ALISON JACQUES GALLERY

16 - 18 Berners Street London W1T 3LN United Kingdom
+44 (0)20 7631 4720
www.alisonjacquesgallery.com

PRESS RELEASE
THE GEE’S BEND QUILTMAKERS
2 DECEMBER 2020 - 6 FEBRUARY 2021
ESSIE BENDOLPH PETTWAY, DELIA BENNETT, AMERICA IRBY, ANNIE E. PETTWAY, CANDIS MOSELY PETTWAY, LORETTA PETTWAY,
QUNNIE PETTWAY, RITA MAE PETTWAY, STELLA MAE PETTWAY, LORETTA PETTWAY BENNETT, ETHEL YOUNG

I came to realize that my mother, her mother, my aunts, and all the others from Gee’s Bend had sewn the foundation,
and all I had to do now was thread my own needle and a piece of quilt.
Loretta Pettway Bennett (b. 1960), daughter of Qunnie Pettway (1943–2010), granddaughter of Candis Mosely Pettway (1924–1997)

Alison Jacques Gallery presents the first solo exhibition in Europe devoted to three generations of women artists living
in Gee’s Bend, officially known as Boykin, a remote black community situated on a U-turn in the Alabama River. The
show is organised in partnership with the Souls Grown Deep Foundation, a non-profit organisation dedicated to the
preservation and promotion of the contributions of African American artists from the Southern states, and provides a
survey of quilts spanning nearly 100 years, with a number of the artists still living and working in Boykin to this day.
The geographic isolation of Boykin has fostered a unique environment for both the women’s art community and their
chosen method of quilting. The experimental processes and compositional language of the quilts have been passed
down through generations of Gee’s Bend residents, from grandmothers to mothers to daughters. This idea of inherited
knowledge is a key part of the artists’ work, something demonstrated here by the inclusion of works by members
of the same family. A quilt from the 1930s by Annie E. Pettway (1904–1972) is presented alongside another by her
granddaughter, Rita Mae Pettway (b. 1941); a quilt from 1970 by Candis Mosely Pettway (1924-1997) comes together
with work from her daughter, Qunnie Pettway (1943-2010), and her granddaughter, Loretta Pettway Bennett (b. 1960).
The familial lines that run through the show allude to the importance of communality and continuity to the Gee’s Bend
Quiltmakers, with their techniques preserved and uniquely interpreted by each generation. In this sense, the quilts
signify both a collective past and a hope for the future.
Uninhibited by the conventions of fine or folk art, the Gee’s Bend quilts constitute a crucial chapter in the history
of American art. The vivid and multi-layered textiles preserve numerous vocabularies and approaches to form; the
interplay between symbols and asymmetry refers to histories of African textiles while also evoking the formal qualities
of Modernist painting. Forgoing more traditional art historical classifications, the quiltmakers organise their quilts into
loose categories: ‘Abstraction & Improvisation’, ‘Pattern & Geometry’, ‘Housetop & Bricklayer’, ‘Lazy Gal’ and ‘Work
Clothes’. As Michael Kimmelman wrote of the Gee’s Bend quilts in The New York Times in 2002, following the inclusion
of several works in a group exhibition at The Whitney Museum of American Art: “The results, not incidentally, turn out
to be some of the most miraculous works of modern art America has produced.”
Kimmelman continued: “These women, closely bound by family and custom […] spent their precious spare time—while
not rearing children, chopping wood, hauling water and ploughing fields—splicing scraps of old cloth to make robust
objects of amazingly refined, eccentric abstract designs.” But the Gee’s Bend quilts were not sewn in the name of
recreation alone—and neither were they originally conceived of as artworks. Instead, they were created out of necessity
and a staunch belief that nothing should go to waste. When the nights grew cold, the women would stitch together
scraps of fabric to insulate their children’s beds. Which is not to say that aesthetic consideration was not given. It was,
and is, a common practice for the quiltmakers to publicly ‘air out’ their quilts every Spring, providing members of the
local community with the opportunity to survey one another’s methods and take inspiration for their future designs.
The residents of Gee’s Bend are almost all descendants of slaves who worked on the original Pettway plantation—
many bear the slaveowner’s name to this day. During the Civil Rights Movement, the community gained national recognition when they established the Freedom Quilting Bee collaborative and distributed their quilts across the country.
In 1999, the Los Angeles Times featured Gee’s Bend artist Mary Lee Bendolph in the Pulitzer Prize-winning article
‘Crossing Over’, an account of the community’s efforts to re-establish the Alabama River ferry service, which was
suspended in 1967 by the white community who wanted to prevent the residents from registering to vote. In 2006, 39
years later, the ferry was reinstated. Mary Lee, whose daughter Essie Bendolph Pettway presents a work from 1973 in
this exhibition, is still quilting today.
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The first major museum exhibition dedicated to the Quilts of Gee’s Bend was presented in 2002 at the Museum of Fine
Arts, Houston, and The Whitney Museum of American Art, New York. In 2006, the book Gee’s Bend: The Architecture of the
Quilt was launched at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; that same year, the U.S. Postal Service issued ten commemorative stamps featuring images of Gee’s Bend quilts. More recently, works were shown in History Refused to Die: Highlights from the Souls Grown Deep Foundation at the Metropolitan Museum, New York (2018). The quilts of Gee’s Bend are
now in many prominent museum collections including Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia; Fine Arts Museums of
San Francisco; The Museum of Modern Art, New York; High Museum of Art, Atlanta; and Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

America Irby, Center Medallion, c. 1940. © America Irby / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York and DACS, London

Loretta Pettway Bennett, Work-clothes strips, 2003. © Loretta Pettway Bennett / Artists Rights
Society (ARS). New York and DACS, London

FILM SCREENING AND VIRTUAL TALK: THE AWARD-WINNING FILM THE QUILTMAKERS OF GEE’S BEND (2005) DIRECTED BY CELIA CAREY, WILL BE SCREENED ONLINE IN A WEEK-LONG EVENT FROM 11-18 JANUARY, LEADING
UP TO A VIRTUAL TALK WITH LORETTA PETTWAY BENNETT AND MARY MARGARET PETTWAY IN CONVERSATION
WITH RAINA LAMPKINS-FIELDER, CURATOR OF THE SOULS GROWN DEEP FOUNDATION ON TUESDAY 19 JANUARY,
6 - 7PM. FOR FURTHER DETAILS CONTACT: RSVP@ALISONJACQUESGALLERY.COM.
FOR PRESS ENQUIRIES, CONTACT SAM TALBOT: SAM@SAM-TALBOT.COM
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