Meet the Masters
April Program

Grade 1

Quilts in Art

Faith Ringgold "Tar Beach"
About the Artist:
See the following pages.
Artwork Overview:
See the following pages.
Teacher Preparation: Punch holes around each side of the squares. These will then be sewn
together with yarn and displayed like a quilt.
Read the book Tar Beach out loud to the class before discussion.
Topics for Discussions:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What story is Faith Ringgold telling in this quilt?
Why do you think the artist called it Tar Beach?
Can you find the story written on the quilt?
How do you feel when you look at this quilt?
Do you have a story you could tell in pictures?

Hands- on Art Activity:
Materials:

Make a Class Quilt

Colored construction paper or tagboard (10" x 10")
Hole punch
Scissors
Multi colored papers, ribbon, buttons, fabric scraps, etc.
Glue
Yarn
Crayons or oil pastels

Directions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Discuss with students the process of telling a story on squares of cloth (or paper) and how
they are sewn together to make a quilt.
Give the students a "theme" to direct their story for the class quilt, i.e. what I plan to do this
summer. Students should think carefully before beginning the story.
Draw a scene from a story on a square and attach the colored paper, ribbons, or other objects
to add texture and color.
Students should sign the front when complete.
The squares can then be "sewn" together, by the MTM teachers, using yarn or ribbon to
connect the squares into a quilt for display.

Urban Environments
Faith Ringgold, Tar Beach
The Art
Tar Beach is the first of five quilts in a series called
The Woman on a Bridge. The text that is painted
onto the fabric is a blend of autobiography and
fiction. It tells the dreamy story of eight-year-old
Cassie Louise Lightfoot and her memories of evenings with her family and friends on the roof of her
apartment building. What do you suppose the title
Tar Beach refers to? The rooftop of Cassie Louise's
apartment is made of asphalt, or tar.
Like all the quilts in this series, the story is essentially one of freedom. In this case, it is the freedom
of flying, of going anywhere, any time, forever.
"Flying" was also the term applied to slaves escaping from their masters to freedom; the artist's greatgreat-grandmother had been a slave.
Young Cassie is seen both lying on a mattress with
her little brother, Bebe, and soaring near the
Washington Bridge, high over Harlem and New
York City. Cassie's parents play cards with neighbors. A picnic dinner waits invitingly on a table in
the corner. What clues are there as to the time of
year? Summer clothing; watermelon in season;
plants left outside overnight.
The picture is painted on a large piece of cloth with
acrylic paints. Multicolored patchwork strips and
squares of printed fabric surround the scene, a soft
frame that "protects" the memory. There is as much
life in this rich border as in the painting itself.

Faith Ringgold, American, b. 1930, Tar Beach, 1988,
The Woman on a Bridge Series, acrylic on canvas,
pieced and printed fabric, 74 x 69-in.
© Faith Ringgold; Collection Solomon Guggenheim
Museum.

The Artist
Faith Ringgold is an African-American woman
whose talents are wonderfully diverse. She is a
painter, quilter, sculptor, performance artist, storyteller, author, and musician, who expresses herself
with the concerns of a feminist, political activist,
and mother. Her work is not only a colorful documentation of her own life and the people she has
known or wanted to know, but a way to define and
affirm her African-American experience, particularly from the female perspective.
Ringgold was born in Harlem, New York, in 1930.
She remembers her childhood as stable, nurturing
and inspiring. Ringgold formed an especially close
bond with her mother, a seamstress and fashion
designer, who was her role model and collaborator
in art. Ringgold's childhood was also filled with the
colorful, detailed stories passed between family and
friends in the evenings in her home. These stories
were later woven into the fabric of Ringgold's art for
all to enjoy.
By the time she graduated from high school, Faith
knew she wanted to be an artist. She attended New
York City College, graduating in 1955 with a degree
in art education. She taught for over eighteen years
in the New York City public schools. During that
time, she also earned her master's degree in art.
Since 1984, Ringgold has been teaching part-time at
the University of California at San Diego.

Guided Analysis
Media and Technique:
The artist started experimenting with bits of cloth,
thread, yarns, and other sewing items as a young
child. She began her career as an artist painting oil
canvases. The story quilt combines both these
forms, but she has used acrylic paints in place of the
oils. Text is added as a third element. The story is
painted onto fabric, just like the picture.
There is an architectural quality to the quilt because of the strictly patterned design of the quilt
blocks. The fabrics used in the borders are both
printed and tie-dyed. Very often in quilt-making, the
actual choice of fabric has special meaning to the
maker.
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Faith Ringgold, Tar Beach
Subject:

Expressive Qualities:
Tar Beach tells the story of a little girl with a good
imagination on a summer night in Harlem. Read
the story on the quilt. Are there other messages the
artist might be expressing? Explain how you arrived
at your answer.
Tar Beach sends the message that a person can do
anything she sets her mind to. If a person has a goal
("...somewhere to go..."), she has the means to
achieve it ("The next thing you know, you're flying
among the stars."). There are other messages about
the power of family and friends, pride, racial and
economic inequality, and love conquering all.
Comparison:
How is the George Washington Bridge like the
patchwork story quilt itself? Both are held together
with squares, rectangles, and triangles; both are the
careful work of designers; both deal with people and
their daily lives.
Describe the children in Tar Beach and Bruegel's
Children's Games. What is the mood of each painting? How are these two works similar? How are
they different?

Paint, fabric, the African-American heritage and
art, a storytelling tradition, and a belief in the
power of being a woman came together into a style
of art dating back to Ringgold's distant slave relative who had sewn quilts for the plantation master.
By adding the written words of a story or message
to the quilt, the artist knew that the story would
remain intact, unaltered, and pure.
Judgment:

Faith Ringgold's art is expressed from a strong
feminine perspective and incorporates the symmetry, repetition, and rhythms of African textiles and
masks. Is there a "Black art?" A "women's art?" Is it
somehow different from art produced by Caucasians
or men? Is your art different from another's because
of who you are?
Elements and Principles of Design:

Tar Beach is a marvel of geometry and perspective.
Are you looking straight down on the scene, directly
sideways, or somewhere in between? Point to areas
where each of these points of views is apparent.
Notice, too, the bridge ends which are shown facing
forward. Is this possible in real life? The artist is
more interested in telling her visual story in an
interesting and colorful manner, than in being
technically accurate with linear perspective. Does
this take away from the enjoyment of the quilt?
Much of the painted surface is black, but there is a
brilliant vibrancy and lightness to the entire piece.
How is this achieved? The artist surrounded the
picture with bright pieces of colored fabric, and she
has dotted the sky, bridge, and distant buildings
with twinkling lights. White is as strong a color
throughout the quilt as the black.
Where do you find pieces of fabric repeated around
the borders? Which fabric do you think Cassie
Louise's dress might have been sewn from? The
tablecloth? Bebe's outfit? The border of the mattress? Do you think the artist might have painted
these areas to purposefully repeat the actual cloth
pieces? Explain your answer.
Though every other part of this painting seems
almost lined up on a vertical and horizontal grid,
the artist has cleverly angled the rooftop itself to
keep the picture from becoming too dull. Dimly in
the background we see the stitching lines that sew
the picture to the quilt back. This subtle diagonal
softens the linear feel of the scene.
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African sculpture (above) and
the patterns in African Kente
cloth (top) have had a great
influence on Faith Ringgold's
story quilts.
Benin head, Nigeria. British Museum.
Kente cloth, Ghana

Born in Harlem in 1930, Faith Ringgold has
lived there most of her life. Ringgold's mother, a dressmaker and fashion designer, took
her son and two young daughters to
museums and cultural events and to see
the great performers of the time. She
also taught her youngest daughter,
Faith, to sew and to love fabrics.
Ringgold graduated from high
school in 1948 and went on to New
York's City College. Remembering her
time at school, the artist says, "We
were evaluated not so much on originality as on how well we could copy
from Greek busts and the great masters
of European painting." At that time,
women were not allowed to go to the
School of Liberal Arts, so Ringgold graduated from the School of Education. And since
teaching was a tradition in her family, she
became an art teacher as well as an artist.
As the artist puts it, "Now the struggle
began to create an art form out of my own
experience, to find my own role models—
the masters of African and African-American art such as Meta Warwick Fuller [sculptor; see pages 2-3], Sargent Johnson, and
Jacob Lawrence." She decided to forget all
the art "rules" she had learned and to begin
over in order to find her own unique voice.
Ringgold says, "The voice 1 found was the
voice of a child, and the child was in me."
"Everyone was a storyteller when 1 was a
child," the artist says. "The women's stories
were of family history: a marriage, a birth, a
death, a love affair, an unfortunate turn of
events, a shameful and shrouded secret, spoken about in hushed tones so we kids could

only imagine what really happened. The
men talked about the often adventurous
episodes surrounding their migration north
from the South in the early 1900s, about
hard times and inequality, and about the
war....both wars took our men to Europe,
where they got a taste of the equality and
freedom denied them at home."
The story-quilt Tar Beach (facing page)
was done in 1988, but the story is set in the
Harlem of the 1930s. The artist remembers
summer nights that were so hot that families
had to move to their apartment roofs (the
tar beach) to cool off. She has expressed her
memories of a time "when it was safe to be
on the roof under the open sky." Every family was up there, eating, sleeping, playing
games; it was like an all night picnic.
The story Faith Ringgold tells is American
and she uses a traditionally female art
form—the quilt—to tell it. But in order to
express her African heritage, many of the
techniques she uses echo those that characterize African art. Compare the stylized,
masklike face, features, and headdress of this
African queen (left) with those of the characters in Ringgold's quilts. The flattened
perspective and simplified shapes in Tar
Beach are also found in most African sculptures. The scene in the center of the quilt is
painted in a realistic European-American
tradition. The abstract, geometric border is
sewn oMbbric that resembles both American
quilts as well as the patterns in woven
African kente cloth (above). The AfricanAmerican oral tradition of story-telling is
reflected in the handwritten panels incorporated into the quilt's border.
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