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Textile Arts as the Main Course in 
Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party (1974-9)
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I cried the first time I saw Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party (1964-9) at the Brooklyn 
Museum, where it is now permanently housed as part of the Sackler Centre for Feminist 
Art (see fig. 1). A (still) controversial “icon of 1970s feminist art, [the work] comprises a 
massive ceremonial banquet, arranged on a triangular table with […] thirty-nine place 
settings, each commemorating an important woman from history” (Brooklyn Museum). 

Historically, reviews of The Dinner Party focused on what were crudely described as 
“vaginas on plates” (Chicago, 1996:100). I appreciate Chicago’s signature, if repetitive, 
“central-core imagery” (Chicago, 1975:180), but feel vastly more moved and informed by 
the work’s textile components: a series of woven entry banners whose visionary language 
evokes the “ReCreation” (Lucie-Smith, 2000:66) of an egalitarian world; and, for each 
woman or goddess honoured at the table, an embroidered runner whose rich textuality not 
only contextualises the circumstances of her life and accomplishments, but also 
contributes to a broader narrative of women’s “Herstory” (Brooklyn Museum) before and 
under patriarchy. While The Dinner Party isn’t—nor could it be—reflective of every 
woman’s sense of history or feminism, this paper explores how its textile components offer 
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Fig. 1. The Dinner Party, 1974–79



viewers a historical narrative that subverts 
patriarchal norms by centring and 
celebrating women, their cultural 
contributions and their creative 
accomplishments.

Entering the space of The Dinner Party 
today, visitors move through a narrow, 
dimly-lit and crimson-coloured corridor (see 
fig.2). Six large, woven banners “hang in 
procession” (Brooklyn Museum), drawing 
the viewer’s gaze upward to consider 
Chicago’s welcome message, which 
describes a female prophet gathering “[a]ll 
before her” (Brooklyn Museum, 2018) to 
share a vision of gender equality. This 
visionary narrative features the abstracted 
vulvar and triangular motifs that are 
repeated throughout The Dinner Party. 

Visitors then enter a dark room designed 
specifically to house The Dinner Party’s 
three-sided, hollow-centred table (see fig. 
1). The space affords visitors a holistic 
sense of the work but privileges movement 
around it. Close up, we observe that each 
place setting—thirteen to each side of the 
table—is unique, designed not only to 
honour a specific historical figure, but to 
“teach women’s history through art” (Lucie-
Smith, 2000:60). This narrative component 
is achieved through the runners (see fig. 3), 
embroidered in a way that “extend[s] the [vulvar] imagery on the plates” but also, more 
significantly, identifie[s] each woman by name and “expresse[s] something about [her] 
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Fig. 2. The Dinner Party Entry Banners (2018)

Fig. 3. Hatshepsut place setting (2014)



experience […] or context through a combination of symbolic and literal images” (Chicago 
and Hill, 1980:15).

Each wing of the table represents a different historical period: prehistory to Classical 
Rome; the beginning of Christianity to the Reformation; and the American Revolution to 
the Women’s Revolution, respectively (Brooklyn Museum). During one visit, I noticed 
visitors honing in on embroidered elements of specific runners to learn or inquire about the 
woman being honoured. One woman, touring the exhibit with two school-aged girls, 
consistently looked to pictorial elements of the runners to help them infer clues about that 
figure’s life and/or accomplishments. 

Each runner was designed to support 
close reading, though the narrative 
elements of some are more accessible 
than others. On the table’s third wing, for 
example, the place setting for Mary 
Wollstonecraft (see fig. 4) illustrates the 
major events of her life scene by scene. 
A satin banner celebrating her feminist 
legacy, A Vindication of the Rights of 
Women, frames her name, a textual 
complement to the twisting, muscular 
plate imagery (see fig. 5) representing 
Wollstonecraft’s “struggle to transcend 
[ideological] confines by sheer power 
and force” (Chicago, 1979:87). 
Interestingly, a series of “minuscule 
objects” including “crocheted apples, 
pears and bananas; […] turkey-work 
birds and appliquéd butterflies” (Chicago 
and Hill, 1980:213) crowd and 
undermine the urgent tone of 
Wollstonecraft’s work, and the tragedy of 
her untimely death, also depicted. This 
tension is an intentional “metaphor for 
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Fig. 4. The Dinner Party (Mary Wollstonecraft runner), 
1974–79



the repeated trivialisations of women’s accomplishments” (Chicago and Hill, 1980:213) 
through history, and reinforces the critical role of the runners in this work as layered visual 
and literal texts.  

Adding to the runners’ textual richness is their allusion to 
the broader historical context of each woman honoured. 
Chicago’s rigorous research during the conceptual phase 
of The Dinner Party led her to realise that “women have 
been associated with the textile arts since the beginning 
of time” (Chicago and Hill, 1980:24). As she came to 
“understand the rich tradition of embroidery […she] 
became determined to include […] many different 
techniques and styles […] as another way of calling 
attention to women’s unrecognised heritage” (Chicago 

and Hill, 1980:15). Chicago and her team found that “women’s changing position in 
society” was reflected in the needlework style of each epoch, and—as such—resolved to 
craft each runner in the “needlework techniques and/or patterns of the time” (Chicago and 
Hill, 1980:24). The first runner, for example, honours the Primordial Goddess and 
comprises two overlapping calf skins embellished with cowry shells. The elaborately 
detailed stumpwork of Wollstonecraft’s runner reflects a cultural moment far more 
oppressive to women; fittingly, its making required the skills of seventeen volunteers 
(Chicago and Hill, 1980:213-14). 
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Fig. 5. The Dinner Party (Mary 
Wollstonecraft plate),1974–79

Fig. 7. The Gentileschi runner 
[team…] 

Fig. 6 The Needlework Loft, where The 
Dinner Party runners were executed. 



The successful completion of The Dinner Party was the result of more than 400 
volunteers, mostly women, working to support Chicago’s vision. The making of the runners 
was the “most labour-intensive” (Gerhard, 2013: 112) and “time-consuming element” of the 
project and the deliberately “feminist infrastructure” (Gerhard, 2013:117) of Chicago’s 
studio both challenged and empowered participants to take ownership of their work (see 
figs. 6 and 7). This included the custom design and fabrication of Aubusson tapestry looms 
that allowed the entry banner weaving team to see the entirety of their designs as they 
progressed (Brooklyn Museum). The embroidery frames used for making the runners were 
similarly redesigned to promote big-picture, critical thinking, rather than unquestioningly 
“imitat[ing] the mock-up” (Gerhard, 2013:116). Chicago wanted to elevate women’s 
accomplishments in the textile arts at the same time as she hoped to subvert the 
ideologically-inherited “women’s culture” (Gerhard, 2013:119) of thinking small or viewing 
one’s work as trivial or unimportant.  

It is easy to criticise The Dinner Party for its Eurocentric feminism; to oversimplify the 
aesthetic experience of it; to ignore its value as a text. Isolating the ceramic from the textile 
components would be a disservice to the artist’s holistic vision, but I remain most 
impressed by the work’s ambition to trace and elevate women’s accomplishments across 
history despite systemic oppression. For me, this work is most clearly accomplished by the 
exquisite craftsmanship and narrative breadth of six woven banners and thirty-nine 
embroidered runners whose presence today, in the visible, elite space of the museum, 
testifies to a long lineage of women fighting to be seen and heard. 

[word count: 1,185] 
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