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If you go 
WHAT: “The Art of the Dress” exhibition and sale. 
WHERE: Millicent Rogers Museum, 1504 Millicent Rogers Road, Taos 
WHEN: Private opening with guided tour, 5:30-7:30 p.m., Friday, March 16. Public opening 1 p.m.
Sunday, March 18. Through April 15. 
COST: $20 Friday opening and tour. CONTACT: Susan Berk at 505-603-5646.

Kathaleen Roberts / Journal Staff
Writer

Homage to the Dress

........................................................................................................................................................................................

Fitting for a museum named for a woman of style, “The Art of the Dress” opens at the Millicent Rogers Museum on
March 16 in an homage to that most feminine of garments. 

A benefit for the New Mexico Committee of the National Museum of Women in the Arts, the exhibition and sale was
organized to expand the notion of what a dress is and how it reflects the inner self of the wearer. The proceeds will
help support the 25-year-old museum and the committee’s “Women to Watch” program, committee president Susan
Berk said. 

Millicent Rogers arrived in Taos in 1947 with a heart broken by Clark Gable and physically weakened by childhood
rheumatic fever. Rogers grew up privileged in New York, where the press referred to her as “The Standard Oil
Heiress.” Her grandfather H.H. Rogers co-founded the Standard Oil Trust with John D. Rockefeller. She had a way of
combining fashion design with an engaging flair, which caught the attention of fashion devotees, designers,
photographers and magazines. In her day, dresses fit close to the body in order to emphasize a youthful elegance.
Designers cut hems to just below the knee as waistlines nearly vanished.

The exhibition shows dresses as objects of nostalgia spun into metaphorical meaning for the early 21st century. The
artists include Deborah Rael-Buckley (sculptor), Michelle Cook (mixed-media), Nancy Delpero (painting) and Zoe
Zimmerman (photographer). 

Award-wining Taos sculptor Deborah Rael-Buckley creates large-scale dress forms sculpted from her own life. For
her the dress form transmutes into a kind of self-portrait with imagery added to tell the story. Her “Christmas Memory”
describes a visit to the Taos Pueblo celebration, complete with smoky bonfires, Matachine dancers and pueblo
stairsteps. 

“That was the only time I spent with my parents at Taos Pueblo,” she said. “I moved to Taos 10 years ago and it’s so
extraordinary to be there on Christmas Eve.” 

“Recounting” explores an Incan method of remembering. The knotted ropes making the dress form refer to the Incan
quipu, a device used to tell stories. The number and placement of the knots related information in an age when
written language was uncommon. The hand on the shoulder is a kind of theatrical device, gently pulling the body back
as if to look backward and remember, she said. 
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The birds soaring skyward in “Released Spirit” pay tribute to a departed friend. The dress form becomes a bird cage
with the birds or spirits rising from its perimeter. 

Rael-Buckley discovered the artist within her when she was in graduate school at the age of 40. An art history major,
she took a handful of studio courses in Milwaukee and realized she had found her path in the clay room. 

“I was in the studio more than the professor,” she said. 

A perennial tomboy, Santa Fe’s Cia Friedrich turned to –– of all things –– stilettos in her glass work. The artist
discovered glass as a student at Oakland’s California College of the Arts. She apprenticed at Tesuque Glass Works
during the summers before she began working there nine years ago. 

“It takes a long time to learn how to manipulate and control” glass, she said. 

It all started when Friedrich created miniature shoes to sell in the studio’s gift shop. 

In 2009 a client arrived with prints of shoes by famed “Sex and the City” designer Manolo Blahnik. Friedrich had
never heard of him. 

“She said, ‘My dad usually gives us Manolo Blahnik shoes for Christmas, but because of the times, he’s going to give
us Manolo Blahnik prints.’ ” 

Decidedly not a shoe freak, Friedrich took photocopies of the prints and duplicated the shoes in glass. 

“It was a really fun thing to figure out,” she said. “And it was literally my first introduction to glass on a design level. 

“I was teased relentlessly for not know who Manolo Blahnik was,” she added. 

The glass shoes became Christmas presents for the client and the client’s sisters and launched a series. Then a man
asked Friedrich to make a Cinderella’s glass slipper to hold a ring for his hoped-for fiancee. Friedrich liked the sloped
structure and enjoyed pushing the glass to its limits. 

“I was really, really excited by the things you could do by bending that tongue,” she said. 

Her “Ruby Red Stilettos” is comprised of blown glass using hand-made murrine,an Italian term for colored patterns
made in a glass cane. The artist reveals the motifs by slicing the cane into cross-sections. Friedrich’s shoes sport red
squares scattered across the sides, instep and toe. 

“I thought I could make the shoes look like they had patterns,” she explained. “It’s quite a process, though. You slump
it and you fuse it. There are a few people who make a vessel out of it. But I haven’t seen anybody so far make a
sculpted form out of it.” 

She also produced a bubblegum pink pair of Chinese shoes. 

“I’m not trying to be traditional,” she said. 

The dress theme segued nicely with a series of oils Arroyo Seco’s Nancy Delpero had already begun. She based the
paintings on what she called “the era of the dress.” 

“The dress becomes both a design element and representative of an era,” she said. “It’s about that period when we
all wore dresses –– the 1950s. It’s very metaphorical for me. One, that we all got dressed up, we stood and got our
photograph taken. Everything looked just fine. But what was going on; what were the dynamics?” 

The imagery for “The Searching” came to her in a dream as she spotted her reflection in a dark bus window. The
painting shows a little girl staring at a distant dark figure. 



“The next scenario was that I was walking along a rift –– of course, the Rio Grande is a rift. I was standing at the
edge of the rift,” she said. 

“To know exactly what it means, I’d probably have to go into counseling,” she added, laughing. 

For Despero, dresses were restrictive; they left her feeling exposed. 

“We were all expected to wear dresses. It wasn’t a choice,” she said. 

She hasn’t worn one in 35 years.
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