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Handmade Meaning: 
The Value of Craft in Victorian and Contemporary Culture 
Exhibition Opens at the James Watrous Gallery on December 17 

 
Visit the James Watrous Gallery for the free opening reception with gallery discussion 
and demonstrations of craft processes from 5:00–8:00 pm at the Wisconsin Studio in 

Overture Center. Exhibition on view until February 6, 2011 
 
MADISON—Today’s do-it-yourself (DIY) craft movement isn’t your grandmother’s knitting. Or is 
it? This new exhibition at the James Watrous Gallery in Overture Center raises provocative 
questions about amateur and professional art practice and the role of craft in shaping identity 
and creating community. A collaboration between the Watrous Gallery, the UW–Madison 
Department of Art History, and the Wisconsin Decorative Arts Database, Handmade Meaning: 
The Value of Craft in Victorian and Contemporary Culture explores the relationship 
between rarely seen Victorian “fancy-work”—hand-painted china, hair wreaths, and fine 
embroidery—from museums across the state, objects made by people active in the current DIY 
movement, and work by contemporary artists who use craft processes and materials.  

For many women in the Victorian era, fancywork meant more than creating beautiful objects or 
decorating the home. It also offered important opportunities for self-expression, self-reliance, 
and community building. In this sense, Victorian women’s pursuits were not all that different 
from those of people engaged in the current DIY movement, which puts a fresh spin on 
traditionally feminine crafts and grapples with issues of identity, community, and creativity. By 
juxtaposing fancywork with the work of contemporary artists using craft techniques, Handmade 
Meaning poses intriguing questions about the value of craft, the status of the amateur, and the 
desire to “make your own.” 

The 19th and early 20th-century pieces for this show are borrowed from historical societies and 
museums across Wisconsin, from the Oneida Nation Museum to the Mayville Historical 
Society. Most of these objects have never been shown outside their local communities. 
Contemporary Wisconsin artists in the show include Anne Kingsbury, Cortney Heimerl, Hai-Chi 
Jihn, Marna Goldstein Brauner, and Cassandra Smith (Milwaukee); Mary Dickey (Sauk City); 
Susan White (Madison) and Chris Walla (Madison and Fargo, ND).  

For more information, visit the Handmade Meaning blog. 
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This exhibition is supported in part by grants from the Wisconsin Arts Board with funds from the 
State of Wisconsin; Dane County Cultural Affairs Commission; Wisconsin Humanities Council; 
Caxambas Foundation; and The Polly and Stanley Stone Fund. Ongoing support for the James 
Watrous Gallery comes from DoubleTree Hotel–Madison, Anita Been in memory of George 
Parker, and Robert & Carroll Heideman. The Wisconsin Academy thanks these sponsors for 
their generous support. 

 
Related events: 

• Sunday, January 23, 2–4:00 pm. Panel discussion, moderated by Beverly Gordon 
(UW–Madison Dept. of Design Studies), with exhibition artists Cortney Heimerl, Anne 
Kingsbury, and Susan White. Free and open to the public. Madison Museum of 
Contemporary Art’s lecture hall, Overture Center. 

• Ongoing through February 6:  Community embroidery project, inspired by the redwork 
quilts made for community fundraisers during the late 1800s and early 1900s. To 
participate, pick up a packet from the James Watrous Gallery or Stitcher’s Crossing, 
stitch one of the designs, and return it to the gallery. Finished squares will be pieced 
together to create a quilt. Follow the progress of this project on the Handmade Meaning 
blog. 

• December 17–February 6: Related community fiber art exhibition, Our Tiny Friends and 
Foes, in the Overture Center Playhouse Gallery. 

• Closing celebration on Sunday, February 6, 12:30–3:30 pm. Exhibition tour followed by 
a reception and presentation, “History Through Women’s Hands,” at the Wisconsin 
Historical Museum auditorium. Presentation speakers include Brian Bigler (Mt. Horeb 
Historical Society), Lyn Korenic (UW–Madison Art Library), Nancy Mithlo (UW–Madison 
Department of Art), and Emily Pfotenhauer (Wisconsin Decorative Arts Database). 

About the James Watrous Gallery 
The James Watrous Gallery is the premier gallery for Wisconsin visual art. A program of the 
Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts and Letters, the James Watrous Gallery presents works 
by Wisconsin artists, Wisconsin art and craft history, works owned by Wisconsin collectors, and 
exhibitions that bridge the sciences, arts, and humanities. Our mission is to promote the visual 
arts in Wisconsin through quality exhibitions and related educational programs. For gallery 
hours and current exhibitions, please visit the James Watrous Gallery page at 
www.wisconsinacademy.org or call the gallery at 608-265-2500.  
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