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Figure 7. Sampler medallion, Nancy Pettway, southwestern Ala­
bama, 1968. This quilt from the Gee's Bend: The Architecture of the 
Quilt exhibit and book (Arnett, Cubbs, and Metcalf2006:121), is 
one of those that many African American women in Gee's Bend 
made for everyday use historically, and which some art critics now 
call artistic masterpieces. "That was one to keep warm by," says 
Nancy Pettway (personal communication, November 1, 2008). 
Owner: Tinwood Alliance. Photo credit: Pitkin Studio. 
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the quilts and the "offbeat, pulsating rhythm" of a "Star" quilt that is "totally differ­
ent from a traditional star pattern." Echoing the Africanist quilt scholars, she repre­
sents the quilts as "quite unlike the norms of American quiltmakers" (2002:14). Her 
use of the words "traditional" and "norms" probably references quilt-world standards 
for fancy quilts. 

In an essay in the catalogue for the 2006 exhibit, William Arnett also places Gee's 
Bend quilts in the art world rather than the quilt world. He states that quiltmaker 
Annie Mae Young "rejected as too dainty the dictates of normal quiltmaking and 
steered toward an almost primitivist technique," refers to a quilt of Mary Lee Ben­
dolph's whose "stripped-down formalism (like so many Gee's Bend quilts) fits easily 
with the universalist aesthetic claims of high modernism," and suggests that America 
Irby's "elegant variation on the center-medallion form of 'Housetop' quilt ... could 
almost be an architectural blueprint for a classical temple" (2006:25, 27, 37) . Although 
Gee's Bend quiltmakers have used common quilt-world patterns such as Dresden 
Plate, Lone Star, Nine-Patch, Bow Tie, and Double Wedding Ring, Arnett foregrounds 
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quilts that seem to defy quilt-world standards for fancy quilts, such as coordinated 
color schemes, consistent block designs, and evenly sized pieces (Callahan 1987:38, 
146, 161, 197, 200; Bendolph 2006:174; Bennett 2006: 161; W. Arnett 2006:21). His use 
of art-world words such as "primitivist" to describe them emphasizes his application 
of a different set of standards. 

By portraying Gee's Bend quiltmakers both as geographically and culturally iso­
lated and as carriers of a unique local tradition, their promoters combine exoticism 
and stability in their representation of African American quiltmaking. Their attempt 
to boost the Gee's Bend quilts from the level of outsider folk art, already achieved 
by quilts with Africanisms, into the high-art realm depends on the exclusion not 
only of white quiltmakers but also of Gee's Bend quilts in recognizable quilt-world 
patterns and of black quiltmakers who happen not to live in Gee's Bend or who are 
urban, middle class, northern, or mainstream. In constructing the Gee's Bend quilt­
makers as an isolated group whose quilts are "quite unlike the norms," promoters 
play on the art-world stereotype of artists as eccentric outsiders. The Gee's Bend 
representation also associates quiltmaking with the model homemaker, but in an 
updated fashion: here, the model homemaker retains the qualities of industry and 
taste, but her taste aligns with Western art-world standards rather than convention­
ally feminine and refined quilt-world standards, and the political component of 
patriotism is traded in for that of civil rights activism. 

The high-art representation serves at least three goals: to give Gee's Bend quiltmak­
ers pride in their distinctive heritage, to offer alternative aesthetic standards to those 
of the quilt world, and to challenge art -world distinctions between folk art and high 
art. Like the Africanist scholars, Gee's Bend promoters protect the otherness of the 
quilts in which they are interested by never placing them in an interracial, regional, 
quilt historical context, which might have revealed commonalities with other rural 
southern quilts that were made by white as well as black women for home use. 

Interpreting the Interpreters 

All of the representations discussed above were constructed by downplaying some 
qualities of quiltmaking and locating others in certain contexts. In the period of 
omission, quilt history authors adopted a conservative representation designed to 
affirm the existing social order while valorizing domesticity and winning acceptance 
of quilt history as an area worthy of serious study. Their interests were furthered by 
using quilts as emblems of national stability and continuity and by minimizing as­
sociations with stigmatized groups and contingency styles. 

In contrast, the participation period of the 1960s and 1970s was a time when coun­
terculture movements were challenging the social order. It tended to exclude elite rep­
resentations of quiltmaking, positing it as a folk art expression of "the people." As the 
image of the quiltmaker as the ideal homemaker lost potency, there was more interest 
in alternative quiltmaker roles, more potential for appreciation of differing styles, and 
more opportunities for cultural critics to see quiltmaking as an arena in which to chal­
lenge conservative values. Of the rising interest in material culture in the 1970s, Bron­
ner says that there was "a critical bent in many studies that confronted American 
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middle-class preconceptions of materialism and modernism by studying American 
subcultures in ethnic, racial, and regional communities" ( [ 1985 ]1992: 10 ). The increased 
interest in nonelite quiltmakers followed that trend. Thompson, for instance, displayed 
a "critical bent" in characterizing the persistence of African influences in textiles and 
architecture as part of "a history of resistance to the closures of the Western techno­
cratic way" (1983:222). It is not surprising that scholars interested in culture change 
would have seen an African American representation of a historically patriotic symbol 
as a way to criticize mainstream values; nor is it surprising that, in this period of gender 
role redefinition, the concept of an alternative aesthetic for a quintessentially female 
cultural practice would have become a lightning rod for clashes between quilt-world 
outsiders, who were often male, and insiders, who were almost all female. 

Coming to public attention in the late 1970s, the Africanist view of quiltmaking 
was part of a broader trend in the humanities and social sciences to valorize mar­
ginalized groups. Ethnographers who criticized Western exhibits of "tribal" art in 
the 1980s for inadequately contextualizing the art objects were similarly concerned 
with challenging what they saw as an arrogant hegemonic mentality (Morphy 2006) . 
In this milieu, historian of anthropology James Clifford developed a model of the 
art-culture system that recognizes the prominent role of Western taste arbiters in 
setting values of indigenous art and artifacts (Clifford 1988:223-6). This model 
posits that values are negotiated by a variety of Western experts, while indigenous 
object makers often become caught between them (see also Myers [1991]1995:81 ). 
In the arena of African American quiltmaking, conflicts turned out to involve not 
only credentialed experts but also minority-group art makers who had the cultural 
capital to challenge scholarly authority and methodology. Diane Losche has observed 
that groups within ostensibly the same culture may have differing interpretations 
of the same objects: "In some ways apparently neighboring discourses within the 
same cultural context are as foreign and 'orientalized' to one another as foreign and 
not very friendly countries" (Losche 1993; quoted in Marcus and Myers 1995:5). 
The contesting of the African and Hidden-in-Plain- View interpretations illustrates 
just such differences. 

In the interracial cross-fertilization period anchored by Hidden in Plain View 
( 1999), African American quilts are represented as displaying a blend of European 
and African influences, the notion of quiltmaking as an arena of slave agency enters 
into popular culture, and the image of a black quiltmaker who makes quilts for her 
own purposes becomes familiar. The historical component helps to write African 
Americans into U.S. quiltmaking history generally, addressing lapses of the period 
of omission. However, differing possible interpretations of African American quilt­
making, as more or less different from European American quiltmaking, are still 
being negotiated. Tobin and Dobard do not so much contradict quilt-world values 
as enrich them, in part by capitalizing on the fascination of the U.S. population with 
secret codes. Part of their book's appeal lies in its revelation of an unsuspected di­
mension of meaning lurking in an old familiar form; further, they highlight the 
technological accessibility of quiltmaking-the way in which resourceful underdogs 
can appropriate the genre from the dominant culture, give it new meanings, and 
outwit the oppressors on their own turf. In framing quiltmaking as an equalizing 
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force, Tobin and Dobard link African Americans to the traditional patriotic asso­
ciations of the form and update these with nods to the civil rights and women's 
liberation movements. This project harnesses the capacity of quilts (as material 
objects) to offer stability and continuity and puts it to a very different purpose than 
that of the early quilt historians. 

Much of the power of Tobin and Do bard's book derives from their masterful use 
of what we might think of as material-culture props. The book contains photographs 
of quilts and quilt blocks dating from before the Civil War to the 1980s, maps, a 
wagon wheel, an "Iron Wheel motif" made by contemporary African American black­
smith Philip Simmons, undated samples of African Andinkra cloth, Bogolanfini cloth 
and raffia cloth, an undated memory board from the Luba people of "the Republic 
of the Kongo," an undated African head mask from the Punu people with a mark 
that resembles a Nine-Patch quilt block on its forehead, and Dobard's Log Cabin 
quilt, which is depicted as draped over the window sill of a "slave cabin" ( 1999:50-1, 
146-7). The following excerpt from Tobin's epilogue illustrates her intensive reliance 
on material culture to construct her master context: "I sat for days amid pails of sweet 
grass and palmetto, rode a horse-drawn carriage past architectural remnants of King 
Cotton, rice, and indigo, and strode along rows of slave cabins hidden away from the 
Big House .... I sat in slave-crafted pews inscribed with tribal signatures and looked 
down on floorboards bored with holes for those hiding underneath" (1999:163-4). 
Tobin and Do bard demonstrate expertly how to construct worlds of meaning through 
the application of language to material items, plumbing every shred of their under­
determinedness and leaving nothing to chance. 

The contradictions between the Hidden in Plain View and Africanist representa­
tions demonstrate how the underdeterminedness of physical objects functions to 
make them available to diverse ideological agendas. Joyce Joiner Newman picked up 
on this phenomenon in her recent review of an exhibit of African American quilts. 
In the exhibit, the quilts were used to illustrate how standard mainstream patterns 
were used in the presumed Underground Railroad quilt code. Newman writes, "In 
seeking to illustrate the existence of these patterns in African American quilts, the 
collectors have selected quilts that conform more to Anglo American than to African 
aesthetic traditions" (2003:107). Her insight points up the underdeterminedness of 
quiltmaking generally and the diversity of African American quiltmaking in particu­
lar, factors that make it easy for people from differing contexts and with differing 
interests to support differing interpretations. 

The high-art trope of the Gee's Bend exhibit retains the Africanist component of 
otherness but attributes it to the distinctive New World historical experience of a nar­
rowly bounded African American folk community. This construction serves its goal 
of achieving elite status for a material form, one that the Africanists had helped to 
raise from Clifford's category of lowly domestic craft to the respectable realm of folk 
art (Clifford 1988:223-6). Focusing on a minuscule community and presenting it as 
isolated and homogeneous helped the Gee's Bend exhibit promoters establish a strong 
foundation of expertise and authority on which to construct their representation of 
the tradition as unique. Although Gee's Bend quiltmaking had long been a source of 
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continuity and stability locally, its national meaning was undetermined at the time 
the first exhibit opened, and it is still developing. It was more determined in the late 
1960s, when New England shops declined to carry Gee's Bend quilts and Freedom Bee 
seamstresses standardized their needlework products in order to sell them in bulk to 
department stores (Scheper-Hughes 2003:19; Callahan 1987:115-9, 246). In the early 
twenty-first century, it was the quilts that violated quilt design conventions that won 
the praise of art critics; however, this was after the art-quilt movement had led to in­
creased appreciation of a contingency-quilt aesthetic and before the concept of African 
American quilt making had been popularized by Africanist quilt interpreters and Hid­
den in Plain View. With the ground prepared by these intervening representations, and 
with a dedicated and savvy promotion team, Gee's Bend quilts have come knocking 
on the art-world door. 

An expert who might be summoned to testify on their behalf is art historian Janet 
Catherine Berlo, who acknowledges that African American women make a variety of 
quilt styles but elevates the so-called African-influenced quilts. Describing these with 
terms such as "innovative," "playful," "syncopated," "bold, painterly," and possessing 
an "expressive genius," she writes that" [i] tis possible to celebrate the rural Southern 
black quilting tradition as one of the great American art forms" (2003:28). By assum­
ing that slave seamstresses sewed only "in whatever style was demanded" (as did Vlach) 
and that only blacks in the rural South make the alternative, improvisational style of 
quilt, Berlo's context excludes the possibility that both fancy and so-called African 
quilt styles could be products of interracial interactions (2003:27-8; Vlach 1978:44). 
Unaccounted for is the fact that certain "African" characteristics have been associated 
with certain European American quiltrnakers. For instance, bright, bold color schemes 
have been associated with Pennsylvania German quiltmakers, and an improvisation­
al, process-oriented aesthetic with Scots-Irish quiltmakers (Finley [ 1929] 1970:37-9; 
Valentine 1995:35-7; see Figure 8). 

The traditionalization of Gee's Bend quilts is still under way at the national level. 
Celebrated in 2006 by a series of postage stamps and a new traveling exhibition, Gee's 
Bend: The Architecture of the Quilt, the quilts have carved a deep niche in popular 
culture but a somewhat shallower one in the art world. Of the more than two hundred 
quilts shown in the 2006 exhibition catalogue, I found only twelve listed as belonging 
to high art institutions: Art Institute of Chicago (two quilts: P. Arnett, Cubbs, and 
Metcalf2006:13, 34); Museum of Fine Arts, Houston (five quilts, all gifts from Arnett's 
Tinwood Alliance: 30, 37, 54, 74, 148); Milwaukee Art Museum (one quilt: 75); High 
Museum of Art, Atlanta (three quilts: 128, 195, 214); and Chrysler Museum of Art, 
Norfolk, Virginia (one quilt: 208). The Gee's Bend promoters thus have made inroads 
into the art-world since opening the first exhibit in 2002. The appearance of the show 
in high-art venues, says art historian Sally Anne Duncan, can only be described as "a 
passing phenomenon" until museums begin adding the quilts to their permanent 
collections (2005:32). Otherwise, Duncan says, the quilts remain like other examples 
of self-taught art--outside of "the art historical canon" (2005:31 ). At present, their 
status might be described as liminal, teetering at the intersection of folk art, high art, 
and popular culture. 
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Figure 8. Nine-Patch, anon., 1940s. This quilt purchased at an 
antique mall in southeastern Kentucky has what quilt studies 
scholar Fawn Valentine (1995) calls "Scotch-Irish quiltmaking 
aesthetics." In her view, features of that aesthetic include fan quilt­
ing (sets of concentric semicircles) and a variable color scheme 
in the pattern blocks. This approach to color can be seen as a 
form of improvisation, although all the blocks in the quilt are 
pieced the same. Owner and photo credit: Teri Klassen. 

Conclusion 

The idea of African American quiltmaking as a valuable form of expressive culture 
emerged in mainstream American discourses in the 1970s in response to changing 
representations of African Americans, quiltmaking, and women. As Barbara Kir­
shenblatt-Gimblett has said of the creation of "folk art" by modern art curators in 
the 1930s, its invention was a case in which "[n]ew categories create new subjects 
out of old materials" (1995:237). As the elevation of folk art challenged high-art 
sensibilities, so representations of African American quiltmaking challenged older 
visions of the quiltmaker as model homemaker and also threatened to exclude 
African American women from them. Working in tandem with the art-quilt move-
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ment, African American quiltmaking has been used to update the concept of quilt­
making generally to fit contemporary needs and values. As changes in social condi­
tions cause existing representations to become dysfunctional, astute observers can 
develop alternative perspectives by reframing familiar objects or importing exotic 
ones to fill current needs. Folklorists are well situated to perform this operation, 
although less-credentialed agents, such as the early quilt history authors, may also 
step in. "Serious study is a positive revolutionary force," says Glassie, and innova­
tive folklorists cited here, such as Fry, Twining, Vlach, Freeman, Ferris, Roach, and 
MacDowell, did much to correct past errors, although their work sometimes had 
unforeseen repercussions (Glassie [1985]1992:58) . 

As I have tried to show, those who wish to reaffirm existing social relations can use 
familiar forms of material culture to support established values. Alternatively, those 
who desire change may choose to study new genres or construct exotic representa­
tions of old ones because their greater undeterminedness facilitates interpretations 
that challenge the status quo. Whether familiar or exotic, material culture is an espe­
cially potent scholarly resource because it can be showcased in exhibits that attract 
public attention, and scholars can interpret the material (in catalogues, exhibit signage, 
or reviews) in ways that make their case, whether critical or laudatory. The launching 
of new representations may reflect a moral imperative-that is, the scholar's sense 
that prompt action is necessary to meet a pressing social need. For example, a feeling 
of urgency and confession is evident in Vlach's statement quoted above ("I over­
reached all over the place because someone had to light the fire") and in Thompson's 
prediction that "[t]he everyday assumptions, which elevate ignorance to definition, 
will disappear before the truth" ([1969]1983:58). Over the long run, however, new 
representations can end up contributing to cultural continuity if they generate dis­
course that keeps old forms useful by updating outmoded meanings. 

The interpretation of physical objects in language can be used to maintain the 
existing order or to introduce representations that challenge the familiar and test 
its current social value. "As concrete media, words and things are accessible to a 
public, bearing formal properties that are open to the evaluative gaze of others," 
says Keane (1997:231-2). A new representation is likely to gain power only if it 
meets needs unfilled by existing ones, though that need may be only the need for 
novelty. That the Africanists' interpretation endured even though it was felt to be 
essentializing and divisive in certain quarters is evidence that people saw the po­
tential for newly relevant social meaning in its discovery of a preexisting but un­
exploited material resource. The idea of a jazzy, contingency-quilt aesthetic lay 
below the quilt-world radar, an untapped cultural reserve. There had long been 
local and specialist knowledge of improvisational quilt styles geared to everyday 
household use and of African American participation in quiltmaking, but the Af­
ricanists' interpretation blended the two into a new cultural product, setting the 
quilts in the context of an alternative value system and opening new opportunities 
for minority quiltmakers who used them. 

It is likely that the genre of the museum exhibit and its accompanying catalogue 
contributed to the success of the Africanists' representation. Placing objects in a hal­
lowed educational environment and framing them with authoritative, contextual-
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izing prose, the exhibit-catalogue combination is a potent method of affirming old 
representations or launching new ones; it figures prominently in the dissemination 
of representations of African American quiltmaking (e.g., Vlach 1978; Freeman 1981; 
Wahlman 1983, 1993; Leon [1987] 1990; Fry 1990; Grudin 1990; Benberry 1992; 
Beardsley eta!. 2002a, 2002b; P. Arnett, Cubbs, and Metcalf2006).6 Lacking any quilts 
known to have been used in Underground Railroad escapes, Tobin and Dobard (1999) 
compensated with many photographs of quilts that show the designated patterns. 
Testifying to the efficacy of their premise, exhibits of African American quilts that 
used those patterns were mounted later (e.g., James 2003). The power of combining 
objects and language is noted by Keane: "That neither words nor things are efficacious 
on their own demonstrates their practical complementarity: each makes up for a lack 
in the other" ( 1997: 179). The success of Hidden in Plain View shows that, properly 
combined with words, even mere book illustrations (and probably on-line imagery 
as well) can be as or more powerful than a museum display and catalogue in winning 
over both elite and popular adherents. 

Once in the public eye, a new representation of material objects is subject to dis­
course in language that shapes it until it is widely accepted, understood, and used. 
This process is particularly visible in Hidden in Plain View. Keane has noted the 
important role of language at this stage. Drawing on the work of Michael Silverstein, 
he says, "Whereas language should not be the privileged theoretical model for a 
semiotics of material things, discursive practices do play a crucial role in ideological 
consolidation or semiotic regimentation ... in rendering objects legible, full of sta­
bilized 'meaning"' (2005:199). The process is similar to the one described by Ever­
smann and her colleagues, who, building on the ideas of Ricoeur, offer a model that 
describes how people reach a consensus when interpreting texts: "We can discuss, 
we can argue, and we can strive for agreement as long as our reasons are based on 
what is contained within the text or object itself" (1997:162). Given the greater 
underdeterminedness of nonverbal texts, those who negotiate the meaning of such 
texts are less constrained by the maker's parameters than are interpreters of verbal 
text. With objects, we are freer to construct representations that meet current social 
needs. The process of publicly negotiating meaning begins to traditionalize a new 
object representation, making it a familiar part of a commonly shared culture. The 
interactions that turn a material item into a cultural object, defined by Keane as "a 
repeatable, relatively stable, and intertextually rich representation," increase the 
visibility of the object and create a shared social context for the parties involved in 
the negotiations (Keane 2005:198). As we have seen, certain scholars, collectors, 
quiltmakers, and quilt historians surely became more aware of each other's presence 
and concerns through negotiating the meaning of African American quiltmaking. 

The increasingly visible discourses about the meaning of African American quilt­
making have paved the way for its acceptance into the larger U.S. quiltmaking tradi­
tion. A possible next step for scholars in this field is to develop a comprehensive 
scheme that relates the development of quiltmaking styles in the United States to 
interactions between ethnic groups, including those of English, Irish, Scots-Irish, 
German, Dutch, and diverse American Indian and African heritages. African Amer­
ican quiltmakers surely contributed to, as well as were shaped by, the varied ways that 
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European Americans practice quiltmaking (Benberry 1992:28-9; Cubbs 2006:78 n. 
22). On the other hand, scholars must not neglect the role of nonethnic influences. 
"Time and region were more important to quilt design than race or condition of 
servitude," says Brackman in her book on slave quiltmaking (2006:15). Other factors 
that should be considered are the age of the quiltmaker, rural or urban experiences, 
media taste arbiters, and class. 

This examination of evolving ideas about African American quiltmaking demon­
strates how representations of material forms result from the interaction of the in­
terpreter's context (social values, disciplinary paradigms, personal experiences) with 
qualities of the objects and aspects of the maker's context. Interpretation is a creative 
process in which the weight given to the maker's meaning depends on the ability and 
desire of the interpreter to comprehend it. The interests of social change are sometimes 
served by disregarding the maker's meaning. As a folklorist attracted to improvisa­
tional contingency quilts, no matter who made them, I see a perhaps unintended 
benefit from the work on African American quilts discussed here-increased quilt­
world recognition of this style as a legitimate aesthetic approach. I hope that this 
study encourages future work on the meaning of quilt making to African Americans, 
on the role of African Americans in U.S. quilt history, and on complementary uses 
of words and things. As the discourse on African American quiltmaking develops, it 
is clear that quilt history studies will continue to offer fertile ground for research. 

Notes 

I am grateful to Jason Baird Jackson for comments on several versions of this work and for teaching the 
class on cultural property that spawned it. I also thank Susan Roach, Katherine R. Roberts, and John 
Michael Vlach for reading earlier versions. I am indebted to Harris M. Berger and Giovanna P. Del Negro 
for their careful editing and to three anonymous readers for constructive feedback. 

1. In this article, I intend the term "mainstream quiltmaking" to refer to a creolized rather than purely 
European American tradition. This expresses my view that quiltmaking in the United States has been 
shaped not only by English, Dutch, French, Irish, Scots-Irish, and Scandinavian Americans, whose Old 
World roots included a folk quiltmaking tradition, but also by African, German, and Native Americans 
who were participating in quiltmaking in America by the nineteenth century, although their native cultures 
did not have folk quiltmaking traditions. 

2. Examples of fancy quilts attributed to slaves by later quilt history books are an early 1800s chintz 
applique made by "Kadella" in North Carolina (Roberson 1988:59, 61; Fry 1990:20-1), an 1850 Princess 
Feather made by Mahulda Mize in Kentucky (Kentucky Quilt Project [ 1982] 1992:25), and an 1840s Field 
of Diamonds made by Millies Lake of Mississippi (Johnson 2001:21-2). 

3. For images of model homemakers, see vintage Sears catalogues, newspapers, and women's magazines 
such as Ladies' Home Journal from the period. 

4. I am not questioning here the continuity of certain aspects of particular African cultures in the New 
World, as documented by scholars such as Melville J. Herskovits, William Bascom, Robert Farris Thomp­
son, John F. Szwed, Roger D. Abrahams, John Michael Vlach, and others. In the case of U.S. quiltmaking, 
however, I argue that there has not been enough research on contingency-quilt styles and techniques to 
sort out their cultural influences. 

5. The Cargo quilts can be seen by searching for the word "Cargo" in the International Quilt Study 
Center's Web site "Search the Collections: Quilts To Share With The World" (2007). 

Hicks lists ninety-eight institutions with African American quilts in their collections (2003:145-60). 
At that time, the largest numbers were at the International Quilt Study Center in Lincoln, Nebraska ( 156 
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quilts); the Old State House Museum in Little Rock, Arkansas (85); the Smith Robertson Museum in 
jackson, Mississippi (41); the Old Capital Museum of Mississippi in jackson (39); the Michigan State 
University Museum in East Lansing (27); the American Folk Art Museum in New York City (20); and the 
Kansas African American Museum in Wichita (10) (Hicks 2003:144).According to information gleaned 
from Hicks (2003:156-7) and also a january 8, 2008, e-mail message from Alana Staiti, administrative 
assistant in the Philadelphia Museum of Art's costume and textiles department, that museum now has 
about fifteen. 

6. Listings of catalogues for African American quilt exhibitions fill nine pages in Hicks's bibliography 
(2003:38-46). 
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