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Phoebe McAfee is a rare treasure. She started 
weaving in 1967 – that’s 58 years ago for those 
of you who don’t do math in your head! But it’s 
not just the length of her career that makes her so 
special. Few can match her accomplishments, and 
she is still working prolifically at age 81.

Phoebe has a BA in sculpture from Trinity 
University in San Antonio, Texas (1965), and an 
MA in Textiles from San Francisco State University 
(1979). She apprenticed with Rachel Brown in 
New Mexico from 1967-69. After moving to 
San Francisco in 1970, she worked at the Yarn 
Depot for five years, forging connections within 
the Bay Area weaving community that guided 
her towards graduate school. In 1977, McAfee 
became one of the co-founders of the San 
Francisco Tapestry Workshop, with Jean Pierre 
Larochette, Ruth Tannenbaum (Scheuer, now 
Dundas), and Ernestine Bianchi. After leaving the 
Workshop, she wove commissions exclusively 
for the artist Mark Adams for another ten years, 
playing a critical role in the realization one of the 
most significant collections of tapestries to be 
designed and woven in the US.  She continued 
to weave personal commissions in the Bay Area, 
while serving as the curator of Gallery Sanchez at 
the Noe Valley Ministry. In 2010, Phoebe moved 
to Portland, Oregon, where she soon became 
an active participant and teacher in the weaving 
community at the Damascus Fiber Arts School, the 
Portland Handweavers Guild, and the Willamette 
Tapestry Artists. 

Surprisingly little has been written about Phoebe. 
All I could find is an article in the Noe Valley Voice, 
written 24 years ago: https://www.noevalleyvoice.
com/2001/February/Phoe.html. 

I had the pleasure of traveling to Scotland with 
Phoebe last year, on a tour with Nearly Wild 
Weaving. I thought it would be fun to hear all 
about Phoebe’s extraordinary life in tapestry in her 
own words.  So here goes….

An Interview with Phoebe McAfee
By Ellen Ramsey

ER: You studied sculpture in college. What was your 
path to weaving and tapestry? How did it begin? 
PM: After college, I spent four months in Mexico. 
There I met a woman from California who told me 
she had come to Mexico to learn to weave. She was 
sitting on the beach spinning on a drop spindle, 
and she told me all about this amazing time that 
she had in Teotitlán del Valle in Oaxaca. I made 
my way to Oaxaca City, and I met some Zapotec 
weavers who were in town to sell rugs. One of the 
guys, Raul Martinez, was from a major weaving 
family there. He gave us directions to Teotitlán and 
told us, “You can stay with us and put your sleeping 
bags under the loom” – and we did. From that 
moment, sleeping under that loom, I knew I was 
going to be a weaver. 

ER: Is that what led you to Rachel Brown? 
PM: Yes. When I returned from Mexico, I spent a 
summer in Albuquerque. I found out about Rachel 
Brown, who was working in Arroyo Seco just north 
of Taos. I went there and introduced myself. She 
said, “I take three apprentices a year. It starts in 
September. You have to commit to six days a week 
for two years, and I’m going to work you really 
hard. I don’t pay you, but you learn, and anything 

Phoebe McAfee with her tapestry The Fourth Day of Creation, 
1984, wool weft on cotton warp, 58 x 52 inches
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that you weave, we sell in the store.”  I found 
this little adobe house with two rooms and an 
outhouse. There was no running water. It was rustic 
living, but it was wonderful. I was just 22 and full of 
enthusiasm.

The first year, she taught us spinning and dyeing. 
We got white, light gray, and dark yarn from Briggs 
and Little in eastern Canada. We would dye it in big 
outdoor cauldrons with aniline dyes. The second 
year, we learned how to warp the looms, and we 
wove full time, making Rio Grande-style blankets, 
vests, and household textiles. She designed 
everything, and we just wove and wove. I taught 
myself to weave inkle belts from leftover scraps of 
yarn. I made tons of those, and Rachel sold them in 
her shop, allowing me to keep the profits.

ER: How did you end up in San Francisco? 
PM: I went back to Texas for about six months after 
leaving the apprenticeship with Rachel, but then 
moved to San Francisco with a boyfriend, who was 
from there. It was 1970. At first, we lived with his 
mother, and then we found a house at 22nd and 
Collingwood, up on top of the hill. Mark Adams 
lived nearby, but I didn’t meet him then. I only knew 
that a famous artist lived in the firehouse in the 
next block. Ruth Asawa lived a block in the other 
direction. I met her right away because she was 
friends with my boyfriend’s mom. Because I worked 
at the Yarn Depot, I found out about, and took 
classes from, Kay Sekimachi and Theo Moorman.

ER: How did you connect with Mark Adams and 
Aubusson tapestry? 
PM: While I was in grad school at San Francisco 
State studying with Candace Crockett, the Fine 
Arts Museums of San Francisco developed an 
exhibition of the tapestries in their collection 
(Five Centuries of Tapestry, 1976). The curator 
of the show, Anna Bennett, wanted a tapestry 
to be woven in the museum as a demonstration. 
Anna asked Mark Adams to design a piece for the 
project (California Poppies). There were twelve of 
us in the graduate program at San Francisco State 
and we were recruited to be the weavers. That’s 
when I first met Mark. 

Some of us knew Jean Pierre Larochette because 
he was an adjunct professor at San Francisco 
State, but none of us knew very much about 
Aubusson tapestry weaving. I had only woven 
tapestries in the style of the Zapotec weavers. 
Aubusson weaving had all these rules, and we 
learned them all, right there in the museum: 
working from the back, hachures, and structured 
color decisions. Jean Pierre coached us. I wove 
two days a week, and one day a week Jean Pierre 
would be there weaving right next to me on the 
bench, telling me what to do. We worked on it for 
six months. It surprised everyone when we were 
able to finish before the close of the show. That 
was the start of Mark’s collaboration with the San 
Francisco Tapestry Workshop.

ER: Tell me about the Workshop years — you were 
one of the founding members in 1977. 
PM: I was at the workshop for the first five years. 
I worked on many Mark Adams pieces, among 
other commissions. We often wove multiple 
versions of Mark’s designs, both for collectors and 
for his own archive (now at Stanford University). 
We wove Young Palm three times. We did the 
Hawaiian sunsets twice each. At the end of the 
Workshop’s fifth year, Mark got the commission for 

Mark Adams, California Poppies, 1977, wool weft on 
cotton warp, 54 x 36 inches

Phoebe McAfee, continued
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the San Francisco airport tapestries. We realized 
that we couldn’t do them at the Workshop. The 
place was just too small. So we rented a Sunday 
school room at Bethany Methodist Church, a few 
blocks away but still walking distance to Mark’s 
house. We set up the 8-foot-wide loom there. We 
worked on the airport commission for three years. 
I spent the next ten years weaving commissions 
for Mark alongside weaver Rudi Richardson at the 
Bethany Church. 

ER: Do you have any favorites from all those Mark 
Adams tapestries you wove? 
PM: Yes, The Minnesota commission (for the 
Lutheran Brotherhood) with the boat in it (Garden 
at the Lake, 1987). It’s the biggest one we ever did 
(8 feet x 22 feet). That one was really fun to weave. 
I also really liked working on the airport tapestries, 
all three of them, because they were each so 
different. I loved getting into the really big ones 
that would take a year to weave. 

ER: What it was like working with Mark Adams? 
There is something different -- more “weaverly” -- 
in his tapestry designs once he started working with 
weavers in San Francisco. Why is that?
PM: That was us! You have to understand that in 
the ‘60s and ‘70s, he would design a cartoon, roll 
it up into a mailing tube, and send it off to France 
-- to Pinton Freres or Paul Avignon’s atelier -- and 
it would come back woven. He had no say at all 
about how it was woven. They would choose the 
yarns and the colors, and that was it.

Working with us changed everything for him. 
I would set up a student loom with a 2-inch-
wide warp. Mark would bring his cartoon in, or 
sometimes we would go over to his house. I 

showed him how one-, two-, and three-step 
hachures looked. I’d say, “You could have them 
really long here and short here, you could have 
them be very regular, or you could have them 
be irregular.” And he would sit there and watch 
me weave an inch or so of each option. He was 
learning about weaving for the first time, and his 
designs grew by leaps and bounds. One of the 
first ones we worked on this way was the design 
for White Petunias (1978).

He always designed at full scale. He would put 
a big piece of butcher paper on the wall and 
do free drawing. Then he would put tracing 
paper over that and trace it, put up a clean 
piece of paper behind it, and just keep drawing, 
repeating the process until he got the design he 
liked. When he got to that point, we would go 
over and trace it to reverse the design because 
we worked from back. He had all these jars of 
tempera paint, and we would paint in the big 
stuff. After we left for the day, he would add the 
hachure lines to the cartoon.

ER: Why did he do that? The French designers 
he learned from, including Jean Lurçat, did not 
do that.
PM: He wanted to see how the hachures would 
look once woven. He would go clear across to 
the other end of the firehouse and look at it from 

Mark Adams, Garden by the Lake, woven by Phoebe McAfee and Rudi 
Richardson, 1987, wool weft on cotton warp, 84 x 252 inches

Mark Adams, cartoon for White Petunias (detail)

Phoebe McAfee, continued
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20 feet away. He wanted to see how things blended 
together. And he really liked the graphic, linear 
element of it.

ER: Did you have any influence on the color 
choices?
PM: Yes, the tapestries that came back from France 
used a lot of solid colors, but Paternayan had so 
many variations of all the hues. We were using four 
or five strands on the bobbin. Some of our favorite 
whites were made from five different colors of 
white. Same with black. He never used solid black. 
If it was black, there was one strand of dark blue or 
dark purple in it. We would play around on the little 
sample loom to work out the color mixes. 

ER: Tell me about the work you designed and 
wove.  
PM: We didn’t always have work to do for Mark, 
and when that happened, we could weave for 
ourselves. I did many pieces of my own between 
commissions over the years. A special one is The 
Fourth Day of Creation (1984). It’s about 4 by 6 
feet. (see p.19) It has San Bruno Mountain in the 
background. The fourth day of creation is when 
the plants were all created, but before the animals 
were created. I just made the plant and flowers up. 
My husband, Richard, told me to never sell it.

ER: You are known for weaving words in your 
tapestries. How did that come about?
PM: The first word tapestry I ever did I gave to 
my church in San Francisco. I was in a meditation 
class that met every Wednesday night for seven 
years. At the beginning of each one-year term, 
the first meditation was to sit and follow your 
breathing and let a word come bubbling up. 

Anna Bennett, Phoebe McAfee, and Mark Adams with Lilith (1991), Adams’ 
last commission to be woven. It was commissioned by Anna Bennett, 
curator and author of Five Centuries of Tapestry, for her own home

Phoebe at her 8’ Shannock loom, about 1994

Phoebe McAfee, Fibril, 1985, wool weft on cotton warp, 
76 x 65 inches. Designed by Phoebe and woven by 

Phoebe and Rudi Richardson

Phoebe McAfee, continued
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Then, at the end of the meditation, write it down. 
At the end of seven years, I did a big tapestry of 
my seven words. The first word was “courage” 
and the last one, the seventh one, was” 
compassion.” About 15 years later, I wove a big 
tapestry with those same words for the show that 
I had out at Latimer. (Entanglements: Phoebe 
McAfee, Latimer Quilt and Textile Center, 2019) 
I’ve woven many small tapestries with some of 
those same words, like “gratitude.”  The words 
are rooted in my meditation practice.

ER: You wove huge tapestries for so many years, 
but now you weave small format.
PM: I moved to Portland in 2010. I went out to 
the Damascus Fiber Arts School and I realized 
they were doing a lot of small stuff, very intricate, 
on little copper-pipe looms. So, I started working 
small on pipe looms too. Lately I’ve been playing 
around with eccentric weave, sumac, and wedge 
weave. I’m experimenting and enjoying it.

ER: When you think about your life in tapestry, 
what are you proudest of? 
PM: My teaching: both opening doors for new 
weavers and helping Mark Adams see how 
tapestries are woven. I love to demonstrate. I 
think that’s probably because I was in the museum 
demonstrating at the same time I was learning 
Aubusson weaving. I enjoy talking to people 

and explaining what I’m doing. I demonstrate 
every year at the Gathering of the Guilds at the 
convention center in Portland. I demonstrate 
at ANWG (Association of Northwest Weavers 
Guilds conference), and I just demonstrated at 
the state fair. Mothers bring their children, and 
they’ll just sit and watch. I think if somebody had 
introduced me weaving like that when I was a 
kid, I probably would have become a weaver a 
lot earlier than I did. Demonstrating weaving in 
public matters to me. I know from experience 
that a single encounter can plant a seed that 
blooms years later.

NOTE: For space purposes, I omitted a conversation 
we had about a large tapestry that Phoebe and her 
friend Wendy wove during the Pandemic lockdown 
based on a painting by Tim Mooney. Phoebe gave a 
recorded lecture about the project for the Damascus 
Fiber Arts School in 2021. The link is still active:  
https://damascusfiberartsschool.org/lecture-tour-links/  

Phoebe McAfee, Sand Garden, 2013, wool weft on 
cotton warp, 36 x 23 inches

Phoebe McAfee, Eight Strands, 2018, wool weft on 
cotton warp, 63 x 48 inches

Phoebe McAfee, continued
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