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the African American
Quilt Circle at the Durham Arts Council

fabrications
You might think that a group that gets together once

a month for quilting sessions might treat it as a pretty
laid-back, leisurely social affair. At least that's what I
thought quilt groups mostly did, but there's much more
to this particular story than that.

hile the African American Quilt Circle (AAQC) of Durham does

indeed approach their monthly rendezvous with friendship and

camaraderie in mind, they also manage to skillfully maintain

another ambitious social agenda. The group's members are able

to make an ongoing cultural impact in the community through their

public outreach, frequent support of socially beneficial causes,

community service activities and teaching opportunities.
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With this kind of track record, it's easy to understand how, when a Circle member suggested

putting in an application for a gallery show at the Durham Arts Council (DAC), the group

wasted no time going into action and pulling together a proposal which was enthusiastically

accepted. The resulting exhibition Life Through Quilts, recently opened as the first show

of DAC's 2010-2011 season. According to the DAC's Barclay McConnell, when the

Council was considering submissions for their exhibition, programming, the Quilt Circle

was a natural fit as, "what [AAQC was] doing in terms of building community with a creative

focus was really exciting for us as well as the work itself. Their work is very soulful."

Formed in 1998 by four original founders (Bertie Howard, Jereann King, Helen Sandersand

Candace Thomas, several of whom are still active as members), the AAQC group is

diverse in their ages, interests, approaches and styles. Members' work can span from

both hand and machine quilting techniques to contemporary designs and more traditional

patterns rooted in African textile traditions. The Circle's membership mainly comes from the

Triangle area though current members also hail from Fayetteville and at least one from



Virginia. The Circle has attributed some of its success to growth in their ranks, though their

membership levels fluctuate. The group usually consists of around 60 or so quilters but now

stands at 42 members in various stages of expertise and interests including a male member

who is also a woodworker. A smaller faction of 21 Circle members is actually participating in the

DAC show according to the Circle's facilitator Nancy Cash.

The AAOC's work builds on recent momentum and interest in their medium in general. Quilting

has enjoyed a tremendous resurgence of late, spearheaded by the high visibility successes of

groups like the Gee's Bend qullters of Alabama and the national touring museum show of their

work. Closer to home, Raleigh's Burning Coal Theater recently organized a play titled Gee's

Bend for which the AAQC contributed their own take on reproductions of Gee's Bend quilts.

As Burning Coal's Artistic Director Jerome Davis describes it, "the play reminds us that great

art should not separate peoples but rather bring them together, and that such art should come

from the ground up, from the lives of the people, not from some intellectual idea of what Is hip

or fashionable or elite." In Davis's view much of the aesthetic appeal of the play's quilts derives

from the quilters' "immediately identifiable quiltmaking idea that is artistic, practical and very

much a clear indication of who they are and where they come from."
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Recognizing both the personal and cultural

histories is indeed an undeniable facet of

the Circle's work, and several members

produce work influenced by historical quilts

and techniques with rich roots derived

from African textile patterns. As with

many traditions, early African American

quilts evolved and developed distinctive

characteristics influenced by a multitude of

cultures ranging from the Caribbean through

the southern United States. Among the

influential signature African textile qualities:

large shapes and bold, bright colors which

easily signify recognizable tribal identity from

a distance; constant improvisational breaking

and reworking of old patterns and precedents

which often symbolized social change and

cultural renewal; and a varying multiplicity of

asymmetrical weave patterns that expressed

individual ownership and individuality. All

such features were quite important in forming

a unique creative signature and style for the

qui Iter in addition to maintaining group identity

functions. The depictions of familial ancestry

and lineage also were frequently recurring

elements that remain significant throughout
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quilting to this day. In one respect African

American quilting is similar to another unique

art form with multi-threaded roots-jazz

music. Both produce unique, intensely original

designs developed in part in conjunction with

improvisational riffs on prototypical European~

American influences and examples.

No doubt the openness of the AAOC to

stylistic expressions and adventurousness

has contributed to their successl. Edna

Alston admiringly noted to me, "I call all the

ladies of the group a Michelangelo or Picasso

with fabric." What AAOC members have

indeed done is taken a time-honored medium,

put a distinctive spin on it that's rooted

in their own time and place, and worked it

forward, not back; all the while embracing the

community and performing outreach as well.

For me, this multiplicity of dedication, skill

and benevolence not only guides their craft

into distinctly compelling territory but it also

sets a high benchmark for any social group

to follow. And the Circle accomplishes it all

with unmatched flair-stitch by stitch, piece

by piece.•


