
gees bend quilts history

Gees Bend quilts are not just beautiful textile creations; they are a vital
part of American history, reflecting the rich cultural heritage of African
American quilting traditions. Originating from the small, remote community of
Gees Bend in Alabama, these quilts tell stories of resilience, creativity,
and the deep-rooted sense of community among the women who crafted them. This
article delves into the history of Gees Bend quilts, exploring their origins,
significance, and the impact they've had on art and culture.

Historical Background of Gees Bend

Gees Bend is a small, isolated community located on a bend of the Alabama
River. Established in the early 19th century, it was originally founded as a
plantation community where enslaved Africans worked the land. After the Civil
War, many of these freed individuals settled in Gees Bend, creating a
distinct culture and way of life.

The women of Gees Bend began quilting as a means of repurposing worn
materials and creating functional items for their homes. Over time, quilting
evolved from a practical necessity into an art form that conveyed personal
and communal narratives.

The Evolution of Quilting in Gees Bend

1. Early Practices: Initially, quilting in Gees Bend was utilitarian. Women
would use scraps of fabric from old clothes, feed sacks, and other sources to
create quilts that provided warmth and comfort. These early quilts often
featured simple patterns and designs that were functional rather than
artistic.

2. Artistic Development: As the community developed, so too did the artistry
of their quilts. The women began to experiment with color, pattern, and
design, drawing inspiration from their surroundings and personal experiences.
This led to the creation of unique and striking quilt patterns that would
later gain national recognition.

3. Cultural Significance: Quilting became a communal activity, fostering
social connections among the women of Gees Bend. Quilting bees, where women
would gather to sew and socialize, were common. These gatherings not only
provided a space for creativity but also served as a means of sharing
stories, preserving history, and passing down traditions.

Distinctive Features of Gees Bend Quilts

The quilts of Gees Bend are characterized by several distinctive features
that set them apart from other quilting traditions:

- Use of Color: The quilters of Gees Bend often employed vibrant colors,
utilizing bold contrasts that create striking visual effects. The color
choices reflect the natural environment, cultural influences, and personal



preferences.

- Innovative Patterns: Gees Bend quilts feature a variety of patterns that
are both traditional and innovative. Many quilts incorporate improvisational
design, where the quilters adapt patterns on the fly, resulting in unique
compositions.

- Textural Variety: The use of diverse fabrics adds textural depth to the
quilts. Fabrics may include cotton, wool, and synthetic materials, often
layered to create dimension and warmth.

- Storytelling Elements: Each quilt tells a story, whether it's a personal
narrative or a reflection of the community's history. The quilts serve as a
medium for preserving memories and cultural heritage.

Notable Quilters of Gees Bend

Several women have emerged as notable quilters from Gees Bend, each
contributing to the legacy of this art form:

1. Marie Watkins: Known for her bold use of color and geometric designs,
Marie's quilts often incorporate traditional patterns with her unique twist.
Her work has been featured in exhibitions across the country.

2. Loretta Pettway: Loretta’s quilts are celebrated for their improvisational
style and intricate patterns. She draws inspiration from her family history,
and her quilts often reflect her personal experiences and emotions.

3. Nancy Pettway: Nancy is recognized for her innovative designs and ability
to blend traditional quilting techniques with contemporary aesthetics. Her
quilts are a testament to the rich heritage of Gees Bend quilting.

The Recognition of Gees Bend Quilts

Despite their humble beginnings, Gees Bend quilts gained national attention
in the late 20th century. This recognition can be attributed to several key
events:

- Exhibitions: In 2002, the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston hosted the first
major exhibition of Gees Bend quilts, titled "The Quilts of Gees Bend." The
exhibition showcased the artistry and cultural significance of these quilts,
attracting widespread media coverage.

- Artistic Value: Critics and art historians began to recognize Gees Bend
quilts as legitimate works of art, worthy of inclusion in galleries and
museums. This shift in perception elevated the status of these quilts beyond
their utilitarian origins.

- Cultural Legacy: The quilts became symbols of African American culture and
heritage, representing a long-standing tradition of creativity and
resilience. They have since been included in various art collections,
including the Smithsonian Institution.



Impact on Contemporary Art and Culture

The resurgence of interest in Gees Bend quilts has had a profound impact on
contemporary art and culture. Some of the key influences include:

1. Inspiration for Artists: Many contemporary artists have drawn inspiration
from the quilts of Gees Bend, incorporating elements of their design into
their own work. This cross-pollination of ideas has enriched the broader art
community.

2. Cultural Preservation: The recognition of Gees Bend quilts has prompted
efforts to preserve the stories and techniques of these quilters. Workshops,
exhibitions, and educational programs have been established to ensure that
the legacy of Gees Bend quilting continues for future generations.

3. Economic Opportunities: The newfound recognition has also provided
economic benefits for the quilters and the Gees Bend community. By promoting
their work, quilters have been able to sell their pieces at higher prices,
contributing to their financial independence.

The Future of Gees Bend Quilts

As Gees Bend quilts continue to gain recognition, the future of this art form
looks bright. Several factors will likely influence the ongoing evolution of
Gees Bend quilting:

- Generational Transition: Younger generations of quilters are beginning to
emerge, bringing fresh perspectives and new ideas to the craft. This
generational transition will ensure the continuation of the quilting
tradition.

- Technological Integration: Advances in technology, such as digital printing
and online marketplaces, are providing quilters with new tools and platforms
to showcase their work. This integration may open new avenues for creativity
and exposure.

- Cultural Exchange: The ongoing dialogue between traditional quilting
practices and contemporary art will foster a rich cultural exchange, allowing
the Gees Bend quilting tradition to evolve while remaining rooted in its rich
history.

Conclusion

Gees Bend quilts are more than just beautiful textiles; they are a testament
to the resilience, creativity, and cultural heritage of African American
women. The history of these quilts is interwoven with the story of the Gees
Bend community itself, reflecting the struggles and triumphs of its people.
As we look to the future, the legacy of Gees Bend quilts will undoubtedly
continue to inspire and connect generations, reminding us of the power of art
to tell stories and preserve culture.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of Gee's Bend
quilts?

Gee's Bend quilts are significant because they represent a unique form of
African American folk art and are rooted in the history of the Gee's Bend
community in Alabama, which has a rich cultural heritage and a legacy of
quilting passed down through generations.

How did the quilting tradition begin in Gee's Bend?

The quilting tradition in Gee's Bend began in the early 19th century when
enslaved African Americans used scraps of fabric to create functional and
decorative quilts, often utilizing materials available from their
surroundings.

What materials are commonly used in Gee's Bend
quilts?

Gee's Bend quilts are often made from a variety of materials, including old
clothes, feed sacks, and other repurposed fabrics, reflecting the
resourcefulness of the quilters.

How did the civil rights movement influence Gee's
Bend quilts?

The civil rights movement brought national attention to the Gee's Bend
community, highlighting the quilters' work as a form of artistic expression
and a testament to their resilience and cultural identity.

What are some distinctive features of Gee's Bend
quilts?

Gee's Bend quilts are known for their bold colors, improvisational patterns,
and geometric designs, often reflecting a sense of freedom and creativity
that breaks away from traditional quilting norms.

Who are some notable quilters from Gee's Bend?

Notable quilters from Gee's Bend include Mary Lee Bendolph, Loretta Bennett,
and Essie Bendolph, each of whom has made significant contributions to the
art form and gained recognition in the quilting community.

How have Gee's Bend quilts been recognized in the art
world?

Gee's Bend quilts have been exhibited in major art institutions, including
the Whitney Museum of American Art and the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston,
showcasing their artistic value and cultural importance.



What impact has the internet had on the visibility of
Gee's Bend quilts?

The internet has greatly increased the visibility of Gee's Bend quilts,
allowing a wider audience to appreciate their artistry and history, and
facilitating the sharing of stories and techniques among quilters.

Are there any educational programs related to Gee's
Bend quilting?

Yes, there are various educational programs and workshops that aim to teach
the techniques and history of Gee's Bend quilting, often hosted by museums
and cultural organizations.

What is the future of Gee's Bend quilting?

The future of Gee's Bend quilting looks promising as younger generations
continue to learn the craft, incorporating traditional techniques with
contemporary influences, thus keeping the art form vibrant and relevant.
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