
The Hmong term paj ntaub (pronounced pan dau), 
meaning flowery cloth, describes the labor- intensive 

appliqué, reverse appliqué, and embroidery that decorate 
traditional Hmong clothing. (In reverse appliqué, designs are 
cut from layers of cloth and the raw edges turned under and 
stitched, exposing the layer below.) Before their culture was 
disturbed by the Vietnam War, Hmong women learned these 
techniques and built their skills from an early age.

While in Thai refugee camps after fleeing their homes in the 
mountains of Laos, the Hmong began adapting traditional paj 
ntaub, embellishing the types of objects that would appeal to 
a broader market in order to make or supplement an income. 
The items produced to sell to Americans included pillowcases, 
tablecloths, bedspreads, coasters, bookmarks, coin purses, 
stuffed animals, and embroidered clothing. Cloth squares with 
reverse appliqué and embroidery, which could be used as a 
decorative table cover, pillow top, or wall hanging, proved to be 
a particularly popular adapted form of paj ntaub.

From 1981 to 1999 Corrine Pearson operated Hmong Hand-
work, a consignment shop selling hand- stitched items made by 
Hmong women, both those who resettled in the United States 
after leaving refugee camps in Thailand and those who re-
mained behind. A member of St. Paul’s First Covenant Church, 
Pearson had an interest in helping Hmong women of her 
church market their skills. The shop closed its doors in 1999, a 
victim of changing times as young Hmong women found easier 
and less time- consuming ways to make a living.

The Minnesota Historical Society is fortunate to have 
received Pearson’s store records and nearly 300 textiles that 
document a changing culture during Hmong resettlement 
in Minnesota. The collection shows how modern innova-
tions developed as colors changed, garment styles changed, 
and everyday items were transformed. To help the paj ntaub 
stitchers, Pearson worked to identify color trends and objects 
that would sell better in the American community and com-
missioned the best artistic work that she could find. Many of 
the Hmong who settled in Minnesota were particularly skilled 
at reverse appliqué techniques. Their skill and artistry trans-
formed plain cloth into unending, complex patterns of color 
and design.

—Linda McShannock, associate curator

Top: appliqué and reverse appliqué with satin stitch embroidery, cucumber- 
seed motif; made by Phia lao. Middle: steps motif in reverse appliqué,  
outlined with seed stitch and with centers of chain stitch peacock ocelli; 
made by lee her. Bottom: reverse appliqué, variation of elephant- foot motif; 
made by Mayo yang.
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Historical Society, and its content may not be copied or emailed to 
multiple sites or users or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder’s 
express written permission:  contact us. 
 
Individuals may print or download articles for personal use. 
 
To request permission for educational or commercial use, contact us. 
Include the author’s name and article title in the body of your message. But 
first-- 
 
If you think you may need permission, here are some guidelines: 
 
Students and researchers 

• You do not need permission to quote or paraphrase portions of an 
article, as long as your work falls within the fair use provision of 
copyright law. Using information from an article to develop an 
argument is fair use. Quoting brief pieces of text in an unpublished 
paper or thesis is fair use. Even quoting in a work to be published 
can be fair use, depending on the amount quoted. Read about fair 
use here: http://www.copyright.gov/fls/fl102.html 

• You should, however, always credit the article as a source for your 
work. 

 
Teachers 

• You do not need permission to incorporate parts of an article into 
a lesson. 

• You do need permission to assign an article, either by 
downloading multiple copies or by sending students to the online 
pdf. There is a small per-copy use fee for assigned reading. 
Contact us for more information. 
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• Minnesota History credits the sources for illustrations at the end 

of each article. Minnesota History itself does not hold copyright 
on images and therefore cannot grant permission to reproduce 
them. 

• For information on using illustrations owned by the Minnesota 
Historical Society, see MHS Library FAQ.  
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