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who'd a thought it: improvisation 
in african-american qulltmaking 

Q uilts "improvised" by Afri can-Ameri cans 
from th e large collection of Eli Leon of 
Oakland, California, will be shown in th e 
Who 'd A Thought It exhibition . Leo n col
lects quilts and u nquilted tops that show an 
aes thetic quite different from quilts in the 
European- American tradition . H e calls 
these qu ilts "Afro-traditional" and believes 

they exemplify a distin ct tradition in 
America n quiltmaking. " Afro-traditi o nal" 
quilts show a strong preference for impro
visa ti o n in color and formal design whi ch 
Leon relates to the be tter- know n aesthetic 
of African-American music. 

In th e Who' d A Thought It exhibitio n, 

orga nized by the San Francisco C raft & 

Fo lk Art Museu m, th e quilts are presented 
with photographs and biographical sketch
es of th e African- Ameri ca n w om en (and 
one man) w ho made th em . When Leo n 
interviewed th e quilters, he fo und th ey 
used reveali ng verbs to describe th eir work. 
T hey spea k o f " building" a quilt , a ve rb sig
nifying shelte r, or of the w ork as " playing" 
th e fabric. Leo n finds " the unexpected, the 
uni que, and th e perso nal" in Africa n
America n qui lts. 

covering our heritage: african-ameri
can quilts of champaign-urbana 

Quilts m ade by C hampaign-Urba na resi
dents in the Covering Our Heritage exhibi
ti on have th e sa me qu aliti es of imp rovisa
ti on an d uniqueness as th ose ga th ered 
from aro und th e country fo r the nati o nal 
exhibitio n . 

T he loca l ex hibition is a cooperative 
effo rt. M embers of th e Douglass Ann ex 
Seniors helped to collect the quilts for th e 
exhibitio n . A group of sixty sub- fresh men 
at University High School intervi ewed 
the quilte rs as part of an o ral histo ry proj ect 
under th e directi o n of Barbara W ysocki 
and Philippa Kaplan , social studi es teac h
ers. Community R adi o Station W EFT 
train ed stud ents in the use of equ ipment 
and helped th em create fini shed programs 
fro m th ei r raw interview tapes. T hese pro
grams wi ll air o n WEFT and w ill be avail
able on headse ts at the exhibitio n . 

Project orga ni zers are Linda Duke, 
directo r of edu cation , Kra nn ert Art 
Museu m; Barbara W ysocki , head o f social 
studies, Uni versity High School; Li nda 
N eum an, station manager, W EFT 
Community R adio; Barbara M cGee, 
di rector of senio r programs, Do uglass 
Center Annex, C hampaign Park District; 
and members of the Black History 
Committee, D o uglass Center Ann ex. 

LOC AL QU ILT PROJ ECT M EETING AT DOUG LASS 

ANNEX OF THE CH AMPA IGN PARK DI STRIC T . 

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: BARBARA WYSOCKI. PHILLI PA 

KAPLAN , LINDA DUKE . LI NDA NEU M AN , BARBARA 

MCGEE , DOROTH Y MORE LAND . ANNA WAL L SCOTT, 

PAULI NE G. PELMORE . AND MARY MCCOY . 

rivers and memories: 
two african-american artists 

Rivers and Memories is an ex hibiti on at two 
si tes, the resul t of a collaborati o n between 
the University oflllin ois Library and th e 
Kran nert Art Museum. R osem ary 
Stevenson , Afro-Ameri ca na bibliographer 
at the Li brary, co nceived th e exhibition 
and, wi th Linda Duke, co-curated th e 
exhibitio n . 

Each porti o n of Rivers arid Memories, 
named for a poem by Langs ton Hughes, 
reveals som e aspect o f African-Ameri ca n 
heritage and experience . The " Ri vers" 
of th e ti tle are m etaphors for indi vidual 

lives and co llec ti ve human history. T he 
"M emories," both cultural and perso nal, 
are evoked through the work of w rite rs, 
poets, and visual artists exhibited at bo th 
the Library and the Museum . 

P hotograp hs, books, and book illustra

tio ns from the Libra ry collection are 
displayed in the M ain H all of the Library. 
T he work of tw o co ntemporary artists
Muneer Bahauddee n, and Barbara Prezau 
- are shown in the Muse um porti o n of 
the exhibitio n . The works are loaned by 
the Isobel N eal Gall ery, C hicago . 

Muneer Bahauddeen's commitment to 
Y oruba th ought and religio us prac tice 
gives a ri ch so urce o f imagery to his unique 
pe rsonal expressio ns in altar sculptures, 
prints, and collages . 

H aitian- bo rn Barbara Prezau is a painter 
and mi xed media artist. H er imagery draws 
on Afri can and Afro-Ca ribbean traditio ns. 
In her " Indigo Seri es" she wo rks with 
hand- made paper, using traditio nal textile 
techniqu es. 

C OM PL EMENTARY EVENT S 

A numb er of events including lectures and 
demo nstrati ons by local quilte rs w ill co m
plement th e three ex hibiti o ns of Afri can
Ameri can art . (See listin gs in the 
Calendar. ) 

ON J ANUAR Y 30 , R obert Fa rris 
T hompso n, master of T imoth y Dw ight 
Coll ege and professor of Afri ca n and 
Afr ica n- American Art History at Yale 
Uni versity, will give a pub lic lec tu re . Its 
titl e is " From the First to the Final 
T hunde r: African-America n Quilts, 
M o numents of C ultural Asse rtio n," w hich 

is also the title of his essay in th e catalogue 
of th e Who'd A Thought It exhibiti o n . 
T ho mpson, a well - known scho lar, recent
ly curated an exhibitio n , Face of the Gods: 
A rt and A ltars of Afri ca and tile Africa ll 
A lI1 ericas, at the Museum for Afri can Art 
in N ew York . 

ON FE B RUAR Y 20, G regor Williams, 
a sc holar of th e dual Afri can and N ative 
Caribbea n heritage of his native island o f 
St. Lu cia, W est Indies, w ill talk about 
th e survival of Afri ca n culture in th e fes ti 
vals, art, and costum es of St. Lu cia. 

ON FE BI'tUAR Y 2 3, th e Museum pre
sents Kazuko Fujim oto Goodman, a lead
in gJapanese sc holar and translator of the 
w riti ngs of Afri ca n-Am eri ca n wom en . She 
w ill talk abo ut her current collabo ratio n 
w ith noted America n an th ropologist 
Sidney Mintz on a boo k, The Creatioll of 
African-A merican C llitu re, and Japanese 
reactio ns to writings by Africa n-America n 
wom en. 


