirty different
costumes, ranging from nineteenth-century folk ensembles to
contemporary dresses, including one by Haruhiko Okuhama
designed for a man’s body (except for less fabric at the chest and
hips, almost precisely the same as any other slinky paean to
Andalusian Roma culture). Duckwall says that the very diversity
of the costumes illustrates a perennial problem for people like
her when it comes time to put the exhibition together: mannequin size. Unlike human bodies, mannequins don’t come in
every size and shape. And until pretty recently, clothing did. The
result is that conservators have a few basic mannequin shapes,
and clothing of all sizes, to work with. In most cases, says Duckwall, “contemporary mannequins—particularly when you’re
dealing with women’s clothing and older textiles—are simply
too big and require saws, files, scissors,” and, one presumes, the
occasional hatchet to get it just right.
“We were lucky,” says Duckwall. “Most of what we had to do
was additive rather than subtractive.” Additive, because even
with mannequins in the Goldilocks zone—neither too small
nor too large—the hard, manufactured bodies don’t begin to
do justice to the variations of their human counterpart. What
are missing are all the undulations of muscle and fat that
matter a lot in how a worn piece of clothing might look—
particularly on the body of career dancer.
This is where the textile conservator’s skills as a sculptor
come into play. Working with a standard-sized mannequin,
she covers it with a stockinet, which serves as a base for the
layers of polyester felt batting that will buff out the mannequin’s form. A thick batting serves a skeletal role, allowing
Duckwall to change the fundamental body shape of the
mannequin, for instance, as with the matador, broadening
the shoulders. Duckwall uses the medium batting to sculpt
musculature, adding the effects of an athletic life spent moving
and dancing. Finally, she uses the thin batting to smooth the

Born in Michigan, Emery moved to New York City in
1926. There, she danced in Martha Graham’s original
troupe, but shattered her ankle during a rehearsal in
1930. Determined to continue, she taped it under her
costume and endured through the final performance. The
injury ended her dance career. She turned to sculpture,
parlaying previous studies at Alexander Archipenko’s
academy into admission at the Art Institute of Chicago.
After creating reliefs for Gilbert Rohde’s model home
for the World’s Fair, Emery moved to Santa Fe in 1933,
rented a studio on Garcia Street, and was soon showing
at the New Mexico Museum of Art. She created bas relief
sculptures for New Mexico WPA projects, including
the Villagra Building in Santa Fe and the Carrie Tingley
Children’s Hospital in Truth or Consequences. Three
attributed works—the ruined bas relief, a coat of arms,
and a carving of bar patrons at La Fonda—are at the
New Mexico History Museum, but the locations and
possible survival of any other sculptural work remain
a mystery. Once again, her body failed her: the onset of
a chronic neuromuscular disorder made it increasingly
difficult for her to carve, and she had to stop.
Instead, she took yarns and fabrics, initially gathered
for dance costumes, and expressed her visual ideas in
needlepoint. When pushing a needle through canvas
became too difficult, she briefly took up mapmaking,
then did engineering drafting for a California aircraft
manufacturer during World War II. She returned to
Santa Fe, and art, wielding her signature approach:
the use of “orthodox techniques in an unorthodox
manner.” Instead of stitching, Emery discovered joy
in weaving. “There is a rhythm which pleases the
dancer in me,” she told the Santa Fe New Mexican in
1944. “And the exactitude of weaving—the limitation
it imposes somehow gives me a wonderful sense of
accomplishment. It’s a hard, definite medium and you
measure in inches what you have done.” Teaching
herself from books, she noticed that terms for
describing traditional fabric techniques were confusing
and unclear, and her attempts to untangle the matter
would become her project for at least two decades.
At the Southwestern Range and Sheep Breeding
Laboratory near Fort Wingate, she experimented with
handspun tweeds, twills, herringbones, and plaids,
testing wool to see how it worked for textiles other 
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appearance of the new body under the clothing. It’s a slow
process, but one that she finds enormously satisfying.
The one concession Duckwall made, she says, was with
the matador’s trousers. They are intended to be skintight, calf
muscles rippling underneath. But she was worried that the
material couldn’t support that snug sort of preparation, so
visitors see a slightly looser version of the costume than one
painted on a performer.
We see the story of how this provincial art form, its distinctive look, practiced mostly by outsiders, became not only
a global force but an intrinsic part of New Mexico’s culture.
What we don’t see is the subtle, important work that literally
holds these costumes (and their stories) together. ■
Peter BG Shoemaker is a former historian and archaeologist turned writer and
poet—little change, as it turned out. More at petershoemaker.com.

Above: Duckwall cleans the beadwork on a moccasin. Photograph by Natalie Baca.
Opposite: Feria dress, Spain, ca. 1940. Cotton, satin, acetate. Museum purchase,
Museum of International Folk Art (A.2011.22.3). Photograph by Blair Clark. Duckwall stabilized ripped areas of the skirt and lace using underlays and stitching.

than rugs and blankets. And at the Laboratory of
Anthropology in Santa Fe, she examined archaeological
and ethnographic textiles and began compiling material
for a book. At first, she sponsored her own research by
freelancing. Emery produced linens so exacting that
her customers were disappointed when they didn’t look
handmade. When her circumstances changed, Kenneth
Chapman solicited private donations to support her as
an associate at the School of American Research until
she was awarded a Wenner-Gren Foundation grant in
1951 and a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1953. As befits
a perfectionist, Emery’s research was painstaking: not
only did she complete structural analyses of countless
handmade fabric items from museum collections all
over the country, she also created—by hand—many of
the examples photographed to illustrate her book.
In 1954 she was recruited to the Textile Museum in
Washington, DC, where her legacy in anthropological
textiles, textile analysis, and textile conservation
continues. Emery’s opus, the innovative and influential
The Primary Structure of Fabrics, was published to acclaim
in 1966. DCA textile conservator Angela Duckwall still
considers it an essential, one-of-a-kind reference and
keeps a copy in her lab.
Emery was homesick when she left Santa Fe. “The
ideal life would be living here ten months, in New York
for two,” she proclaimed, calling New Mexico “the most
beautiful country in all the world.” In 1955 she wrote to
Chapman that life in Washington was “good and not-sogood of course. But my only real complaint is that there is
so much opportunity and it finds me with so little of the
wherewithal to cope with it—or rather to make use of it.”
This observation seems true to form for Emery,
capturing her ability to recognize potential and her
willingness to act, even though she was frustrated by
her limitations. For a woman born in 1900, the chances
she took, the successes she found, and the places her
redirections took her are a testament to her resilience
and her spirit. She defied expectations for her gender,
ability, and even age. Emery’s Textile Museum colleague,
Mary Elizabeth King, later a director of the lab in
Santa Fe, remembered that Emery “never complained,
except about her lack of stamina . . . which often
seemed inconsequential to her younger colleagues, who
sometimes had difficulty keeping up with her.” ■
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