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ICONIC HANDBAG DESIGNER JUDITH LEIBER’S LIFE AND CRAFT  

EXPLORED IN NEW EXHIBITION AT MAD 
 

Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York Story  
April 4–August 6, 2017 

 

 
 
NEW YORK, NY (March 29, 2017) – From April 4 through August 6, 2017, the Museum of Arts 
and Design (MAD) presents Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York Story, an exhibition that focuses 
on the life and craft of America’s most enduring and iconic handbag designer, tracking her rise 
from patternmaker and Holocaust survivor to venerated female entrepreneur.  
 
Including nearly one hundred handbags as well as wax models, letters, photographs, and other 
ephemera, the exhibition encompasses the history of Leiber’s eponymous company, which she 
founded in 1963 at the age of forty-two, through 2004, when she designed her last handbag. 
Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York Story presents the illustrious craftswoman, designer, and 
businesswoman behind the legendary name, while foregrounding the gendered significance of 
the handbag in twentieth-century Western culture, and the centrality of immigrant 
entrepreneurship in the fabric of New York. 
 
“MAD is thrilled to host this timely exhibition of Judith Leiber’s work as part of our spring fashion 
series, The Art and Craft of Getting Dressed,” said Shannon R. Stratton, MAD’s William and 
Mildred Lasdon Chief Curator. “Leiber is a designer, but she is also a craftswoman. This 
exhibition reminds us of the skilled making and tacit knowledge that we often take for granted, 
but that lie at the root of the designed objects we live with.” 
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“Judith Leiber’s combination of craftsmanship and innovation sets her work apart from other 
handbag designers in both the United States and Europe during the twentieth century, a legacy 
that continues,” said exhibition curator Samantha De Tillio. “But beyond the handbags, her 
personal story speaks to so many. She was an immigrant who created a flourishing business—a 
story that has political and social relevance, especially today.” 
  
Judith Leiber (b. 1921) spent sixty-five years in the handbag industry, from an apprentice in 
Budapest to the owner of an internationally renowned handbag company based in New York. As 
the only female patternmaker, and with the unusual ability to make a handbag from start to 
finish, Leiber brought a distinctly European training and skill set to the United States, where 
handbags were made with assembly-line skill division. This allowed her not only to succeed as a 
designer, but also to revolutionize the meaning of handbag craftsmanship for the American 
consumer. 
 
Leiber’s handbags encompass a formidable range of materials and techniques, from finely 
crafted leather pieces and textile-based bags to the fantastical Swarovski crystal–encrusted 
creations for which she is best known. From the earliest days of her company, Leiber pushed 
the boundaries of handbag design—innovation that is epitomized by her famed sparkling 
minaudières, the first of which she created as a solution to a damaged metal frame. Her 
imaginative animal and food clutches have since become fashion staples for First Ladies and 
celebrities alike.  
 
Inspired by a lifelong admiration of art, travel, and opera, Leiber’s bags include Art Deco–
influenced hardware; materials such as Lucite and seashells; references to the artwork of Sonia 
Delaunay, Piet Mondrian, Georges Braque, Louis C. Tiffany, and Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh; and a collaboration with Faith Ringgold on a collection of handbags inspired by 
the artist’s quilts. Over the thirty-five years between the founding of Judith Leiber Handbags and 
her retirement, Leiber designed more than 3,500 bags. 
 

 
EXHIBITION CREDITS 
 
Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York Story is curated by Assistant Curator Samantha De Tillio, 
with the support of Curatorial Assistant and Project Manager Angelik Vizcarrondo-Laboy. 
 
Leading support for Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York Story is provided by Marian and Rusty 
Burke and Michele and Marty Cohen. This exhibition was also made possible by the major 
support of the Marcy Syms and the Sy Syms Foundation and Donald and Barbara Tober. The 
Museum of Arts and Design gratefully acknowledges the support of Anita Durst, Alexandra 
Fairweather, the Hungary Initiatives Foundation, The Magyar Foundation of North America, 
Sharon Karmazin, the Leonard and Judy Lauder Fund, and Melissa Urfirer. 
 
Contributing support for the exhibition’s education and public programs is provided by an 
anonymous donor, Sandye and Renee Berger, The Carpenter Family, and Fred and Susan 
Sanders. 
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Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York Story is part of The Art and Craft of Getting Dressed, a 
series of three exhibitions at the Museum of Arts and Design this spring that embrace 
craftsmanship, cultural commentary, and critical thinking in fashion practices—from the couture 
to the conceptual—across multiple generations. In keeping with MAD’s dedication to 
investigating studio “process” in modern and contemporary art and craft, these exhibitions 
highlight how fashion, as an expanded field of craft, serves as a platform for artists and 
designers to explore ways of making that champion artistry, expressiveness, and social 
responsibility—from concept to product. 
 
 
RELATED PROGRAMMING: MADactivates 
 
Curator-Led Tour with Samantha De Tillio 
Thursday, April 6, 2017 - 6:00 pm 

Learn more about the fascinating and luxurious creations of handbag icon Judith Leiber on a 
tour led by MAD’s Samantha De Tillio, curator of Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York Story.  
 
Exploring Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York Story  
Thursday, April 6, 2017 - 7:00 pm 

Join MAD’s Samantha De Tillio, curator of Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York Story, in 
conversation with Ellen Goldstein-Lynch, handbag expert and founder of the Accessories 
Design program at the Fashion Institute of Technology, and Jeffrey Sussman, author of No 
Mere Bagatelles: Telling the Story of Handbag Genius Judith Leiber and Modernist Artist 
Gerson Leiber. The discussion will consider Leiber’s fascinating biography and legacy within 
fashion history and the U.S. handbag industry. 
 
Studio Sunday 
Sunday, May 7, 2017 - 10:00 am to 1:00 pm 
 
Create a narrative quilt! Join us in the second-floor gallery of Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York 
Story. After reading the beloved Tar Beach by Faith Ringgold, we will discuss Ringgold’s quilt 
and the handbag it inspired. Participants will then create their very own story quilts based on a 
personal memory, using paints, fabric, markers, and paper. 
 
Studio Sunday 
Sunday, June 4, 2017 - 10:00 am to 1:00 pm 
 
Join us in the second-floor gallery of Judith Leiber: Crafting a New York Story for a Sunday 
dedicated to bag making! First, we’ll read The Big Green Pocketbook, written by Candice 
Ransom and illustrated by Felicia Bond. Then, at 11 am, we will move to the classroom to make 
animal-themed bags inspired by Leiber’s creations. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.madmuseum.org/events/curator-led-tour-samantha-de-tillio
http://www.madmuseum.org/exhibition/judith-leiber
http://www.madmuseum.org/events/exploring-judith-leiber-crafting-new-york-story
http://www.madmuseum.org/exhibition/judith-leiber
http://www.madmuseum.org/events/studio-sunday-73
http://www.madmuseum.org/exhibition/judith-leiber
http://www.madmuseum.org/exhibition/judith-leiber
http://www.madmuseum.org/events/studio-sunday-74
http://www.madmuseum.org/exhibition/judith-leiber
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ABOUT THE MUSEUM OF ARTS AND DESIGN 
 
The Museum of Arts and Design (MAD) champions contemporary makers across creative fields 
and presents the work of artists, designers, and artisans who apply the highest level of ingenuity 
and skill. Since the Museum’s founding in 1956 by philanthropist and visionary Aileen Osborn 
Webb, MAD has celebrated all facets of making and the creative processes by which materials 
are transformed, from traditional techniques to cutting-edge technologies. Today, the Museum’s 
curatorial program builds upon a rich history of exhibitions that emphasize a cross-disciplinary 
approach to art and design, and reveals the workmanship behind the objects and environments 
that shape our everyday lives. MAD provides an international platform for practitioners who are 
influencing the direction of cultural production and driving twenty-first-century innovation, and 
fosters a participatory setting for visitors to have direct encounters with skilled making and 
compelling works of art and design. The Museum will be celebrating its Diamond Jubilee 60th 
Anniversary this year. 
 
For high-resolution images, visit our press image archive: 
http://press.madmuseum.org  
User ID: mad  
Password: media 
  
#MADforJudithLeiber #MADmuseum 

twitter/MADmuseum  
facebook/MADmuseum 
instagram/MADmuseum 
youtube.com/MADMuseum 
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Museum of Arts and Design 
Claire Laporte / Hally Wolhandler  
212.299.7737 
press@madmuseum.org 
  
Third Eye 
Katie Wisniewski / Will Hoffman 
Katie@hellothirdeye.com / Will@hellothirdeye.com 
 
Image captions: Right: Judith Leiber. Courtesy of Judith Leiber. Left: Original chatelaine with original lock (the first metal bag 
designed by Judith Leiber), 1967. Photo by Gary Mamay. Courtesy of the Leiber Collection. 
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