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WHEN A QUILT BECOMES ART: JUDY KIRPICH

Judy Kirpich is a well known and apprecia-
ted textile artist,her quilts have been seen in 
museums and quilt exhibitions in Asia, in the 
United States, South America and Europe.   
She was awarded the prestigious Quilt National Japan 
Prize and joined a select group of artists showing their 
work in Mastery: Sustaining Momentum, and Color 
Improvisations 2, two Nancy Crow curated shows.  
Her Conflict Series quilts were shown at a one wo-
man show at the Aughinbaugh Gallery in 2017

http://www.judykirpich.com/

I often ask this question to the artists I have 
the pleasure of interviewing: why did you 
choose to use fabric as a medium for your 
art?

I love the smell of cloth, the feel of cloth, 
and the texture of cloth. There is nothing I 
enjoy more than spending hours roaming 
stores in the New York garment district 
hunting down unusual fabrics. 
When I travel abroad I am always intri-
gued by the different textiles I find and I 
am as interested in fine silks as I am with 
vintage hemp. While I work primarily 
with cottons I like to combine fabrics I 
have found in Japan and China with my 
domestic sources. For the last ten years I 
have been working with custom dyed cot-
tons, and I have a wonderful source who 
will dye fabrics to my color specifications. 
While I have taken a few courses, I rather 
spend my time designing and sewing ra-
ther than dyeing fabrics.

Can you tell us something about yourself 
and your history as an artist? How did you 
start?

I have always been involved with art both 
as a student and as the owner of a large 
graphic design agency.

My earliest memories include art lessons 
from age 4. Growing up I was surroun-
ded by art; my mother was a potter who 
taught and pioneered primitive ceramic 
firing techniques, and my father worked 
as a solar engineer but spent all of his free 
time doing woodworking. My parents’ 
house was filled with my mother’s cera-
mics and my father’s furniture and we-
ekend events included frequent trips to 
museums in Philadelphia.
From a very young age my Aunt Nomi 
would take me on shopping trips to one 
beautiful fabric store in Philadelphia. She 
made all of her own clothes, and she tau-
ght me how to sew. As I got older I started 
making all of my own clothing. I fell in 
love with the clothes of Issey Miyake but 
as a young professional and mother with 
two young children, I did not have mo-
ney to buy his clothes. I joined a group of 
women in Washington DC and we all stu-
died his clothing and swapped patterns. 
From that point on I made all of my own 
clothing. Until about 15 years ago I did 
not do any quilting or textile design other 
than the occasional bed covering. At a 
certain point I had too many clothes and 
had to find a different way of expressing 
my love affair with fabric. I happened to 
be thumbing through an old copy

Can you tell us about the start and deve-
lopment of one of your works? How does a 
new work come about?

I am motivated by emotions- by events 
that are happening around me, both per-
sonal and political. I almost never make 
a piece that does not represent how I am 
feeling at a particular point in my life. For 
example, the Anxiety series came from 
the stress I had running a large firm of 35 
people during the Great Recession trying 
to make ends meet: my Conflict series 
started over breakfast discussions about 
the war in Syria with my husband who is 
a Middle East scholar. Memory Loss is in-
fluenced by my mother’s slow decline due 
to Alzheimers.
Often I will use a technique that allows 
me to release some of those emotions. 
I started my Anxiety series by slashing 
through fabric over and over again. I was 
so nervous and anxious andit was a won-
derful way to work out my tension.
I do not sketch and I rarely use the com-
puter for composing a piece. Instead I 
take a lot of photographs, spend time 
looking at fine art, and use Pinterest as a 
modern day sketchbook. I work impro-
vizationally cutting fabrics freehand and 
pinning them into a composition.  
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Anxiety  n° 6, copyright Judy Kirpich

Anxiety n°  9 Mastectomy, copyright Judy Kirpich

This style suited my own personality- and I have 
never worked so hard- starting my days at 7 am 
and ending at 11pm- 7 days a week. Even now 
my studio practice is quite rigorous. I am in my 
studio most days at 8 and work until 5 or 6 with 
a ½ hour break for lunch. I still work 6 or 7 days 
a week.
I must admit, that to this day when a piece of 
mine is juried into a show, I still wonder what 
Nancy will think of it. Her approval is still my 
gold standard.
Perhaps the most instructional of Nancy’s classes 
were her master classes where the students were 
very advanced designers. Rather than teaching 
techniques we spent much of our time in discus-
sion. We talked about influence versus derivation. 
We talked about the place of textiles in the art 
world. We discussed broader issues rather than 
construction techniques. 
We looked and discussed the work of contempo-
rary artists like Agnes Martin and Richard Die-
benkorn. Hearing the voices of 20  well regarded 
textile artists was an amazing experience that for-
med much of my thinking.



I N T E R v I E W  W I T H  J O E  C U N N I N g H A M3

INTERVIEW WITH JOE CUNNINGHAM

Joe is an esteemed textile artist and expert in the history of American quilting, he creates 
artquilts inspired by tradition but interpreted in a contemporary key, deconstructing the 
classic patchwork shapes and transforming them in an absolutely innovative way Estimator 
of Brice Marden’s art, Joe explores in his works, the expressive potentialities of the line, the 
simplest and most powerful sign known to art.

http://www.joethequilter.com/

Joe when and why did you approach the 
world of quilting? 

In 1979 I met Gwen Marston when she 
hired me to play guitar with her on some 
folk music concerts. At the time she was 
engaged in documenting Mary Schafer’s 
quilt collection and archive. When I saw 
some of the quilts I found them capti-
vating and offered to write the text for 
the catalogue, a chore she was dreading. 
Gwen told me I would have to learn about 
quilts in order to do that, so I read all the 
available literature, about 6 books. The 
more I learned the more I came to love  
the whole history of quilts and what they 
represented. Also, as I interviewed Mary 

So we had business cards printed up and 
started advertising ourselves that way. 
Soon, I had a commission to write a ma-
gazine article, we were selling quilts and 
we were on our way.
I saw quilting as a way to make a form of 
art that could express the whole range of 
human experience, and I felt that my li-
felong but informal study of art could be 
best put to use in this realm.

Although your quilts are very contempo-
rary, you’re connected to the history of tra-
ditional quilting. Can you tell us why and 
what you are passionate about quilting tra-
dition and how tradition affects the style of 
your art quilts?

to learn more about her and her col-
lection, I came to feel that this was a field 
I wanted to learn even more about. . Then 
Gwen showed up at my apartment with a 
small quilt in a hoop, needles, thread and 
a large thimble and told me I should learn 
how to quilt if I was going to write per-
suasively. After quilting that small quilt, 
my stitches were good enough to quilt 
with Gwen at her frame. In a few weeks 
I wanted to make my own quilt, and soon 
Gwen and I were making quilts together. 
As we neared the end of our documenta-
tion project,I came up with the idea that 
in order to promote Mary Schafer’s col-
lection and find an institutional home for 
it, we should become quilt professionals. 
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To me, the most important innovation of the 
American way of quiltmaking was the idea that 
a person could sew anything together any way 
she wanted. 
It was a realm of infinite creativity. 
And American women in the 19th century 
were making 2 meter square abstract designs 
decades or a century before artists came up 
with this idea. 
These quiltmakers, these artists, have never 
been recognized for their gigantic accompli-
shments. Instead, quilters are thought to have 
made quilts to salvage precious fabric in a de-
sperate attempt to stay warm. 
My mission in life is both to bring glory to 
these old-time quiltmakers, and to exploit the 
creative freedom they bequeathed us all by ma-
king quilts purely my own.

Joe, when sewing your artwork, do you follow a 
scrupulous design or do you let yourself be gui-
ded by experience and instinct?

The way I work is to start out with a subject or 
theme, to select fabrics that I think might fit 
that theme and then to start cutting and sewing 
with a vague image in mind. 

“The Sleeping Protesters of Kiev” 2014, 81 x 84,
photo Henrik Kam, copyright Joe Cunningham,

“BicameralLover’sKnot”,2015, 72″ x 72″ x 72″.

Eventually the image becomes clearer in my 
mind as I work. 
I do not make a sketch or a pattern, instead tru-
sting my instincts to guide me.

Can you tell us about the birth and development 
of one of your works?

I have long been interested in the way the right 
and left sides of our brains seem to be in charge 
of different domains. 
So when I decided to make my own interpreta-
tion of the classic “Lover’s Knot” pattern I chose 
to make it a picture of the two domains in our 
minds and also a picture of a marriage. 
I started by choosing two fabrics that were op-
posed in design and color, one a random batik 
from Ghana and one a woven plaid. 
Then, using bias tape, I constructed a geometric 
grid on the plaid side and a knotted tangle on 
the batik side. 
Showing how two completely different images 
can become one, conveyed my feelings about 
marriage as well as my the way we all employ 
different modes of thought. 
For the quilting design I programmed the clas-
sic Lover’s Knot into my computerized long 
arm machine and used it in an all over grid.


