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Voices in Cloth:StoryQuilts represents a milestone in the continuing
development of The University of Southern Mississippi Museum of Art.
Since the founding of the gallery space in 1977, and achieving status
as a museum 20 years later, we have been committed to presenting
exhibitions that both challenge and expand the boundaries of artistic
excellence in the Pine Belt. The artists, Faith Ringgold, Linda Freeman,
and Grace Matthews, are representative of cutting-edge quiltmaking.
Indeed, each virtually has defined a medium. Once considered a marginal or merely practical art form, quiltmaking has emerged over the
course of the last 20 years as among the most dynamic and compelling
forms of visual and narrative expression. As Lisa E. Farrington so eloquently writes, “The nexus of words and images as two forms of
language...can be mutually enriching.”

We are grateful to the artists for making this show “fly,” as Faith
Ringgold might say, to L&S Video for so adeptly coordinating the
Above: Faith Ringgold
Coming to Jones Road: Under a Blood Red Sky, 9/20, 2000
41 x 47 inches Silk screen on canvas
Opposite: Faith Ringgold
Tar Beach 2#, AP 2/7, 1992
66 x 66 inches Silk screen on silk

exhibition, and to Linda Freeman and Grace Matthews for lending
their work and making it possible that Ms. Ringgold can speak on
campus. Additionally, Elliott Pood, dean of the College of Arts and
Letters, graciously has ensured that the necessary funding is available.

Collection of Barbara Wallace

Tony Lewis, Ph.D.
Director, The University of Southern Mississippi Museum of Art
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Faith Ringgold
Jazz Stories: Mama Can Sing, Papa Can Blow, 2003 30 x 25 inches Acrylic on paper
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Faith Ringgold
rich browns to depict African-Americans. With this intense palette,
Ringgold hoped to pull darker skinned people out of the shadows,
where chiaroscuro (the Western technique of assigning dark colors
to the background and light colors to the foreground) had relegated them. To accomplish this, Ringgold abandoned conventional modeling and devised an entirely new palette. She was
inspired by the “black paintings” of abstractionist Ad Reinhardt,
who infused black pigment with barely perceptible echoes of
blues, reds, and greens, thus redefining black as a color filled with
variety and promise. His reassessment of the color black as beautiful inspired Ringgold to make a similar statement in her own
work, which presents “black as beautiful,” not only visually but
conceptually. (Not surprisingly, the borders of the Love Letter quilts
compose the same chevron pattern–adapted from African bakuba
textile patterns – that mark the Black Light compositions.)
Ringgold, who grew up in Harlem in and spent most of her
life there, is now retired after two decades as an art teacher in the
New York City public school system and an equal period as
Distinguished Professor of Visual Arts at the University of California
in San Diego. Her illustrious career is marked by countless awards,
exhibits, honorary degrees, and public and private commissions.
Her equally celebrated body of works mirrors her experiences of
her ethnicity and gender, embracing African-American themes
such as urban life, jazz, and race politics, and centering on
women’s issues in both form and content. In form, her works
coalesce a creative mode associated with women’s handicrafts–
the quilt–and a high art form routinely associated with “man’s
work”–the painting; regarding content, the artist has dedicated
several series to women’s rights and achievements. The iconic
nature of Ringgold’s figures, the often startling brilliance of her
canvases and fabric borders, and her engaging and forceful
subject matter are matched only by her aesthetic integrity and
inimitable persona–which remain as resplendent and peerless as
her art.

Faith Ringgold is one of the most captivating artistic personalities of our time, in part because she is a rare woman of color
who succeeded, some three decades ago, in irrevocably breaching
the cloistered realm of the American art scene–one that was,
for the most part, closed to women and minorities. The enduring
fascination Ringgold holds for her audiences also lies in the fact
that she was the first artist to integrate quiltmaking, painting, and
storytelling in a single creative genre–the story quilt. Ringgold’s
story quilts, such as Tar Beach, incorporate fabric borders, quilting,
and acrylic paintings (in this case, a scene in the life of the character of Ringgold’s invention, Cassie Louise Lightfoot), with handinscribed discursive texts that serve to narrate the images.
The story quilts are Ringgold’s hallmarks; however, in her
recent works, she has consigned the written component of her art
to separate documents, in the form of limited edition artist’s
books. Such is the case with the Coming to Jones Road cycle, which
documents in both forms (painting and book) the imaginary tale
of a group of runaway slaves who made their way over treacherous
terrain to safety in the North. Ringgold’s Love Letter series is a novel
coupling of canvas and intaglio printing and depicts a kissing
couple–the characters of Roger, a jazz musician, and his estranged
wife Laura, who pleads for him to return to her and their child in
a “timeless” love letter (to use Ringgold’s term) conceived by the
artist in conjunction with the quilt. The figures are represented as
apparent film negative echoes in black and white. These images
may be read as representative of the exterior and ulterior realities
of marriage–as the cursory beginnings (shown in white) of love-aslust, and as the profound outcome of love-as-family (shown in
black and including the image of a child).
Ringgold’s use of black (both the color and the cultural concept) as a positive signifier (in this case of family), attests to the
artist’s long-standing interest in employing color atypically and
symbolically. Her Black Light series of the 1960s was the artist’s
earliest such foray, in which she used electric blues, crimsons, and
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Faith Ringgold
Love Letter #1 Kiss 1, 1987 65 x 52 inches Intaglio on canvas
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Faith Ringgold
Love Letter #4 Kiss 2, 1987 40 1⁄2 x 51 inches Intaglio on canvas
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Linda Freeman
The World Was (9/11), 2001 114 x 96 inches Acrylic on canvas, quilted
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Linda Freeman
tall towers....“ But what appears in the configuration of this quilt
to be a refutation of beauty and horror is, in fact, a herald of the
anomalies that marked that earth-shattering day–in particular, the
pristine beauty of the crystal clear blue sky that blanketed New
York that morning, despite the first flaming and then collapsing
towers beneath, the flow (like the words on Freeman’s quilt) of
countless tears and of souls into that azure firmament, and the
radiant, unfaltering courage of New Yorkers during the nightmarish days that followed.
Freeman has an impressive record of arts education and professional achievements, including study at the Tyler School of Fine
Arts, the New York University Film School, the Art Students League
and The New School. She has lectured, curated, exhibited, and
screened her artist films at such renowned institutions as the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Museum of Modern Art, the
New Museum of Contemporary Art, the Whitney Museum, the
Guggenheim, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, and the Salle
Clemenceau Palais in Paris. Freeman’s vast training and experiences infuse her work, which invariably offers viewers a fascinating
dichotomy of technical and aesthetic excellence, and of visual lyricism and narrative depth. These contradictory undercurrents of
imagery and iconography occur not only in text-based works such
as The World Was, but in the Angel quilts as well, which are inspired
by, and embody, Freeman’s experience of the loss of her immediate family, the last of whom (her mother) died in 2003. Indeed,
the use of apparent charm to veil (if only fleetingly) the deeper,
more poignant substance of her works has become a touchstone
of Freeman’s aesthetic, and is likewise, in many ways, a hallmark
of her own very recondite personality.

The gossamer quilts of Chappaqua, N.Y., artist Linda Freeman
are both visually lyrical and creatively radical, and they reflect the
multifaceted nature of the artist who conceived them. Freeman’s
Angel quilts, for example, are at once poetic (as brilliantly pigmented confections of Rococo putti and verdure) and artistically
innovative in their fusion of painting and quiltmaking, fine art and
craft, organic figural form and geometric strip piece construction.
As a quiltmaker, filmmaker, painter, and poet, Freeman excels in a
broad range of creative genres and this eclecticism is evident in
both her innovative methods and her professional achievements.
Renowned for her many award-winning monographic documentaries
on 20th and 21st century artists, Freeman’s work as a filmmaker
reflects the depth of her interest and insights into the creative
process. Her well-scored and finely edited films offer to an extensive audience rare footage of artists at work while discussing, in
their own words, their philosophies and art-making techniques.
These films point to Freeman’s grasp of the nexus of words and
images as two forms of language that can be mutually enriching.
It is not surprising, therefore, that a number of Freeman’s quilts
compose her own elegiac prose.
The World Was–a requiem for the September 11th terrorist
attacks–achieves precisely this marriage of imagery and text, written
in undulating patterns across nine quilt squares. The exquisite
cornflower, lapis, and lilac blues that predominate the composition,
the restful flow of the text, and the peppering of the surface with
red and pink blossoms seem to directly contradict the signification of the prose–”the world was numb from 8:45 on... with the
numbness of the doomsday night there was no stir upon the
earth but only the lostness of the slowly dying light... terror and
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Linda Freeman
Wild Cherry, 2000 108 x 84 inches Acrylic on canvas, quilted
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Linda Freeman
Tender Love - Till I See You Again, Part III, 2004 87 x 82 inches Acrylic on canvas, quilted
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Linda Freeman
Tender Love - Till I See You Again, Part I, 2004 82 x 72 inches Acrylic on canvas, quilted
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Linda Freeman
Tender Love - Till I See You Again, Part II, 2004 82 x 72 inches Acrylic on canvas, quilted
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Grace Matthews
American Family #3: Zoe, 2002 48 x 51 inches Acrylic on canvas, quilted
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Grace Matthews
Flag Is Bleeding. In Ringgold’s picture, an African-American man is
portrayed holding his hand to his heart as blood seeps through his
fingers and down the front of his clothing. Matthews has adopted
a correspinding hieroglyph to signify human suffering; and once
again, she employs vibrant colors and playful patterns to refute
this very signification.
Like Ringgold, Matthews exploits paradox and contradiction–painting and quilting, joyous colors and somber themes, vernacular figural style and adroit quilting techniques–to create her
“family album.” She derives her subject matter, to paraphrase her
words, from the loving kinships that color her life. She paints
about “family, friends, relationships, beauty, memories, love and
pain” and about life’s milestone moments–marriage, divorce,
birth, and death. Her goal as an artist is twofold: to “understand
and to elevate” her life experiences and those with whom she
shares them by immortalizing them on canvas; and to render her
images in such a way as to make them universal–part of a shared
human experience. Matthews’ endeavors beyond the creation of
her work are equally venerable. After graduating with honors from
UCSD, Matthews became, for two years, president of the Women’s
Caucus for Art in San Diego, and she continues to work with this
group to provide support and improve exhibition opportunities
for women. Matthews is also vice president and secretary of the
Anyone Can Fly Foundation, which offers grants to artists, teachers,
and scholars whose works advance public awareness of AfricanAmerican artists.

The My American Family series by Southern California artist
Grace Matthews personifies her experience of the unbounded
nature of family love, and her recognition of that love as a requisite ingredient of life. In this grouping of quilted paintings,
Matthews honors those she loves with large-scale, vividly hued,
full-length portraits conceived in an unpretentious style that
merges elements of Pop and vernacular art. Bold, reductive figural forms, expressionistic brushwork, and stark frontality mark her
portrayals, which include, among others, the unexpected depiction
of her dog Zoe, staring solemnly at the viewer. The checkered lime
border and dazzling pink background (accented with psychedelic
square-patterned piping that recalls 1960s textile designs) amplifies the Pop Art quality of the artist’s drawing style, which features
heavy outlines and a visual shorthand of repeated shapes and lines
that assert the dog’s form. At the same time, the flamboyancy of
the background palette is offset by the muted colors and cheerless
disposition of Zoe.
Inspired in part by the writings of feminist art theorist Whitney
Chadwick, Matthews is currently working with a colleague on a project that she calls “The Whole Fandamily.” It will include paintings such
as Zoe and Brad, and will embody what Chadwick describes as the
act of “making images out of the experience of one’s life.”1
The portrayal of Brad is not unlike that of Zoe. The figure’s
pose is perfectly parallel to the picture plane; his stance is made
rigid by the heavy black outline that delineates him; and his
expression is stern, almost angry. He clasps his hands in front of
him as if to stem the flow of blood that drips down the front of his
bright blue slacks. Matthews deploys the image of dripping blood
in a manner that recalls the celebrated 1967 painting by Faith
Ringgold (with whom Matthews studied and later worked)–The

1 Whitney Chadwick, “Women Artists and the Politics of Representation,” in Feminist
Art Criticism: An Anthology, eds. Arlene Raven, Cassandea Langer, Joanna Frueh
(New York: HarperCollins, 1988), 183.

13

Grace Matthews
American Family #1 Brad, 2002 77 x 45 inches Acrylic on canvas, quilted
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Grace Matthews
American Family #2: Shelly, 2002 75 x 44 1/2 inches Acrylic on canvas, quilted
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