


 
JK: This feels like the most domestic and intimate expression of “The Man 
keeping you down”. You think you control your little corner of space in the 
world, but it turns out you don’t. 
 
MRB: Exactly. And that’s what my Frank Lloyd Wright-inspired neon piece deals 
with. His quote was “I believe a house is more of a home by being a work of art” 
and I’ve changed that to “They believe a house is more of a home by being in an 
HOA”. And this is the tricky line: it’s not us against them, but individuals should 
have the freedom to express creatively. But at the same you have to respect 
your neighbors. I want to point out that this disparity exists. 
 
JK: Why did you choose to juxtapose the bright, neon thread embroidered onto 
these vintage, found cross-stitches from the 50s and 60s? 
 

MRB: A lot of my past work is about revering traditional techniques and materials and bringing them into the light so they’re relevant today. 
Cross-stitching has had a revival in the US recently, you can go on Etsy and find a market for cross-stitched vulgar sayings. Which is a nice 
contrast, to see such feminine, delicately-crafted curse words. I wanted to take that juxtaposition and elevate it into fine art. To make 
cross-stitch into art that is more than just “women’s work”. Bringing in the radical pop of the neon onto muted colors is my way of combing 
the past with something more contemporary, to elevate the vintage into something more radical. 
 
JK: The vintage or the past juxtaposed with a brighter, more radical approach seems to be a through-line throughout this whole 
installation. 
 
MRB: In more ways than one: the frames are made with a laser-cutter. And some of the fabric is cut with the laser as well. I like to combine 
modern technology with traditional techniques, taking those two worlds and fusing them together.  
 
And a lot of my work is about heirlooms, about passing things down through generations. I can sew because of my grandmother who 
taught me. I find it important to account for the fact that across the pieces shown here there are more than one hundred phantom 
collaborators who contributed individual cross-stitches. And most of their pieces would have been passed down to their children and 
grandchildren, and then sadly end up basically considered junk in an antique store. It was actually very difficult for me to cut them apart. 
 
JK: I was curious about that, you have such a reverence for the art of cross-stitch and all fabric work, how are you able to do the irreverent 
act of slicing them open in order to make your work? 
 
MRB: This whole installation has been a moral quandary. It’s been difficult, but I think I’d rather have them in this form, and potentially give 
them new audiences and to be loved, then to go unloved.  
 
JK: I’m fascinated by the idea that everything you needed for this installation already existed, out in the world, begging to be recycled. I 
feel bad for the cross-stitches you haven’t found that are orphaned. 
 
MRB: The idea of quilting from the beginning was about taking scraps... Large pieces of fabric were too expensive, so many quilts were 
patched together from old baby clothes, things outgrown, and the idea of piecing and reusing has always been a part of quilting. It’s 



scavenging, it’s collecting. If you think of each discarded cross-stitch as a piece of fabric, then it’s a natural progression to turn them into 
quilt-squares. This is one of the ways the quilt-squares are conceptually connected to some of the environmental thoughts in the neon 
cross-stitches. The contemporary “re-use” movement comes from the same impulse as the Right to Dry movement. We’ve become a 
throwaway culture, so if I can save and re-purpose some of these pieces of fabric I am proud of that. 
 
JK: While you’ve chosen very traditional quilting patterns, can you talk about the ways your work subverts our expectations of what to 
expect from a quilt? 
 
MRB: I think in general, quilts are supposed to be easy to look at. Even if it’s a complex pattern, it’s made of only one or two colors. With 
these pieces, I wanted people to have to look closely, to really squint and get within 6 inches of the piece to notice the detail. A lot of that 
complexity is because I’ve used the backs of some embroideries, they are no longer clean patterns but the allude to the original 
cross-stitch design. I think oftentimes the backs of the embroideries are more beautiful than the works themselves. 
 
JK: So by looking at the backs of these cross-stitches from the past, we have to guess at the original intent? 
 
MRB: Which is what we always have to do when we’re looking into the past. Or looking at any kind of art. And it was a discovery process for 
me, because when you purchase them they’re framed, you don’t get to see the backs. So it was fun to open them up for the first time and 
turn them over and investigate them. 
 
JK: That sounds so intimate, to examine the back of the embroidery. 
 
MRB: Oh yes, and you can tell a lot about a person from the back of a cross-stitch. I am a pretty chaotic stitcher. Economy of thread is not my 
strong-suit… In some of these works done by mystery individuals, their stitching is so clean and so precise, you can tell that they put so 
much care behind it. You can tell if they intended for the cross-stitch to last a really long time, to be washed and handled, by how well they 
secured their thread. I feel like the stitching reveals people’s personalities. 
 
JK: So we can guess at the intended design, but your work is revealing more 
about the people behind the creation of the design. 
 
MRB: Even one of the simplest pieces from this show, “Stop and Eat the 
Flowers,” incorporates four found cross-stitches. So that’s not just me, that 
means there were four other collaborators at work that I will never know. I 
don’t know who they gave them to, what they intended them for, why they 
created them. But there’s really 5 artists in that piece, and that’s the simplest 
of the set. There are some pieces in this set that have 10 or more phantom 
collaborators. I hope the women and men who created those cross-stitches 
would find this work powerful and wouldn’t think of me as a destructive force. 
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