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The exhibition catalogue The Quilts of Gee’s Bend: Masterpieces from a Lost Place features images of 
the exhibited works and photographs of the Gee’s Bend community, with essays by the curators and 
and specialists in quilts and African-American culture and history: William Arnett, John Beardsley, Jane 
Livingston, and Alvia Wardlaw. 
 
The quilts are from the collection of Tinwood Alliance, a non-profit foundation organized for the support of 
African American vernacular art. 
 
The Quilts of Gee’s Bend was organized by The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and Tinwood Alliance, Atlanta. 
 
This exhibition has been made possible by the generous support of Continental Airlines, Inc., The Horace W. 
Goldsmith Foundation, and the National Committee of the Whitney Museum of American Art. 
 
The Whitney Museum of American Art’s School and Educator Programs are made possible by Citigroup; the 
National Endowment for the Arts; The Louis Calder Foundation; Rose M. Badgeley Residuary Charitable Trust, 
HSBC Bank USA, Trustee; JPMorgan Chase; New York State Council on the Arts; New York City Department of 
Cultural Affairs; and by members of the Whitney’s Education Committee. 
 
Cover:   
Arcola Pettway, Variation on “Bars,” locally referred to as “Lazy Gal,” c. 1976. Corduroy, 81 x 89 in. (205.7 x 
226.1 cm). Collection of Tinwood Alliance, Atlanta. Photograph by Steve Pitkin/Pitkin Studio; courtesy 
Tinwood Books 
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Dear Educator, 
 
We are delighted that you have scheduled a visit to the exhibition The Quilts of Gee’s Bend. 
This exhibition features approximately seventy quilts by forty women from the African- 
American community of Gee’s Bend, a small town in rural Alabama. 
 
When you and your students visit the Whitney Museum, you will be given a tour of the 
exhibition by a Museum educator. The enclosed information consists of pre-visit materials 
designed specifically for you to use with your students in the classroom prior to your visit. In 
addition, we have included projects to use with your students after you have seen the 
exhibition. The goal of these materials is to enhance understanding and knowledge of the 
richness and diversity of American art and culture through historical research, visual 
literacy, and inquiry-based learning. 
 
To make your museum experience enriching and meaningful, we strongly encourage you to use 
this packet as a resource and to work with your students in the classroom before your visit. 
The pre-visit materials will serve as the starting point from which you and your students will 
view and discuss the exhibition. Please ask your students to think about these themes in the 
classroom: 
 

 Quilts, family, and tradition 
 

 Design and improvisation 
 
The quilts in the exhibition represent four generations of artists who used fabrics from 
their everyday lives—corduroy, denim, cotton sheets, and well-worn clothing—and created 
quilts that embody individuality and innovation. Most of the works in the exhibition are 
“piece,” “strip,” or “patchwork” quilts. 
 
This packet contains a selection of two pre-visit projects to choose from in preparation for 
seeing the exhibition, and two post-visit projects. We have included topics for discussion, art 
projects, and writing activities that introduce some of the key themes and concepts of the 
exhibition.  
 
Please feel free to adapt and build on these materials and to use this packet in any way that 
you wish. We look forward to welcoming you and your students to The Quilts of Gee’s Bend. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

Dina Helal 
 
Head of Curriculum and Online Learning 
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Annie Mae Young, “Medallion,” c. 
1976. Corduroy, denim, and 
synthetic blend, 108 x 77 in. (274.3 
x 195.6 cm). Collection of Tinwood 
Alliance, Atlanta. Photograph by 
Steve Pitkin/Pitkin Studio; courtesy 
Tinwood Books 
 

 

The Quilts of Gee’s Bend 
For four generations, the women of the rural community of Gee’s Bend in southwest Alabama 
have been creating quilts of exceptional artistry, pieced in bold, improvised geometries from 
salvaged work clothes and dresses, cotton sacks, and fabric samples. The Quilts of Gee’s Bend 
is an exhibition of approximately seventy quilts, made between the 1930s and 2000. The 
quilts are drawn from the collection of Tinwood Alliance, a nonprofit foundation. William 
Arnett, an art collector, discovered the area’s rich cultural heritage, part of which had 
remained stored under mattresses and in closets and cupboards for close to a century. The 
exhibition was organized by The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and the Tinwood Alliance, 
Atlanta.  
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Among the forty quiltmakers whose works are seen in the exhibition are America Irby (1916-
1993), Nettie Young (b. 1917), Lucy T. Pettway (b. 1921), Polly Bennett (b. 1922), Lizzie 
Major (b. 1922), Arlonzia Pettway (b. 1923), Annie Mae Young (b. 1928), Jessie T. Pettway (b. 
1929), Leola Pettway (b. 1929), Linda Pettway (b. 1929), Loretta Pettway (b. 1942), and 
Belinda Pettway (b. 1957). The Pettway women are descendants from the slaves of the 
Pettway plantation, formerly located where their community now stands. These women’s story 
unfolds through their quilts, which embody three great themes: quilts as formally 
sophisticated design; quilts as vessels of cultural survival and continuity; and quilts as 
portraits of women’s identities. 
 
A 20-minute video by Vanessa Vadim and Matt Arnett is also part of the exhibition. The video 
features the faces and voices of the women and the music of the Gee’s Bend community, 
interviews with a number of the quiltmakers, archival photographs, and further documentation 
on the history of the area. 
 
The bold designs, unusual color schemes, and experimental attitude visible in the quilts is 
exemplary of a specifically African-American tradition of quiltmaking. These traditions have 
often been connected formally to African textile designs, particularly the embroidered cloths 
of the Kuba people in central Africa and Kente cloths of the Asante in Ghana and Ivory Coast. 
 
Debra Singer, the Whitney’s associate curator of contemporary art has said, “The high 
aesthetic standards of these quiltmakers make these quilts outstanding examples of a great 
American art form. Reflecting an extraordinarily painterly approach to working with textiles, 
the quilts are of unique historical importance as they trace quilting traditions and innovations 
handed down for four generations.  This work transcends the outdated, residual boundaries 
between art and craft.” 
 
 

Gee’s Bend 
Gee’s Bend today is a small, rural, primarily African-American community in Alabama, whose 
population numbers approximately 700. Located about 30 miles southwest of Selma inside 
a horseshoe-shaped bend at the base of the Alabama River, Gee’s Bend is surrounded by 
water on three sides. The geographic isolation created by the encircling river has marked 
life there for several generations. Gee's Bend has just one road leading out of town, which 
was not even paved until about thirty-five years ago. The only other physical connection to 
the outside world was a ferry service leading across the river, which was terminated in the 
1960s. 
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Gee’s Bend: A Selected Chronology 
 
USA Gee’s Bend
1813-14  Creek Indian War forces cession of 
most of Alabama to the United States. 
 
Early 1800s  A basic “nine-patch” quilt pattern, 
is most popular among young women from rural 
areas in the U.S. 
 

Early 1800s  Joseph Gee claims approximately 6,000 
acres of land along the Alabama River. 
 

1819  Alabama becomes a state. 
 

1824  Joseph Gee dies. His heirs contest the 
inheritance of his plantation. 
 
 

1840s-70s  The popularity of the floral applique 
method of quilting reaches its peak. The average 
age of quiltmakers is 23. 
 

1845  The Gees, heavily in debt, sell their land to a 
relative, Mark H. Pettway, who subsequently brings 100 
slaves on foot from North Carolina to Alabama. This 
migration marks the beginning of the Gee’s Bend 
community. 
 

1861-65  The United States Civil War. The issue 
of slavery is at the forefront of the conflict. 
Victory of the North results in the reunification of 
the country and ratification of the 13th 
Amendment, which abolishes slavery. 
 
1860s  Popular patterns used by quiltmakers 
throughout the United States include the “slave 
chain.” Many patterns carry messages that may 
have been fundamental to the escape of slaves in 
the underground railroad. 
 

c. 1861  Mark Pettway dies.  
 
1861-65  After the Civil War, many freed Pettway 
slaves become tenants on the plantation. 
 

1865-77  The Reconstruction. With ratification 
of the 14th and 15th amendments blacks were 
granted citizenship and the right to vote. 
Inadequate conditions for blacks prevail. 
 

1880  Gee’s Bend becomes the property of Mark 
Pettway’s son, John Henry. 

1896  The Supreme Court rules in Plessy v. 
Ferguson that "separate but equal" facilities for 
blacks and whites is constitutional. 
 

1895  John Henry sells nearly 4,000 acres of the Gee’s 
Bend plantation to the Dew family. 
 

1900s  Quilts begin to appear in county fairs and 
competitions. New designs—such as the Crazy 
Quilt—become popular. 
 

1900  Adrian Van de Graaff buys the entire property 
from the Dews for $20,000. 
 

1910-20  The Great Migration. Thousands of 
black Americans move from the South to industrial 
cities of the North and Midwest in search of 
better lives and opportunities. 
 

 

1914-18 World War I. 
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Gee’s Bend: A Selected Chronology (continued) 
 
USA Gee’s Bend 
1920  Women gain the right to vote nationally as 
the 19th Amendment to the Constitution is 
ratified. In most southern states, black women 
face property tax requirements, literacy tests, and 
other obstacles when they try to vote. 
 

 

1920s  Quilts throughout the United States 
incorporate more expensive, elaborate fabrics. 
Garden motifs continue to be a major theme in 
quilting. Susan B. Anthony makes her first speech 
about emancipation for women at a quilting bee. 
 

1922  Hargrove Van de Graaff assumes management of 
the plantation after the death of his father, Adrian. 
 

1929  The Great Depression begins. Following the 
stock market crash, the American economy spirals 
downward, resulting in massive unemployment 
and poverty. 
 
Women throughout the United States seek more 
frugal materials for quilting, including feed sacks 
that carried flour in grocery stores. 
 

Late 1920s  Cotton prices collapse, merchants in 
Camden advance credit to Gee’s Bend farmers, many 
farmers fall into tremendous debt. 

1933  President Franklin Delano Roosevelt issues 
New Deal reforms in an effort to get the country 
through the Depression. 
 

1932  Camden’s most prominent furnishing merchant 
dies and his estate forecloses on his debtors, seizing 
everything they own, including food, farming tools, and 
livestock. The following winter most families in Gee’s 
Bend suffer near-starvation. 
 

1935  The Federal Resettlement Administration is 
established to help struggling farm families 
become more self-reliant. 
 

1934-35  The federal government intervenes with the 
Federal Emergency Relief Administration, providing small 
loans, seeds, fertilizer, farming tools, and livestock to 
families in Gee’s Bend. 
 

 1936-37  The Information Division of the Resettlement 
Administration commissions two documentary films 
about Gee’s Bend: “The Plow That Broke the Plains” and 
“The River.” 
 

 1937  Inspired by Beverly Smith, a journalist for 
American Magazine who describes Gee’s Bend as “the 
most primitive set up she has ever heard of,” Roy 
Stryker, the head of the photography division of the 
Resettlement Administration sends Arthur Rothstein to 
photograph the community. 
 

 1937  The New York Times Magazine runs a story by 
John Temple Graves II on Gee's Bend. The story is 
illustrated with 10 of Arthur Rothstein’s photographs. 
 

1939  World War II begins. On December 7, 1941, 
Japanese attack on U.S. naval base in Pearl Harbor 
destroys much of the American Pacific fleet. On 
December 8, the United States declares war on 
Japan, Germany, and Italy. 

1937-40  The Roosevelt Project Houses are 
constructed and cooperative enterprises are 
established. Buildings include a school, a store, a cotton 
gin, a mill, a clinic, and approximately 100 new homes. 
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Gee’s Bend: A Selected Chronology (continued) 
 
USA Gee’s Bend 
1945  On August 5 and 8, the United States drops 
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, killing up 
to 150,000. On August 14, the unconditional 
surrender of Japan ends World War II. 
 

1939  Farm Security Administration sends Marion Post 
Wolcott to Gee’s Bend to photograph the effects of the 
New Deal programs. 
 
1945  Residents offered federal loans to buy farmland. 
 

 1946  Congress orders the Farm Security 
Administration to be dismantled and all lands purchased 
through it to be dispersed. 
 

1950s Television, Barbie dolls, and Coca-Cola 
infiltrate homes throughout America. 
 

1949  Gee’s Bend’s first post office opens and the town 
is officially renamed Boykin after white Alabama 
Congressman Frank Boykin. Gee’s Bend remains the 
community’s common name. 
 

1954  Brown v. Board of Education. The Supreme 
Court declares in a unanimous ruling that racial 
segregation in schools is unconstitutional.   
 

1952  A fire destroys the cotton gin, one of the 
enterprises built by the Federal Resettlement 
Administration. 

1957  Congress establishes the Civil Rights 
Commission and approves the first civil rights bill 
for African Americans since Reconstruction. 
 

 

1960s  Young women throughout the United 
States begin to pursue careers outside the home. 
As a result, most quiltmakers are mothers and 
grandmothers. 
 

1962  Congress orders construction of dam and lock at 
Miller’s Ferry to flood the Alabama River at Gee’s Bend. 

1961  “Freedom Riders,” white and black liberals 
loosely organized to test and force integration in 
the South, are attacked and beaten by white 
citizens in Anniston and Birmingham, Alabama. 

Mid-1960s  Electricity comes to local homes. 
 
1965  Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. preaches at Pleasant 
Grove Baptist Church in Gee’s Bend. Many residents join 
a march in Selma and seek to register to vote in 
Camden. 
 
Ferry service from Gee’s Bend is terminated. 
 

1968  Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is assassinated.  
Gee’s Bend mules pull King’s casket through 
Atlanta. 
 

1966  The Freedom Quilting Bee is founded in 
Rehoboth, Alabama. Some of the Gee’s Bend quiltmakers 
work there. 
 
1967  The road leading to Gee’s Bend is paved for the 
first time. 
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Gee’s Bend: A Selected Chronology (continued) 
 
USA Gee’s Bend 
 1969  In response to increasing demand for quilts, 

construction begins for a new 4,500 square-foot sewing 
center. Sales of the Bee’s quilts begin at Bloomingdale’s 
after a $20,000 contract is signed. Full-page ads for 
the quilts run in the New York Times. 
 
1970  Miller’s Ferry lock and dam officially opens. 
 
Mid-1970s  Water and telephone service is established 
throughout Gee’s Bend. 
 

 1975  Desegregation forces the closing of the Boykin 
High School. Students are bused to Pine Hill. 
 
1979  After Pine Hill school burns, students begin 
busing 50 miles to Annemonie. 
 

 1987  Nancy Callahan writes about Gee’s Bend in her 
book The Freedom Quilting Bee. 
 

1990s  Computers, the Internet, cable television, 
and other technologies become popular. 
 
Innovations in sewing machine technology, 
specialized fabrics and threads, and the popularity 
of Martha Stewart’s magazine Living inspire 
women throughout the United States to begin 
quilting again. 
 
1992  Earl Hilliard becomes the first black 
congressman from Alabama since 1876. 
 

Late 1990s  Announcement of plans to build a new 
ferry and establish service on the Alabama River 
between Gee’s Bend and Camden. 
 

 1999  J. R. Moehringer is awarded a Pulitzer Prize for 
his article “Crossing Over” featured in the Los Angeles 
Times recounting the life of Mary Lee Bendolph, a 
resident of Gee’s Bend. 

 

Subject areas: Social studies, technology 
 
Note to Educators:  Ask students to use the chronology above, the references below, the 
webography on pages 25-27, and other resources in these materials as a starting point to conduct 
in-depth research on a selected period in American history. For example: have students compare 
events in Gee’s Bend with the events of the civil rights movement during the 1960s or examine the 
role of the Freedom Quilting Bee in the civil rights movement.  
 
http://www.stanford.edu/group/King/ 
The Martin Luther King, Jr. Papers Project offers extensive information, sermons, and speeches. 
 
Nancy Callahan, The Freedom Quilting Bee, Tuscaloosa, Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 1987. 
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   Objective:      
 

To explore quilts, family, and tradition. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jessie T. Pettway, Bars and string-
pieced columns, c. 1950s. Cotton. 
95 x 76 in. (241.3 x 193 cm). 
Collection of Tinwood Alliance, 
Atlanta. Photograph by Steve 
Pitkin/Pitkin Studio; courtesy 
Tinwood Books 
 
 

 

Quilts 
A quilt is two pieces of cloth stitched together with an interior padding of wool, cotton, or 
other material. The three layers are held together by continual seams. Quilts were first made 
in Egypt, Europe, India, and China.  
 
The pieced quilt—an assemblage of strips and blocks of cloth—gained its first widespread 
popularity in the United States. Women (and a few men) of almost every immigrant and ethnic 
group, religion, social class, and region shared in quiltmaking that has become a distinguished 
American art form. 
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Pre-visit Project 1:  Piecing Together (continued)    9 
 
Quilts have been used as bedcovers, tents, and wrappings. They have also been hung on walls 
as works of art. Quilting can be found on a wide variety of objects, including clothing, 
furnishings, banners, boxes, bags, pillows, and flags. 
 

A lot of people make quilts just for your bed for to keep you warm. But a quilt 
is more. It represents safekeeping, it represents beauty, and you could say it 
represents family history. 
Mensie Lee Pettway1 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
America Irby, “One Patch,” c. 1971. 
Cotton, 91 x 78 in. (231.1 x 198.2 
cm). Collection of Tinwood Alliance, 
Atlanta. Photograph by Steve 
Pitkin/Pitkin Studio; courtesy 
Tinwood Books 
 
 
In this quilt, America Irby 
used leftover scraps of 
dashiki cloth provided by her 
daughter, Mensie Lee 
Pettway, who worked at the 
Freedom Quilting Bee during 
its early years when it had a 
contract to manufacture 
dashikis. 
 
 

 
Apart from their function as objects of utility and decoration, quilts are often laden with 
symbolic or personal meaning. In Gee’s Bend, the quilt symbolized practicality and survival, 
and an acquired knowledge of recycling and reuse. A quilt’s designs and techniques, passed 
on through generations from mothers and grandmothers, were heirlooms connecting home 
and ancestors, who are represented in the quilts through their left-behind clothing.  

                                            
1 The Quilts of Gee’s Bend (Atlanta, Georgia: Tinwood Books, in association with The Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston, 2002), p. 18. 
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The quilts of Gee’s Bend are important in documenting a complex group of women vitally 
connected to their community. The diversity of the women’s roles included that of the 
skilled farmer, child bearer, homemaker, and provider of sustenance and comfort to their 
families.  
 
The local tradition of quilting was taught to young girls who then would pass it on to their 
daughters, through four generations. In the past fifteen years the practice of quiltmaking in 
the area has begun to slow down and there are no longer any quiltmakers working on a 
regular basis. Young Gee’s Benders have moved to cities—Mobile, Alabama, and Bridgeport, 
Connecticut, where a community of Gee’s Bend children and grandchildren resides. 
 
 

   Suggested Discussion with Students: 
 

 
 
Note to Educators:  Review the information and quilt images on the previous pages and 
generate a discussion with your students using the following questions as a guide. 
 

What is a quilt? 
What are quilts made of? 
What are quilts used for? 
What is the difference between quilts and other types of bedcovers? 
 
Where have you seen quilts or quilting? 
Do you have any clothing that contains quilting or quilt patterns? For example, a down 
jacket or vest? A piece of African fabric such as kente cloth? 

 
What message or meaning can quilts convey? 
What references to her family and history can you find in America Irby’s quilt? 

 
 
Tradition 
The handing down of information, beliefs, or customs by word of mouth or by example from 
one generation to another without written instruction. 
 
The women of Gee’s Bend passed on the techniques and traditions of quilting from generation 
to generation. 
 

What is a tradition? 
What traditions do you have at school? (For example: assembly, town hall meetings, 
graduation ceremonies.) 

 
What traditions did your parents or guardians learn from their parents? 
What traditions have been handed down to you? 
Have these traditions changed over time? How? 
Which traditions do you value the most? Why? 
What would you want to pass on to future generations? 
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Have any of your family traditions disappeared over time? 
Why do you think they disappeared? 
How did their disappearance affect your family? 

 
 

   Suggested Project: 
 

 
Oral History 
 
Subject areas: art, English language arts, social studies, technology 
 
Supplies:  Printouts of Mary Lee Bendolph story; journal or notebook; paper; pencils or 
pens; computers; Internet access; Hyperstudio, PowerPoint, or software that can combine 
image, text, video, and sound; scanner or digital camera 
 
Note to Educators:  Ask students to print and read the story of Mary Lee Bendolph. Lead 
a discussion of the story in class using the questions below as a guide.  
 
http://www.pulitzer.org/year/2000/feature-writing/works/ 
“Crossing Over,” 2000 Pulitzer Prize-winning story about Mary Lee Bendolph’s life in Gee’s 
Bend, written by J.R. Moehringer, staff writer for the Los Angeles Times. 
 

Who is Mary Lee Bendolph? 
 
What was Bendolph’s experience when Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. visited Gee’s Bend? 
What is the significance of the Alabama River in Bendolph’s life? 
 
How has J.R. Moehringer told Mary Lee Bendolph's story? 
What is an oral history? 
If you created an oral history, whom would you talk to and why? 

 
Ask students to interview an adult in their family such as a parent, guardian, or 
grandparent. Ask students to write interview questions focusing on family traditions. Have 
students take notes during the interview, and write an essay about family traditions based 
on the interview. Find photographs of family or community members to make a pictorial 
essay. Students can do this project using notebooks or journals, or on the computer in 
Powerpoint or another program that combines image and text. Ask students to present and 
discuss their pictorial essays with the class. 
 

What did you discover during your interview? 
How is an oral history different from reading a history textbook? 
If someone interviewed you about your traditions, what would you talk about? 
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   Objective:      
 

To examine improvisation and tessellation. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Loretta Pettway, “Medallion,” c. 
1960. Cotton sacking materials and 
synthetic knit, 87 x 70 in. (221 x 
177.8 cm). Collection of Tinwood 
Alliance, Atlanta. Photograph by 
Steve Pitkin/Pitkin Studio; courtesy 
Tinwood Books 
 

 
 

What I make here is my own designs. What I do is what they call ‘patch work.’ I 
call it ‘this and that.’ I may start off looking like planning a nine patch but then 
I take this. Take that, take patches, blocks, strips, and seeing where I am 
going, laying my pattern as I go….We was taught there’s so many different 
ways to build a quilt. It’s like building a house. You can start with a bedroom 
over there, or a den over here, and just add on until you get what you want. 
Ought not two quilts ever be the same. You might use exactly the same 
material but you would do it different. 
Mensie Lee Pettway2 

 
When describing their lives, many of the women of Gee’s Bend indicate that their favorite 
pastime is music. Local music groups in Gee’s Bend often include two or three generations of 
voices. The women of Gee’s Bend have been devoted to blues and gospel master soloists, such  

                                            
2 The Quilts of Gee’s Bend p. 18. 
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as Mahalia Jackson, Staple Singers, and Shirley Caesar, whose soaring free-form notes were 
the epitome of improvisation. Quiltmaking, like music, provided a vibrant visual framework for 
the community. Musicality and improvisation are evident in the Gee’s Bend quilts, whose  
compositions comfortably stray from styles followed by most American quiltmakers outside of 
Gee’s Bend. These women followed the mantra that a good quiltmaker’s mind should be free 
of all preconceived notions of how a quilt should be created. 
 
The quilts of Gee’s Bend can also be seen as self-portraits that convey innovation and 
creative expression not visible in the women’s other responsibilities. By working only with 
available fabrics—usually old work clothes and scraps thrown away at nearby clothes 
factories—the women of Gee’s Bend invented new approaches to old traditions. Symbols 
and patterns such as “housetops” (squares within squares), stars, and triangles place the 
Gee’s Bend quilting tradition within the visual canon of American quilts while demonstrating 
imaginative differences. The women of Gee’s Bend regard their quilts both as gifts for 
family and as emblems of themselves and their capabilities as homemakers. Many 
quiltmakers in the community represent second-generation quilting within a family.  
 
 

   Suggested Discussion with Students: 
 

 
 
Improvisation 
In music:  inventing or creating something as you play it, or making up variations on a tune 
directly on the instruments being played rather than following written music notes. 
 

My first finished quilts, I was about fifteen, sixteen. The first was, I believe, 
a ‘Nine Patch.’ Then I started making what I call a ‘get-together,’ just putting 
pieces together—any color, any sizes. 
Polly Bennett3 

 
I don’t follow no pattern. I just went to putting them together, just get me a 
needle and some thread and sitting down and just went to work. I was just 
doing the best I could. When you sit down you go to get yourself a mind of 
your own, figure out a way to put them together. 
Geraldine Westbrook4 

 

                                            
3 The Quilts of Gee’s Bend, p. 80. 
4 The Quilts of Gee’s Bend,  p. 86. 
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What is improvisation? 
What types of music use improvisation today? 
How is improvisation different from standard play? 
How do hip-hop artists and DJs improvise? 
How do you improvise? How do you make things your own? 
 
 

Trace music back in time. 
 

Do you hear the same or similar tune transposed to different music styles? 
How has music been adapted at different times in history?   
Do different styles of music have anything in common? 

 
What is the difference between improvising and sampling? 
Why do you think musicians are interested in using a piece of music that already 
exists? 

 
Who has remixed the songs, “Killing Me Softly?” “Every Breath You Take?”  
“I’ll Be There?” “If I Were a Rich Girl?” 
Who recorded these songs originally? 
What other songs from the past have been remixed recently? 

 
 

   Suggested Project: 
 

 
 
Improvisation 
 
Subject areas:  music 
 
Supplies:  Selection of improvised and sampled music; CD player; computer with audio; 
Internet access 
 
Note to Educators:  Have students research and listen to selections of music to find 
examples of improvisation. For example: spirituals, gospel, blues, songs of the civil rights 
movement in the early 1960s, rock & roll, jazz, and contemporary music of students’ 
choice. Students could also use the websites on the next page to hear music from Gee’s 
Bend: When you visit the exhibition The Quilts of Gee’s Bend, ask students to look for 
traditional quilt patterns and improvisation. 
 
Ask students to choose a piece of music that has been sampled. Find the original music that it 
was sampled from and compare the two. What are the similarities? What are the differences? 
What does each piece of music reflect about the time it was made? 
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http://geesbend.org/ 
Lyrics, notes, and photographs from Gee’s Bend: Songs from Beyond the River, a one-hour music documentary 
from Public Radio International that explores life in the isolated all-black farming community of Gee’s Bend, 
Alabama, as it existed on the Fourth of July, 1941. 
 
http://www.arts.state.al.us/actc/music/index-music.html 
Four audio files of songs from the Gee’s Bend Cooperative, recorded in 1948. 
 
For information and recordings, consult with your music teacher, or visit the music section 
of your public library or New York Public Library for the Performing Arts,  
40 Lincoln Center Plaza (Amsterdam Avenue between West 64th and 65th Streets). 
 
Strip Quilt 
 
Note to Educators: Hand out assorted colored paper strips in different sizes. Ask 
students to improvise and create a strip quilt by arranging the strips in a horizontal and 
vertical design. 
 
 

   Suggested Discussion with Students: 
 

 
 
Tessellation 
A tessellation is a continuous pattern of interlocking shapes with no spaces between them, 
and no overlaps. For example, tiling on floors, brick walls, and honeycombs are 
tessellations. A tessellation is different from a tangram, which is a finite pattern of five 
interlocking triangles, a square, and a rhomboid. 
 

 
 
Most patterns found in pieced or patchwork quilts are also tessellations. In fact, 
tessellations can be found almost everywhere—indoors, outdoors, and in nature. 
 
Note to Educators:  Ask your students to look closely and follow the pattern in space. 
Discuss what type of rhythm these shapes make, and how they form a visual rhythm or 
pattern. 
 

Where have you seen tessellations in your school? 
What shapes are they? 
How are the shapes repeated?  
Where do they join together? 
Are these tessellations the same or different colors? 
In which direction(s) are the shapes repeated? 
How do the shapes form a visual rhythm or pattern? 
How would you describe the pattern of these shapes? 
What tessellations are found in nature? 
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   Suggested Project:   
 

 
 
Tessellation Journal 
 
Subject areas: art, math 
 
Supplies: Notebook or journal, paper (8.5” x 11”) or white index cards; pencils; erasers; 
markers or colored crayons 
 
Note to Educators:  Ask your students to do this project as a class or homework 
assignment. Ask students to keep a tessellation journal. Look for tessellations at home, at 
school, in the street, on buildings. Here are some examples:  floors, windows, brick 
buildings, sidewalks, parking lots, ice cube trays, egg boxes, chocolate bar squares. Have 
students record the tessellations they find in a notebook or journal, or with a camera. 
 
In class, hand out sheets of paper or white index cards and ask your students to make 
drawings of one tessellation that they have seen, filling the whole sheet of paper. Make a 
wall of students’ tessellations in your classroom. Discuss the types of tessellations that 
students found, and the effect of repetition and patterning. 
 
Tessellation Rubbing 
 
Note to Educators: Ask students to use copy paper or tracing paper and the side of a 
soft pencil to make a rubbing of a tessellation in their school, such as a section of small 
tiles or part of a brick wall. 
 
 
Polygons 
 
Note to Educators:  Ask students to discuss the definition of a polygon.  
 
What is a polygon?  
What are three examples of types of polygons? 
Can you find polygons in your home? Where? 
 
Introduce students to the concept of tessellations, based on tiling. Look for examples at 
school—e.g. floors, bathrooms, brickwork. 
 
Have students discuss which polygons can and cannot tessellate and why. Regular 
tessellations consist only of congruent regular polygons. A regular polygon has sides that 
are all the same length. Congruent patterns consist only of polygons of the same size and 
shape.   
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   Suggested Project (continued):   
 

 
 
Polygons (continued) 
 
Ask students to create a regular tessellation and a more complex irregular tessellation. If 
you have access to computers and Hyperstudio software, ask students to create their 
tessellations using Hyperstudio. See examples and instructions for creating tessellations at 
http://mathforum.org/sum95/suzanne/colortess.html 
 
Alternatively, students can experiment with online tessellation tools: 
http://www.shodor.org/interactivate/activities/tessellate/index.html# 
http://www.arcytech.org/java/patterns/patterns_j.shtml 
 
 
Symmetry 
 
Note to Educators: Discuss symmetry with your students. What is symmetry? What does 
it mean to rotate something, versus glide it, reflect or translate it across a plane? As a 
homework assignment, have students find a polygon shape from their home, such as a 
piece of jewelry, or an image of a polygon in a magazine. Ask students to draw their shape 
on graph paper. 
 
Review different types of symmetry in a class discussion. Ask students to use their found 
shape, graph paper, protractor, and pencil to experiment with four types of symmetries: 
rotation, translation, reflection, and glide reflection. 
 
Have students present their approach to rotation, gliding, reflecting, and translating their 
shape, and explain what they found to be the most challenging and why. 
 
Note to Educators:  Many of the Gee’s Bend quiltmakers used one geometric shape to 
form another. For example, they used triangles or rectangles to make a square. Ask 
students to look for these shapes and patterns when they visit the exhibition. 
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   Objective: 
 

To review the exhibition and ideas about quilts. To create a quilt with personal, symbolic 
meaning. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nettie Jane Kennedy, 
“Housetop,” c. 1955. Cotton 
and synthetic metallic knit, 85 x 
77 in. (215.9 x 195.6 cm). 
Collection of Tinwood Alliance, 
Atlanta. Photograph by Steve 
Pitkin/Pitkin Studio; courtesy 
Tinwood Books 
 

 
 
 

   Suggested Discussion with Students: 
 

 
 
Exhibition Review 
 
Note to Educators:  Use the following questions as a guide to review and discuss the 
exhibition with your students. 
 

Why do you think the quilts were displayed in a museum? 
What did you discover about Gee’s Bend? 
What significance did the quilts have in the lives of people who lived in Gee’s Bend? 
How did the quilt materials reflect the quiltmakers’ lives? Their individuality? The 
community as a whole? 
 
Why do you think most men did not participate in quiltmaking? 
Are there activities in contemporary American culture that only women do? 
Is there anything in our culture today that only men do? Why? 
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   Suggested Project:   
 

 
 
Personal Quilt 
 
Subject areas: art, English language arts 
 
Supplies:  Students’ found objects; notebooks or journals; pencils or pens; 11” x 17” white 
paper; assorted pieces of colored paper 
 
Note to Educators:  As a homework assignment, ask students to find 3-5 objects that 
represent themselves and/or their family. For example, photographs, clothing, a piece of 
fabric, jewelry, or product. Students could include items with words such as a T-shirt 
image, tag, logo, or clothing label. Have students draw or photograph the objects and bring 
their photos or drawings to class. 
 
Ask students to make a quilt using additional materials and the quilt shapes and patterns 
that they saw in the exhibition.  
 
In addition, ask students to write a paragraph about why they chose these objects, why 
they are important to them, and how the objects represent themselves or their family. Have 
students dedicate their quilt to someone in their family, past, present, or future. 
 
Display and review students’ quilts and writing. 
 
 
How does your quilt communicate memory? History? Tradition? Your own personality or 
identity? 
Is your quilt improvised or did you follow a predetermined pattern? 
To whom did you dedicate your quilt? Why? 
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   Objective: 
 

To explore ideas about community. 
 
The first African-Americans to settle in the Gee’s Bend area in the nineteenth century were 
the slaves of John Gee, for whom the Bend is named. The Gees sold their plantation to 
Mark Pettway in 1845. Many of the residents living in Gee’s Bend today are descended 
from former Pettway slaves, and still bear the Pettway name. After emancipation in 1865, 
a large number of the former slaves remained on the land and subsisted as tenant farmers 
and sharecroppers for absentee white landlords. In the late 1930s a New Deal-sponsored 
program provided government loans so that Gee’s Bend residents could buy the land they 
farmed and build new homes. This government action created a community of independent 
landholders in Gee’s Bend, and while the farmers were still poor, from this point forward 
they were self-sufficient and could remain in the area of their own accord.  
 
The continuous lineage of African-American families in the Gee’s Bend area for more than 
one hundred years has allowed many of the community’s distinctive traditions to be 
carefully nurtured from generation to generation. This stability—an unusual circumstance 
within African-American history—has contributed to a strong sense of group identity that 
has survived into the present day, with quiltmaking being one of its most significant 
expressions. 
 
Family influences and lineages are visible among many of the Gee's Bend quilts. Most of the 
women learned to piece quilts from their mothers, grandmothers, sisters, and aunts. While 
the process of piecing together a quilt top is generally done alone, the quilting phase—in 
which a filler and backing are stitched onto the pieced top—is often done in groups, with 
friends or relatives sitting around a quilt frame working together. As each woman develops 
her own creative language of forms she shares it with family members, creating circles of 
expression and enabling certain techniques and patterns to be passed along to subsequent 
generations. In addition to this exchange of concepts and motifs, the trading and sharing 
of fabrics is evident in these quilts. The connections among several groups of related 
women seen in this gallery represent only a few of the many familial influences found 
throughout the exhibition. 
 
A quilting bee is a place where people gather together to make and finish quilts. In 1972 
Sears, Roebuck and Company began doing business with the Freedom Quilting Bee, a 
cooperative founded in 1966 near Gee’s Bend. The cooperative was originally founded to 
create and sell quilted products to raise money for civil rights activities, but also became 
an important source of income for the women of Gee’s Bend, many of whom participated. 
Sears had become aware of the cooperative's quilting work and contracted with the 
Freedom Quilting Bee to make pre-designed, corduroy pillow shams. For a time, the shams 
became a high-volume, assembly-line production in Gee’s Bend. Characteristic of the Gee’s 
Bend quilting tradition, leftover scraps of corduroy were turned into quilts of their own 
design.  
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   Suggested Project:   
 

 
 
Representing Community  
 
Subject areas: art, English language arts, social studies, technology 
 
Supplies:  Notebooks, journals. or sheets of paper; pencils; pens; digital or film cameras; 
film; computers; scanner; Internet access; Hyperstudio, Powerpoint, or software that can 
combine image, text, video, and sound 
 
Note to Educators:  Ask students to discuss, research, and create a visual and written 
piece about their neighborhood or community on paper or on the computer. If they use a 
computer, students could also include sound and video. Have students look for historical 
and contemporary information and consider the following questions: 
 

Is the place where you live different from the rest of the United States? How? 
Has your community ever been isolated? When? In what ways? 

 
How do you define your community? What is its identity? 
Does it have boundaries? What are they? 
What is special or unique about it? 
 
Are there any special celebrations that take place in your neighborhood or community? 
What art forms can you find there? 
Are there any celebrations or art forms that used to be part of your community but no 
longer exist? Why did they disappear? 

 
What changes have you seen in your community? 
Why do you think these changes occurred? 
How was your community affected by these changes? 

 
What would you select to represent your community? Buildings? People? Streets? 
Stores? Styles? Music? What else might be included? 

 
Research and gather information about your community. Take photographs, make drawings, 
and find images of your community in the past. For example, use your local library to find 
photographs of your neighborhood in the past—25, 50, and 100 years ago.  
 
If you live in New York City, these websites may be helpful:   
 
www.mcny.org (go to “Single Trade Districts”) 
 
www.brooklynhistory.org/main/publications.html (go to “Neighborhood History Guides”) 
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   Suggested Project (continued):   
 

 
 
1. Discuss and summarize your findings with the group. What did you learn about your 

community? 
 
2. Use images (drawings, photographs, and/or video) and text to make a presentation 

about your community. If you want to, include images of yourself. 
 
3. View and reflect on your community presentation with the class.  
 

What did you select to represent your community? Why?  
How is it unique? 
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   Webography 
 

 
A selection of websites related to the exhibition The Quilts of Gee’s Bend. 
 
Gee’s Bend: History and community 
 

 

http://www.rootsweb.com/~afamerpl/plantations_usa/AL/gee
sbend.html 
 

Gee’s Bend plantation history. 

http://www.prairiebluff.com/blackbelt/geesbend.html 
 

A brief history of Gee’s Bend. 

http://www.pulitzer.org/year/2000/feature-writing/works/ 
 

2000 Pulitzer Prize-winning story of Mary 
Lee Bendolph’s life in Gee’s Bend, written by 
J. R. Moehringer, staff writer for the Los 
Angeles Times. 
 

http://www.newhousenews.com/archive/story1b062102.ht
ml 
 

Artelia Bendolph reflects on life in Gee’s Bend 
and a Farm Security Administration 
photograph of her, taken by Roy Stryker in 
1937 when she was ten years old. 
 

http://www.archives.state.al.us/emblems/st_quilt.html 
 

State of Alabama legislature designates the 
official Pine Burr quilt of Alabama, made by 
women of Gee’s Bend. 
 

http://memory.loc.gov/ 
 
 

The Library of Congress’s American Memory 
Project includes primary source documents. In 
addition, there is a learning resource area 
specifically for K-12 students and educators. 
 
On the homepage, type Gee’s Bend in the 
search box for Farm Security Administration 
(FSA) photographs of Gee’s Bend, Alabama. 
 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/fsahtml/fachap05.html#10 
 

FSA photographs of the Gee’s Bend 
community, taken in 1937. 
. 

http://xroads.virginia.edu/~UG99/brady/alabama.html 
 

FSA photographs, 1937. 
 

http://www.ruraldevelopment.org/FQB.html 
 

Photographs and information about the 
Freedom Quilting Bee. 
 

Quilts 
 

 

http://www.womenfolk.com/historyofquilts/articles.htm 
 

A history of American quilts with quilt images 
and links to related information. 
 

http://www.quiltmakersbee.com/qbqhisto.htm 
 

Quilting history. 

http://www.quiltchannel.com/majorsites.htm 
 
 

Links to an array of quilt-related sites. 
 
 

http://www.quiltchannel.com/History/index.htm 
 

Quilting history and timeline. 
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   Webography (continued) 
 

 
 
Music 
 

 

http://geesbend.org/ 
 

Lyrics, notes, and photographs from Gee’s 
Bend: Songs from Beyond the River, a one-
hour music documentary from Public Radio 
International that explores life in the isolated 
all-black farming community of Gee’s Bend, 
Alabama, as it existed on the Fourth of July, 
1941. 
  

http://www.arts.state.al.us/actc/music/index-music.html 
 

Four audio files of songs from the Gee’s Bend 
Cooperative, recorded in 1948. 
 

Related sites 
 

 

http://xroads.virginia.edu/~UG97/quilt/atrads.html 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This site explores southern quilting with 
sections on African-American and European-
American traditions. 
 

http://www.du.edu/duma/africloth/map.html 
 

From an exhibition at the University of 
Denver, Colorado, this site offers information 
on African strip weaving, adinkra cloth from 
Ghana, and adire cloth from Nigeria. 
 

http://www.ghana.com/republic/kente 
 

A history and description of Ghanaian Kente 
cloth. 

http://jfg.girlscouts.org/Talk/whoami/Culture/AfricanAmeric
an/BHMHerStories1.htm 
 

Story quilts by Harriet Powers, Faith 
Ringgold, and Carolyn Mazooli. 
 

http://sheetmusic.berkeley.edu/courses/is182/papers/UGG/i
ndex.htm 
 

This site explores how quilts may have been 
used to help slaves escape from the south via 
the underground railroad. 
 

http://www.quiltmakersbee.com/qbpoems.htm 
 

A selection of poems about quilts and 
quiltmaking. 

http://www.quiltcenter.org/ 
 

The Alliance for American Quilts has 
information about quilts and quilting, and 
many great links.  
 

http://www.cptr.ua.edu/alex/default.htm 
 

Alabama history, culture, and civil rights. 
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   Webography (continued) 
 

 
http://www.pbs.org/americaquilts/ 
 

This PBS feature about American quilts 
contains images, information, oral history, 
and lesson plans. 
 

http://www.aidsquilt.org/ 
 
 

The AIDS Memorial Quilt is a memorial and a 
powerful tool for prevention education and 
the largest ongoing community arts project in 
the world. Each of the more than 44,000 
colorful panels in the quilt memorializes the 
life of a person lost to AIDS. To view 
individual quilt blocks, go to “search the 
quilt,” type a city in the “name on panel” text 
box, and click on “form view” to see large 
images. 
 

http://www.memorialquilt.com/ 
 

September 11, 2001 memorial quilt. 
 

http://www.ruraldevelopment.org/FQB.html 
 

Photographs and information about the 
Freedom Quilting Bee. 
 

http://www.videotapestry.org/ 
 

A “virtual quilt” whose primary purpose is to 
help bridge the gap in understanding between 
young people in the United States and in the 
Middle East.  
 

Related lesson plans and classroom projects 
 

 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/lessons/98/grand/g
eesbend.html 
 

Lesson plan for FSA photographs of Gee’s 
Bend. 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/collections/quilts/qu
lintro.html 
 

Creative writing and classroom quilt projects. 

http://www.sjy.org/6thGrade/Mrs.%20N/tessellation_station
.htm 
 

A tessellation station site with sound effects 
and suggested activities. 
 

http://www.shodor.org/interactivate/activities/tessellate/in
dex.html# 
 

Tessellation software to try out and 
suggested lessons. 

http://www.arcytech.org/java/patterns/patterns_j.shtml 
 

A virtual pattern block-making tool with a 
description and instructions. 
 

http://www.coolmath.com/tesspag1.htm 
 

A fun explanation and demonstration of 
tessellations. 
 

http://mathforum.org/sum95/suzanne/whattess.html 
 

A description and explanation of 
tessellations. 

http://www.mathforum.org/library/topics/transform_g/ 
 

An extensive list of transformation geometry 
links. 

http://www.cptr.ua.edu/alex/studyguides/fingers.htm 
 

A study guide for the Freedom Quilting Bee. 

 


