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ABSTRACT

A wealth of scholarship has developed over the past twenty years 

which interprets some African-American quilts as examples of African 

cultural survival in the United States. The appearances of selected quilts 

have been compared to African textile prototypes and to an improvisational 

aesthetic favoring creative change.

While the reading of African influences in many African-American 

quilts is valid, this paper suggests that other factors— including quilt 

history, economics, mass media— which influence black quiltmaking 

aesthetics also need to be investigated. A sample of quilts made by six 

contemporary African-American women in Tucson, Arizona will function as an 

example to prove this necessity. I propose that the consideration of black 

quilts from within America's quiltmaking heritage, and the exploration of 

cross-cultural sharing between black and white quiltmakers, can contribute 

to the formation of a balanced and accurate picture of both African- 

American and American quiltmaking history.
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PROBLEMS IN AFRICAN-AMERICAN QUILT STUDIES

Quilts play a powerful symbolic role in Alice Walker’s short story,

"Everyday Use."* The tale involves an event in the lives of an African-

American woman and her two grown daughters, Dee and Maggie. The mother,

who is the narrator, and Maggie, who lives with her, are being paid a

visit by Dee, the educated and more sophisticated sister who had moved

away. Dee had previously rejected her family’s lifestyle as old-

fashioned, but on this trip she returns enlightened: she has adopted a new

African name, "Wangero," and wears fashionable African-style clothing.

Demonstrating a new-found appreciation for her family’s heritage and

personal artifacts, she decides to take back with her a butter churn which

had been hand-carved by their Uncle Buddy. Then she asks for two quilts

made years ago by her mother, her aunt, and her grandmother. Alice Walker

has the mother describe the quilts as domestic heirlooms:

One was in the Lone Star pattern. The other was Walk Around the 
Mountain. In both of them were scraps of dresses Grandma Dee had 
worn fifty and more years ago. Bits and pieces of Grandpa Jarrell’s 
Paisley shirts. And one teeny faded blue piece, about the size of a 
penny matchbox, that was from Great Grandpa Ezra’s uniform that he 
wore in the Civil War.

When the mother refuses to give her the quilts because she had 

already promised them to Maggie for her upcoming marriage, Dee/Wangero 

becomes indignant. "Maggie can’t appreciate these quilts!" she says; 

"She’d probably be backward enough to put them to everyday use." Her

* "Everyday Use," in In Love and Trouble: Stories of Black Women, (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace Jovanovich, 1967), pp. 47-59.

ZIbid, p. 56.
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mother asks Dee/Wangero what she would do with the quilts. "Hang them," 

she answers. In response, her mother narrates, "As if that was the only 

thing you could do with quilts."^

In this story, as in The Color Purple, Alice Walker used quiltmaking 

as a striking symbol of female creativity and strength. Whereas quilts in 

the novel represent a woman's ability to transcend and transform her life, 

in the short story they also contain personal meaning. Each quilt is a 

memorial to the women who stitched it and to the relatives whose clothing 

as remnants contributed to its production. The significance of quilts in 

both stories is inseparable from their practical function as objects for 

everyday use; they are an homage to the daily, lived reality of black 

women's lives. While "Everyday Use" delivers a subtle critique of how 

trend setters manipulated African culture into a fashionable style in the 

post-Civil Rights era, it also demonstrates Walker's awareness that 

putting quilts onto walls, as Dee/Wangero intended to do, profoundly 

alters the way they are appreciated.

Quilts have been viewed vertically, hanging up at fairs, since at 

least the nineteenth century, but it is generally recognized that the 

Whitney Museum's landmark 1971 exhibition, "Abstract Design in American 

Quilts," spawned a new appreciation of American quilts as "designed 

objects."* Jonathan Holstein, curator of that exhibit, is fond of claiming 

that his show took quilts off beds and placed them on the walls where, at

3Ibid, p. 58.

^Jonathan Holstein, "The Whitney and After...What's Happened to 
Quilts," Clarion Special Souvenir Issue, Spring/Summer 1986, p. 80.
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last, they could be looked at for their stunning formal qualities, which 

he compared to modernist paintings.^ The resulting attention paid to 

quilts, he feels, motivated a need to examine them as documents of social 

history, consequently causing an avalanche of quilt scholarship nationally 

along with numerous state-by-state quilt documentation projects.

In retrospect, it seems presumptuous for Holstein to have claimed 

sole responsibility for causing the epidemic of enthusiasm for quilt 

research in the past twenty years. Obviously, other elements at the time—  

such as the women's movement and collectors' interest in folk arts— were 

also motivational factors. Holstein is not the only one to try to take 

credit for the 1970s quilt revival, however. In 1969, Bloomingdale's 

department store in New York conducted an interior decoration promotion 

using quilts made by the Freedom Quilting Bee, an African-American co-op 

in Alabama. One Bloomingdale’s employee involved with the project 

remembers with pride that the resurgence of quilts' popularity in the 

following years was a direct result of the store’s role as a "trend 

setter.

Regardless of who started the trend, the reconsideration of quilts

^Holstein went so far as to suggest that the aesthetics of American 
quilts "mirror...contemporary painting trends," embodying design concepts 
such as optical illusions, color-field relationships, serial imagery, 
negative space, and so forth; American Pieced Quilts (New York: Viking 
Press, 1972), p. 13. Patricia Mainardi has pointed out, however, that it 
is impossible for nineteenth-century quilts to reflect paintings which 
followed them in time; "Quilts: The Great American Art," Radical America 
7 (January-February 1973): 64.

*Nancy Callahan, The Freedom Quilting Bee (Tuscaloosa and London: 
University of Alabama Press, 1987), p. 85.
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as aesthetic objects produced a variety of results— some quite 

paradoxical. For example, a number of artists and collectors have admired 

rather unrefined types of patchwork quilts because they resemble modernist 

art; but these same quilts, "at the time they were made, would have been 

dismissed at the county fair, or by other needlewomen, as badly sewn. 

The Freedom Quilting Bee members’ early, crudely-sewn, utility-level 

quilts were admired and collected by influential people, including 

Abstract Expressionist painter Lee Krasner. Ironically, the co-op members 

were later taught standardized quiltmaking methods to ensure a more 

predictable inventory of quilts for sale, sacrificing in the process the 

spontaneous designs they had originally made for themselves and which had 

attracted their early supporters.® This situation illustrates the fact 

that there are varying standards in quiltmaking which are influenced by 

the audience or purchasers of quilts.

Another irony was that, viewed within a formal aesthetic context, 

the basic utilitarian function of quilts as bedcovers for everyday use was 

almost forgotten. Although quilts are material culture objects capable of 

revealing data (about female domestic life, for example), they first began 

to receive massive attention primarily because of their recognition as art 

objects. Containing color and either abstract or representational forms 

frequently arranged into repetitive patterns, pieced and appliqued quilts

^Our response to quilts may not correspond with the intent of the 
makers. See Patsy and Myron Orlofsky, Quilts in America (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1974), pp. 86-87.

®Callahan, The Freedom Quilting Bee, 60-63.
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are clearly works of artistic expression. However, with the exception of 

fancy quilts made for show or gifts, their original function was always a 

practical one— to keep people warm.

The reconsideration of quilts as works of art in the 1970s coincided 

with a national interest in ethnicity at the time of the Bicentennial. 

These occurrences stimulated the search for ethnic sources to explain the 

existence of varying aesthetic standards among different groups of 

quiltmakers and different regions of the United States.^ This process is 

similar to the way in which art historians study connections and 

influences among individual artists, schools, and geographic areas. During 

the 1970s and 1980s, collectors, researchers, and curators dealing with 

African-American quilts tended to present in exhibitions and publications 

only the quilts which appeared dramatically different in style from more 

orderly, symmetrical "mainstream" quilts.^ These quilts, commonly 

displaying asymmetrical designs, were frequently compared to African 

textile prototypes displaying similar aesthetics. Black quilts were 

claimed as examples of African cultural survival, following conclusions,

^Cuesta Benberry stated that the 1976 bicentennial, "an event 
accompanied by a celebration of ethnic diversity in our multicultural 
society," had a strong impact on the scholarly desire to research African- 
American quilts, as well as those made by other ethnic groups in the 
United States. Always There: The African-American Presence in American 
Quilts (Louisville: The Kentucky Quilt Project, 1992), pp. 14-15.

^John Michael Vlach, for example, acknowledged that African-American 
quiltmakers make diverse types of quilts and work within an overriding 
American tradition, but he (like Maude Southwell Wahlman, Eli Leon, and 
others later did) only reproduced in his exhibition catalogue the kinds of 
quilts that could be stylistically compared to African textiles. See The 
Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts (Cleveland: Cleveland Museum of 
Art, 1978), pp. 44-75.
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first scientifically determined by Melville Herskovits in the 1930s and 

1940s, that African continuities have been retained in the Americas

Several scholars have compared the visual style of some African- 

American quilt tops to designs found on Dahomean appliqued tapestries, 

Kuba embroidered raffia cloth, and various African woven textiles 

African strip weaves, which are pieced together to create a staggered 

pattern, are often designated as a source for a similar "off-beat"
nphrasing in some African-American quilts. In a related interpretation, 

certain African-American quilts are seen as demonstrating improvisational

^Melville Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past. New York and 
London: Harper, 1941. See chapter 3 for more on the effects of 
Herskovits’s findings.

12Vlach, Afro-American Tradition^ pp. 44-54; Robert Farris Thompson, 
Flash of the Spirit: African and African-American Art and Philosophy (New 
York: Random House, 1983), pp. 207-222; Maude Southwell Wahlman and John 
Scully, "Aesthetic Principles in Afro-American Quilts," in Afro-American 
Folk Arts and Crafts, ed. William Ferris (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1983), 
pp. 79-97; Wahlman and Ella King Torrey, Ten Afro-American Quilters 
(Jackson: University of Mississippi and the Center for Study of Southern 
Culture, 1983); Nancy McKinney, ed. , Traditions in Cloth: Afro-American 
Quilts/West African Textiles (Los Angeles: California Afro-American 
Museum, 1986), pp. 8-21; Eli Leon, Who'd a Thought It: Improvisation in 
African-American Quiltmaking, (San Francisco: San Francisco Craft and Folk 
Art Museum, 1987), pp. 26-28, 32, 40, 53-54; and Wahlman, "African- 
American Quilts: Tracing the Aesthetic Principles," The Clarion 14 (Spring 
1989): 44-54. For examples of African textiles, see John Picton and John 
Mack, African Textiles: Looms, Weaving and Design (London: British Museum 
Publications, 1979); and Roy Sieber, African Textiles and Decorative Arts. 
New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1972.

^Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit: African and African- 
American Art and Philosophy (New York: Random House, 1983), p . 207; and 
African Art in Motion (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), 
p. 11, quoted in Wahlman and Scully, Aesthetic Principles, p. 90.
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patterns which some scholars have compared to black musical forms.^ The 

improvisational reading comes from the makers' methods of combining in 

their quilts several designs or colors in an unpredictable manner or of 

extemporaneously assembling pieces of fabric with seemingly little 

preplanning.^ This definition of "improvisation" is different from the 

routine process of making adjustments to a standard quilt block pattern 

and then repeating the changed design in a quilt, which is actually 

inherent to quiltmaking in general. It is also unlike the concept of 

improvisation as making do with, or "improvising from," materials at hand, 

a practice associated with the romantic (though not always accurate) 

notion of quiltmaking as a salvage craft. When researchers apply the term 

"improvisation" to black quilts, they are referring to an aesthetic of 

being open to multiple design possibilites which is distinctive from any

^Linguistic correspondences have even been discovered between jazz 
and blues terms and phrases some black quiltmakers have used to describe 
their quilts. See Maude Southwell Wahlman, The Art of Afro-American 
Quiltmaking: Origins, Development, and Significance (Ph.D. dissertation, 
Yale University, 1980), x, cited by Robert Farris Thompson, "Making Rooms 
Righteous," in Broken Star: Post Civil-War Quilts Made by Black Women 
(Dallas: Museum of African-American Life and Culture, 1986), p. 7; and 
Thompson, "From the First to the Final Thunder," in Who'd A Thought It, 
pp. 13-15, 18.

^"Improvise" is defined "to perform or provide without previous 
preparation; extemporize" in The Random House Dictionary of the English 
Language, College Edition, (1968), s.v. "improvise." Vlach first used the 
term "improvisation" to refer to a shared African and African-American 
aesthetic tendency to favor spontaneous design changes, which he applied 
to the evaluation of black quilts, in The Afro-American Tradition, 
pp. 3-4, 67, 74-75. Leon coined the term "flexible patterning" to denote 
the practice of "shifting or modifying the design at each rendition" 
within a quilt, in Who'd A Thought It, pp. 37-38. Wahlman and Scully 
discussed "off-beat improvisations" or "variations," such as breaking a 
pattern and non-uniformity in quilts, in "Aesthetic Principles," p. 90.
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found in the "Euro-American” tradition.^

When, in many of the early exhibits and publications on African- 

American quilts, curators and researchers focused only on quilts which 

clearly resembled selected examples of African art, they contributed to 

the formation of an expectation that black quilts are by nature different 

from Euro-American q u i l t s D e s p i t e  the fact that they often mentioned 

in their texts that not all black quilts can be associated with African 

sources, by excluding from view other kinds of African-American quilts, 

they inadvertantly denied the wide diversity of works made by black 

quiltmakers. The reality is that all African-American quiltmakers do not 

make quilts resembling African models and white quiltmakers have also made

The term "Euro-American" is used with hesitation, only to indicate 
the perceived difference between quilts made by black and white 
quiltmakers. Applying this adjective to quilts made by white women is 
probably inaccurate, because the roles of Europe and Africa in the 
development of American quiltmaking is yet to be positively determined. 
See Benberry, Always There, pp. 28-29.

^In all fairness, these scholars narrowed their focus to prove the 
existence of African continuities in any black quilts. Robert Farris 
Thompson, however, seems to think these types of quilts are superior— he 
stated that only the "best" African-American quiltmakers express 
spontaneity and improvisation: "From the First to the Final Thunder," 
Preface to Who'd a Thought It, p. 16.

^"As often happens with cultural matters that are not fully 
understood, the existence of African retentions in American quilts is now 
sometimes misused as a way of stereotyping black quiltmakers and 
exaggerating black and white differences." Laurel Horton, quoted in Bets 
Ramsey, "The Land of Cotton: Quiltmaking by African-American Women in 
Three Southern States," Uncoverings 9 (1988): 23. Despite all the emphasis 
on improvisational aesthetics in African-American quilts, it is a quality 
that appears most often in quilts made by elderly rural quiltmakers in the 
South. Cuesta Benberry, in Traditions in Cloth: Afro-American Quilts/West 
African Textiles, ed. Nancy McKinney (Los Angeles: California Afro- 
American Museum, 1986), p. 7.
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quilts with improvisations! or off-beat patterns. Cross-cultural sharing 

between black and white quilters in the United States is a likely 

explanation for stylistic variations in addition to some group-specific 

quilt characteristics

A few African-American quilts can legitimately be compared to 

African art in terms of visual style. In terms of function, however, they 

have little in common with the African textiles, usually made for 

ceremonial or prestige purposes, with which they are equated. Robert 

Farris Thompson also pointed out that there is a gender leap to be made in 

relating African arts, such as appliqued banners and narrow-loom woven

textiles historically made by men, to quilts almost always sewn by
20women. And, temporally, it is problematic to compare quilts made in the

in
Leon believes that cross-cultural interchange between black and 

white quilters accounts for the fact that many of the black quiltmakers he 
knows who make "flexible patterned" quilts also make "standard American" 
ones; he assumes there may be some white quilters who have made 
improvisational quilts, too. Who’d A Thought It, pp. 47, 50. There are 
several published examples and accounts of quilts made by white women 
which embody so-called African-American quilt characteristics. See Susan 
Roach-Lankford, Patchwork Quilts: Deep South Traditions (Alexandria, LA: 
Alexandria Museum, 1980; Ruth Haislip Roberson, ed. , North Carolina Quilts 
(Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), pp. 
29, 192-194; Geraldine Johnson, "fMore for Warmth Than for Looks': Quilts 
of the Blue Ridge Mountains," North Carolina Folklore Journal 30 (Fall- 
Winter 1982): 69-72; Laurel Horton and Lynn Robertson Myers, Social 
Fabric: South Carolina ’s Traditional Quilts (University of South Carolina: 
McKissick Museum, 1986) , pp. 29-30; Karoline Patterson Bresenhan and Nancy 
O'Bryant Puentes, Lone Stars: A Legacy of Texas Quilts, 1836-1938 (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1986), pp. 52-53, 74, 106-107, 110-111, 120- 
121; and Bets Ramsey, "The Land of Cotton," Uncoverings 9 (1988): p. 22.

^He used the term "gender leap" to describe the transmission of 
influence from African male craftsmen to American female quiltmakers. 
"From the First to the Final Thunder," p. 20. Marie Jeanne (Monni) Adams 
also questioned exactly how this influence reached quiltmaker Harriet 
Powers; "The Harriet Powers Pictorial Quilts," in Afro-American Folk Arts
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twentieth century (as are most extant quilts known to be African-American) 

to African art collected over several centuries. This last evaluation 

implies that there is a timeless, static quality to African and, by 

extension, African-American artistic expression; but such an assumption 

denies the dynamic nature of art traditions and of cultural interchange. 1 

African-American culture is, in fact, multi-faceted, involved in a complex 

give-and-take relationship with white and other ethnic American cultures, 

while still retaining aspects of its African heritage. The same degree of 

complexity and interaction must be recognized and acknowledged regarding 

African-American quilts. Also complicating the situation is the fact that 

black individuals have multiple levels of awareness of and interest in 

their African-American or African identities.

To varying degrees, most scholars have presented an African- 

influenced black quiltmaking tradition as a separate off-shoot from a

and Crafts, ed. William Ferris (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1983), p. 74.
21 On the other hand, Judith Wragg Chase reports that many of the 

"rigid traditions' of rule-bound African arts have endured virtually 
unchanged for centuries. She recommends the study of 20th c. African art, 
as well as antiquities, to learn about West African arts and crafts of the 
slaving period. Afro-American Art and Craft (New York: Van Nostrand 
Reinhold, 1971), p. 33.

in "Quiltmaking in Michigan," Marsha McDowell explained that there 
is "an array of the variations of traditions" in African-American quilts, 
ranging from "survivalist forms of African textiles" to "complete 
adaptations of Anglo-American quilt styles." Marsha MacDowell and Ruth D . 
Fitzgerald, eds. , Michigan Quilts: 150 Years of a Textile Tradition (East 
Lansing: Michigan State University Museum), p. 4.
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perceived mainstream of Euro-American-style quiltmaking. They have 

admitted that while these particular kinds of African-American quilts were 

initially determined by the Euro-American methods, their designs were 

influenced by an African aesthetic sense.^ Only a few have considered how 

African-Americans may have contributed to the development of American 

quiltmaking traditions as a whole or have surveyed the wide diversity of 

their quilt expressions.

Practically speaking, it can be problematic to suggest that an 

African-American quilt style— improvisational or otherwise— can be 

identified by sight. The work of Joann E. Thompson, a black quiltmaker

23

^"African-American quilts are profoundly different from European or 
Anglo-American quilts"; Wahlman, "African-American Quilts: Tracing the 
Principles," p. 45. "Far from constituting an historical sub-set, the 
Afro-American quilt is its own discipline"; Thompson, "From the First to 
the Final Thunder," p. 12. Leon states that "The African-American 
improvisational style is outside of the confines of standard American 
quiltmaking," and notes the existence of "a separate, African-American 
tradition" in Who'd A Thought It, pp. 24, 47.

^For example, Vlach stated that "the Afro-American quilt provides us 
with an example of how European artifacts may be modified by African 
canons of design and thus stand as statements of cultural survival rather 
than surrender." The Afro-American Tradition, p. 44.

Exceptions include Benberry's Always There exhibition, which 
examined a variety of quilts made for different uses over a period of 
about 150 years in the United States; and Something to Keep You Warm: The 
Roland Freeman Collection of Black American Quilts from the Mississippi 
Heartland (Jackson: Mississippi Department of Archives and History, 1981), 
a photographic exhibition of black quilters and their works.

^"1 realized that black quilts were being categorized and described 
as if there were an underlying aesthetic, work method or other intrinsic 
qualities which should allow us to identify them through stylistic or 
technical means." Jonathan Holstein, Foreward to Always There, p. 7. "A 
set of aesthetic guidelines is being applied to African-American quilts, 
and those which do not match the criteria risk being disregarded as 
* impure' examples." Horton, quoted in Ramsey, "Land of Cotton," p. 23.
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in South Carolina, was recently judged unsuitable for an exhibition 

because it was not "visibly African American." In an article for a quilt 

magazine, she wrote that the consideration of black quilts collectively 

"as representative of the black style risks setting or reinforcing a 

stereotype: it is restrictive and locks out those who do not 'fit.'

In the end, it is reasonable to assume the reality of a connection 

between African art and some African-American quilts based upon the visual 

evidence contained in the quilts, even though there is little concrete 

data, such as older black quilts and written records, to prove it. It 

is very possible that some black quilts contain African retentions, 

similar to survivals recognized in non-material forms of black culture 

such as language, motor and religious behavior, and music. Harriet 

Powers's quilts, now in the collections of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts 

and the Smithsonian Institution, are two examples of quilts which clearly, 

yet inexplicably, have a direct aesthetic connection to Dahomean appliqued

27Thompson considers one of her quilts, constructed of strips before 
she learned about African-American quilt theories, as a "tribute to my 
unknown African ancestors and the cultural memory they may have passed on 
to me," but she also calls for an acknowledgement "of both the diversity 
as well as the traits of region or heritage" in black quilts in order to 
form an accurate view of the art. "Thoughts On Being A Black Quiltmaker," 
American Quilter 8 (Summer 1992): 8-9.

^"We have no evidence of the intermediate steps which must have 
occurred as women adapted their remembered aesthetic preferences to their 
needs for warm coverings. We have no examples of Afro-American textiles 
from the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries." In addition, "African 
textile artists have not lived in isolation for the last four hundred 
years. They too have been exposed to outside influences and have done 
their own creolizing to make borrowed forms African." Wahlman and 
Scully, "Aesthetic Principles," pp. 82-83. Leon reported that he was 
developing a method of analyzing hair trapped inside quilts in order to 
determine the race of their makers; Who'd A Thought It, p. 47.
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banners (fig. 1). I am suggesting that other factors which influence 

African-American quilt aesthetics also need to be investigated to form an 

accurate view of this art form, and that the place of black quilts within, 

rather than on the periphery of, the historical development of American 

quiltmaking should be determined. This paper's intent is to do exactly 

that, using a sample of African-American quilts found in Tucson, Arizona, 

as a case study.

My method of studying African-American quilts has involved listening 

to and recording the words and ideas of individual quiltmakers in Tucson. 

Initially, I found it difficult to locate a sample of black quiltmakers. 

They were not represented in the mainstream quiltmaking structure; the 

area's quilt guilds and the Arizona Quilt Project (the state's quilt 

documentation organization) committee were not familiar with any African- 

American quiltmakers in Southern Arizona. Eventually, through word of 

mouth inquiry, I located six African-American women in Tucson who are 

actively making q u i l t s T  interviewed the quiltmakers over a period of 

several months in 1992 and documented virtually every quilt they were 

willing to show me. What T wanted to discover, in addition to 

representative examples of their work, were the basic reasons why they 

make quilts and what major factors influenced the way their quilts look.

29

29 . . .  ,Vlach, The Afro-American Tradition, pp. 44-54; Adams, "The Harriet
Powers Pictorial Quilts," pp. 66-76; Gladys-Marie Fry, "Harriet Powers: 
Portrait of a Black Quilter," in Missing Pieces: Georgia Folk Art 
(Atlanta: Georgia Council for the Arts and Humanities, 1976).

^In addition, I met two women who no longer actively make quilts, and 
two others who own quilts made by relatives. These four individuals were 
not included in this paper.
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Rather than seek a particular cultural influence (for example, an African 

one) on their quilts, I have tried to remain open to any possible 

explanation for their appearances. In this paper, the data will be 

compared with findings published by other researchers.

In the process of conducting my field work, I curated an exhibition 

entitled "Comforts of Home: African-American Quilts in Tucson," which 

included quilts by four of the quiltmakers featured in this paper.^ The 

exhibit was a means of giving visibility to African-American quilts in the 

area, which are not generally shown in public. One risk in mounting such 

an exhibit was that a marginalization of the quilts and their makers could 

have been reinforced, but this did not happen. Instead, the similarities 

between black and mainstream American quilts seemed to overpower any 

perceivable differences. None of the quilts had overtly African or 

improvisational features, although several contained vibrant, multiple 

colors, which could be read as African-American characteristics. Visitors 

of many ethnic backgrounds were touched by the sincere beauty of the 

quilts; many were moved to recall the quilts of their childhoods and the 

loving mothers, aunts, and grandmas who made them. ^

I am not the first to study African-American quilts in Arizona. In 

1981, the Southwest Folklore Center organized an exhibition of quilts made

^The exhibit was held at Tohono Chul Park, Tucson, Arizona, 13 August 
1992 to 11 October 1992.

32Props such as a cradle, an old wooden drying rack and a few antique 
chairs reinforced the functional aspect of the quilts within the domestic 
environment. Supporting quotes from the quiltmakers on wall labels 
illuminated the unique qualities of quilts made by different personalities 
and for different functions.
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by black women in Pinal County, "Geometry in Motion," which was on display 

at the state capitol and circulated by the Arizona Commission on the Arts. 

That exhibit showed vibrant quilts made by elderly women in the small, 

mostly rural towns of Rillito, Coolidge, Eloy, Florence, Picacho, 

Randolph, and Casa Grande. All of these locations have strong African- 

American communities dating back several decades to when black people 

emigrated to Pinal County to work on farms.

Picking up where that project left off, my intent here is to 

document the quilts made by contemporary African-American women living in 

the urban environment of Tucson. I am recording the women's words and 

ideas in order to contribute to the formation of an integrated picture of 

quiltmaking in Arizona. It is my hope that this research will also help 

in some small measure to clarify the larger issue of African-American 

quiltmakers' contribution to the comprehensive history of quiltmaking in 

the United States.

33 • • •The Arizona Quilt Project located very few African-American quilts. 
This may be because the end date for the quilts to be searched was 1940 
and most of the black women I have met long ago used up or recycled quilts 
that old; but it is also due to the fact that African-American quilt 
owners did not respond to the quilt documentation days. Why this happened 
is difficult to generalize. While an effort was made to locate black 
quilts, it was not successful.
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AFRICAN-AMERICAN QUILTS IN TUCSON

Other than the famous "Buffalo Soldiers" stationed at Fort 

Huachuca, African-Americans have been largely invisible in the recorded 

history of Arizona. Even though white historians have generally overlooked 

them, it is known that black individuals were among the nineteenth-century 

settlers of the region and have ever since had a continuing presence in 

the state.^ Many of the first African-Americans to enter the territory now 

known as Arizona came singly, often employed by white settlers.

In their early years in the region, from 1850 to 1912, African- 

Americans used their wages to purchase land, although after 1870, 

discrimination caused conditions for investment to become more and more 

difficult for them.^ By the time statehood was attained in 1912, 

segregation laws had caused increasing tensions between the black and 

white populations of Arizona. Many of Tucson's wealthier African-Americans 

moved out of the area between the 1920s and the 1950s in search of more 

racially-tolerant surroundings; some relocated to Phoenix where they *

*Brackette Williams, "Tucson's African-American Community," lecture 
presented at Tohono Chul Park, Tucson, Arizona, 24 September 1992. Dr. 
Williams feels this invisibility has to do with economic as well as racial 
discrimination. It is her opinion that while their numbers have never been 
a real threat, the existence of African-Americans in the region is a 
symbolic threat to the concept of the state's racial purity (ironic for a 
state as ethnically diverse as Arizona).

^Between 1850 and 1870, (7 years after the territory was officially 
designated) African-Americans accumulated ten times the amount of wealth 
and land than any other group of immigrants of that size. Ibid.
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joined its much larger African-American community.^

Despite discrimination in the state, African-Americans continued to 

come into Southern Arizona in the twentieth century, following a major 

migration pattern from the southeastern states by way of Texas/ Once in 

Tucson, black settlers tended to cluster in three main neighborhoods: 

"South Park," which is roughly bordered by Park Avenue and Palo Verde 

Boulevard, 22nd and 36th Streets; the "A-Mountain" area near La Cholla 

Boulevard and 22nd Street; and "Sugar Hill," centered around the 

intersection of Waverly and Park, where Mount Calvary Church, the oldest 

black church in the city, is located. Descendants of the Buffalo soldiers 

and current servicemen and women have also contributed to the African- 

American population in Southern Arizona, along with the farm laborers 

brought in from the southeastern states to work cotton fields in Pima and 

Pinal counties/

African-American social and arts organizations have existed in 

Tucson for a long time; and there is a strong black presence at some of 

the Parks and Recreation neighborhood centers, including the Northwest and 

the Fred Archer (formerly known as "A-Mountain") Centers. But a cohesive 

city-wide black community is not highly visible except at events such as

3
Ibid and Richard E. Harris, The First Hundred Years: A History of 

Arizona Blacks (Apache Junction, Arizona: Relmo Publishers, 1983), p. 47.

^Harris pointed out that although black people coming to the region 
suffered discrimination, it was preferable to the violence and lynchings 
occurring in the Southern states. The First Hundred Years, pp. 49-50.

^Harris, The First Hundred Years, pp. 44-45; James Griffith, Southern 
Arizona Folk Arts (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1988), pp. 154, 
163; and Williams, lecture.
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the annual Juneteenth Festival^ In short, Tucson's African-American 

community is characterized by a degree of geographic diversity, a 

diversity which is also reflected in the quiltmakers and their quilts.

It is significant that all of the quiltmakers in this study, except 

the youngest woman who is a native Tucsonan, were born and raised in rural 

areas of the southeastern United States. Quiltmaking has long been and 

still is particularly strong in that part of the country. This fact is 

especially true in farming communities where people were required to be 

resourceful in order to survive. Resourcefulness was absolutely necessary 

for the region's black inhabitants who have historically been economically 

disadvantaged, initially under the yoke of slavery, and afterwards as a 

result of racial discrimination. The need to be frugal may partially 

account for the importance of quiltmaking in the lives of Southern rural 

blacks.

The older Tucson women were exposed to quiltmaking as children 

during the 1930s and 1940s when, because of limited financial 

circumstances, their families made quilts in order to keep warm on winter 

nights. Sometimes many quilts had to be made in a short period of time for 

immediate use by large families. Economics controlled what materials were 

available to make the quilts and which methods were used for their 

construction; limited resources, in conjunction with time constraints,

^Jim Griffith reports that Juneteenth is the biggest African-American 
cultural celebration of the year. The holiday, traditionally thought to 
commemorate the June 19th when word of emancipation reached East Texas 
blacks, is an important event for African-Americans in Texas, Oklahoma, 
and Arkansas (states from which many Southern Arizona African-Americans 
emigrated). Southern Arizona Folk Arts, p. 169.
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influenced the visual appearances of many of their quilts. Utilitarian 

quilts made quickly for immediate use would not be made of many tiny, 

color-coordinated pieces. Cotton cloth was relatively inexpensive during 

these years, so new fabric often showed up in quilts; but more frequently 

fabric for quiltmaking was salvaged from worn-out clothes, cotton sacks, 

and scraps from other sewing projects.

The quiltmakers 1 families were also resourceful in finding materials 

to fill their quilts. Rags and straw, as well as the preferred cotton, 

were used as substitutes for purchased batting (a bonded filling material, 

usually cotton). Four of the quiltmakers described beating or "batting" 

cotton with a broomstick to make it fluff up and mass together before 

placing it in a quilt. It was not unusual during the Depression era for 

American quiltmakers to improvise their own quilt fillings J

Historically, two broad categories of quilts have existed in 

American families which make and use them: "fancy" quilts for show and a 

wide variety of "plain" utility quilts for daily use, often made from 

fabrics leftover from other projects. The existence of these different 

quilt types in their families was confirmed by the Tucson quiltmakers, 

although the distinction was perhaps more clear in the past than in the

Barbara Brackman, "Clues in the Calico" workshop presented at Arizona 
Historical Society, Tucson, Arizona, 26 February 1993. Sam Ella Gilmore, 
a black quiltmaker, reported "whipping cotton with a switch" earlier in 
the 20th century; in Bets Ramsey, "The Land of Cotton: Quiltmaking by 
African-American Women in Three Southern States," Uncoverings 9 (1988): 
9-28. On the use of homemade wool and beaten cotton batts in 19th and 20th 
century North Carolina, see Joyce Joines Newman, "Making Do," in North 
Carolina Quilts, ed. Ruth Haislip Roberson (Chapel Hill and London: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1988), p. 19.
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present. Fancy quilts may be made from specially purchased fabric and 

usually employ labor-intensive techniques, such as applique; one of their 

functions is to impress a viewer. Plain quilts, on the other hand, often 

are made quickly and may be pieced either from relatively large pieces of 

cloth or else from scraps sewn together with far less concern for 

intricate designs and matching colors than in a fancier quilt.

Even when using salvaged materials to make what may have been 

considered utilitarian quilts, the families of the Tucson women strove to 

make their quilts pretty. Three of the quiltmakers remember that their 

family's quilts were always made according to some kind of pre-determined 

pattern, rather than the free-form piecing some scholars suggest is 

typical of African-American quiltmaking traditions. Quiltmaker Shirley 

Jackson recalls her family sometimes haphazardly stripping together 

leftover strips of cloth or rags until it was large enough to fit a bed, 

but she also remembers sewing appliqued flowers onto Nine Patch quilts to 

make them more attractive. The women also reported fancy quilts in their 

childhood homes; an intricate, brightly-colored Peacock Quilt made a 

strong impression on Wilma Lee, and Betty Williams recalled her mother 

making fancy quilts from sewing scraps— the fanciest ones being for sale.

Though quiltmaking began as a domestic chore, it can also function 

as an outlet for artistic expression; making a pretty quilt, especially 

out of discarded materials, is a technical and aesthetic challenge.^ 

Simple Nine Patch patterns can be arranged in different ways to make a

0
And people who make quilts from scraps are forced to find especially 

creative design solutions.
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variety of overall designs; whereas ’’string" quilts, made by sewing narrow 

scraps to a newspaper or fabric foundation, can, as the women remember 

from childhood, be adapted to star and spider web shapes. The humble 

sources of Fannie Harris's elegantly appliqued and intricately-quilted 

Sunbonnet Girl quilt (fig. 6) are betrayed when she reveals that it was 

stitched together, many years ago, from scraps of flour sack fabric.

A concern for reusing materials has remained with the older 

quiltmakers even now, when they have "a choice— you can go to the fabric 

store," as Wilma put it.^ Besides being able to afford fabric for quilts, 

nowadays the women are under less pressure to make quilts for immediate 

use. Nevertheless, aspects of their childhood quiltmaking traditions 

persist in the choices they make when designing and constructing their 

contemporary quilts. Betty stitches elaborate, multicolored quilts from a 

combination of purchased fabric and scraps she has saved over the years 

from other sewing projects. Like her mother, who was a professional 

seamstress, she uses only new scraps (not rags) and is concerned with 

high-quality sewing. As in her childhood when they made quilts very 

quickly, Shirley still feels a need to hurry as she makes quilts with her 

own time-saving "Table Top" quilting method; this is partly due to her 

anxiousness to see how her designs will turn out. Fannie seldom pieces a 

quilt any more, instead using "cheater cloth" (fabric pre-printed to look 

like a quilt), but her quilting stitches are as fine and even as when her 

mother first taught her how to quilt. Like her mother, Ella Guillory

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 21 August 1992.
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recycles old textiles into heavy, warm quilts; aesthetics are only a 

secondary concern for her. Michele Butler and Wilma taught themselves how 

to quilt after being inspired by older relatives.

Although I am reluctant to make generalizations about them, I did 

notice a few similarities in the sample of African-American quilts I found 

in Tucson. One is a frequent use of multiple colors and fabrics. This may 

be due to the fact that the styles of most of these women's quilts have 

descended from their families' traditions of making utilitarian quilts 

from recycled materials during the Depression and the following two 

decades. It is a quality which is not specific to black people's quilts, 

however; thrifty people have always adapted fabric leftovers for making 

quilts The look may also have been inherited from a national fashion 

for constructing quilts from a variety of fabrics during the 1930s through 

1950s, when it was not unusual for quilts to look as if they had been made 

from the contents of a scrap bag. Salvaging fabric for quilts and 

scavenging materials for home-made batting, as the quiltmakers' families 

did, represent what have come to be identified as quintessential 

Depression-era values in the United States

^See Geraldine Johnson, " More for Warmth Than for Looks': Quilts of 
the Blue Ridge Mountains," North Carolina Folklore Journal 30 (Fall-Winter 
1982): 55-84; and Laurel Horton and Lynn Robertson Myers, Social Fabric: 
South Carolina's Traditional Quilts (University of South Carolina: 
McKissick Museum, 1986), p. 29.

^Merikay Waldvogel, Soft Covers for Hard Times: Quiltmaking and the 
Great Depression (Nashville, Tennessee: Rutledge Hill Press, 1990), p. 
xii. Using mixed fabrics in a quilt and the idea that anything goes 
together was an acceptable style until finer quilting was promoted by the 
1970s quilt revival.
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Additionally, Christian spirituality inspired the iconography of 

more than one of the Tucson quilts, as seen in Shirley’s Ten Commandments 

and Jack-in-the-Pulpit quilts and Betty’s Good Friday quilt (figs. 25, 26,

and 18). This subject matter corresponds to a regional tendency for black
12women in the southeastern states to favor quilts with biblical themes.

In spite of these similarities, the quilts in the Tucson sample 

actually are marked more by their visual inconsistencies. There is no 

single set of aesthetic principles controlling this body of work as a 

whole. The unique style practiced by each quiltmaker was formed initially 

by the techniques and standards of her individual family's traditions and 

later was modified by her subsequent quiltmaking experiences, such as 

exposure to other people’s quilts, books, classes, and programs on 

television. Betty and Michele’s contemporary quilts and Fanny’s from years 

ago embody the fine quiltmaking standards promoted by publications and 

quilt guild exhibitions; these include tiny, even quilting stitches and 

perfectly-matched piecing. But not all of the women’s quilts are 

influenced by these principles. In Ella, Wilma, and Shirley’s quilts, 

pieces of fabric are more casually joined. Their quilts sometimes contain 

unusual, sometimes clashing, color combinations, which give their designs 

vibrant intensity.

In contrast to other scholars’ projects which noted strong African

12Cuesta Benberry, Always There: The African-American Presence in 
American Quilts (Louisville: The Kentucky Quilt Project, 1992), p. 43. In 
her novel Black April f Julia Peterkin described a memorable scene in which 
a black woman shows a Bible quilt to the children to teach them about God; 
(New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1927), p. 171.
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retentions of an improvisational nature in African-American quilts, only 

subtle evidences of this aesthetic were observed in the Tucson quilts. The 

quiltmakers generally use existing quilt patterns as a starting point for 

their own interpretations, which will deviate from the original design to 

varying degrees. Betty, for example, sometimes tries to copy a pattern in 

a magazine or book as closely as possible. Michele meticulously plans her 

quilts’ designs before she sews their pieces together. Shirley and Wilma, 

on the other hand, are more willing to experiment. Shirley stated that she 

is not concerned with perfection and says that she always makes changes 

from the pre-existing patterns she uses. Wilma often assembles a different 

color scheme in each block of a quilt. But unlike examples in some 

scholars’ publications, the spontaneity in their quilts does not carry 

over into a variation of form in the quilts and it appears that they 

consciously try to match up seams at corners. Their quilts are not 

’’improvisational” to the degree that they are extemporaneously constructed 

or open to endless design possibilities. Ironically, the most 

improvisational-looking Tucson quilt, Wilma’s String Quilt (fig. 23), was 

inspired by a television quiltmaking show, not an African-American family 

tradition.

As the individual profiles of the Tucson quiltmakers will 

demonstrate in chapter 4, the black tradition of making quilts (within 

this admittedly limited sample) is not static or predictable. Traditions 

are dynamic forces, always changing and evolving and being exposed to 

multiple influences. It can be shown that Amish quilts, which are made by 

a small and isolated group of people with closely shared experiences and
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values, are recognizable by their distinctive style; but I do not believe 

there is anywhere near the same degree of cultural homogenization within 

African-American culture. In addition, because of their geographic and 

social diffusion into the larger American cultural landscape, it is less

likely there could be such an instantly-recognizable style of African-
1 0

American quilts across the country as there is with the Amish.

There are multiple levels of acceptance and awareness of African and 

African-American heritage by black individuals, which seems to carry over 

into the creative expressions of the Tucson quiltmakers. Interviews with 

Shirley and Wilma, whose quilts contain some resemblances to forms 

associated with African textiles, reveal that they are very conscious of 

their place in black history and within the development of African- 

American quiltmaking. Betty and Michele, on the other hand, while not 

rejecting their African heritage by any means, are more concerned with 

what could be labeled mainstream quiltmaking principles.

The Tucson women make quilts for several different reasons, 

including the urge to brighten their homes, the desire to give as gifts 

for loved ones, and the decision to offer for sale. Nostalgia inspires 

some of them: Michele, for instance, was stimulated to learn to quilt by

^Coincidentally, there are design aspects seen in both Amish and some 
African-American quilts, such as bold color combinations and strip 
construction. These factors are not unique to either of the two cultures, 
however, and perhaps point to a common early influence. Barbara Brackman, 
"The Strip Tradition in European-American Quilts, " Clarion 14 (Fall 1989): 
51. Robert Farris Thompson suggested that spirituality may inform the bold 
patterns and bright colors found in Amish and African-American (and 
Mennonite) quilts. Broken Star: Post Civil-War Quilts Made by Black Women 
(Dallas: Museum of African-American Life and Culture, 1986), p. 5.
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family quiltmaking stories; Wilma wistfully reminisces about her 

grandmother's quilts; and Shirley consciously attempts to recreate quilts 

she remembers from childhood. Wilma, who is also a painter, approaches 

quiltmaking as a form of personal artistic expression. Betty and Michele 

see attractive new quilt patterns as personal challenges to be met head- 

on, while Fannie is motivated by a desire to aid her church financially. 

Making her quilts primarily for warmth, Ella demonstrates the purest 

spirit of recycling; never purchasing new materials for quilts, she makes 

them from old bedspreads, curtains, sleeping bags, and other discarded 

fabrics. Even within the mind of the same quiltmaker, motivations for 

making quilts can vary; while some of Shirley's quilts are purely 

decorative, some are made for gifts or for sale, and the religious symbols 

embedded in the designs of others have a didactic function. The intended 

purpose of each quilt can contribute to its appearance and can also 

dictate what set of standards (for example, "fancy" or "plain") will be 

adhered to in its construction.

At the same time, the aesthetics of a quilt are also influenced by 

its audience. When a quiltmaker creates a quilt for sale, she takes into 

account the desires and budget of her client; if she makes a quilt for her 

own use, another set of standards influences her technical and aesthetic 

decisions. The Tucson women freely choose to make quilts, and, to varying 

degrees, they find the process satisfying as a form of artistic 

expression. But the consideration of a large audience viewing their quilts 

on exhibition apparently never has influenced these women's aesthetics— an 

intent to display their quilts in shows was never expressed by any of them
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as a motivation for making quilts.

The most often-repeated reason given by the Tucson quiltmakers for 

continuing their families' tradition of sewing quilts is to keep someone 

warm, physically as well as psychologically. The quilts made by the women 

hold personal meaning, not just for themselves, but also for the family 

members or dear friends who receive them; they function as documents of 

love and interconnectedness. Some of the women interviewed for this 

project testified to the direct role the process of quiltmaking played in 

binding their families together. Until recent years, quiltmaking was a 

communal activity practiced within individual families and social or 

church groups. For African-Americans marginalized from the dominant white 

population, making quilts, like forming separate churches and 

organizations, was a way of sticking together and carrying on a shared 

identity. Many adult African-Americans today associate memories of quilts 

and quiltmaking with their homes and families in the past.

Quilts have also taken on a symbolic significance in contemporary 

art made by African-AmericansReferences to quilts are found in stories 

by such prominent writers as Alice Walker and Toni Morrison, even to the 

point of taking on iconic meaning, as in Walker’s short story, "Everyday 

Use," mentioned earlier. In the popular children’s book, The Patchwork 

Quilt, the author describes how the process of quiltmaking created a bond

^Richard J. Powell wrote that contemporary black art often looks back 
at the past in an effort to accept and make sense of it, as if to say, "I 
was here and these are my tributaries." In "Traditions and Tributaries," 
in Next Generation: Southern Black Aesthetic (Winston-Salem: Southeastern 
Center for Contemporary Art, 1990), p. 28.
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between a young African-American girl and her grandmother.^ The artist

Faith Ringgold has created a series of painted story quilts which, merging

aspects of high art and craft, text and image, express her experience of

being a black woman. Bits of old quilts are incorporated in assemblages

made from found objects by sculptor Lonnie Holly.^

Quilts are important elements in paintings by John Riggers. Because

of his deep respect for women as culture bearers and for their quilts as

powerful symbols of African-American life, he frequently uses quilt

imagery in works which celebrate black history.^ Describing one of the

three ancient women sewing quilts in his painting, Starry Crown (fig. 2),

he says, "She is making the world." He remembers star motifs in the quilts

his mother and grandmother stitched:

The patterning I remember included stars and human figures. Some of 
these wonderful motifs we were covered up with in the night I bring 
out in this painting.^

Riggers’s vision of women as "makers of sacraments, of continuity

^Valerie Flournoy, The Patchwork Quilt (New York: Dial, 1985).

^Powell, "Traditions and Tributaries," pp. 27, 72.

^Riggersfs paintings were shown along with quilts made by members of 
the Women of Color Quilt Network in a major exhibition entitled 
"Dimensions in the African-American Quilt Tradition," in Houston, Texas, 
in 1989; Cuesta Benberry, "The Storytellers: African-American Quilts Come 
to the Fore," Quilters Newsletter Magazine (November 1990), p. 47.

^Robert Farris Thompson says: "The starry crown, the star the central 
quilter conjures with several lengths of thread, and the eight-pointed 
star motifs on the quilts themselves link up, at the end, to invoke the 
spiritual authority of heaven." "The Song That Named the Land: The 
Visionary Presence of African-American Art," in Black Art— Ancestral 
Legacy: The African Impulse in African-American Art, by Dallas Museum of 
Art (New York: Abrams, 1989), p. 118.
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and moral erudition” are expressed in the symbols contained in this 

painting.^ Similarly, quiltmaking has fulfilled a personal spiritual need 

for many women. Bell Hooks wrote that her African-American great

grandmother ’’talked about quiltmaking as a way of stillness. Like other 

women of the past and present, the Tucson quiltmakers continue to sit and 

stitch patches of fabric together by hand because there is in the work 

something that is basically fulfilling or relaxing for them; it is truly 

a labor of love. In the past, when the women’s ancestors transformed 

reclaimed materials into quilts, their families were able to survive, thus 

allowing their heritage to live on through their children. ’’The quilt was 

a prayer of poor women. They didn’t have anything else to cover their 

children with.

19Ibid, pp. 117-118.

Bell Hooks, Yearning: Race, Culture and Gender Politics (Boston: 
South End Press, 1990), p. 117. See also: Susan S . Arpad, Pretty Much to 
Suit Ourselves’: Midwestern Women Naming Experiences Through Domestic
Arts,” in Making the American Home: Middle-class Women and Domestic
Material Culture, 1840-1940, eds. Marilyn Ferris Motz and Pat Browne 
(Bowling Green: Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1988), p. 
21; and Patricia Cooper and Norma Bradley Allen, The Quilters: Women and 
Domestic Art: An Oral History (New York: Doubleday, 1977; reprint ed. , New 
York: Anchor Books, 1989), pp. 20, 59, 96, 107.

^John Biggers, quoted in Thompson, ’’The Song That Named the Land,”
p. 118.
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PIECING TOGETHER THE LITERATURE ON AFRICAN-AMERICAN QUILTS

Although families have been keeping warm under them for 

generations, quilts have been taken seriously as a subject for historical 

research only for the last twenty years. To anthropologists, especially 

folklorists, quilts represent material culture objects rife with encoded 

information about the nature of families and women's lives within those 

families. As the study of American art has lately expanded its boundaries 

to include domestic art and therefore art made by women, art historians 

are beginning to investigate both the formal properties and the social 

history of q u i l t s Q u i l t  researchers from the art and anthropology 

fields, historians of American culture, and numerous individuals with 

little or no formal training are all seeking to create an accurate history 

of quiltmaking. Many are motivated by an affection for quilts and a 

commitment to the development of a respectable body of information about 

this art form which "connects women with their heritage and their place in 

creative art.

^Sherman Lee (Director of the Cleveland Museum of Art) sought to 
expand the definition of what is considered "art" by pointing out the 
closeness of the art historian's term "decorative arts" (e,g., quilts) and 
the anthropologist's "material culture." "Forward" in John Michael Vlach, 
The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts (Cleveland: Cleveland
Museum of Art, 1978), p. vii.

2*From a brochure produced by the American Quilt Study Group, San 
Francisco, California.
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Quilt Scholarship in the United States

The growing popular literature on quilts can be divided into two 

main categories. First is the "how-to-quilt" genre— instruction books that 

usually include a catalog of quilt patterns— and related to this are the 

patterns published in newspapers or available through mail order houses. 

The second category of books emerged during a renewal of interest in 

quiltmaking which coincided with the period of colonial revival in the 

United States in the 1920s and 1930s. These books, while addressing the 

construction of quilts, also attempted to create a more complete 

historical context for making themJ

Romance of the Patchwork Quilt, the title of Carrie A. Hall and Rose 

Kretsinger’s 1936 publication, aptly characterizes the tone of these early 

quilt histories. Where the authors' access to historical fact ended, they 

tended to fill in the blanks with imaginative assumptions which were 

inevitably taken as truth. The books are still valuable because, for 

years, they were the only published sources for information on quilts; 

unfortunately, however, the myths they promoted were accepted all too 

readily, frequently repeated, and elaborately embellished by the next

^Examples of this category of publications are: Ruth E. Finley, Old 
Patchwork Quilts and the Women Who Made Them (Philadelphia and London: 
Lippincott, 1929); Marie D. Webster, Quilts: Their Story and How to Make 
Them (Garden City: Doubleday, 1928); Carrie A. Hall and Rose Kretsinger, 
The Romance of the Patchwork Quilt in America (Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton 
Printers, 1936).
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generation of quilt historiansSerious researchers today acknowledge the 

contribution of the early non-academic quilt historians, while 

simultaneously trying to revise their findings by separating fact from 

fiction in the history of quiltmaking.

A second twentieth-century revival of interest in quiltmaking 

occurred in the 1970s, creating a growth market for new quiltmaking goods. 

The selection of popular books and magazines devoted to quilts grew 

dramatically and at the same time, an academic genre of quilt research 

developed. The reappraisal of quilts as works of art and a feminism- 

inspired interest in quilts as a women's art form contributed to a new 

approach in quilt scholarship: as quilt scholars began to comb through 

women's diaries and to interview quiltmakers, they discovered the strong 

symbolic role quilts have played in women’s lives.^ This theme was 

epitomized in The Quilters: Women and Domestic Art (1977), a book by 

Patricia Cooper and Norma Bradley Allen.^ The book revealed the personal 

meaning quilts held for individual women settlers in Texas and New Mexico, 

and inspired the celebrated play, "The Quilters."

One example is the presumption that the block-style patchwork quilt 
was ubiquitous during the colonial period, when in fact, it did not 
flourish in the United States until well into the nineteenth century.

^Feminist criticism claimed quilts as a significant form of women's 
creative expression— see two perceptive articles by Patricia Mainardi; 
"Quilts: The Great American Art," Radical America 7 (January-February 
1973): 36-37, 67-68; and "Quilt Survivals and Revivals," Arts Magazine 62 
(May 1988): 49. On the other hand, quilts could also be interpreted as 
symbols of women's bondage to the home sphere.

^(New York: Doubleday, 1977; reprint ed., New York: Anchor Books, 
1989).



39
During the 1980s, the popular view of quilts matured still further. 

Going beyond practical concerns over how to preserve them physically— in 

museum collections, for instance— there arose an equal interest in 

documenting their history. To accomplish this, individual states began to 

conduct documentation surveys of quilts existing within their boundaries 

in the hopes of recording vital statistics of the surviving examples as 

well as personal anecdotes attached to them. Such projects are usually 

followed up with exhibitions of selected examples and catalogs summarizing 

the researchers' findings J These detailed surveys, besides creating a 

valuable bank of information about individual quilts, could become 

extremely useful in revealing regional, ethnic and stylistic trends in the 

larger study of American quilts in general.

A major drawback to the state projects is that they can only record 

quilts actually brought to the documentation events. Quilts made by people 

of color have not been well represented in the state surveys because of a 

tendency on the part of their makers and owners not to respond to the 

documentation days. In North Carolina Quilts, that state's project book, 

it was noted that representative samples of quilts by African-American, 

Native American, and others were not brought in and, therefore, not "until 

their work is surveyed more completely, will we have a comprehensive 

picture of North Carolina’s quilt heritage."® In other words, until

^Arizona’s survey results were published in Helen Young Frost and Pam 
Knight Stevenson, Grand Endeavors: Vintage Arizona Quilts and Their Makers 
(Flagstaff: Northland Press, 1992).

®Ruth Haislip Roberson, ed., North Carolina Quilts (Chapel Hill and 
London: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), p. x.
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ethnically diverse quilts are incorporated, the whole cannot be completely 

described. A desire to contribute to a more accurate definition of 

American quiltmaking is my motivation for conducting research on the 

actual nature of African-American quiltmaking as seen in Tucson, Arizona, 

in the later part of the twentieth century.
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African-American Quilt Historiography

African-American quilts are in desperate need of demystification. As 

described in Chapter 1, during the 1970s and 1980s expectations 

inadvertently were formed that African-American quilts have a profoundly 

different appearance from quilts made in the dominant, so-called "Euro- 

American" mode. Researchers of the era were stimulated to investigate 

ethnic variations in American quilts, including those of black quilts, 

when issues raised by the bicentennial commemoration, the civil rights 

movement and the feminist movement coincided. As Cuesta Benberry described

this period:

High drama was associated with the early research of African- 
American quilts. Scholars located a small group of quilts profoundly 
different visually from the accepted aesthetic of traditional 
American patchwork quilts...Most exciting of all was a linkage 
between the black American quilts and African design traditions, 
believed to indicate an unconscious cultural memory in the 
quiltmakers of their far-away mother-land

When these idiosyncratic quilts were examined by scholars, their

unique aesthetic characteristics were isolated and categorized to define 

a distinctive black quilt style.^ The forceful designs and asymmetrical 

patterns contained in the quilts, and especially their "improvisational" 

appearance, were often compared to other African-American expressions, *

*Cuesta Benberry, Always There: The African-American Presence in 
American Quilts (Louisville: The Kentucky Quilt Project, 1992), p. 15.

^Maude Southwell Wahlman and John Scully most assertively defined the 
characteristics of black quilts in "Aesthetic Principles in Afro-American 
Quilts," in Afro-American Folk Arts and Crafts, ed. William Ferris 
(Boston: G.K. Hall, 1983), pp. 78-99.
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especially jazz and blues music.^ The almost exclusive emphasis placed 

on African design sources for the black quilts and a lack of serious 

attention paid to other kinds of quilts made by African-Americans 

contributed to the formation of a myth that all authentic African-American 

quilts would naturally be echoes of African art forms. While it cannot 

be denied that some African-American quilts contain aesthetic traits that 

are clearly African in derivation, many do n o t I n  addition, since there 

are quilts made by white women in the United States which share the same 

characteristics seen in some black quilts, such as the strip versus block 

"set," a casual piecing technique, and a potpourri of colors and designs, 

it is problematic to use these principles to define an unique type of

^This is done most emphatically by Robert Farris Thompson in "From 
the First to the Final Thunder," the Preface to Eli Leon, Who'd a Thought 
It: Improvisation in African-American Quiltmaking (San Francisco: San 
Francisco Craft and Folk Art Museum, 1987), pp. 12-13, 15-18.

As early as 1980, Benberry noted that the quilts on which scholars 
focused were only the ’’ethnic” ones and that ’’the Euro-American 
traditional quilt, made by black women, is not given much credence, and is 
dismissed as "derivative." "Afro-American Women and Quilts: Introductory 
Essay," Uncoverings 1 (1980): 66. More recently, she stated: "One needed 
only to apply the recently-created visual criteria to identify with 
certainty quilts of African-American origin...The casual answer that 
African-American quilts not in compliance with the criteria were simply 
copies of white-made, traditional Euro-American quilts was unacceptable." 
Always There, p. 15.

^John Michael Vlach admitted this, but declined to describe other 
kinds of black quilts, except one made by a slave for her owners; The 
Afro-American Tradition, p.44. Eli Leon mentioned that the black quilters 
he knows who make "Afro-traditional" quilts also make quilts which are 
"indistinguishable from some standard American quilts"; Who'd a Thought 
It: Improvisation in African-American Quiltmaking (San Francisco: San 
Francisco Craft and Folk Art Museum, 1987), p. 47.
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black quilt.^

In the opinion of this writer, the repeated and dramatic 

interpretation of selected African-American quilts as embodying African 

survivals has led to generalized expectations, on the part of other 

scholars as well as the public, that all black quilts share this 

l i n e a g e A s  a result, the dynamic relationships between individual 

quiltmakers and their environments are denied, and the personal quality of 

their expressions are overlooked by a focus on ethnic predispositions. To 

go another step further, such core assumptions imply that black culture is 

monolithic and predictable; they demonstrate how attitudes toward African- 

Americans, based on racial propensities, have informed the way black 

artists and their work continue to be viewed. What is most dangerous about 

this type of stereotyping is its subtlety— it is embedded within well- 

intended studies by scholars who desire to combat racism by discovering a 

respectable heritage for African-Americans.

At this point it is essential to ask where these ideas came from. 

While a detailed analysis of the origins and continuations of racism in 

the United States is well beyond the scope of this paper, it is clear that 

research on African survivals in black folk culture and folk art was

^See chapter 1, note 19, for citations on quilts by white women with 
these traits.

^The MWho’d A Thought It" exhibit has traveled all across the county 
and been viewed by many people. I was initially disappointed because the 
quilts made by the Tucson quiltmakers did not resemble those in the 
exhibit and in Vlach and Wahlman's publications. Mary Anne McDonald 
described a similar experience; "'Because I Needed Some Cover': Afro- 
American Quiltmakers of Chatham County, North Carolina" (MA Thesis, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1985), pp. 1-3, 15-18.
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originally influenced by the conclusions of anthropologist Melville 

Herskovits. Scholars had previously argued for and against the existence 

of African cultural survivals in the New World,^ but Herskovits was the 

first to conduct detailed scientific research refuting the popular belief 

that African-Americans had been stripped of their African culture through 

the experience of slavery in the New World. His pivotal study, The Myth of 

the Negro Past (1941), cited the existence of cultural retentions which he 

termed "Africanisms' visible in the American continents.^

Herskovits's findings engendered controversy when first published, 

largely because they disrupted the stereotype of African-Americans as 

culture-less (except for Anglo-American borrowings) and, therefore, 

inferior— an often unspoken justification for discrimination.

^E.g., during the Harlem Renaissance in New York City, Alain Locke 
encouraged African-American writers and visual artists to deal with 
African subject matter, but artists and scholars continued to question 
(and still do) what should be the goals of a black artist. David Driskell 
in Since the Harlem Renaissance: 50 Years of Afro-American Art (Lewisburg, 
Pennsylvania: Center Gallery of Bucknell University, 1985), pp. 15-19; 
Elsa Honig Fine, The Afro-American Artist: A Search for Identity (New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1973), pp. 1-8; James A. Porter, "Four 
Problems in the History of Negro Art" Journal of Negro History 27 (1942): 
9-36; and Porter, "The Transcultural Affinities of African Art," in Africa 
Prom the Point of View of American Negro Scholars (n.p.: 1958).

^Melville J. Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past (New York and 
London: Harper, 1941). Ironically, when Herskovits was beginning the two 
decades of research which formed the basis for the book, the association 
of black Americans with "primitive" Africa was being celebrated in the 
context of the Harlem Renaissance in New York City.

Some feared that racists would use his ideas to oppose integration, 
while others thought his emphasis on an African heritage for blacks could 
be misinterpreted as support for racism. John F . Szwed, "An American 
Anthropological Dilemma: The Politics of African-American Culture," in 
Reinventing Anthropology, ed. Dell Hymes (New York: Pantheon, 1972), 
p. 164.
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Eventually, his work was recognized for its role in acknowledging a 

positive African-American image associated with a noble African 

h e r i t a g e W h i l e  much of Herskovits’s field work was conducted in Latin 

America and the Caribbean, he encouraged study of the United States. 

Subsequent researchers looked for Africanisms in North America, going 

beyond Herskovits's focus on mostly non-material culture to examine 

plastic arts, including utilitarian and domestic crafts.

In a 1969 article discussing survivals of African culture in the art 

of the United States,^ Robert Farris Thompson mentioned the Smithsonian's 

recent acquisition of a quilt made by a former slave from Athens, Georgia. 

The quilt referred to was made by Harriet Powers in 1886 (fig. 1); a few 

years earlier, another quilt made by Powers— this one done in 1898— was 

donated to the Boston Museum of Fine Arts by the noted art collector Maxim 

Karolik. Both of Powers's quilts, besides being reproduced in many quilt

books, are regularly included in exhibit catalogues as unique examples of
21quilts made by an ex-slave in later nineteenth-century America.

The top surfaces of Powers1s quilts were constructed with an

^This was different from the appreciation of the primitive aspects 
of Africa considered chic by some white Americans during the Harlem 
Renaissance. See Eugene W. Metcalf, "Black Art, Folk Art, and Social 
Control," Winterthur Portfolio 18 (Winter 1983): 274-277.

^"African Influence on the Art of the United States," in Black 
Studies in the University, ed. Armstead L. Robinson, Craig Foster, and 
Donald H. Ogilvie (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1969, pp. 122-170; 
reprinted in Afro-American Polk Art and Crafts, ed. William Ferris, 
Jackson and London: University Press of Mississippi, 1983, pp. 27-63), 
p. 58.

u The Smithsonian piece was recently reproduced as a bed quilt and can 
be purchased at department stores.
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applique technique in which cut-out animals and human figures were machine 

stitched onto a background fabric. Episodes from the Bible and, in the 

case of the Boston quilt, of regional folk legends and stories about 

astronomical events, are narrated in the quilts' blocks. Although the 

tradition of making bed quilts and the Christian iconography of these 

examples are decidedly Western in origin, scholars looking for African 

cultural continuities have been fascinated by the style of the figures in 

the quilts. According to Thompson, "stylistically, the sharply outlined 

figures recall, somewhat, the chiefly textiles of Dahomey in West Africa, 

as does the technique of applique itself..."^

Thompson believed that black art objects, such as pottery, wood 

sculpture, and basketry, could be used to disprove racist theories 

claiming that African culture, apart from a few vestiges evident in non

material expressions, such as dance and music, was repressed or eliminated 

through the institution of slavery. "Artistic autonomy implies social 

autonomy," said T h o m p s o n B o t h  freedoms were denied by racist denial of 

an African heritage for black Americans.

In Afro-American Art and Craft (1971), Judith Wragg Chase suggested 

that perhaps African aspects in African-American art are not apparent 

because "most people seem to expect them to be virtually unchanged."^ To

^"African Influence," p. 58.

23Ibid, p. 29.

2* "But just because no fire-spitter mask has been found in a former 
slave cabin, no Bambara antelope discovered amidst the carved decorations 
of a southern planter's mantlepiece, one cannot conclude that Africa has 
not left its mark on America." (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1971),
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explain the non-existence of pure African survivals in America, Chase

cited the diffusion of cultural ncomponentsM in both Africa and the United

States through contact with other cultures. She proposed that when black

slave artisans made objects subscribing to European forms for their

owners, technique and talent were perhaps the only Africanisms they

retained; on the other hand, in items made for their own use, stronger
25African retentions may have occurred.

Chase noted that sometimes female slave weavers seamed together two 

pieces of a coverlet so that the patterns did not match. She assumed this 

was deliberate since the weavers were obviously skilled, and compared the 

practice to African-based superstitions which caused slaves to refuse to 

plow straight furrows and of making a quick jog to the side when walking 

down a road at night, actions believed to dispel evil spirits. Later, 

Thompson would hint that similar Mande superstitions informed the designs 

of African-American quilts. Oddly, Chase avoided the subject of African 

retentions in the context of quilts and only discussed standard 

quiltmaking methods used by slave seamstresses

P. 12.

^Ibid, pp. 12-15, 56-57. Later, Wahlman and Ella King Torrey would 
make a similar statement about slave-made quilts in the article, "Black 
American Folk Art: Quilts," Craft International (Spring 1982):37.

26Chase, Afro-American Art and Craft9 pp. 87-88.

^Flash of the Spirit: African and African-American Art and Philosophy 
(New York: Random House, 1983), pp. 221-222.

^Chase, Afro-American Art and Craftf pp. 88-90. Perhaps she did not 
feel there was enough evidence to support a discussion of retentions in 
quilts.
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Folklorist Mary Twining examined African retentions present in the

folk culture of the South Carolina and Georgia Sea Islands, a somewhat

isolated area inhabited by African-Americans since the eighteenth century.

In her 1977 dissertation. Twining presented the results of her field work

there as confirmation of Herskovits's hypothesis that the Islands were
29rich in Africanisms. In fact, she found a wider range of Africanisms on 

the Islands than Herskovits suspected to exist in North America, 

especially in material culture. One of her major areas of concern was 

creolized African retentions which she found in several examples of Sea 

Island crafts, including quilts

Twining noted the existence of Euro-American (her term) designs in 

quilts made by Mennonite missionaries living on the Islands, but her study 

was concerned with some visually very different "strip” quilts made by the 

black women; these she compared stylistically to African Ashanti and Ewe 

woven cloths. Contrasting the appearances of the two types of quilts she 

saw on the Islands, Twining identified the strip quilts as having 

"curvilinear, uneven, undulating overall patterns" in opposition to the 

"linear, squared-off" and "centrally organized" Euro-American quilts. 

Aside from African retentions contained in the strip quilts, other factors

Mary Twining, "An Examination of African Retentions in the Folk 
Culture of the South Carolina and Georgia Sea Islands" (Ph.D. 
dissertation, Indiana University, 1977), pp. 1-2.

^Twining noted parallels between Richard A. Long's study of degrees 
of acculturation found in Black music (pure, creolized, assimilated) and 
Herskovits' definition of the relative purity of Africanisms (survival, 
retention, syncretism). She found that the Islands' creolized folk culture 
had a stronger affinity to Afro-Caribbean and African cultures than do 
other African-Americans. Ibid, pp. 46, 68.
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which Twining felt contributed to the differences between the two types of 

quilts were economics and "presentistic as opposed to futuristic 

thinking." She explained that a quilt, quickly put together by a Sea 

Islands quiltmaker for immediate use, would naturally have a less precise 

appearance than a Euro-American quilt made to be an heirloom.^

Twining broke important new ground in this study of Africanisms in 

the United States, but some of her analyses of quilt aesthetics were 

rather forced. Her limited conception of Euro-American quilts seemed to 

be based only on illustrations she had seen in quilt books and the quilts 

made by the Islands' missionaries. Her stark contrast of heirloom-quality 

Euro-American quilts with utilitarian quilts made by the African-American 

women on the Islands stereotypes the white quilts. It does not recognize 

the existence of other less controlled Euro-American quilt traditions and 

the fact that white women also make utilitarian and "strip" quilts.

A year later, folklore scholar John Michael Vlach made Harriet 

Powers's quilts the centerpiece of the chapter on quilts in his catalogue 

for the 1978 exhibition at the Cleveland Museum of Art, The Afro-American 

Tradition in Decorative Arts. The exhibit's intent was to reinterpret 

African-American aesthetics demonstrated in various black utilitarian 

crafts. Vlach stated in the book's Introduction that while there is no 

unified black social group in the United States, African-American cultural * *

31Ibid, pp. 184-192.
32*E.g., her supposition that the wavy lines found in African-American 

quilts "may correlate with the indirection in personal contact as well as 
the indirect modes of speech well known in Afro-American communities." 
Ibid, p. 194.
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history basically is woven from European and African strands of

'J'linfluence.

Vlach’s main objective was to illuminate the African strand visible 

in particular crafts traditions; and he did this in terms of quilts with 

an exhaustive and convincing analysis associating the style and symbolic 

function of Harriet Powers’s quilts with West African appliqued 

t a p e s t r i e s H e  also compared African-American strip quilts, frequently 

made by black quiltmakers, to African textile analogues. Vlach was aware 

that strip quilts are an adaptation of a Euro-American quiltmaking 

practice, but he asserted that African-American quilters1 preference for 

the method and their improvisational style of joining strips expresses a 

distinctly African aesthetic

Vlach was the first scholar to pursue seriously the concept of 

improvisation in some African-American quilts. Citing examples of African 

storytelling and music as support, he stated his opinion that a tendency 

for "spontaneous change" is intrinsic to African and African-American 

culture. He suggested that, upon their forced immigration to the Americas, 

an in-born resourcefulness helped African-Americans reinterpret objects

^Vlach, The Afro-American Traditionf p. 1.

^Ibid, pp. 44-54. Marie Jeanne (Monni) Adams finds the issue 
regarding similarities between Powers’s quilts and Dahomean appliques 
"tantalizing," but also points out the differences between the textiles. 
In addition, she questions exactly how this West African art form, 
practiced by an elite male guild, was communicated to Powers. "The Harriet 
Powers Pictorial Quilts," in Afro-American Folk Arts and Crafts, ed. 
William Ferris (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1983), pp. 73-74.

^Vlach, The Afro-American Tradition, p. 67.
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with which they were previously unfamiliar, such as quilts, to make 

creations which syncretized aesthetic memories and practical needs.^

Although Vlach noted direct correlations between African and 

African-American creativity in Powers’s quilts, in this project he 

essentially was looking for African-inspired aesthetics rather than 

replicas of African art in the United S t a t e s T o  emphasize the unique 

quality of the African-American aesthetic, in his text Vlach contrasted 

black quilts with quilts made by Euro-Americans, categorically defining 

the latter as very controlled and non-improvisational in comparison to 

African-American quilts. This approach disregards other types of quilts 

made by African-American women and downplays possible interrelationships 

between black and white quiltmaking practices, such as the multiple use of

36Ibid, pp. 3-4. Vlach defined the African-American manifestation of 
"improvisation" as a "special case." In comparison to "single, independent 
inventions" of "imaginative humans," black improvisation "is an integral 
part of the process of African art to constantly reshape the old and the 
familiar into something modern and unique."

37A problem with this catalogue is that dates for works are seldom 
provided, which implies a sense of timelessness to the traditions which 
produced the objects and contradicts the dynamism and improvisation upon 
which Vlach's theories about African-American crafts are based.

38 Ibid, p. 67. No visuals supported his stereotyped conception of 
African-American quilts, however. Vlach and folklorist Simon Bronner later 
described Southern African-American and Anglo-American aesthetics in 
opposing terms. Vlach defined African-American aesthetics as open-ended, 
dynamic and visionary; Bronner described Anglo-American aesthetics in 
terms of symmetry, order, and binary thinking. "Aesthetic, Afro-American," 
and "Aesthetic, Anglo-American," in Charles Regan Wilson and William 
Ferris, eds., Encyclopedia of Southern Culture (Chapel Hill and London: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1989), pp. 457-460.



52

strip construction within both traditions. Instilling respect for black 

art by revealing non-Western sources for its aesthetics is appropriate; 

doing it by reinforcing differences between cultures is not. While it is 

unlikely that he intended to do so, Vlach's focus on the unique and 

separate type of improvisational characteristics of African-American 

quilts in this early and influential study created unrealistically limited 

expectations for what black quilts should look like.

Fortunately, there are some quilt researchers whose work has been 

fueled by a desire to record the actual diversity to be found in African- 

American quiltmaking. Susan Roach-Lankford1s 1980 exhibition, "Patchwork 

Quilts: Deep South Traditions," considered fancy and "everyday" 

utilitarian quilts made by black and white traditional quiltmakers who 

were natives of Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana and East Texas. 

The exhibit showed that quilt characteristics which have been identified 

as African-American, "such as unpredictability, high-contrast colors, and 

stripping around block designs also occur in Anglo-American quilts." Based 

on the show's sample of quilts, Roach-Lankford concluded in her catalogue 

essay that cross-cultural influences and common socio-economic 

circumstances can "blur" the ethnic distinctions between quilts

39

in his emphasis upon what is African in black-made quilts Vlach 
virtually ignores the principles of syncretism and cultural adaptation 
that are advanced most prominently in his introduction." Charles Camp, 
review of The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts, by John Michael 
Vlach, in Journal of American Folklore 94 (1981): 102.

^Ultimately, she believed that allowances must be made for "ethnic 
aesthetic differences" and an individual's creativity in the art of 
quiltmaking. Patchwork Quilts: Deep South Traditions (Alexandria, LA: 
Alexandria Museum, 1980).
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Interpretation was avoided by Roland Freeman; a photographer of 

quilts, he presents as objectively as possible only the images visible 

through his camera's lens. In the catalogue to Something to Keep You Warm, 

an exhibition he assembled in 1981, Freeman situated photographs of 

African-American quilts alongside synopses of his conversations about the 

quilts with their makers♦ The words and images revealed a diverse array of 

quilts made by black women; some were fancy and symmetrical, while others 

were utilitarian and wildly improvisational. Quiltmaker Annie Dennis made 

one for a man who, she said, "just wants something to keep him warm.

Another good example of unprejudiced, open-ended quilt research is 

Geraldine Johnson's article, "'More for Warmth Than for Looks': Quilts of 

the Blue Ridge Mountains" ( 1 9 8 2 ) Rather than emphasize ethnic or 

evolutionary factors, Johnson explored the impact of economics on 

aesthetics in quilts made by both black and white women in the Blue Ridge 

Mountains of North Carolina and Virginia. She primarily examined the 

visual appearances and the techniques of making utilitarian quilts, a 

genre of quiltmaking which she feels has been overlooked by "our scholarly 

preoccupation with the Pennsylvania-German quilting model; individual 

quilters or communities of quilters that [who] do not fit the stereotype

^Something to Keep You Warm: The Roland Freeman Collection of Black 
American Quilts from the Mississippi Heartland (Jackson: Mississippi 
Department of Archives and History, 1981), p. 12. Although Freeman 
declined from verbal interpretation, introductory essays in the catalogue 
by Gladys-Marie Fry and Wahlman provided conceptual frameworks through 
which readers could view the quilts.

^North Carolina Folklore Journal 30 (Fall-Winter 1982): 55-84.
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are routinely i g n o r e d . J o h n s o n ' s  approach to quilts from this 

alternative perspective provides a refreshing look at the traditional 

practice of making quilts for domestic use.

Johnson contrasted utilitarian or "plain" quilts with "fancy" quilts 

made by more educated and affluent women of the area. Although there were 

some women who made both kinds, she found that fancy quilts were 

controlled by the quilt media, tourist market, and government training 

programs. As a result, she concluded that "the greatest continuity of 

tradition is to be found in the plain quilt," and that plain quilts, 

therefore, deserve the scholarly study which previously had been focused 

only on fancy quilts. Johnson pointed out that plain quiltmaking 

aesthetics were only being studied in the context of African-American 

quilts

Johnson discussed the nature of utility quilting as a salvage craft 

usually made from feed sacks, old clothing or sewing scraps. She described 

time-saving techniques, such as overall fan quilting rather than quilting 

around each piece, and making a "string" quilt by sewing strips of fabric 

to a foundation made from newspaper or catalogue pages.^ These thrifty 

methods were used by both black and white quiltmakers in her survey. 

Johnson noted features in Mamie Bryan's quilts corresponding to Vlach's 

description of African-American quilt aesthetics; but she also pointed out

43Ibid, p. 56.

44Ibid, pp. 58, 81.

43Ibid, pp. 59, 61, 63.
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traits which this black woman’s quilts shared with other plain quilts. 

Another African-American quiltmaker, one who did not work in an 

improvisational style, stated that she and her family were more concerned 

with good design; this statement suggested the existence of a variety of 

quiltmaking standards for black quiltmakers in the a r e a J o h n s o n ’s study 

is an important, early example of how utilitarian black quilts can and 

should be viewed inclusively, that is, within the American tradition.^

Like Vlach, art historian Maude Southwell Wahlman unintentionally 

contributed to stereotyped ideas of how African-American quilts should 

appear. Although she acknowledged the diversity to be found in black 

quilts, in numerous articles published since 1983 she has outlined five 

specific "principles’ which characterize African-American quilts— strip 

construction, large-scale designs, strong and contrasting colors, off-beat
LO

patterns, and multiple rhythms. Since African-American quilts containing 

these traits cannot be judged favorably according to the aesthetic 

standards promoted by the dominant quilt guilds and quilt media, Wahlman’s 

efforts to create an alternate set of guidelines for viewing black quilts 

are commendable. Not all African-American quilts conform to these

^Ibid, pp. 64-68.

^Nora Pickens later researched the works made by "traditional" 
quiltmakers (those who learned how to quilt as youths through family or 
community sources) in New Mexico. She described their scrap quilts as 
"spontaneous and improvisational." "Scrap Quilts of New Mexico," 
Uncoverings 7 (1986): 39-40.

^Including, (with John Scully) "Aesthetic Principles in Afro-American 
Quilts," pp. 78-99; "African Symbolism in Afro-American Quilts," African 
Arts 20 (November 1986): 68-76, 99; and "African-American Quilts: Tracing 
the Aesthetic Principles," The Clarion 14 (Spring 1989): 44-54.
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principles, however. Even Harriet Powers's quilts do not correspond very 

well to them.

Nevertheless, Wahlman continues to be commissioned to contribute 

essays to catalogues accompanying African-American quilt exhibitions.^ 

To be sure, when the aesthetic principles she has identified are 

enumerated in this context, they undoubtedly make it easier for casual 

exhibition viewers to comprehend the kinds of quilts which are normally 

the focus of these shows.^ Admittedly, Wahlman's ideas are relevant to 

the interpretation of many black quilts and the support she cites for her 

comparisons of quilt characteristics to African sources is convincing. But 

her emphasis on the quilts thought to have African prototypes ignores 

black quilt expressions which have less overt or absent African traits.

The limitations of Wahlman's theoretical principles are demonstrated 

in Ten Afro-American Quilters, a 1983 exhibition she co-curated with Ella 

King Torrey. In her introductory essay to that catalogue, Wahlman 

described her list of African-American quilt traits, which she explained 

were directly descended from African textile traditions remembered by 

black women brought to the United States. The profiles of the ten quilt

^Including "The Aesthetics of Afro-American Quilts," in Freeman, 
Something to Keep You Warm, pp. 6-8; and "Continuities Between African 
Textiles and Afro-American Quilts," in Nancy McKinney, ed., Traditions in 
Cloth: Afro-American Quilts/West African Textiles (Los Angeles: California 
Afro-American Museum, 1986), pp. 8-15.

^Quilter's Newsletter Magazine reported on four exhibits of African- 
American quilts traveling the United States at the time: "More Than 
Something to Keep You Warm" (Easton, MD); "Something to Keep You Warm" 
(Charlotte, NC); "Who'd A Thought It" (traveling to several locations); 
"Stitching Memories: African-American Story Quilts" (Raleigh, NC and 
Cincinnati, OH); November, 1990, p. 66.
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exhibitors do not consistently support these statements, however, leading 

this author to conclude that other influences upon the quilts’ aesthetics 

besides ethnic heritage, such as economics and available time, must also 

be considered. Whereas Wahlman traced the use of bright colors and large 

designs in quilts to an African need to read pattern from a distance, 

quilter Mozell Benson said she sews quilts from donated scraps— therefore 

she does not have total control over color choice; in addition, she and 

Joanna Pettway said they used big pieces of fabric because that choice 

lessened the amount of time and stitches needed to make a quilt. Another 

one of the ten quilters, Sarah Mary Taylor, made applique quilts from 

repetitive designs. This conflicted with Wahlman and Torrey’s assertion 

that African-American applique quilts are characteristically narrative 

(like Harriet Powers’s quilts, presumably) and different from the 

duplicative format used by Euro-American q u i l t m a k e r s T h e  reality that 

artists are not always able to articulate the sources for their ideas may 

explain some of the inconsistencies between the curators’ theories and the 

quiltmakers’ statements.

Other aspects of Wahlman’s aesthetic principles can also be 

challenged. The fact that strip quilts appear in Amish and other American

regional traditions weakens her opinion, shared by Vlach, that a use of
52strips is characteristic of African-American quilts. The tendency to

^Ten Afro-American Quilters (Jackson: University of Mississippi and 
the Center for Study of Southern Culture, 1983).

rhey do not state that a preference for strips is unique to black 
quilts— rather than stress this factor as a difference, it would be more 
interesting to explore possible common influences for the use of strips by
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combine multiple patterns in a single quilt is also not peculiar to 

African-American work— it is seen in sampler quilts and in utilitarian 

quilts made by white women— and bright color combinations are seen in 

Amish and Mexican-American quilts. Mamie Bryan, a black quilter profiled 

in Johnson’s survey described above, offered a practical reason for 

multiple patterning. To explain why there were several designs in what 

began as a Log Cabin quilt, she said, ”So I got tired of that, and I says 

I’m going to piece my own to get the quilt done. So I just pieced mine any 

way I w a n t e d . B r y a n  apparently altered the design in order to finish 

it sooner or else made the changes out of boredom.

Wahlman’s work is important and she has made a great effort to back 

up her theories regarding African retentions in quilts with historical

any American quiltmakers. Wahlman and Scully did note that large scale 
designs are used by the Amish; "Aesthetic Principles." p. 7. For more on 
Amish quilts, see Patsy and Myron Orlofsky, Quilts in America (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1974), pp. 220-221; Jonathan Holstein, The Pieced Quilt: An 
American Design Tradition (Greenwich: New York Graphic Society, 1973), 
p. 55; and Barbara Brackman, "The Strip Tradition in European-American 
Quilts," Clarion 14 (Fall 1989): 49. Major studies of Amish quilts 
include: Robert Bishop and Elizabeth Safanda, A Gallery of Amish Quilts: 
Design Diversity from a Plain People (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1976) and 
Phylis Haders, Sunshine and Shadow: The Amish and Their Quilts (Pittstown, 
NJ: Mainstreet Press, 1976).

^For examples of mixing patterns, see Roberson, North Carolina 
Quilts, p. 123; Holstein, The Pieced Quilt, Plate 94; Patricia Cox Crews 
and Ronald C. Naugle, eds., Nebraska Quilts and Quiltmakers (Lincoln and 
London: University of Nebraska Press, 1991), p. 35. Regarding a Mexican- 
American example, see Suzanne Yabsley, Texas Quilts, Texas Women, 
Centennial Series of the Association of Former Students, no. 16 (College 
Station: Texas A and M Press, 1984), pp. 57-58.

^Johnson, "’More for Warmth Than for L o o k s , ” p . 65.
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evidence for exactly how this could have occurred.^ However, her 

reluctance to explore other influences upon black quilt aesthetics besides 

unconscious memories of African art de-emphasizes the individual 

quiltmaker's responses to her socio-economic situation and cultural 

influences, as well as her personality and creativity. It is uncomfortably 

similar to the way past art historians suggested that African and Oceanic 

"primitive” artists, as well as American "folk" or "naive" artists, 

blindly followed communal traditions, making objects devoid of any 

personal, intellectual, or creative input worthy of n o t i c e I n  an 

article on "Religious Symbolism in African-American Quilts," Wahlman 

stated that black quilters unconsciously express tradition-bound African 

aesthetics persisting in African-American culture. She said that "ideas 

encoded in objects sometimes last longer than those retained in words," to 

support her belief that many African-Americans are "unaware of the meaning 

behind the forms they use in their arts. While one intent of her 

research appears to be a desire to engender respect for an unique African- 

American quiltmaking tradition, Wahlman’s emphasis on the subliminal role 

of African influences could be interpreted as indirectly conferring

^Wahlman, "African-American Quilts: Tracing the Aesthetic 
Principles," 44-54; and "Religious Symbolism in African-American Quilts," 
The Clarion 14 (Summer 1989): 36-46.

^For more on these ideas of anonymity of artists, see Sally Price, 
Primitive Art in Civilized Places (Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1989), pp. 56-67.

^pp. 36-37. To legitimize her opinion, she printed a lengthy quote 
from George Kubler, which begins, "The artist is not a free agent obeying 
only his own will. His situation is rigidly bound in a chain of prior 
events..." The Shape of Time (Yale University Press, 1976), pp. 50-51.
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superiority to the more intellectualized and controlled process of making 

quilts in the Euro-American tradition. Any unintended implications of this 

sort are contradicted, however, in another article in which she wrote that 

the creolization of international traditions in African-American folk 

arts, including quilts, proves they are not ’’naive, primitive, or 

simplistic.” Black quilts, she claimed, represents the culture’s unique 

way of coding beauty in the seen world, which is ’’an indispensable tool 

for coping with an indifferent or hostile reality.”^

’’Who ’d A Thought It” was a very popular exhibit of African-American 

quilts which traveled across the United States from 1987 to 1992. The show 

consisted of examples selected by collector Eli Leon from his large 

inventory. His purpose was to promote the idea that African-American 

quilts contain an intrinsically improvisational aesthetic, comparable to 

the African retentions identified in black quilts by Thompson, Vlach, and 

Wahlman. To strengthen this argument, the show included African weavings 

containing stylistic similarities to many of the quilts.

The catalogue accompanying the exhibit contained a Preface by Robert 

Farris Thompson in which that respected scholar described African-American 

quilts as an autonomous art form with its own unique character and 

vocabulary. Drawing connections between some black quiltmakers' verbal 

expressions, such as ’’playing the fabric,” ’’hitting” a quilt, and ’’whoop 

that down,” and the insider jargon of black music, Thompson suggested that 

an underlying aesthetic valuing improvisation over imitation influences

58"African-American Quilts: Tracing the Aesthetic Principles,” 54.
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African and African-American culture.

There was nothing wrong with Leon curating an exhibit which explored 

improvisational African-American quilts, but what became problematic was 

his and Thompson's insinuation that they are superior to other types of 

black quilts The visual evidence provided by the exhibited quilts did 

not illustrate the fact that the women and one man who made them also make 

"standard-traditional" (Leon's term) quilts typical of those produced by 

white people. This important piece of information, and Leon’s opinion that 

there probably are white women who make "Afro-traditional" (for example, 

improvisational) quilts, was not admitted by Leon until twenty-five pages 

into his catalogue essay— after he had cited several relationships between 

black quilts and African textiles as proof that "flexible patterning" (his 

term for improvisation) is inherent in African-American quiltmaking.^

Nevertheless, this is the part of Leon's argument which is the most 

interesting, because he suggests that some cross-cultural influence 

between African-American and Euro-American quiltmakers has occurred. 

Before the mid-nineteenth century, most quilts in the United States

^"From the First to the Final Thunder," pp. 12-13, 15-20.

^Ibid, p. 16; this inner sense of spontaneity comes through, Thompson 
said, in quilts made by the best (italics mine) African-American 
quiltmakers, a statement implying that black quilts which do not 
demonstrate this improvisational aesthetic are inferior. In addition, Leon 
described the reactions of a group of black women to seeing two different 
Double Wedding Ring quilts; in response to a delicate, "Anglo-American" 
version, they were politely awed, but when black quilter Emma Hall's bold 
improvisational version was displayed, they "started to hoot and stomp 
until the house shook." Whofd A Thought It, p. 37.

^ Who 'd A Thought It, pp. 47, 50.
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followed the fashion for making appliqued or medallion-style (having one 

large central motif) quilts. The origins of block-style patchwork quilts 

are uncertain, but they are not thought to have existed before about 1750. 

Leon proposed that there may be a correspondence between the institution 

of African slavery in the United States and the development of block quilt 

patterns. This is an intriguing possibility, because the patterns 

obviously could have been improvised over time, by individuals inclined to 

explore variations, from a few basic geometric configurations.

While he offered some compelling possibilities for further research 

into African-American quilts and the active role of black quiltmakers in 

the general development of American quilts, Leon's project has several 

methodological problems. First of all, he did not address the conditions 

under which the flexible-patterned quilts on display were made and how 

their intended functions may have controlled their aesthetics. Similar to 

Twining's earlier conclusion, if they were hurriedly made for immediate 

use or constructed from salvaged fabric, they could not be expected to 

resemble pre-visualized quilts made with specially purchased cloth.^

Another problem was the exhibit's use of a few hand-picked examples 

of highly improvisational quilts to make sweeping statements about the 

African source of African-American quilts' aesthetics; furthermore, as he

62Ibid, pp. 59, 61-62.

^In a later article, he did acknowledge the role of recycling fabric 
scraps in the creation of improvisational-styled quilts: "Quilting is 
making something good out of nothing," said quiltmaker Wanda Jones. "Cut 
it Down the Middle and Send It to the Other Side," Threads 19 
(October/November 1988): 71.
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admitted in his catalogue essay, these quilts are not representative of

other quilts made by the same quiltmakers. In 1989, when the exhibit was

installed in Little Rock, Arkansas, a separate display of African-American

quilts from Arkansas was mounted. Cuesta Benberry reported that:

The subdued, soft shades of the Arkansas quilts, often in the most 
unique patterns, [were] almost the antithesis of the brightly 
colored, sometimes even flamboyant quilts of the Who’d A Thought It 
exhibition/

By juxtaposing these two very different shows, an example of the actual 

diversity existing in African-American quilts was demonstrated.

In the end, Leon left important ethical questions unanswered 

regarding the quilts featured in the exhibit. He did not address the issue 

of his role in the acquisition of these quilts; for instance, did he 

commission any of them? Did he advise or instruct any of the quiltmakers 

how to make their quilts? Did the quiltmakers offer the quilts for sale or 

did he approach them? Did the quiltmakers value these quilts more or less 

than the "standard-traditional" ones they also make? Answers to these 

questions could seriously jeopardize the authority or value of his 

argument supporting improvisation as a major characteristic of African- 

American quilts.

Quilt scholar Bets Ramsey summarized her field work with thirty-five 

black quilters in Alabama, Georgia, and Texas in a paper she presented to 

the American Quilt Study Group in 1988. The intent of her study was to 

determine if there were any similarities and differences between quilts

^"The Storytellers: African-American Quilts Come to the Fore,"
Quilter ’s Newsletter Magazinef November 1990, p. 46.
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made by black women in the rural environment and those made by the same 

women when they moved to urban areas. As I found with the African-American 

quiltmakers in my sample, she discovered that the styles practiced by 

black women varied in relation to their exposure to new ideas in classes 

and workshops Ramsey noted that the results of her findings were 

different from those of Wahlman and Vlach; she assumed that it was because 

the quiltmakers with whom those researchers worked had little interaction 

with white people

Strip construction— a characteristic associated with African- 

American quilts by previous scholars— was considered from an alternative 

perspective by Barbara Brackman, an expert in the dating of quilts. In a 

1989 article, she reported that this technique which has been associated 

with twentieth-century African-American quilts was also a major method 

used by Amish and Pennsylvania quiltmakers from 1875 to 1940, and by 

quiltmakers in England and Wales from 1860-1930. In her opinion, the use 

of strips is primarily determined by utilitarian function— strip quilts, 

usually made more for warmth than decoration, are quick to make and can be 

constructed from narrow pieces of leftover fabric. Pointing out that the 

Afrocentric interpretations of Vlach, Wahlman and Leon set up oppositions 

between African-American and Euro-American quilts, she suggested that the

^"The Land of Cotton: Quiltmaking by African-American Women in Three 
Southern States.” Uncoverings 9 (1988): 22, 24.

^As she pointed out, Wahlman s theories are based on selected quilts, 
primarily from Alabama and Mississippi, which support her conclusions. In 
addition, she noted a quilt made by a white woman in 1870 which bore a 
strong resemblance to a 1910 improvisational quilt reproduced in Vlach’s 
Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts catalogue. Ibid, pp. 21-22.
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mutual use of the strip technique by various cultures could instead serve 

to link their traditions. She maintained that "African-American quilters 

who strip quilts today may be echoing African aesthetics, but they also 

draw from a strong European-American tradition.

Brackman stopped short of suggesting that African-American 

quiltmaking techniques may have influenced Euro-American quiltmaking 

traditions. The idea is plausible, however, especially when one considers 

that black hands (slave and free) sewed many quilts in Britain and the 

United States during the later eighteenth and early to mid-nineteenth 

centuries, the period when pieced quilts are thought to have developed. 

Regardless of how the facts may ultimately be determined, African-American 

quilts of the past and the present must be viewed as integral and dynamic 

components of the history of quiltmaking in the United States to avoid 

marginalizing them as different or deviant from a perceived norm of white 

quiltmaking.

Gladys-Marie Fry had been the first scholar to conduct extensive 

research on Harriet Powers and her q u i l t s Stitched From the Soul: Slave 

Quilts from the Ante-Bellum South (1990) is the catalogue accompanying her 

ambitious exhibition which sought to examine quilts made by American *

* Barbara Brackman, "The Strip Tradition in European-American Quilts," 
Clarion 14 (Fall 1989): 51. She noted resemblances between British 
"strippy" quilts of the Victorian era and contemporary African-American 
quilts, as well as linguistic similarities between them in describing the 
act of "stripping" a quilt.

^"Harriet Powers: Portrait of a Black Quilter," in Missing Pieces: 
Georgia Folk Art (Atlanta: Georgia Council for the Arts and Humanities, 
1976).
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slaves. Unfortunately, this study is plagued with many weaknesses; one is 

that its focus is vague. In the book's Prologue, Fry suggested that the 

sources of the Southern applique quilt tradition were imported with slaves 

from Dahomey, an idea which is related to her research on Powers; she also 

proposed that there may be African sources for the use of strips by slave 

quiltmakersThese ideas about African continuities are not explored in 

the remainder of the book, however, perhaps because of the difficulty in 

citing support for them. Fry's primary concern seems to have been to 

exhibit slave-made quilts and describe the contexts in which such quilts 

were made, including the close relationship of slave women and the white 

women they served, and the resourcefulness required of slave quiltmakers.

It is a common assumption that while slaves made fancy Euro-American 

style quilts for their owners, the ones they made for themselves were 

utilitarian quilts crudely and quickly pieced from whatever scraps of 

fabric they could salvage.^ Unfortunately, data provided by Fry neither 

confirms or denies the validity of the second half of this theory. Only 

four quilts illustrated in the book are identified as having been made for 

the slave makers' own use, not enough to draw conclusions; three of them 

exemplify so-called African-American characteristics of improvisation or 

strip construction and appear to be made of scraps,^ while the fourth is

^Fry, Stitched From the Soul, pp. 12-13.

^Pat Ferrero, Elaine Hedges, and Julie Silber, Hearts and Hands: The 
Influence of Women and Quilts on American Society (San Francisco: Quilt 
Digest Press, 1987), p. 49; Benberry, Always There, pp. 27-28.

^The modern style of their fabrics, however, makes an antebellum 
dating questionable.
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an intricately appliqued, symmetrical crib quilt. The other quilts 

reproduced in the book are Euro-American in style— captions state that 

most of them were made for the slave quiltmakers ’ owners. Fry’s ability to 

show a larger number of quilts made for slaves’ own use was restricted by 

the fact that there are few known extant quilts of this type. She feels 

this is due to the unpredictable and mobile nature of African-Americans' 

lives in the post-Civil war period, although other scholars hypothesize 

that black quilts simply were used up or were used to fill new quilts.

Fry’s scholarship on this project has been criticized as overly 

romantic and the accuracy of her antebellum dating of certain quilts has 

been seriously questioned.^ It appears that in her quest to locate slave 

quilts, she was too trusting of the veracity of provenances provided by 

quilt owners. A perusal of her footnotes reveals their almost sole basis 

on George Rawick' s compilations of W.P.A. interviews with ex-slaves. While 

these interviews are important primary sources on slave life, their 

reliability is not infallible, and Fry may have been mistaken in relying 

so heavily on them/* Other problems Fry encountered included a scarcity

^Fry, Stitched From the Soul, p. 39.

^E.g., despite a contrary oral tradition, Sandi Fox noted the 
impossibility that the figures illustrated in the "Couples Quilt" (Fry, 
figure 55), whose top is thought to have been pieced by slave Jane Batson, 
were from the antebellum period. Fox pointed out that the style of the 
bustles and hats on the women in the blocks, as well as other fashion 
details on the men and women, did not exist until the 1870s and 1880s. 
Wrapped in Glory: Figurative Quilts and Bedcovers, 1700-1900 (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1990), pp. 118-121.

^Benberry, Always There, pp. 21-23. "...all the sources are 
treacherous and...no 'definitive' study has been written or ever will be 
written." Eugene Genovese, quoted by Benberry, p . 22.
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of historical information about slave women, the difficulty of documenting 

slave quilts, and racist attitudes about African-Americans within 

historical sources In the end, her study's many weaknesses make its 

value debatable at best.

One important question which Fry did ask— which is relevant to this

paper— was how to deal with the large body of black quilts which do not

exemplify so-called African-American characteristics. She quoted quilt

scholar Laurel Horton's presentation to the Southern Quilt Symposium to

explain why it is problematic to pigeonhole African-American quilts:

One reason I think that whites, especially white quilt makers, feel 
the need to categorize black quilt makers as different is because 
whites have defined "good" quilt making as showing tiny stitches and 
exhibiting one's control over the medium by making exact repetitions 
of carefully constructed blocks. Many traditional black quilt makers 
consider making lots of tiny stitches to be a waste of time and 
doing the same block over and over as boring. There is more than one 
definition of what makes a "good" quilt.^

Calling for more openness regarding expectations imposed upon all

quiltmakers, Horton illustrated a possible scenario in which a person

viewing an improvisational utility quilt would be uncertain whether to

consider it a "good quilt" or not unless she knew the race of its maker.

In Soft Covers for Hard Times: Quiltmaking and the Great Depression,

Merikay Waldvogel examined black quilts within general American

^These included myths promoted by Southern white stereotypes which 
associated any crudely-made antebellum quilt as slave-made, the belief 
that slave quiltmakers worked under the watchful eye of the plantation 
mistress, and the opinion that there was no important slave quiltmaking 
tradition. Fry, Stitched from the Soul, pp. 6-7.

^"Perspectives on African-American Quilts," oral presentation at the 
Hunter Museum of Art, Chattanooga, Tennessee, 22 March 1988, quoted in 
Fry, Stitched From the Soul, p. 11.
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quiltmaking trends, rather than treating them as a separate genre. The 

book explored the popular quilt styles of the 1930s, including several 

variations on string quilts made by both black and white women. In 

addition, Waldvogel also profiled the development of a unique type of 

socially-conscious quilt by the African-American wives of Tennessee Valley 

Authority workers. The ’’Black Power Quilts,” which resemble the paintings 

of Aaron Douglas, represent their makers' hopes for a better world.^

Considering African-American quilts from within, rather than apart 

from, the comprehensive history of quiltmaking in the United States is 

taken even further by Cuesta Benberry. Benberry is a quilt historian who 

is passionately dedicated to separating facts from myths on the subject of 

African-American quiltmaking. Many years of research on black quilts 

culminated in her exhibition, Always There: The African-American Presence 

in American Quilts, which she curated in 1992 for the Kentucky Quilt 

Project. Benberry s essay in the exhibit catalogue systematically and 

authoritatively refutes unsubstantiated myths about African-American 

quilts. Her interpretations of black quilts call for them to be considered 

inclusively, within the mainstream of American quilt history, rather than 

allowing them to be marginalized. Essentially, her methodology involves 

sticking to facts pertaining to the quilts which can be documented and 

avoiding the promulgation of generalizations based on small samples. Many 

previous researchers were guilty of developing broad conclusions about 

black quilts according to data collected from tiny, isolated groups of

^(Nashville: Rutledge Hill Press, 1990), pp. 21, 50-53, 56-57, 78-82.
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quilts

Benberry’s ground-breaking exhibit represents over 150 years of 

quiltmaking by black women in various parts of the country and displays 

quilts made for a variety of reasons. In her catalogue essay, Benberry 

traced a history of African-American participation in American 

quiltmaking, beginning with the role of nineteenth-century slaves and free 

black women and the use of quilts in Anti-Slavery Societies. She referred 

to the active participation of black women in the development of 

quiltmaking through their transmission of quiltmaking methods to Liberia. 

A chapter on Elizabeth Keckley, once a seamstress to Mrs. Lincoln and 

later a Domestic Science teacher, revealed that her students' work was 

displayed at the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893. Examples 

of late nineteenth-century antebellum quilts such as charm quilts, crazy 

quilts, and silhouette quilts, show the influence of national fads on 

black quiltmakers. Benberry analyzed in another chapter the variety of 

quilts produced by the Perkins family over three generations.

^She simply feels that black quiltmaking history is too complex for 
such generalizations to be made: "Scholars familiar with the utilization 
of small scientific samplings that can. at times, predict with a fair 
degree of accuracy certain human behaviors appear to be comfortable when 
similar shortcut methods are applied to complicated historical 
data...Human creativity has so many variables, it is beyond the purview of 
small scientific samplings." Always There, pp. 19-20.

^"Afro-American Women and Quilts," a sampler-style quilt made by 
Benberry in 1979 (Always There, figure 35), summarizes the diversity of 
black quilts— it contains 12 blocks which represent quilts made by women 
from the antebellum period to the present, in both southern and northern 
states. Ibid, pp. 70-72.

^An African-American woman in Tucson owns a silhouette quilt which 
repeats a green leaf motif— it was made by her aunt ca. 1950.
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Benberry has demonstrated how to take an inclusive view of African- 

American quilts with this exhibit which does not choose to study only 

those quilts conforming to a preconceived model. Some of the reproductions 

in the Always There catalogue are fancy quilts made for show, others were 

obviously utilitarian; several were made by contemporary twentieth-century 

artists, while some express the communal views of churches, clubs, or 

schools. Many of the twentieth-century examples illustrate black cultural 

heroes such as Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman, as well as imagery 

from African-American heritage, including African masks, jazz musicians, 

and one of the Uncle Remus Tales. This type of imagery consciously 

represents African-American cultural content, in contrast to the 

unconscious retentions of African aesthetics located in some black quilts 

by other scholars. Although some may consider her exclusion of highly 

Mimprovisational" quilts (such as those researched by Vlach, Wahlman and 

Leon) as separatist, Benberry s underlying message that there is no 

definitive type of African-American quilt is well supported by her 

examples. Her innovative position disrupts most prior scholarship on black 

quilts by calling for a relational approach to their study:

...the historical record of African-American quiltmaking should be 
one of inclusion, not exclusion...a definition of African-American 
quiltmakers which extracts from the entire group only those persons 
whose works conform to stated and implied criteria is 
unacceptable

Unlike the comparatively narrow interpretations of many scholars who have 

researched primarily the African traits in black quilts, Benberry's method

81 Ibid, P . 56.
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is to persuade the reader/viewer to accept a view of African-American 

quilts in all their variety. She does this by presenting the less 

dramatic, perhaps, but more inclusive facts of the history of African- 

American quiltmaking as it developed within the mainstream American 

quiltmaking tradition.

I share Benberry's concern to discover the reality of African- 

American women's role in the domestic art of quiltmaking. Inaccurate and 

stereotyped ideas contained in the literature on African-American quilts 

impede the creation of an authentic history of American women's lives and 

their artistic expressions evinced in quilts. It is time to turn to the 

living quiltmakers themselves and to listen to their stories. In this way 

we can learn the circumstances under which they were taught to make 

quilts, find out why they continue to quilt, and begin to understand what 

factors control and influence the way they make quilts today.
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COMFORTS OF HOME: THE QUILTMAKERS

Quilts are made almost exclusively by older African-American women 

in Tucson, whereas very few of their daughters or granddaughters seem to 

be carrying on the tradition. What determines whether an African-American 

woman will become a quiltmaker? In most cases, the answer lies in her 

relationship with her mother or grandmother who made quilts and probably 

taught her how earlier in this century. The tradition is usually passed 

down through a family’s maternal line, although men have been known to 

participate in quiltmaking too.

In the families of most of the women interviewed for this project, 

quiltmaking filled an economic need when the women were growing up in 

relatively poor, rural environments in the Southeastern states between the 

1930s and the 1950s. All of the women profiled in this paper persist in 

making quilts because, for various reasons, they sincerely enjoy the 

activity. Quiltmaking provides an outlet for artistic expression for most 

of them; for some, it functions as an important aspect of their vocation 

as homemakers. At least one of the quiltmakers pursues this traditional 

activity because it forges a link with her memories of the past and 

deceased loved ones. Continuing the quiltmaking tradition of their mothers 

and aunts and grandmothers contributes to a sense of ethnic or familial

identity for these Tucson women.
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Ella Guillory

Of all the Tucson quiltmakers, Ella Guillory demonstrates the purest 

form of the recycling aesthetic. Her quilts never contain a shred of new 

fabric, but are completely made of salvaged textiles. Ella stitches 

together old curtains, clothes, sheets, bedspreads and blankets to form 

the exterior of her quilts. Only one quilt shown to this author contained 

a piece of purchased fabric— in 1990, she incorporated into a quilt some 

brown fabric which she bought at a second-hand store (fig. 3).

Ella was born in Louisiana where she helped her mother make quilts 

during the summer, a slow time for field work. She was married in 1955 and 

moved to Tucson in 1964. Like her mother, Ella sometimes fills her quilts 

with an old quilt, though often she uses worn-out sleeping bags or 

blankets. In trying to determine what had happened to some of the quilts 

their mother had made years ago, Ella and her sister realized they had 

been used as the batting (filling) for new quilts.

Quiltmaking is not a hobby for Ella, although she says she does find 

the work relaxing. She does not invest in special quilting needles or 

thread, but uses regular sewing needles and the cheapest thread she can 

find. Her quilts are simply functional with no overriding concern for 

appearance. They are not pieced in blocks, and they do not contain any 

decoration beyond their quilting stitches or yarn ties.

Ella's concern in sewing a quilt is just to make the pieces of 

fabric fit; she will even turn in the corners of a quilt top so it will 

conform to the dimensions of the filling. This pattern-free piecing,
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especially visible in a quilt she made for her sister in 1991 (fig. 4) 

gives some of her quilts an appearance resembling "improvisational" quilts 

featured in several of the publications discussed in the previous chapter. 

The authors of those articles and exhibition catalogues might view her 

quilt style as an example of African-American aesthetics, but Ella's 

description of her quiltmaking methods do not suggest that design 

considerations have anything to do with working this way.

Making quilts is Ella's winter project; she continues the practice 

to provide warm bedding for her family. She makes one or two quilts per 

year, and usually gives one away to a family member. She is the only 

quiltmaker interviewed who is working strictly within a family tradition 

rather than conforming to a set of popular or media-influenced quiltmaking 

standards. While Ella learned the value of recycling in relation to 

quiltmaking from her mother, it is interesting that she owns a quilt 

extravagantly made of uncut, purchased fabric which she received from her 

mother as a wedding present.*

*Her mother made (with Ella's help) this treasured quilt of new 
lengths of fabric bought especially for it. The quilt is not pieced and is 
quilted in the fan pattern. The binding was machine-stitched— in an 
effort, Ella and her sister think, to make it look fancy or perfect. 
Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 28 April 1992.
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Fannie Harris

Fannie Harris was born in Ponala, Alabama, the youngest in a family 

with eight children. Her family later moved to Altoona, Pennsylvania, 

where she grew up and still considers home. Fannie’s mother was a 

seamstress and made dresses for her daughters from printed flour sacks 

(fig. 5). ’’That’s all we had,” Fannie said. ”We was happy to get it.”2 

Like some of the other Tucson quiltmakers, Fannie described how her family 

’’batted” out cotton to make it fluff and mass together for use as a quilt 

filling. She perceives this practice of making batting as dating from 

slavery time when black people were forced to use what they had on hand to 

make quilts. Like Ella Guillory, she also remembers that her mother 

sometimes used an old quilt to fill a new one.

Around 1939, when she was approximately thirteen years-old, Fannie 

learned how to make quilts from her mother. As a young woman, she made 

beautiful pieced and appliqued quilts, such as her exquisite Sunbonnet 

Girl quilt (figs. 6 and 6.1), begun when she was fifteen and ten years in 

the making. It was constructed from scraps of printed flour sacks and 

fabrics used to sew dresses. The surface appearance of this pretty quilt, 

with its precise quilting stitches and fancy applique style, obscures its 

frugal construction from scraps. As Mary Twinings has noted, ’’The hidden 

history of African-American women can be found in the quilts which

2Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 9 July 1992.
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chronicle a family’s domestic economy.Consideration of the story behind 

this quilt reveals a household which was not as affluent as the fancy, 

close-to-perfect appearance of the quilt might suggest.

Fannie wishes she had saved her mother’s old quilts. She recalls a 

particular type of star-patterned quilt which her mother made from narrow 

strips or ’’strings” of fabric leftover from clothes-making. Cutting 

diamond-shaped sections of a five-point star from newspaper, she would 

then sew the strings directly onto the paper foundation, trimming the 

fabric to fit. The five points were sewn together and the stars, newspaper 

intact, assembled into the "star” version of what is commonly called a 

"string quilt” (figs. 7, 7.1)/

For Fannie, like the African-American artist John Riggers, star 

motifs have a special, personal significance. Sometimes she looks out at 

the stars at night and prays. She remembers, "when I was a little girl and 

didn’t know anything about being saved, I’d look out in the yard and see 

the stars...shooting stars.

Ten years ago, Fannie moved to Tucson with an invalid woman who had 

employed Fannie as her caretaker. During the five years she worked for * *

^’’Echoes from the South: African-American Quilters in Buffalo, ” New 
York Folklore X (Summer-Fall 1984): p. 113.

*John Michael Vlach calls the string quilt the most prevalent item of 
African-American culture and relates their aesthetics to the style of West 
African textiles, yet this technique has also been practiced by white 
quiltmakers; The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts (Cleveland: 
Cleveland Museum of Art, 1978), p. 55. The type of string star made in 
Fannie’s family is described in Pat L. Nickols in "String Quilts,” 
Uncoverings 3 (1982): p. 54.

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 20 October 1992.
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this woman, Fannie took up quilting again to fill the long hours spent 

sitting with her charge. Today, Fannie is President of the Pastor’s Aid 

group at her church, Mount Olive Church of God in Christ. In that role, 

she is involved in an evangelization group which targets shut-ins and 

young women, and she cooks for the church's booth at community events. She 

also makes quilts to sell at craft fairs, at local events such as Tucson 

Meet Yourself and the Juneteenth Festival, and at other times by word of 

mouth— in the end she donates the proceeds to the church. ”1 like to help 

someone in need," she says, "it makes me feel good.

In order to produce and sell her quilts easily, Fannie makes what 

she calls "fake quilts," comforters made from "cheater cloth," a type of 

fabric printed to give the illusion of being a pieced or appliqued quilt. 

She makes a quilt by sandwiching a sheet of batting between a lining 

fabric and a cheater cloth top. Using an embroidery hoop to hold the 

layers together, Fannie hand quilts along the edges of the printed 

designs, which gives the quilt an appearance of actually being pieced or 

appliqued (fig. 8).

Audience or market can determine quilt aesthetics, just as it does 

fine artJ Since Fannie's goal in making quilts nowadays is primarily to 

sell them, she no longer makes intricately pieced quilts. Being less time-

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 9 July 1992.

^There are a variety of audiences for quilts, which have engendered 
different standards— in this case, the standards are economic. See Jennie 
A. Chinn, Some Women Make Quilts, but They Aren't Quilt Makers’: 
Aesthetic Principles in Quilt Making," in Textile Diaries: Quilts as 
Cultural Markers (Kansas State Historical Society, 1990), pp. 32-42.
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consuming to make than pieced quilts, her "fake quilts" can be sold for 

less money, which results in a greater volume of sales and more profits 

for use by the church. Still, Fannie knows that if she took the time she 

could make beautiful pieced and appliqued quilts again. "I don’t do fancy 

stuff...though I could...I just might someday if I live awhile."®

0
Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 20 October 1992.
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Michele Butler

Michele Butler is a rare young woman in Tucson who has been actively 

and enthusiastically pursuing the art of quiltmaking for four years. 

Complicated, fancy quilts are a challenge eagerly met by this twenty year- 

old who quilts for pleasure, not economic need. Like Fannie, she is drawn 

to star patterns; but for Michele the attraction is the difficulty of 

piecing together designs with set-in pieces. MAnything with set-in pieces, 

I like to try it." She likes the Trip Around the World pattern, a kind of 

checkerboard design, but says she would not make one: ”1 want something 

harder.

Although Michele was born and raised in Tucson, her father's family 

came from Maryland, Washington, D.C., and North Carolina; her mother’s 

from Texas. Family antiques and old things, including quilts, have always 

been valued in Michele's home. During the years she was growing up, there 

was an old Bow Tie quilt around the house, and on her parents’ bed was a 

red and blue Dresden Plate. Several of her ancestors were quiltmakers, and 

she was directly exposed to quiltmaking by two of her father's aunts who 

lived with the family. The stories the older women told about quilting 

earlier in their lives were a powerful influence on Michele. She pestered 

one of the aunts to show her how to make quilts, but to no avail.

Quiltmaking was strong in her mother's family also. Michele's mother 

related memories of quiltmaking from her own childhood: 9

9 Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 22 October 1992.
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I remember my aunt and her family sitting around the fireplace and 
quilting; they were allowed to quilt on Sunday^ That's what kept us 
together... the American fabric of our people.1

She feels that quiltmaking activities were a bond which held together

African-Americans who were separated from the larger society by

discrimination. She does not enjoy making quilts personally, however, but

is very supportive of Michele’s choice to carry on this family tradition.

Daily contact with quilts in a family which treasured them as

artifacts of loved and respected forebears made quiltmaking seem like an

appropriate thing for Michele to do. Motivated by an inborn love for color

and fabrics, she experimented with making dolls (her mother’s hobby) and

sewing clothes, until.she became frustrated with using a sewing machine

and turned to quiltmaking. Hand stitching quilt blocks together was more

appealing to her, because she could exercise greater control over the

cloth and was therefore able to combine several different fabrics in one

project.

At the age of sixteen, Michele taught herself how to make quilts, 

receiving only a little sewing advice from her mother. One of her 

incentives for learning to make quilts was to impress her aunts: ”1 had to 

show them I could do it. Entirely unlike the intuitive process of 

cutting and piecing quilts described by Eli Leon in his Who'd A Thought It 

catalogue, Michele makes carefully-measured cardboard templates before 

cutting her fabric. Her mother believes Michele has a naturally analytical 10 ll

10Ibid.

llIbid.
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mind and an aptitude for geometry. In fact, Michele is a perfectionist; if 

she is not satisfied with the results when she sews a quilt together, she 

takes it apart and starts over. Sometimes, she says, "I like it better the 

way I put it together the second time.

Michele's early quilts were relatively simple patchworks made from 

scraps leftover from her mother's doll-making enterprise (fig. 9). She 

sewed her first applique quilt in 1989 from some blanket-stitched 

butterflies given to her as a gift; this inspired her to create her own 

appliqued Pig Quilt three years later (fig. 10). In 1992, when an illness 

forced her to take an extended break from school, she began making quilts 

in earnest as a form of relaxation: "I used to work on it until my head 

hurt. During this fruitful period she completed five quilts, including 

the Pig Quilt, a checkerboard baby quilt, a Tulip Quilt for an elderly 

aunt, and a Nine Patch (fig. 11), which she attempted to sell but then 

decided she could not part with. By the end of last year, she had 

completed her masterpiece, Cathedral Star (fig. 12), which graces her own 

bed; but since then she has begun another complex quilt in the Bow Tie 

pattern.

Unlike the other Tucson quiltmakers, Michele has never personally 

experienced the need to make quilts for strictly utilitarian purposes. As 

a result, she has not been forced to improvise quilts from recycled 

materials, other than using her mother's doll-making scraps for her first

12 Ibid.

13 ibid.
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quilts, and she does not associate working quickly with the process. 

Instead, in accordance with contemporary methods, Michele spends a 

substantial amount of time planning her quilts. With an artist's 

imagination, she pre-visualizes each quilt and composes its blocks on 

graph paper. She believes the best quilts are designed by the maker, not 

merely copied from a published pattern.

The initial design for her favorite quilt, the Cathedral Star, came 

from a magazine, but she reinterpreted the original by choosing fabrics 

and colors which appealed to her own taste. Before Michele put a stitch 

into the quilt, she invested many hours shopping for fabric, collecting 

individual palettes of several fabric prints in various color schemes from 

which she assembled the stars. "Right now," she says, "I’m trying to work 

with colors flowing into one another and [with] optical illusion. Her 

efforts to do this have resulted in a quilt which resembles an updated 

scrap quilt; its shimmery stars have a faceted appearance and appear to 

float on a three-dimensional gray and black background.

This quilt is special to Michele because, for the first time, she 

acquired exactly the right materials she had in mind. She received some of 

the expensive cloth as a birthday present from her mother, a testament to 

how passionately she wanted particular fabrics to make the quilt perfect. 

Her Bow Tie quilt promises to be as spectacular as the star quilt— she 

sees it as her personal reinterpretation of this old-fashioned pattern. At 

the end of last year, she was carefully selecting fabric in various colors

14Ibid.
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for piecing the "bows."

Although Michele does not consciously think about her African- 

American ancestry when designing a quilt, she admits there may be some 

ethnic influence in the bright colors with which she works. Considering 

the ancestral quiltmaking history which preceded her, she is living out 

the African-American legacy of her own family. The value of quiltmaking in 

their clan may initially have been a means of keeping warm, but it also 

became a thread binding them together in common work and ultimately 

binding the family together through time.



85

Betty Williams

Betty Williams reminisces about sitting beside the fireplace with 

her sisters, doing sewing chores for their mother, who was a seamstress. 

Her first quilt, made around 1930— shortly before her twelfth birthday—  

was a Nine Patch constructed from one-inch squares of fabric provided by 

her mother and lined with flour sacks that had been washed until the 

printing on them faded. Her family lived on a farm in Mississippi and 

their quilts were filled with home-grown cotton which they "whipped in" 

with a switch until it was fluffy. Back when she was a child, she believes 

that only rich people had store-bought blankets; her family, on the other 

hand, used quilts for cover. Betty says they referred to quilts as 

"kivvers.

As a girl, Betty learned the virtue of quality quiltmaking from her 

mother. Although their quilt tops were made from scraps leftover from 

sewing projects, and they sometimes made string-type quilts, the fabric 

was always new (not rags) and her mother always used a pattern of some 

kind. She did not sew pieces of fabric together any which way, as some 

other African-American quiltmakers reportedly have, but made "fancy" 

quilts, with the fanciest ones being for sale. The family's sewing machine 

was not used for making quilts; quilts were always carefully hand-pieced

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 9 May 1992. The term "kivvers," though 
spelled "kivers," was also documented by George P. Rawick, ed., Georgia 
Narratives, vol. 13 of American Slavef pp. 99-100, quoted in Gladys-Marie 
Fry, Stitched from the Soul: Slave Quilts from the Antebellum South (New 
York: Dutton, 1990), p. 76.
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and hand-quilted, as Betty's still are today.^

Betty moved to Chicago as an adult and eventually came to Tucson as 

a housekeeper for a doctor and his wife. She later had a career as a 

pastry chef at Kino Hospital. Since retiring in 1983 she has been actively 

quilting, something she did not have time to do while employed. Betty has 

been a member of the Homemaker's Club at the Fred Archer Center for many 

years; her quiltmaking activities correlate with the domestic values the 

organization promotes. A major influence on her current quiltmaking 

pursuits has been her membership in the American Quilt Society, whose 

publications influence the relatively fine manner of quiltmaking she 

practices. In her opinion, her stitching now is fancier than when she was 

growing up; rather than doing all-over, fan-type quilting, she usually 

quilts around each pattern element

She is well-read on the subject of quilts ,* in fact, the quilt books 

which she owns are the sources for many of the quilt designs she makes. 

When she sees a new design which appeals to her, she cannot wait to try 

it. Usually, she has several quilt projects going simultaneously.

Despite her endorsement of contemporary quiltmaking standards, many 

of Betty's quilts are more dynamic than the repetitive, color-coordinated 

quilts popular since the beginning of the American quilt revival in the

^Betty uses a sewing machine only for seaming long pieces of fabric. 
Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 18 March 1992.

^Geraldine Johnson reported that among her sample of quilters fan 
quilting was associated with old-fashioned or plain quiltmaking 
traditions; M,More for Warmth Than for Looks': Quilts of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains," North Carolina Folklore Journal 30 (Fall-Winter 1982): 61-63.
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1970s. One reason for the vibrant style of her quilts is her fabric 

sources: she continues to utilize scraps of fabric. Some of them are saved 

for her by sewing friends and clients, though she emphasizes that they are 

scraps of new material. As a result, many of her quilts contain a mix of 

patterns and colors not unlike the variety seen in utilitarian quilts such 

as string quilts. The reversible Crumb Quilt (1990), a commissioned quilt 

made from McrumbsH leftover from other sewing projects, is an example of 

this (fig. 13) Often, she assembles quilts made from many tiny pieces, 

a technique used in her unfinished Stella #1 (fig. 14), a variation on the 

Postage Stamp pattern, and her favorite quilt, the Rose Garden 

(1983-1992), made of multicolored hexagons on a white field (fig. 15). The 

tiny pieces in these quilts recall the one-inch squares of her first 

childhood Nine Patch.

Although the arrangement of multiple fabrics in her quilts gives 

them a spontaneous appearance, Betty explains that she carefully decides 

how to juxtapose each piece of cloth. Her aim is to "blend" the colors and 

prints so they complement each other: nI don't try to get a piece to match 

it; I like to blend different fabrics— I think that's prettier than two 

colors. For example, she looks for "something that will go in with that 

red and make it look pretty, make it look good. So it won't clash." Her

^This quilt pattern is called Spring Amish in Sandra O'Brien, ed, 
Great American Quilts (Birmingham, AL: Oxmoor House, 1988), pp. 19-20.

^Ruth Yarbrough, who designed Stella //i, was inspired by Frank 
Stella's paintings to create this impression of a block within a block. 
O'Brien, Great American Quilts, pp. 9-13.

Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 16 September 1992.
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Silk Spool (fig. 16), completed after three years’ time in 1992, was 

constructed of a myriad of silky fabrics arranged to create an impression 

of transition from light to dark. When sewing it, she would place two 

or three pieces of the same color beside each other, but then put another 

piece next to them which would "bring it out and make it look good.

Betty also uses certain quilting stitches to complement the design 

of a quilt— for example, she says that the pumpkin and vine quilting 

stitches on her 1990 Le Moyne Star quilt (fig. 17) "brings it out. Her 

intuitive sense of color and pattern mixing gives her quilts a vibrant 

feeling despite their sometimes delicate designs. This apparently inborn 

ability could be interpreted as an African-American tendency to improvise 

or vary from a predictable pattern. It could be also be viewed as an 

aspect of Betty’s creative personality, and also may derive from lessons 

learned from her mother during the Depression, when many quilts were made

Silk Spool is from Great American Quilts, pp. 125-126. Betty said 
it is also known as Friendship Spool. An almost identical quilt is found 
in Patricia Cooper and Norma Bradley Allen, The Quilters: Women and 
Domestic Art: An Oral History (New York: Doubleday, 1977; reprint ed. , New 
York: Anchor Books, 1989), p. 150. The original design may have been a 
"charm quilt," a type made by collecting or trading scraps until there 
were no identical pieces, then using them in a single template quilt, such 
as a hexagon or diamond pattern. This Victorian era fad recurred in the 
1920s and 1980s. See Quilts of Indiana: Crossroads of Memories 
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: University of Indiana Press, 1991), p.55.

22Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 7 October 1992. This sounds something 
like Pecolia Warner’s description of her piecing technique: "When you 
cutting them little bitty pieces out you got to study how to put them 
together, and you want it to hit just right." Quoted in Maude Southwell 
Wahlman and Ella King Torrey, Ten Afro-American Quilters (Jackson: 
University of Mississippi and the Center for Study of Southern Culture, 
1983).

23Ibid.
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of multicolored scraps.

The stark black crosses which accentuate the other colors in the 

1992 Good Friday Quilt (fig. 18), and the intersection areas pieced from 

a mix of colors, also suggest that Betty may be working within an African- 

American quilt style. Yet Betty virtually copied this pattern from an 

article in Good Housekeeping magazine. Personal taste or an ethnic 

aesthetic could have influenced her to choose this pattern in which strong 

black shapes play a powerful symbolic role, but it is also likely that 

Betty's Christian faith attracted her to the content of the design.

Subtle quirks in a quilt which Betty made from a quilt top her 

mother had originally constructed around 1965 could also be viewed as 

manifestations of a black improvisational quiltmaking aesthetic, as 

described by some researchers in the previous chapter. The twelve 

checkerboard blocks in "Mother’s Patchwork" (fig. 19) contain a few 

unmatched pieces of fabric, and two patches of contrasting blue fabric 

tacked onto the ends of the upper border strip interrupt the overall 

symmetry of the quilt's design. While it is possible that this impromptu 

style has something to do with unconscious retentions of African 

improvisation, the possibility that Betty's mother simply ran out of 

matching fabrics cannot be overlooked as a controlling factor. Betty 

called this type of quilt a "patchwork," in contrast to quilts with 

specifically named patterns.^ Utilitarian quilts made by white American

^"Make These Glorious Quilts Inspired by the Bible," April 1983, pp. 
136-139, 277-280.

or
Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 15 June 1992.
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women with blocks pieced from nine, sixteen or twenty-five patches have 

similar appearances

Like many of the quilters' families who were limited by 

circumstances to make quilts from available materials, Betty has 

restrictions on her ability to acquire quiltmaking supplies. Despite 

living in the middle of a large metropolitan area, she can shop only when 

and where someone will drive her, and therefore cannot compare fabrics and 

costs as much as she would like. Since her budget is limited, she tends to 

make do with what she can find at a reasonable price or with cloth she has 

on hand.

Betty is not willing to compromise, however, when she has a strong

image in her mind for a quilt and is unable at first to find exactly the

right fabric to make it. When she sewed a Pine Tree quilt a few years ago,

she had a difficult time finding precisely the color of green she had

visualized for the trees. Her persistence in searching for the perfect

color, like a painter who mixes colors until the correct tint is achieved,

finally paid off— the quilt is one of her favorites:

I think it's art to sit down and figure out how to make a quilt and 
do it— it's just like painting— you do it and if you don't like it, 
you touch it up here and touch it up there.

Typically, Betty gives her quilts to family members and friends. The 

Pine Tree quilt was given to a relative as a wedding present and she gave

^E.g., a Sixteen Patch quilt in Patricia Cox Crews and Ronald C. 
Naugle, eds., Nebraska Quilts and Quiltmakers (Lincoln and London: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1991), pp. 56-57.

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 7 October 1992.
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the beautiful Le Moyne Stafl to her granddaughters’ Sunday School teacher 

as a thank-you gift. Betty inherited this habit from her mother, who also 

gave quilts to express her gratefulness. Realistically, she cannot afford 

to give so many quilts away anymore, yet a generous spirit cannot be 

quelled. In the autumn of 1992 she made a quilt from a top pieced by 

someone else— it was to be sold in the gift shop at St. Joseph's Hospital. 

She also agreed to donate a quilt for a raffle sponsored by an African- 

American women's organization at the phone company. Betty also sells 

quilts and would like to sell more, but few buyers are willing to pay what 

she feels her quilts are worth.

Last spring, Betty was commissioned by a woman to make an African- 

American type of quilt from African-style fabrics. She described the 

colors the woman wanted for the quilts as "dark colors with blacks, deep 

oranges...golds and oranges," and admitted that while she did not like 

these colors herself, she was trying to locate them for her customer. 

Unsure of exactly what the woman might consider as an African-American 

type of quilt, Betty researched the kind of pattern and fabrics she could 

use. She found some African-style fabric which could be ordered from the 

American Quilt Society and noted a pattern in a book which was identified 

as African-American. When asked if she believed that there is an unique 

African-American style, she responded, "I really don't, I really don't

28 *She likes to point out that another Le Moyne Star quilt, named after 
the family who founded New Orleans, hangs in the courthouse in New 
Orleans. See Patsy and Myron Orlofsky, Quilts in America (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1974), p. 253, on the history of this antique pattern.
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know...I have ideas about what I like and what I want to do.

A few months later, after participating in the "Comforts of Home" 

exhibition, Betty began to take her role as a black quiltmaker more 

seriously than she had before. In the course of being interviewed 

repeatedly for television and newspaper features, she started to see 

herself as a spokesperson for African-American women as a whole. When a 

reporter asked if she thought there was a distinct African-American quilt 

style, she replied no, that she felt differences came from different 

people Since then she has come into contact with many other black women 

who, like her, make quilts. As a result, she is becoming more aware of her 

identity as a black quiltmaker, in addition to her perception of herself 

as an individual. That self-recognition was made clear when she asked this 

author if African-American women are going to be in quilt books now.^

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 9 May 1992.

^KOLD, "News," 10 September 1992, interview by Barbara Grijalva. 

^Telephone interview, Tucson, Arizona, 30 September 1992.
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Wilma Lee

Wilma Lee’s family, originally from Georgia, has a rich history of 

handed-down stories about ancestors in previous generations. As a result, 

Wilma is very aware of women who preceded her in the practice of 

quiltmaking. She has a great deal of respect for them, especially slave 

women who she believes worked hard to make quilts needed for basic 

survival. Wilma is also cognizant of the reasons why their efforts have 

long been cloaked in obscurity:

All of this has been overlooked because women did it... if a man did 
it, they'd shout it from the rooftops. Women have done some great 
things and no one has even noticed it...she was supposed to do that, 
she was a wife. She is the most powerful person on earth because she 
works quietly and she is humble.

Like the black quiltmakers of the past, Wilma quietly makes strong 

artistic statements without drawing much attention to herself. A 

fascinating and energetic woman, Wilma paints and crochets in addition to 

making quilts. The walls of her home are literally covered with her 

paintings, while her crocheted items and quilts adorn the tables, chairs, 

and beds. She considers herself an artist and is striving to achieve her 

"masterpiece." Although she believes such perfection is unattainable, the 

constant yearning for it motivates her to continue creating beautiful 

objects.

Wilma has vivid memories of quilts from the 1930s, when she was 

raised by her grandmother on a farm in Eastern Texas. She remembers two 

kinds of quilts there: special fancy quilts, along with embroidered linens

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 21 August 1992.
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and pillowcases, for Sundays and for guests; and plain block quilts for 

everyday u s e T h e r e  were Sunflower quilts and "complicated" quilts, but 

the one which had the strongest impact on Wilma was a Peacock quilt. Wilma 

becomes nostalgic when she describes this quilt, which she remembers well 

although it has been four or five decades since she has seen it. "That was 

the most beautiful quilt I'd ever seen. It's a masterpiece. If I could 

make one of those I think I'd quit quilting and just hang it on the 

wall.

Wilma remembers that her grandmother purchased fabric "when she had 

25 or 30 c e n t s a n d  that she made batting by hand-picking seeds out of 

raw cotton. While her grandmother used a treadle sewing machine to 

construct clothes, her quilts were strictly hand-made. Some of them were 

pieced together patchwork-style and some were appliqued; they were often 

hand quilted, but some were tacked together with string or yarn.

Unlike most of the other Tucson quiltmakers, Wilma was not taught to 

quilt as a child. In fact, when her grandmother and friends were quilting, 

the women kept Wilma out of the way by giving her chores to do. She was

^Wilma compared it to "wearing Sunday clothes and wearing blue 
jeans." Telephone interview, Tucson, Arizona, 21 October 1992. Lillie Lee, 
a quiltmaker documented in Mary Anne McDonald's thesis, distinguished 
"everyday" quilts from "Sunday" quilts; Because I Needed Some Cover': 
Afro-American Quiltmakers of Chatham County, North Carolina" (MA Thesis, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1985), pp. 75-76.

^Apparently appliqued, the quilt was made from tiny pieces of 
brightly-colored fabric. The peacock's body was depicted in profile with 
its tail spread out and extending up to where a pillow would be placed. 
Wilma recalls that the quilt took 7 years to complete and thinks the idea 
came from a magazine. Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 21 August 1992.

^Telephone interview, Tucson, Arizona, 21 October 1992.
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only allowed to help with the tacked quilts: "I could get in on 

that...she'd let me do some of that. Considering the lack of 

encouragement she received, it is amazing that Wilma ever began to make 

quilts.

On the advice of her uncle, who was stationed at Fort Huachuca 

(southeast of Tucson), at the age of twelve Wilma moved to Tucson with her 

mother. She attended Dunbar High, the only high school in the city which 

minorities could attend in the 1940s, but did not earn her diploma until 

she was living in California after her marriage. She had more time 

available then, and taught herself how to quilt (and crochet) by 

remembering how other people, including her grandmother, had done it. 

Wilma and her husband eventually returned to Tucson. Other than when she 

attends church functions, most of her time nowadays is spent at home with 

her husband, who is bedridden. This provides opportunities for her 

artistic pursuits.

Breaking with family tradition, Wilma appreciates being able to use 

a sewing machine to seam quilt pieces together: ’’that’s a convenience and 

a luxury." She quilts by machine or by hand, "according to the pattern or 

the delicacy or look of it." Unlike her grandmother, who used a ceiling- 

hung frame, Wilma places a quilt on the floor, on a table, or over two 

chairs when she quilts its layers together. She continues to make quilts 

simply because she enjoys the expression it provides. "It's art to me, 

it's just like painting. It is art with fabric. You create whatever you

36Ibid.
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want to create." She feels that quilting "is magic. It's your own 

creation.

Wilma's quilts are the most overtly "improvisational" of the Tucson 

quilts, according to Leon, Vlach, and Wahlman's definition of the term. 

When she makes a block-based quilt, Wilma tends to vary the colors of 

fabric from block to block rather than stick to a predictable repetition 

of hues. The resulting multi-colored effect can be seen in her 1985-1986 

Framed Nine Patch and 1987 Bow Tie quilts (figs. 20 and 21). While her 

color selection could be due to an inborn African-American aesthetic, it 

is also determined by available fabrics and Wilma's artistic enjoyment in 

combining colors, whether they are in the form of paint, yarn, or cloth. 

She is not concerned with making color-coordinated quilts: "I don't like 

to make that kind...they're too tight, too closed.

While Wilma's quilts could be considered improvisat ional in terms of 

color, they do not follow Leon's concept of "flexible patterning": the 

dimensions of her quilts' patterns do not change as they are repeated. The 

multiple colors employed within the blocks of her Rolling Star (1979)

quilt (fig. 22) create an illusion of random designs, but the blocks are
39actually identical in form.

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 21 August 1992.

38 Ibid.
39J7This use of color is akin to the color combinations described in 

black quilts by Maude Wahlman and John Scully in "Aesthetic Principles in 
Afro-American Quilts," in Afro-American Folk Arts and Crafts, ed. William 
Ferris (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1983), p. 88. It resembles the use of different 
colors by Carrie Severt, a white quilter who worked in an improvisational 
manner, in Geraldine Johnson’s "'More for Warmth Than for Looks,'" p. 70.
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Wilma’s String Quilt (fig. 23) strongly resembles the 

improvisational quilts discussed by some scholars. The quilt’s diagonal 

strips, especially the lime green, bright red, and pink-colored ones, 

clash vibrantly, thereby imparting a sense of excitement in the 

interrupted linear patterns across its surfaceIronically, the idea for 

making this quilt did not descend from family tradition. Wilma admits that 

her grandmother made similar kinds of quilts, so perhaps that memory 

influenced her to choose to make the quilt; but her direct inspiration was 

a demonstration for using up long scraps of fabric which she saw on a 

television quiltmaking program. Although string quilts are usually 

considered a quick method of making quilts, Wilma began this one in 1983 

and did not complete it until six years later.

Wilma’s choice of electrifying colors for the String Quilt may be 

ethnically-derived, but the quilt’s ’’broken’ pattern which zig-zags across 

it is due to the technique which she copied from the show/* Wilma 

stitched together narrow strips of fabric (’’strings”) to form long 

rectangular pieces, which she then cut into squares. Slicing the squares 

diagonally into triangles, Wilma moved the pieces around until she found

^Mollie Rogers, a black quiltmaker documented by McDonald, said that 
contrasting solid colors in a scrap quilt will intensify the design's 
contrast: ”...if you take it and slice [strip] it with a solid color, it 
makes it show up some more.” Because I Needed Some Cover,’” p. 61.

^"String quilts align various strips into modules which have a 
definite linear movement. By combining the modules, the quiltmaker can 
manipulate this movement...” Laurel Horton, ”Quiltmaking Traditions in 
South Carolina,” in Horton and Lynn Robertson Myers, Social Fabric: South 
Carolina's Traditional Quilts (University of South Carolina: McKissick 
Museum, 1986), p. 27.
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an arrangement which pleased her. She then sewed the triangles together 

into rectangular strips and seamed the strips together. Unlike other 

stripped or string quilts which have the off-beat matching of seams, the 

corners of the pieced blocks from which this spontaneous-looking quilt is 

made match at the corners. Complementing the improvisational look of the 

top are quilting stitches in a seemingly free-form spider web pattern, 

which were created by following a design on the lining fabric.

Wilma recognizes that using bright colors in quilts, as she does,

is a trait of African-Americans: "I like color and most black people

like...a lot of different colors...that's a g ive-away.She is proud of

her quilts, but realizes that in the past, black women made odd-looking

quilts because they had to make do with whatever materials they could

find. In comparison to today when, "you have a choice— you can go to the

fabric store," she imagines slave women making quilts in "pitiful huts"

where their creativity and ability to make perfect quilts was limited by

the scraps and few nighttime hours they salvaged in order to make them:

So you would see some funny-looking quilts. When that's all you had, 
you’d do the best you could...and nine times out of ten, the 
lighting wasn' t well. . .only kerosene lamps or the fireplace. . .People 
might look at those and say those black people didn't know what 
they were doing, ' but those women worked hard just to survive. It 
would kill me, I'm so pampered.

42Telephone interview, Tucson, Arizona, 21 October 1992. Wahlman and 
Scully concluded from their study that "Afro-American quilters do not seem 
interested in a uniform color scheme." "Aesthetic Principles," p. 88.

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 21 August 1992.
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Shirley Jackson

You didn't have no size you was going for, you go in there and you 
would sew it, you would sew so much and you would sew a piece here, 
sew a piece there and you would run to the bed and you said, no, 
it's not quite big enough,' and you'd go back and sew some more on 
until you get it to fit that bed...then what your mom did, she went 
and took the scissors and she trimmed it off to fit that bed. And 
the little pieces that were left over, you'd take those little 
pieces and you'd start over with a quilt again. That’s what it was 
like, and that's why quilts have no rules.

Shirley Jackson^ laughs good-naturedly when she tells this story 

about how her family made scrap quilts when she was a young girl. She 

perceives a difference between that time, the 1940s, when the reason for 

making quilts was predominantly to keep warm at night, and the present, 

when making beautiful, widely admired quilts is the goal of virtually all 

quiltmakers. She feels that all the parts are consistent in a beautiful 

quilt— in comparison to the quilt in her story which was stripped together 

from scraps.

Shirley was born into a large family in Washington, Arkansas. Around 

1947, when she was approximately eleven years-old, the family moved to 

Coolidge, Arizona. Shirley's brother-in-law, who was already working in 

the area's cotton fields, suggested they could make a better living there. 

Picking peaches and cotton in both Arkansas and Arizona, Shirley’s only 

happy times as a child were attending school half-days when she was not

^Interview with Shirley Jackson, Tucson, Arizona,
15 April 1992.

^Not her real name— upon her request, her name has been changed to 
protect her privacy.
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needed in the fields, and quilting with her eight sisters in the
• 46evenings.

Since Shirley's family was quite poor, they made quilts from 

salvaged materials. They were especially resourceful in finding fillings

for the quilts, sometimes using pieces of old fabric (Mrag quilts"), straw 

("straw quilts"), or raw cotton (from which they hand-picked the seeds).^ 

Straw or cotton had to be beaten with a stick until it became fluffy and 

massed together. These substitutes for purchased batting or ginned cotton 

are unusual, but not unknown

Shirley's account of hanging quilts from tree branches to quilt them 

is unique, however. Rather than buy a quilting frame, her father 

improvised one from two long sticks onto which the top and bottom of a 

quilt were rolled. Family members gathered around and stitched the quilt 

together while it was suspended in a tree. This author has not found a 

published description of the practice or found anyone who has heard of it 

anecdotally

Shirley married an Air Force man and they have lived in Tucson, on 

and off, for thirty-three years. She has been active in the African-

^"Threads That Bind: Tucson women preserve special quilting 
tradition," Arizona Daily Star, 4 October 1992, "Home" Sec., pp. 1,3.

^She had saved a straw quilt made by her grandmother until it was 
water damaged in a rainstorm.

^Wool, linen flax, old clothing and linens, cornhusks, and a myriad 
of ingenious materials have been used as the interlinings of quilts by 
thrifty or poor quiltmakers. Orlofsky, Quilts in America, pp. 94-99.

^Shirley says she also knows of people quilting a quilt while it was 
hanging vertically on a wall.
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American community in the city, and organized the annual Juneteenth 

Festival for fourteen years. Since 1970, she has been involved with the 

Homemakers Clubs of the state's Cooperative Extension Service; in that 

context she became trained in sewing and crafts and taught classes to the 

neighborhood women at the Fred Archer Center. A few years ago, she 

coordinated a crafts and quilt show at the center as a benefit for 

disadvantaged people.

As an adult, Shirley did not make quilts until 1976, when she and 

her mother returned to Arkansas after an aunt died. Seeing her aunt's 

quilts stimulated Shirley and her mother to reminisce about the family's 

old quilts and inspired them to take up quiltmaking again, though now as 

a hobby rather than out of necessity. "Until my aunt died and we went back 

and saw the quilts, it wasn’t important to us. Surviving and work was more 

important. Because her mother was ill at this time, the two women spent 

a lot of time together, making quilts for the pure enjoyment of 

constructing them:

When my mother and I were making quilts, we would rush and finish it 
to see what it looks like. If the block doesn't look pretty we'll 
change it around and see how it looks."

After her mother died, Shirley continued to sew quilts, and to make them

rapidly, anxious to see their designs take form.

Design sources for Shirley include quilt patterns in books and

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 29 July 1992. 

51 Ibid.
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52magazines. She constantly tries them out, but always improvises them in

some way to create an effect which pleases her:

I just flow with my quilts. When I cut my quilts out, I go ahead in 
there— like last night, I sat there and I did nine blocks... I cut 
the quilt out and I wanted to see what it looked like and I wanted 
to get enough blocks to put on the bed to see what different 
patterns that I could turn it into...you can always arrange it in a 
different manner and it makes a different quilt.

When she sewed her Log Cabin quilt (fig. 24) in 1992, for instance, she

used only three different solid color fabrics rather than a variety of

light and dark toned prints— the result is a dramatically graphic design

versus the modulated effect usually created by this popular pattern.^

Shirley believes that the process she uses, rearranging the elements

in a quilt design to come up with different effects, is how quilt patterns

evolved. In her opinion, African-American women played a key role in the

development of quilt patterns during the nineteenth century, when

patchwork quilting came into being and slave hands coincidentally stitched

^This use of "improvise” does not imply that she creates a series of 
ever-changing patterns in a single quilt, like Leon's "flexible 
patterning," but that she makes adjustments to the basic block design, or 
to the overall pattern, to create a new version of an existing quilt 
pattern. This type of improvisation is typical of quiltmaking in general.

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 29 April 1992.

^Shirley translates her color choices as follows: the black resembles 
the darkness of the night, the blue is the sky, and the peach center 
square represents a light in the window— "more or less like what a cabin 
the wilderness would look like." Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 29 July 1992. 
A similar use of highly contrasting solid colors can be seen in black 
quiltmaker Pauline Williams's State House version of the Log Cabin 
pattern; Ruth Haislip Roberson, ed. , North Carolina Quilts (Chapel Hill 
and London: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), p. 134.
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many quilts in the United States

Shirley has no interest in laboring long hours to produce a perfect 

quilt. Consequently, she often uses a sewing machine to piece quilts 

together, which is faster than hand-piecing, and she avoids time-consuming 

applique quilts. Some of her quilt tops are constructed from large pieces 

of fabric, a time-saving technique which contributes to their bold, 

graphic quality. Her quilting stitches are relatively long, which enables 

her to work f a s t e r T h e s e  methods, deriving from her determined 

personality and childhood experience of making quilts quickly for 

immediate use, obviously influence the appearance of her quilts

Since it is the quilting stitches which Shirley feels makes a quilt 

pretty, she always does her quilting by hand. To reduce her quilting time, 

she invented a quick method called "Table Top Quilting" in which she

 ̂Benberry and Leon would agree with her on this. Further research 
needs to be done to prove this hypothesis, however. See Always There: The 
African-American Presence in American Quilts (Louisville: The Kentucky 
Quilt Project, 1992), p.28; and Who'd a Thought It: Improvisation in 
African-American Quiltmaking (San Francisco: San Francisco Craft and Folk 
Art Museum, 1987), pp. 59, 61.

^Mama Willie Abrams was teased that her stitches were so long that 
"you get your toe hung up in ’em in the bed." Nancy Callahan, The Freedom 
Quilting Bee (Tuscaloosa and London: University of Alabama Press, 1987), 
p. 210. I have heard similar jokes, but Shirley’s stitches are not that 
long.

^Mary Ann McDonald made similar observations about the techniques 
used by some African-American quilters in North Carolina. "’Because I 
Needed Some Cover’: Afro-American Quiltmakers of Chatham County, North 
Carolina" (MA Thesis, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1985), 
pp. 55-57.
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58drapes a quilt over a folding banquet table to stitch it together. This 

eliminates the time most quiltmakers spend basting a quilt and placing it 

in a frame. Like quilting in a tree, this technique does not stretch the 

fabric— the result is rather puffy quilts, an effect Shirley prefers and 

believes may be more durable.

Shirley has strong opinions about the nature of quilts made by 

African-Americans. She was a quiltmaking demonstrator at the "Who'd A 

Thought It" exhibition when it was in Tucson in 1990, and therefore is 

aware of the idea of improvisational quiltmaking promoted by the show. She 

does not consider her quilts to be that kind, although she remembers 

quilts from her childhood which resembled some of the ones in the exhibit. 

In contrast to the views of other commentators and quiltmakers, she 

personally believes that contemporary African-American quilts are 

distinguished by the use of dark colors, the same kinds of hues she feels 

black people prefer to wear. Many (though not all) of Shirley's current 

quilts and articles of homemade clothing do display a dark palette. To 

further support her opinion, she points out that even Betty Williams's 

pastel-colored quilts usually contain some black or brown fabrics. She 

also feels that red, green and black, colors symbolic of African

30Mary Twining noted that Sea Island women quilted on tables as well 
as on the backs of chairs, which Wilma Lee sometimes does. "An Examination 
of African Retentions in the Folk Culture of the South Carolina and 
Georgia Sea Islands" (Ph.D. dissertation, Indiana University, 1977), 
p. 87.
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59nationalism, are often found in African-American quilts.

Shirley perceives a difference between (white) guild quilters who 

"stick more to the book," and African-Americans who tend not to be limited 

by published patterns and proper quilting techniques. Unlike guild 

members, she feels that black people do not make quilts in order to show 

them off:

Black people doesn’t look at a quilt that way...it was an 
opportunity for people to get together...and when you piece a quilt, 
someone in the family is going to get that quilt...to keep them warm 
in the winter. . .1 like a quilt to be beautiful, but I like it to 
serve a purpose.

Research confirms that many of the African-American quilts which have been 

documented tend to be "plain" or utilitarian types of quilts. Black women 

have made fancy quilts; however, they probably have not been recorded 

because they are not unusual or different enough from quilts typically 

made by white women.^

Although she is concerned that her quilts are practical as well as 

beautiful, Shirley deliberately avoids achieving perfection in her quilts:

Her quilts tend to use dark and blue colors, but using this palette 
is a phase she's going through— in the past she tended to use lots of 
earth tones. She consciously avoids flowery-patterned fabrics because she 
just does not like them. Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 29 July 1992. Bets 
Ramsey also noted that the African-American women she met made quilts in 
the same colors as the clothes they wore. "The Land of Cotton: Quiltmaking 
by African-American Women in Three Southern States," Uncoverings 9 (1988): 
24. If quilts are made of scraps leftover from sewing clothes, this is 
inevitable.

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 29 July 1992.

^Benberry’s survey of the Perkins family’s quilts revealed that they 
made both plain and fancy quilts, depending on their intended use. Always 
There, pp. 51-56.
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I do quilts now for beauty, but like I say, if anybody thinks 
they're going to get a perfect quilt from me, they're not getting a 
perfect quilt from me, because I don't think a quilt should be 
perfect. It should have a little mistake somewhere in order for it 
to be a quilt...I'm very superstitious so I won’t make it perfect.

Her statement about avoiding perfection is reminiscent of beliefs that

Africans and African-Americans consciously create unpredictable or broken

patterns in textiles, clothing, and newspaper-covered walls to repel evil

spirits. Yet this idea is not limited to those of African descent— it is

a common quiltmaking belief that since only God is perfect every quilt

should contain a mistake somewhere

When she made her Ten Commandments quilt (fig. 25) about ten years

ago, Shirley was convinced that it needed to be completed in the same

amount of time it took God to create the world.^ Rather than changing a * 13

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 29 April 1992.

^Orlofsky, Quilts in America, p. 244, 246-247. On African-American 
superstition see Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit: African and 
African-American Art and Philosophy (New York: Random House, 1983), pp. 
221-222: and Gladys-Marie Fry, Stitched from the Soul: Slave Quilts from 
the Antebellum South, (New York: Dutton, 1990), p. 67. Regarding slaves' 
refusal to plow a straight furrow so as to "foil the malevolent spirits," 
see Judith Wragg Chase, Afro-American Art and Craft (New York: Van 
Nostrand Reinhold, 1971), pp. 87-88. On a black superstition of wrapping 
baby in a quilt to protect it from getting sick, bed-wetting, etc., see 
Tressa Turner, "The Human Comedy in Folk Superstitions," in Straight 
Texas, ed. J. Frank Dobie, Publications of the Texas Folklore Society, no.
13 (Austin: Texas Folklore Society, 1937), p. 147. On the practice of some 
Native Americans to put flaws in a work so that the spirit of the piece 
can escape, see Karoline Patterson Bresenhan and Nancy O'Bryant Puentes, 
Lone Stars: A Legacy of Texas Quilts, 1836-1938 (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1986), p. 100, 138. I was taught in a quiltmaking class in 
the late 1970s that there should always be a drop of blood on a quilt 
(from pricking your finger while quilting), to make it imperfect.

^"1 said, well, these commandments, you did this all in seven days, 
so if I'm going to use all of God's commandments, then in order to make 
this quilt really a Christian quilt, then it's gonna have to be done in
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pre-existing pattern, Shirley created an original design for this quilt.^

She conceived of the composition in black and white because black was the

color of the family Bible in their home The idea for the quilt came out

of childhood memories of her mother teaching her and her siblings about

the Bible. Shirley plans to eventually make one for each of her children:

I want them to put the quilts on their bed and look at those Ten 
Commandments. . .so they can remember those Ten Commandments. . .I’m not 
with them all the time... in the morning they look at those 
commandments... they don’t have to turn the page in the Bible to find 
them. ^

She is also making "Lay me, lay me down to sleep" quilts for her 

grandchildren, in order to express her love for them and give material

seven days... so that’s what I did. It's a seven day quilt." Interview, 
Tucson, Arizona, 29 April 1992.

^Shirley is making a similar quilt documenting the titles of her 
mother’s favorite songs, a reminder of her close bond with her mother. 
This resembles the way "friendship quilts" symbolize relationships between 
women. See Susan S. Arpad, Pretty Much to Suit Ourselves’: Midwestern 
Women Naming Experiences Through Domestic Arts," in Making the American 
Home: Middle-class Women and Domestic Material Culture, 1840-1940, eds. 
Marilyn Ferris Motz and Pat Browne (Bowling Green: Bowling Green State 
University Popular Press, 1988), p. 19.

^Since they later had a red Bible, she says the next version of the 
quilt may be red; Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 29 April 1992. Benberry has 
seen other black and white African-American quilts in southern Arkansas, 
where Shirley once lived; Interview, Lincoln, Nebraska, 3 October 1992. 
Jim Griffith also reported seeing black and white quilts in the course of 
doing field work in Pinal County, Arizona— many black settlers in that 
area immigrated from Arkansas, Texas and Oklahoma; Interview, Tucson, 
Arizona, 23 April 1993. Perhaps there is a regional source for this 
unusual use of colors in quiltmaking.

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 29 July 1992.
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form to the value she places on family ties.

Church and family are recurring themes in Shirley's q u i l t s S h e

was inspired to make her Jack in the Pulpit quilt (fig. 26) three years

ago simply because of its name; she admits that the pattern does not

resemble a minister standing in a pulpit, but "it was like being in

church. . . like a symbol of church. A 1992 quilt, the Antique Star

(fig. 27), has a special family significance:

I'm still going back, trying to capture something, like still being 
a child. This is basically what our quilts looked like when we were 
children. Our quilts weren't flat like nowadays— in my family quilts 
were always a bit puffy. I tried to make this quilt look old.

Unlike the economic situation of her childhood when it was

imperative for her family to recycle materials in order to make quilts,

Shirley can now afford to purchase fabric. She loves cloth and admits that

for a while she had "a sickness of buying fabric...my husband built me a

shed and I bet I have about 3,000 yards of fabric in it. Nevertheless,

although she will buy special fabric for what she calls "design" quilts,

^"They can keep it as something to remember me by. There’s something 
about quilts... to me it's something to keep you warm. ..it's a symbol, like 
togetherness, it's something to keep you together...it's a sentimental 
thing, it's like family." Ibid.

^Home and family were recurring themes in 19th-century women's 
domestic art, due to the Cult of Domesticity and the post-industrial 
Revolution gender-based division of labor. Susan S. Arpad, "'Pretty Much 
to Suit Ourselves, p. 16. These themes still persist in women’s domestic 
and fine art.

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 29 July 1992.

7IIbid.

^Interview, Tucson, Arizona, 29 April 1992.
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she continues to recycle cloth and still uses a variety of scraps for some 

quilts, such as her Antique Star. She has made updated versions of her 

family's "rag quilts" by filling crazy quilts with shredded fabric scraps; 

currently she is saving the trimmings produced by her serger sewing 

machine to fill a quilt. As a member of the Homemakers Club, Shirley's 

recycling practices fit into the organization's promotion of resourceful 

homemaking. Shirley continues to recycle material for quilts both as a 

learned behavior and from a conscious desire to preserve her family's 

traditions.

Since taking part in the "Comforts of Home" exhibition, Shirley has 

begun a personal research project to document quilts made by her extended 

family and other African-American quiltmakers she knows. She is trying to 

find out how to recreate the kinds of quilts she remembers from childhood, 

such as what kind of local grass she could utilize to make a straw quilt. 

Ironically, in contrast to situations where a folk tradition is influenced 

by contact with an outside audience to change into something more 

commercial or p o p u l a r S h i r l e y ' s  exposure to African-American 

quiltmaking concepts stimulated her to return to her family's original 

quiltmaking traditions.

When she was interviewed for a newspaper article about her 

participation in the exhibition, Shirley stated her desire to form a

^For example, the development of the Freedom Quilting Bee co-op in 
Alabama provided poor black women with much-needed income and pride in 
accomplishment, but in the process their unique traditional quiltmaking 
practices were replaced by mass-market production. Callahan, The Freedom 
Quilting Bee.
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quilting group for African-American women. Twenty-six women responded to 

her invitation, and began meeting at the Ormsby Center, a neighborhood 

Parks and Recreation facility, in the autumn of 1992. The "Onyx Quilt 

Guild" immediately made plans to organize a quilt show and to publish a 

book recording the family histories of each member. Proceeds from the book 

and sale will be donated to assist needy African-American students who 

cannot afford to pay for school activity fees. It is Shirley's hope that 

young black women will join the group so that the African-American 

quiltmaking tradition will continue to involve and inspire future 

generations.
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CONCLUSION

I began this project as an opportunity to explore the accuracy of 

the literature on African-American quilts which I read while doing 

research on Harriet Powers1s quilts three years ago. This surprisingly 

large body of scholarship, which has developed over a period of about 

twenty years, has for the most part dealt with African-American quilts 

from the perspective that they contain retentions of African aesthetics. 

This analysis makes sense with selected examples. It is easy to see why it 

would appeal to African-American individuals desiring to find connections 

with their unique heritage and it also contributes to the appreciation of 

ethnic diversity in the United States. But the concept created a vague yet 

nagging discomfort in my mind— the basic premise seemed to me to be 

difficult to prove/ and much of the literature implied (by its exclusive 

focus) that the reading of African retentions in African-American quilts 

could be applied to black quilts in general. In addition, it struck me 

that an overzealous interest on the part of white researchers (as many of 

them are) to find African sources for certain black art expressions 

borders on stereotyping, even when well-intentioned. In my opinion, rather 

than emphasize ethnic heritage alone, other aspects of African-American 

history need to be considered when analyzing the designs found in black 

quilts.

^There is unfortunately so little documentation of the material 
aspects of slave life, which obstructs research into the transmission of 
black textile aesthetics from Africa to the Americas. This does not mean 
that African retentions are impossible to accept, however.
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Recently, alternative views have begun to surface in the literature 

which question the implications made by some earlier researchers that 

African-based aesthetics are naturally and frequently involved in black

quiltmaking practices. From the standpoint of political correctness, these 

views are awkward to voice against the grain, because they can be easily

misinterpreted as racist, especially when stated by white scholars. I 

personally can empathize with Roger Bastide's statement:

Any scholar who sets out to study Afroamerican problems...finds 
himself [sic] involved, willy-nilly, in an agonised debate...He must 
keep a close eye on his conclusions, not as a means of disguising 
what he regards as reality, but in order to conduct a special kind 
of research-within-research, on himself.. .For here we stand at the 
very heart of the alienated world, where any scholar— despite his 
best intentions— is alienated too.

Harriet Powers1s quilts obviously have African antecedents— the 

visual evidence contained in them is clear even though there is no written 

documentary p r o o f B u t  other analyses of African-American quilts which 

try to read an African association into them are not always as persuasive. 

Undeniably, there is an historical African-American quiltmaking tradition 

which sometimes manifests an unique aesthetic resembling particular kinds 

of African textiles, but it does not seem accurate to me to view this 

tradition as solely descended from African aesthetic sources. Such a 

perspective denies the complexity of American life and the variety of 

expressions by black quiltmakers.

^Roger Bastide, African Civilisations in the New World, trans. Peter 
Green (London: Hurst and Company, 1971), p. 4.

^Powers1 s quilts are also exceptional; no other quilts like them have 
been found.
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After reading the available literature on African-American quilts 

for my paper on Powers and seeing the "Who'd A Thought It" exhibit, I 

decided to further explore the scholarship on black quilts for my thesis 

project. In addition to reading all the available literature, during the 

spring of 1992 I began interviewing a group of contemporary African- 

American quiltmakers in Tucson, Arizona, to see if their quiltmaking 

traditions agree with what has been reported by scholars researching 

quilts in other parts of the country. Initially, I expected to find 

extremely improvisational quilts similar to the ones I had seen and read 

about; as a result, I was disappointed when I did not, although I could 

see that some of the Tucson quilts contained subtly improvisational forms.

Undaunted, I then imagined an evolutionary model of stylistic change 

in black quilts— from well-defined African-like forms in the past to a 

more assimilated African/Euro-American style today. I assumed that the 

quilts made by the women's families years ago, when most of them lived in 

rural areas of the South, may have contained stronger improvisational 

traits, especially when I heard they had been made from scraps. I also 

devised a hypothesis that the endurance of economic hardships by African- 

Americans in the past contributed to the formation of the African-American 

quilt style I had seen in books and the exhibit. It made sense to me, as 

it did to Mary Twining, to deduce that asymmetry, non-harmonious color 

combinations, and off-beat piecing techniques have everything to do with
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making quilts quickly from salvaged fabric.* I also guessed that the 

practice of using multicolored scraps in the making of the Tucson women's 

quilts today was a continuation of the aesthetics of their forebears.

My theories were not confirmed, however, by the women's descriptions 

of pretty quilts from their childhood. I later learned that the 

multicolored scrap style which the women still practice was an accepted 

way of making quilts in the United States during the 1930s to 1950s, when 

many of them learned how to quilt, up to the dawn of the quilt revival in 

the 1970s; in short, it was not strictly an ethnic preference, but a style 

of quiltmaking corresponding to the general social and economic situation 

in that period of United States history.^ Trying to analyze the aesthetics 

of the Tucson women's quilts apart from the overall tradition of 

quiltmaking, as some other scholars had interpreted African-American 

quilts, did not work with this group.

The results of my field work validated my tentative misgivings about 

much of the scholarship on African-American quilts. It is now my opinion 

that the quilts made by the six Tucson women in this study have little 

relationship to the African design prototypes cited by other scholars. In 

some of the quilts, it is possible to sense an elusive quality of

* "An Examination of African Retentions in the Folk Culture of the 
South Carolina and Georgia Sea Islands" (Ph.D. dissertation, Indiana 
University, 1977), p. 192.

^Many women made string and scrap quilts. See Pat L. Nickols, "String 
Quilts," Uncoverings 3 (1982): 53-57; Nickols, "The Use of Cotton Sacks in 
Quiltmaking," Uncoverings 9 (1988): 57-71; Nora Pickens, "Scrap Quilts of 
New Mexico," Uncoverings 7 (1986): 39-45.; and Merikay Waldvogel, Soft 
Covers for Hard Times: Quiltmaking and the Great Depression, (Nashville: 
Rutledge Hill Press, 1990).



difference from what most people are accustomed to seeing in quilts. While 

this perception may be realistic, I posit that it may have been influenced 

by the popular quilt media's (and academic scholarship's) promotion of a 

limited conception of what American quilts look like. One might also be 

able to identify isolated aspects in some of the quilts as being African 

in nature— color combinations or large scale designs, for instance— but 

there are other explanations based upon trends in American quiltmaking 

history or the women's personalities which could also account for those 

features. I am not ruling out the validity of an African stylistic reading 

of African-American quilts, but am suggesting that we also be open to 

other tangible stylistic sources based on what can be documented about the 

quiltmakers.

The Tucson women I interviewed, rather than working outside of the 

mainstream of American quiltmaking traditions, are producing from within 

it. They do not live in an isolated African-American community. Two of 

them work on sewing projects, including quilts, in the context of the 

Extension Service's Homemakers organization. They read quiltmaking books 

and magazines; almost all of them buy cloth at fabric stores? and at least 

one watches quilt instruction programs on television. One woman is a 

member of the American Quilt Society and another has organized a quilt 

show. Each of the quiltmakers interacts with other people in her 

community, either through her job, her church, club membership, or other 

social organizations; one is a college student.

While most of the older women learned to make quilts to help their 

families with a necessary, though pleasurable, domestic chore, they have
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not been successful in passing the craft down to their own children. 

Perhaps the need to make quilts, for communal or practical use, is dying 

out with their generation. The one young woman who is making quilts is 

doing so as a form of artistic expression rather for economic or social 

reasons.* Shirley is trying to recruit young women into her African- 

American quilting club, but it is possible that few will choose to join 

because there is not much in it for them of value.

Why do the Tucson quiltmakers continue to make quilts rather than 

buy blankets? It seems that having lived through the Depression years, the 

older women value the thrifty practices of the past. Michele is an 

exceptional case; she is a young person who, like Shirley, sincerely 

values her family's past and has an interest in the quiltmaking activities 

of her relatives. For all of the women, quilting is simply an enjoyable 

activity; like fiber artists, they love to combine fabrics.

The character of the six Tucson women's quiltmaking practices, 

though influenced by personal and contemporary factors, retains to some 

degree the traditional quilt aesthetics they learned from their families. 

The older quiltmakers and Michele's parents share a common background of 

being raised in rural areas of the southeastern United States. This part 

of the country was the focus of research by many of the first scholars of

*Maude Southwell Wahlman and John Scully concluded that a lack of 
interest in quiltmaking on the part of young African-Americans is rooted 
"the demands of a money economy.. .younger women tend not to quilt because 
they value their time too highly, they desire store-bought blankets and 
bedspreads rather than textiles made from scraps, and they tend to reject 
rural ways." "Aesthetic Principles in Afro-American Quilts," in Afro- 
American Folk Arts and Crafts, ed. William Ferris (Boston: G.K. Hall, 
1983), p. 85.
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black quilts; perhaps the relatively high demographic density of African- 

Americans living there accounts for those studies locating purer forms of 

a distinctive black quilt style than I found in Tucson.*

If the Tucson quiltmakers and their relatives emigrated from the 

South, then why do they have little or no recollection of quilts from 

childhood like the ones reported in the other studies? According to the 

older women's accounts, when they were growing up in the 1930s to 1950s 

their families' quiltmaking methods were very much in accordance with 

American quiltmaking practices of the Depression and following years. Like 

many other quiltmakers in that era, they used salvaged materials to make

plain or "utility" quilts for use and also stitched fancy types of quilts
8to beautify their homes.

The only quilts which the women described from their pasts which 

have any similarity to the quilts with African retentions discussed by 

other scholars were the stripped-to-fit-the-bed quilts Shirley talked 

about. In addition, the unexpected blue squares in the border of Betty's 

"Mother's Patchwork" (fig. 19), which had been pieced in the 1960s,

^Elsa Honig Fine noted that in the 19th century African traditions 
survived in isolated areas with heavy slave populations, and that forced 
segregation of black people allowed their culture to become strong. The 
Afro-American Artist: A Search for Identity (New York; Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1973), p. 3.

®It would be interesting to know what the characteristics were of the 
quilts made by the women's ancestors previous to their parents, in order 
to trace a stylistic development. In general, quilts in America were at a 
low point in creativity in the decades just prior to the Depression—  
inferior fabric and the rural stigma attached to quilts made them 
relatively unpopular and not very innovative at the time. But such 
generalizations cannot necessarily be applied to the quiltmaking ancestors 
of the Tucson women.
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suggest the presence of an improvisations! aesthetic. But how can we prove 

that these quiltmaking techniques should be associated with African-based 

aesthetics, when it is just as likely that they have as much or more to do 

with plain or utility quilting practices? In other words, might economics 

and availability of fabric be stronger controlling factors than ethnicity? 

There is a certain spontaneity of design and color choice in many of the 

Tucson women's quilts which could be viewed as a diluted or nascent form 

of an African-based quilt aesthetic (or as a persistence of Depression-era 

standards). If one were to assume that an African-based aesthetic is the 

norm for black quilts, then in urban Tucson, where the African-American 

community is not as concentrated as in the rural South, it would be 

reasonable to assume that such a tradition would be weaker.*

To the contrary, this writer feels that while a distinctive African- 

American aesthetic informs black culture to varying degrees in different 

individuals and regions, improvisational or African-based aesthetics 

cannot be considered as the norm in terms of black quilts. In contrast to 

most early studies of African-American quilts, Cuesta Benberry and others 

are beginning to discover evidence showing that black quilts with African 

traits are actually in the minority. In agreement with such findings, I 

noticed that very few of the Tucson quilts exhibit an improvisational or 

African-related aesthetic to an obvious degree and, with the exception of 

Shirley, the women did not report having had those types of quilts in 

their childhood homes. Most of the contemporary quilts made by the women

*The black population in Tucson was about four percent in 1990.



119

are based on published or traditional American patterns and are made in 

accordance with mainstream standards. The few examples that could be 

interpreted as having African traits, such as Wilma's String Quilt 

(fig. 23) and Betty's Good Friday Quilt (fig. 18), were not directly 

influenced by their families, but by the popular quilt media.^ Exceptions 

to media influenced quilts are Ella's almost pattern-less quilts 

(figs. 3 and 4), which seem to be based strictly on family tradition, and 

Shirley's original design for her Ten Commandments quilt (fig. 25); the 

latter is very straightforward and non-improvisational, however, although 

it may express a regionally-based African-American tradition of making 

black and white quilts.

There is always the possibility that unconscious African retentions 

persisting in their family-based traditions have affected the Tucson 

women's taste, but there are other contemporary factors which have also 

informed the way their quilts look. African-American quilts, therefore, 

need to be viewed within the comprehensive American quilt tradition as a 

whole, which is comprised of a combination of family and community-based 

practices and the conventions fostered by the quilt media. Just like other 

American quilters who originally learned the craft within their families 

or communities, the Tucson quiltmakers have absorbed a set of family

*®The former was influenced by a television quiltmaking show, the 
latter is a replica of a quilt seen in an instructional magazine article. 
It is possible, however, that these sources were informed by African- 
American culture and that the women chose to make the quilts because of 
ethnic preferences.
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quiltmaking standards and are also influenced by media examples.^

Any quilt is surrounded by its own unique set of circumstances, 

including the maker’s source of inspiration, her personality, available 

fabric, and the purpose or intended audience of the quilt. African- 

American quiltmakers, like all Americans, function within a complex 

culture. Many factors— their African heritage, American quilt history, 

their economic situation, and the larger culture— need to be considered 

when trying to locate influences upon their quilt expressions.

In questioning the conclusions of earlier scholars with this paper, 

I run the risk of giving the impression that I am trying to undermine the 

cultural identity of African-Americans, or that I personally subscribe to 

an ethnocentric view which sees African-American culture only in relation 

to white culture.14 Instead, my motivation here is to criticize what I see 

as inaccurate scholarship. I am calling for more objective research 

(perhaps scientific demographic studies) which can help determine the 

validity of theories about African-American quilts. More quilts need to be 

documented and additional interviews must be conducted with quilters if we 

can hope to draw any conclusions about the nature of African-American

 ̂In addition, one could also define the development of the 
contemporary art quilt as another influence. I am uncertain how much the 
Tucson quilters have been exposed to that genre of quilts.

^John F. Szwed, "An American Anthropological Dilemma: The Politics 
of African-American Culture," in Reinventing Anthropology, ed. Dell Hymes 
(New York: Pantheon, 1972), p. 165.
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quilts and their place within the American quilt tradition as a whole.^ 

The hypothesis that African-American quiltmakers played a key role in the 

formation of the American quilt tradition, an idea suggested by Eli Leon 

and Cuesta Benberry as well as Shirley, is an important and compelling 

topic that deserves more thorough exploration.

Black artist Adrian Piper believes that the art world's currently- 

fashionable interest in fine art by "colored women artists" parallels a 

fascination with "otherness" in the fields of literature and history. She 

feels there is an overemphasis on the exoticism or difference of black 

female artists rather than a concern for their work. When the art of a 

black women does not conform to a stereotyped preconception of what it 

should be, Piper notes that the "Euro-ethnic" viewer reacts by turning the 

artist into an "other," by contrasting her work to a (falsely) homogenous 

conception of Euro-ethnic a r t P i p e r ' s  observations offer another 

insight to explain why many scholars have seemed eager to associate 

unusual black quilts with an African source: it is the difference of the 

quiltmakers which is their focus, not the quilts.

Along these same lines, it possible that some scholars have stressed 

(perhaps unconsciously) the intuitive and improvisational African traits

^Cuesta Benberry has stated that in order to evaluate the black 
quiltmaking tradition, it is necessary to review many samples of work by 
quilters representing a variety of locations and economic levels. Ramsey, 
"The Land of Cotton," p. 21; Benberry, Always There: The African-American 
Presence in American Quilts (Louisville: The Kentucky Quilt Project, 
1992), p. 13.

^"The Triple Negation of Colored Women Artists," in Next Generation: 
Southern Black Aesthetic (Winston-Salem: Southeastern Center for 
Contemporary Art, 1990), pp. 16-17.
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in selected African-American quilts over their Euro-American 

characteristics because the visual appearances of those black quilts are 

a threat to a false conception of American quilts as controlled, 

symmetrical and rationalGeraldine Johnson pointed out that the 

"scholarly preoccupation with the Pennsylvania-German quilting model" has 

ignored the alternative standards of the plain quilting tradition. She 

reported that plain quilts, which do not fit the stereotyped model of the 

American quilt, were being examined only in the context of black quilts.^ 

Unlike the fine art examples Piper referred to, however, the quilts 

made by the six Tucson women were not created with the awareness that 

someone was going to put them in an exhibit or analyze them. The standards 

controlling the quilts1 construction were not determined by an audience 

beyond the quiltmakers themselves, members of their families, a client, or 

an intended recipient of a gift. We can assume, therefore, that they 

represent the kinds of quilts the women would normally make. Viewed 

objectively, most of their quilts look very much like the kinds which 

might be seen in any American home; some of the fancier ones, such as 

Betty's and Michele's, would fit in among the entries of a guild quilt 

show. If the "Comforts of Home" exhibition, in which several of the quilts

^Twining and John Michael Vlach emphasized almost stereotypical 
differences between white and black quiltmaking aesthetics which do not 
hold up if the white "plain" quiltmaking tradition (as described by 
Geraldine Johnson) is factored into their definition of white quilt 
aesthetics. Twining, "An Examination of African Retentions," pp. 190; and 
Vlach, The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts (Cleveland: 
Cleveland Museum of Art, 1978), p. 67.

^ "'More for Warmth Than for Looks': Quilts of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains," North Carolina Folklore Journal 30 (Fall-Winter 1982): 56, 81.



123

appeared, had not been sub-titled "African-American Quilts of Tucson," it 

is unlikely that anyone would have identified the quilts as African- 

American.^ However, since some of the quilts were utilitarian types and 

Shirley's Ten Commandments is a truly unique work, viewers may have noted 

their difference from the intricate, fancy quilts usually seen in guild 

shows and most other historical quilt exhibits. We are not accustomed to 

seeing quilts in exhibits which are the kinds actually used in homes as 

bedcovers, except in African-American quilt shows.

It is interesting to note that most other African-American quilt 

exhibits, such as "Who'd A Thought It," do not include fancy quilts or 

quilts with ordered designs, even though, as Leon admitted regarding his 

show, the exhibitors also make them. Leon's exhibit displayed only 

idiosyncratic (relative to the concept of the American quilt as controlled 

or symmetrical) or utility-type quilts which he presented as if they were 

the norm in black quilts; they were then set in opposition to an image of 

precise, elegant quilts made by white quiltmakers. This is like comparing 

apples and oranges, and only serves to reinforce stereotypes about both 

black and white quilts.^

Susan Roach-Lankford's "Patchwork Quilts: Deep South Traditions"

^The quilts which appeared in the exhibit are Figures 6, 13, 14, 15, 
16, 17, 18, 19, 23, 24, 25, 26, and 27. Other quilts owned by (but not 
made by) African-Americans in Tucson were also included.

^While there is some basis to the contrasting aesthetics of African- 
American cultural expressions as open-ended and spontaneous, and white 
culture as constrained and rule-bound (e.g., in musical styles), it is not 
consistently true, as evidenced with some of the quilts in Tucson, 
examples provided by Benberry, and the Euro-American style black quilts 
mentioned by Vlach and Leon.
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exhibition in 1980 was an early attempt to dispel overly-emphasized 

differences between Euro-American and African-American quilt traditions. 

By displaying fancy and "everyday" quilts made by thirty-two black and 

white women in five southern states, the show challenged the ethnic 

determinism of other African-American quilt studies. More recently, 

Benberry's 1992 "Always There: The African-American Presence in American 

Quilts" exhibition showed quilts made by African-Americans over a period 

of about 150 years, demonstrating that black quiltmakers have made a range 

of quilts, from decorative parlor quilts to crude utility quilts. 

Benberry's evidence supports her opinion that a racial or ethnic style for 

African-American quilts cannot be generalized, something that she feels 

has been done by some other scholars. It could be argued that the thirty- 

five quilts in Benberry's exhibit do not represent a large enough sample 

upon which to base her alternative point of view, but, like I am, the only 

generalization she is offering is that there is actually a wide diversity 

of African-American quilt expressions which is related to the 

comprehensive history of quiltmaking in the United States. Ethnic 

characteristics are only one aspect of the African-American quilt 

tradition.

Researchers are not the only ones who have forged a rift between 

black and white quilters— some African-American quiltmakers also do this. 

A white woman in Coolidge, Arizona, a rural town with many African- 

American residents, has organized an annual quilt show for the past two 

years to display quilts made and owned by people of the area. Despite 

efforts she has taken to involve black quiltmakers, she has not been able
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to get any of them to participate. African-Americans did not respond to 

the Arizona Quilt Project's advertised documentation days either; this was 

similar to the disproportionately low response the North Carolina state 

project received from black quilt owners in the late 1980s.

What is the reason for this reluctance to participate? As I 

suggested earlier, the 1940 end date may have played a role in excluding 

African-Americans from taking part in the state project. In addition, 

since the guilds and quilt instruction media promote an image of precise, 

symmetrical fancy quilt styles as the ideal in quilting today, it is 

likely that this has made the African-American quiIters who make scrap- 

type, utility quilts feel that their quilts are of little interest to the 

population at large.^ Or perhaps years of discrimination and segregation 

have caused African-American quiltmakers to have no interest in being a 

part of the white-dominated quiltmaking culture. Shirley Jackson, for 

example, clearly separates her way of quilting from that practiced by 

white qui Iters, especially guild members— this is one reason she has 

formed a quilting group specifically for African-Americans.

Nevertheless, some members of the mainstream public are fascinated 

by black quilts— as proven by the popularity of "Who'd A Thought It" and 

other African-American art exhibits, the Smithsonian's decision to market

^Shelley Zegart, an organizer of the Kentucky Quilt Project noted 
that many black families did not feel their quilts were good enough for 
the state’s documentation survey, and that their family histories were 
lacking information, perhaps because of their frequent dislocations. 
Foreward to Always There, p. 10.
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replicas of Harriet Powers1s quilts, and the plethora of publications 

about African-American quilts on the market. Black culture— including 

history, literature, music, and visual arts— has had a receptive audience 

in the last quarter of the twentieth century/ From a critical 

standpoint, the current interest in African-American quilts on the part of

white individuals could be compared to the mixture of wonder and repulsion
21which was shown toward black culture during the Harlem Renaissance, 

although the motivations of such a large and varied audience cannot 

accurately be generalized. As shown in black literature and visual arts, 

the legacy of quiltmaking has also become meaningful for many African- 

Americans wishing to reclaim their heritage. Yet these reasons for valuing 

black quilts can prevent them from being recognized as material objects of 

American life, formed not only by their makers' "roots" in Africa, but 

also from their lived experience in the United States.

African-American quilts in Tucson are not made by cultural outsiders 

but by women who are active participants in their communities. Their 

quiltmaking practices are a response to quilt media information, in 

addition to being expressions of their personalities and their own 

histories of making quilts. In the end, this study calls for a scholarly * **

^Related to this is the popularity of collecting black memorabilia. 
See Marguerite Ross Barnett, "Nostalgia as Nightmare: Blacks and American 
Popular Culture," Crisis 89 (February 1982): 42-43.

**Eugene W. Metcalf, "Black Art, Folk Art, and Social Control," 
Winterthur Portfolio 18 (Winter 1983): 274-277. This interest is also 
comparable to the current captivation with "outsider art," objects made by 
eccentric or visionary (and oftentimes, black) individuals on the fringes 
of civilized society.
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integration of African-American quilts into the American quilt tradition 

as a whole so that a comprehensive understanding of quiltmaking in the 

United States can be formulated. There is no reason why quilts cannot be 

viewed comprehensively without sacrificing the individuality of particular 

quilt expressions.

The United States has been metaphorically characterized as a melting

pot or, as art critic Lucy Lippard prefers, a salad-like mixture of

incompletely assimilated immigrants from several countries. In such a

complex culture, it is not realistic to study separate traditions in

isolation, because that denies the inevitable mixing of traditions which

actually has occurred. In Mixed Blessings, Lippard’s examination of the

multicultural reality of American art, she cites the need for a new vision

of America as a rich, yet not homogenized, combination of cultures:

The project of understanding the intercultural process is perhaps 
evenly divided between understanding differences and samenesses.. .We 
have not yet developed a theory of multiplicity that is neither 
assimilative nor separative— one that is, above all, relational...

A second generation of African-American quilt research is beginning

to examine black quilts from an inclusive, relational perspective. Perhaps

this approach has been influenced by the prevailing social interest in

pluralistic multi cultural ism, similar to the way the first wave of

African-American quilt research seemed to have been fueled by an interest

in ethnicity and civil rights. Currently, Benberry's work is the most

significant of this type, but other examples were cited in this paper and

^Lucy Lippard, Mixed Blessings! New Art in a Multicultural America 
(New York: Pantheon, 1990), p. .
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more is coming. The data from this study of only six quiltmakers is 

admittedly limited— it cannot be claimed to represent African-American 

quiltmaking as whole or even define the situation in Tucson— but it does 

provide evidence to support this new view of African-American quiltmaking 

traditions as varied by nature.

Although the subject of this work is a critique of the way a

category of quilts has been defined, it also concerns the way the people

who make the quilts are viewed. As quilt scholar Laurel Horton stated:

In an effort to recognize African-American design traditions as a 
viable part of American culture, we are moving toward a 
polarization...this is a dangerous situation because it emphasizes 
the differences rather than the similarities among black and white 
quiltmakers.

Rather than amplify the differences between groups of people, future 

research on African-American domestic art production can contribute to the 

breaking down of the walls which separate them, so that both "samenesses" 

and distinctions can be appreciated and cross-cultural sharing can be 

further explored. This does not require overlooking the uniqueness of 

individual African-American quilts, or Amish quilts, or Native American 

quilts, but it does allow us to view them from within the dynamic, hybrid 

nature of American culture.

^"Perspectives on African-American Quilts," Southern Quilt Symposium, 
Hunter Museum of Art, Chattanooga, Tenn., 22 March 1988, quoted in Ramsey, 
"The Land of Cotton," p. 23.



129

APPENDIX A 

ILLUSTRATIONS



130

Figure 1. Harriet Powers, Bible Quilt, ca. 1886. 
Smithsonian Institution Photo No. 69039.
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Figure 2. John Biggers, Starry Crown, 1987. 
Acrylic on canvas, 59i x 47^". Dallas Museum of 
Art, Purchase, The Museum League Fund. 1989.13.



132

Figure 3. Ella Guillory, Blue and Brown Quilt, 
1990.
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Figure 4. Ella Guillory, Multi-colored Quilt, 
1991.
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Figure 5. Cotton flour sacks.
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Figure 6. Fannie Harris 
ca. 1945-1955.

Sunbonnet Girl
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Figure 6.1. Fannie Harris, Sunbonnet Girl 
(detail).



Figure 7. Fanny Harris, "String Star.
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Figure 7.1. "String Star" (reverse).
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Figure 8. Fannie Harris, "Fake" quilts, ca. 1992 
(and Sunbonnet Girl quilt).
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Figure 9. Michele Butler, Patchwork Quilt, 1988
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Figure 10. Michele Butler, Pig Quilt, 1992.
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Figure 11. Michele Butler, Nine Patch, 1991-1992.
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Figure 12. Michele Butler Cathedral Star, 1992
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Figure 13. Betty Williams, Crumb Quilt, 1990. 
Private collection.
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Figure 14. Betty Williams, Stella //l, begun in 
1992 (unfinished).
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Figure 15. Betty Williams, Rose Garden, 
1983-1992.
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Figure 16. Betty Williams, Silk Spool, 1989-1992.
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Figure 17. Betty Williams, Le Moyne Star, 1990. 
Private collection.



Figure- 18. Betty Williams, Good Fridav Quilt, 
1992.
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Figure 19. Completed by Betty Williams, "Mother's 
PatchworkTop pieced ca. 1965: quilt assembled, 
1992.
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Figure 20 
1985-1986.

Wilma Lee, Framed Nine Patch



Figure 21. Wilma Lee, Bow Tie, 1987.
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Figure 23. Wilma Lee, String Quilt, 1983-1989.
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Figure 24. Shirley Jackson, Log Cabin, 1992.
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Figure 25. Shirley Jackson, Ten Commandments, 
ca. 1982.



Figure 26. Shirley Jackson, Jack-in-the-Pulpit, 
1989.
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Peggy Jean Hazard, B.A.
Department of Art 
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Dear Ms. Hazard:
We received documents concerning your above cited project. 
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Thank you for informing us of your work. If you have any questions 
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