Zegart quilts at heart of Chicago Art Institute
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Keeping up with internationally
known quilt expert Shelly Zegart of
Louisville is not always
easy because so much of
what she does as a dealer,
curator, author, broker,
speaker and appraiser is
done out of town.

“My life is jammed with
good things right now,” she
said, when reached by
telephone and e-mail.

Zegart was honored as a
Woman of Distinction
Thursday in Louisville by
the Center for Women and
Families as part of its 17th annual
“Celebration of Service,”
nizes women who have made signif-
icant contributions to Kentuckiana.

The event, which is also a fund-
raiser for the center’s programs on
domestic violence, rape crisis and
achieving economic success, taps
women who have given a lifetime of
professional and volunteer service.
Zegart has been at the forefront of the
Quilt Movement, which has seen
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handmade “domestics” once molder-
ing in flea markets become high-end
art objects over the last 30 years.

Marketplace performance aside,
Zegart said, quilts are “memory ob-
jects” that allow women a “voice to
express feelings of love, anger,
loss and remembrances.”

Zegart is preparing to at-
tend the opening of an exhibi-
tion of 21 of her quilts acquired
by the Art Institute of Chicago.
“Exploring Quilts: Art, History,
and Craftsmanship” opens
Wednesday.

It is, in one way, a show-off
moment, the first display of
the collection the museum
acquired partially by dona-
tion and by acquisition,
noting the Zegart pieces represent
the best examples of quilts made
between 1820 and 1982. Among the
quilts on display through Sept. 12
is “Celebrity Ties,” composed of 44
pieces of neckties from such fa-
mous figures as Johnny Carson
and Kermit the Frog.

“Exploring Quilts” includes gifts

m”unr uwr_f

This
Florida pictorial
quiit was made around dmmo
in Tampa.

A Honeycomb Centre quilt is
See ZEGART from 1877.
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aad puichases lrom other collectors,
but the Zegart quilts are, said the mu-
seum'’s press office, an “important” ad-
dition thatl puts the Art Institute on the
frent line of museums with such hold-

Also on view are three quilts by the
women of Gee's Bend, Ala., a poor and
geographically isolated African-Amer-
ican community with a tradition of us-
ing worn-out work clothes in bold, ab-
stract designs.

In 1998, Bill Arnett of Atlanta-based
Tinwood Alliance, a foundation that
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supports African-American folk art,
visited the women of Gee's Bend and
told them their work had artistic and
probably monetary value. Armetl( asked
Zegart to be a consultant for his land-
mark exhibition, “The Quilts of Gee’s
Bend,” which included selecting quilts,
writing about them and negotiating ex-
hibitions at the Whitney Museum of
American Art in New York City and the
Museum of Fine Arts in Houston.

Zegart is the exclusive dealer of .

Gee’s Bend quilts. (Gee's Bend was
named after Joseph Gee, whose family
sold the plantation to Mark Pettway in
1845. Most of the approximately 750
people wholive in Gee's Bend today are
descendants of slaves on the former
Pettway plantation.)

A lot of things happening at once is
allinaday’s work for Zegart, a native of
Pennsylvania who has lived in Louis-
ville since the 1960s with her husband,
Kenneth Zegart. A former second-
grade schoolteacher and real-estate
agent, Zegart for the past 25 years has
been shaping the American Quilt
Movement that began with a pioneer-
ing quilt show at the Whitney,

Zegart, whose interest in quilts as
art began when they were still con-
sidered flea-market finds, worked un-
der Bruce Mann, a Louisville-based
quilt dealer who sold quilts on the East
and West coasts. After Mann's death al
age 34 in an automobile accident in
1980, Zegart joined forces with Louis-
ville quilt co]llector Eleanor Miller to
follow up one of Mann's visions: a state-
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Thus was born the Kentucky Quilt
Project, which became the model for 48
other states. In steady, spiraling work,
Zegart led the field in quilt shows,
scholarship and vision, forming the Al-
liance for American Quilts in 1993. She
is president of the board of directors of
the nonprofit organization that docu-
ments, preserves and shares quilt heri-
tage and history. The Alliance’s pro-
jects include “Quilters 5.0.S. — Save
Our Stories” and The Quilt Index, a
Web-based database of quilts in part-
nership with regional centers at the
University of Delaware, Michigan State
University and the University of Texas.

Zegart said the quilts she sold and
donated to the Art Institute were spe-
cial quilts, but that it was time for her to
figure out a good home for them. “I
won't be around forever,” she said.

She will give a short talk at the Att
Institute at the opening. She said she is
pleased her collection has become part
of such a venerable art museum. And,
Zegarl noted, the placement is “a trib-
ute” to the vision of Art Institute textile
curator Christa Thurman.

“For almost four decades Christa
has built, curated and guided this tex-
tile collection to its highly recognized
status in the world of international tex-
tile collections.

"I am guite pleased, and now I can
goonto huilding other collections —al-
ways curious and looking, you know.”
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