












Travel in Peru this past summer opened a window 
into a fascinating culture which produced some of the 
world’s finest textiles, preserved in funerary bundles 
in Peru’s coastal desert region. I have long marveled 
at the vast array of textile techniques and superb 
sense of color, pattern, and design associated with 
this textile tradition. At the Amano Museum in Lima, I 
swooned over delicate net-like Chancay gauze weav-
ings with fanciful patterns of felines, birds, and fish. 
As the museum docent opened drawer upon drawer 
of treasures, I could only imagine the contents of 
unopened drawers. Keen observers of nature, ancient 
Andean artists synthesized the natural and divine 
worlds in their imagery. The embroidered Paracas 
mantles are another favorite, embellished with  
mysterious hybrid human/animal flying deities. Many 
contemporary textile artists of the 1960’s contempo-
rary craft movement have been inspired by Peruvian 
textiles, including Sheila Hicks and Ed Rossbach.  A 
recent broadcast of the PBS series Craft in America 
featured California weaver Jim Bassler discussing his 
new work inspired by pre-Columbian weavings.
I learned about pre-Columbian history during my 
trip and after reading Charles Mann’s fascinating 
book 1491. The sophisticated Inca civilization (1200-
1532AD) benefited from the knowledge and exper-
tise of a succession of conquered cultures. Master 
builders, farmers, and engineers, the ancient Andean 
people exhibited similar technical skill and creativ-
ity in their textiles. Some of 
the Wari tunics are woven 
of yarns so fine that they 
measure over 300 ends per 
inch. By around 2500BC 
cotton was cultivated along 
the coast, wool was pro-
duced in the highlands from 
domesticated camelids, most 
commonly alpacas, and weaving was developed from 
earlier off-loom techniques. By 400BC an astonish-
ing variety of textile techniques were used: complex 
weave structures, painting, embroidery, twining, 
braiding, knotting, sprang and looping. Natural dyes 
from plants and minerals were applied with mordants 
to produce fast colors with an unlimited color palette. 
The Spanish conquerors were amazed that such rudi-
mentary technology as the drop spindle and backstrap 
loom could produce such high quality textiles. A verti-
cal loom was also developed to weave larger textiles.
Textiles played a very important role in society, as 
noted by the anthropologist John Murra: No political, 
military, social or religious event was complete with-
out textiles being volunteered or bestowed, burned, 
exchanged or sacrificed.
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Textiles served to mark regional 
identity and status. The elite wore 
the finest quality garments woven 
from luxurious vicuña wool by 
specially trained young women. 
Other garments worn by royalty 
were embellished with brilliantly 
colored tropical feathers and 
ornaments of gold and silver. The 
Metropolitan Museum recently 
(summer ’08) exhibited Radiance 
from the Rain Forest: Feather-
work in Ancient Peru. Another Met exhibit which I saw  
in 1990 was Andean Four-cornered Hats from the  
Wari and Tiahuanaco cultures, which were richly  
patterned hats with peaks resembling animal ears. The 
hats were constructed with larkshead knots, sometimes 
incorporating a pile surface. 
The legacy of the pre-Columbian past still persists in 
highland Peru, in the form of agricultural terraces,  
archeological sites, weaving traditions and regional 
dress. In Cusco I visited the Center for Traditional Tex-
tiles of Cusco (www.textilescusco.org), an organization 
whose mission is to preserve and revive Andean textile 
traditions, including the use of natural dyes. Artisans in 
weaving communities surrounding Cusco demonstrate 
their craft at the center and receive a fair price for work 
sold in the store. A small museum explains the textile 
tradition and places it in a cultural context. In addition 
to weaving, another interesting textile is the chullo, the 
men’s elaborately patterned and tightly knitted cap with 
earflaps. They are made by both men and women, and I 
saw young boys knitting them on the island of Taquile in 
Lake Titicaca. I visited the Colca Canyon region outside 
of Arequipa and learned about the tradition of machine 
embroidery to embellish garments. Artisans in small 
workshops use treadle machines to 
embroider borders on skirts, jackets, 
vests, hats and other accessories. The 
elaborate patterns are often based 
on plants and flowers or other nature 
imagery. The garments are worn by 
women and signify ethnic identity. 
Arequipa is a lovely colonial city and 
the center of Peru’s wool industry. 
High fashion alpaca goods are produced and widely 
marketed in Europe. Alpaca fashion boutiques and  
factory outlets abound in the area. At one of the outlets, 
I visited a small zoo and ignored my guidebook’s warn-
ing: Don’t look a camelid in the mouth. The seemingly 
cuddly alpaca apparently felt that I had invaded  
its personal space and spit at me in the face – a small 
price to pay in light of such a rewarding journey into 
textile history.                          — JoAnn Giordano
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Thanks to all of YOU the Wearable Art Fashion Show & Boutique 
fund-raiser for the Cleveland Museum of Art held on Sunday,  
October 18, was a fabulous success! Without the diligent work of  
the committee throughout the year, the volunteers the day of the 
event, and the CMA support staff the event would not be possible.  
An unbelievable number of people are needed – this year over  
120 people including TAA members, friends, and CMA staff  
assisted in some way to make it happen!
The sixth year of this event found that:
	 – �the Textile Art Alliance and the Cleveland Museum of Art 

reached a wider audience as publicity was seen on TV,  
websites, CMA bulletin, newspapers and heard on the radio 

	 – �sales increased resulting in a larger donation to the textile  
department – over $27,000!  

	 – �attendance was a full house (560 patrons) and many ticket  
requests could not be filled 

	 – �72 artists participated; 62 from Ohio; including 25 TAA members
	 – the TAA member boutique raised over $2,000
	 – �we are at our limit with 50 boutique artists (representing  

7 states).
If you would like to revisit the event, visit our website  
(www.taacleveland.org; click on fashion show) for a great  
QuickTime movie of the event and a shortened version of the  
slide presentation made during the fashion show.  
The Fashion Show would not have been possible without the  
sponsorship of LaMalfa Conference Center, narration by Ann Elder, 
hair and make-up by Jenniffer & Company, music by Neil Kammiller, 
and the videography by Red Productions. Each has helped  
make the event a success!
If you are interested in being on the committee for next year’s 
event, please contact president Marty Young.
We hope that you will join us in 2010 – Sunday, October 17.
It has been a pleasure working with everyone on this  
marvelous event. THANK YOU! 
– Katherine Dunlevey, Fashion Show Chair

Fashion Show a Fabulous Success!


