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LEFT: Third-generation
quilter Mary Margaret
Pettway (at left) teaches
Lori Weitzner quilting
basics at an instructional
session in the town square.
Pettway is a fellow of

the Alabama Humanities
Alliance and aninstructor
at the Black Belt Treasures
Cultural Arts Center.

Of the thousands of museum exhibits I have seen in
my lifetime—{from fine textiles to fine art, photography

, to fashion—I can think of none that have had a more
= profound impact on me than the quilts of Gee’s Bend.
' R . I first saw them 20 years ago, when they were on
0 4 s Y | display at the Whitney Museum of American
‘ N : Artin New York. My time as design director
e :

for Jack Lenor Larsen had instilled in me an

intense interest in, and abiding respect for,

TEXT”_E DES'GN ER LORIWEITZNER TRAVELS TO A % . artisan communities, and the pieces on exhibit

that day were among the most inspired I had

HISTORIC QUILTS FESTIVAL IN GEE’S BEND, ALABAMA, W | 2=tV Y seen. Even the oldestofthe quilts-antiques by

then—had an originality that felt contemporary,

amodern sensibility in arrangement of pattern

and color that defied their age, the relative

isolation of the Alabama community, and the

paucity of materials available to the crafts-

women. These artisans struck me as fiercely

innovative. I was spellbound by their story,

many details of which I came to learn only later.

The artists of Gee’s Bend are part of a small

community located at the U-shaped bend in

the Alabama River. Mostly descendants of

enslaved Africans and sharecroppers who

once lived and worked the land there, the

women and their colorful works of modern

art remained obscure until the civil rights

movement of the 1960s when a number of the

) o areas artists formed the Freedom Quilting Bee
ABOVE: As is tradition in Gee’s Bend, fr 1 le of their pi

master quilter Mary Lee Bendolph to earn money from the sale of their pieces.

learned the craft from her mother National attention and critical acclaim for

(who made the patchwork quilt at their art came more than 30 years later when

left). Bendolph’s designs, which . ) . s
eschew symmetry in favor of bold, the quilts of four generations of Gee’s Bend
vivid variation of structure, have artists were exhibited at museums across the

been reproduced as handwoven rugs United States, including the Whitney.
and intaglio prints. OPPOSITE INSET:
Awoman along the Alabama River

airing a medley of quilts, circa 1900

HOME TO A REMARKABLE TRADITION OF ABSTRACT ART.

PHOTOGRAPHY BY BECKY LUIGART-STAYNER
PRODUCED BY DAYLE WOOD + WRITTEN BY LORI WEITZNER

BACKGROUND QUILT PHOTOGRAPH BY STEPHEN PITKIN/PITKIN STUDIO, ARTWORK © 2022 AOLAR MOSELY/ARTISTS

RIGHTS SOCIETY (ARS), NEW YORK; AFRICAN AMERICAN QUILTS VICINITY OF THE ALABAMA RIVER (POSSIBLY GEE'S
BEND), WILCOX COUNTY, ALABAMA, ATTRIBUTED TO EDITH MORGAN CIRCA 1900, COURTESY OF SOULS GROWN DEEP.
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—— Art & Craft

So late last year when the international
artisan nonprofit Nest offered me the oppor-
tunity to visit Gee’s Bend for the first-ever
Airing of the Quilts Festival, I leaped. The
event would celebrate not only the work of
the Gee’s Bend artisans but also the history
of their evolution from unknown community
to recognized artists and promoters of civil
rights—all in a vibrant open-air art show in
the center of the bend.

The quilts were simply displayed on
clotheslines and tables in a grass field, in full
sun and a stiff breeze. I was able to touch and
hold them, to feel their heft, a heady expe-
rience compared to the distance required at
gallery exhibitions. There was an intimacy

“Mary Margaret seemed
to move by instinct
from one scrap of fabric
to the next, to combine
and arrange them
in a way that appeared
inevitable.”

—LORI WEITZNER

to it. And looking closer at the designs, it
occurred to me that no textiles designer
could see the resources available to the
women of Gee’s Bend—clothing and fabric
scraps mostly—and envision the quilts they
create from them: imaginative combinations
of color, shape, and texture that should
not work at all but produce beautiful and
often electrifying abstract designs. There
were significant variations in style between
the artists, and even between different
works of the same artist, but the pieces were
consistent in their level of sophistication
and craftsmanship.

And then there were the artists, all of them
so warm and welcoming. They greeted us
with hugs, spoke smilingly about their
pieces, and even invited us to sit down with
them to try our hands at quilting. This was
when I really understood the source of their
artistic prowess. The women of Gee’s Bend
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have been crafting their quilts, together,
since the 19th century, passing down cus-
toms and techniques from one generation
to the next. These encompass far more than
stitchwork or principles of composition.
They include the unique intimacy of the
community quilting process, its insepara-
bility from the storytelling that accompanies
it, and the conversations and confessions
that come with focusing on one’s craft, eyes
down, sharing thoughts and experiences.
Mary Margaret Pettway is a master quilter
and matriarchal presence among the bend’s
artists and offered instruction to a group of
us. She’s been quilting, she told us, nearly
every day of her 80-plus years. If she paused

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Awarm,
artistic welcome to the show. ¢
Weitzner examines a vivid mosaic

of stripes and graphic geometrics.
“The mix of patterns and solids feels
so balanced—imperfectly perfect,”
she notes. * Mary Margaret Pettway
works with fabric scraps of all kinds,
turning castoffs into virtuoso compo-
sitions. OPPOSITE TOP: “It seemed
that wherever you turned, there
were these luminous quilts blowing
inthe wind,” says Weitzner. OPPOSITE
INSET: A 1972 quilt by artist Loretta
Pettway, whose work has appeared
at the Metropolitan Museum of Art
and on two U.S. postage stamps

QUILT PHOTOGRAPH BY STEPHEN PITKIN/PITKIN STUDIO, ARTWORK © 2022

LORETTA PETTWAY BENNETT/ARTISTS RIGHTS SOCIETY (ARS), NEW YORK.

to consider her needlework or composition
or fabric selections as she spoke, I never saw
it. She seemed to move by instinct from one
scrap of fabric to the next, to combine and
arrange them in a way that appeared inevi-
table. My attempts at quilting, meanwhile,
were dismal, and [ acknowledged as much as
I fumbled with my stitchwork. Mary Marga-
ret would have none of it. “There is no wrong
way, she told me gently, but firmly.

I'won’t be trying any quilting techniques in
my textiles any time soon. But having offered
up some of my fabrics for the use of the Gee’s
Bend artists, it is my fervent hope that a part
of my work, even a scrap of it, makes it into a
Gee's Bend quilt. 4

Stitching a Way Forward

As part of its effort to advance gender
equity and economic inclusion through
handcrafted arts, the international
nonprofit Nest has been working in
Gee’s Bend since 2019 to develop
new opportunities for the quilters

to generate income. The Airing of

the Quilts Festival was developed in
partnership with the local community
and organizations like Souls Grown
Deep and the Freedom Quilting Bee,
along with other Nest endeavors,

to directly benefit the quilters, their
families, and their community, while
honoring the legacy of their craft.

To learn more visit buildanest.org.
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