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Some people tell stories with their 
words. Others tell stories through 
images. Faith Ringgold does both!

She was born Faith Jones, and as a little girl 
growing up in Harlem, music and art were part of 
her life and helped to shape her future as an artist.

Faith had asthma as a child, and her mother 
would often keep her home from school. Willi 
Posey (Faith’s mom) taught her how to sew and 
encouraged her to explore art. On days that Faith 
was feeling well enough, the two of them would 
hit the town to catch a live performance by jazz 
greats like Duke Ellington and Ella Fitzgerald, or to 
spend the day at the museum looking at art. 

When Faith grew older, and became an artist 
herself, she wondered why the big museums 
never seemed to have much art by women artists, 
or artists of color. In addition to her work creating 
art, she also helped to bring awareness to under-
represented groups of artists by staging peaceful 
protests outside museums like the Whitney. 

As an art student at City College of New York, 
Faith studied and copied the masters like Picas-
so, Leonardo, and others. While she found their 
art beautiful, it didn’t resonate with her personally. 
She decided to break away from classical tech-
nique and subject matter to focus on ideas and 
materials that felt more meaningful to her.

Faith Ringgold is best known for her story 
quilts, but she also created paintings, prints, 
masks, and soft sculptures.

Her art explores ideas around prejudice, 
discrimination, equality, the importance of 
community, and her own personal story.

Ringgold’s application to be an art major at City 
College was rejected just because women 
weren’t allowed to choose a major in the 
School of Liberal Arts. Faith discovered she 
could major in art if she went through the 
School of Education, so that’s what she did.
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In addition to being symbolic, Ringgold’s decision to use textiles 
and quilting in her artwork is also personally, culturally, and 
historically significant. In the preface she wrote for the book, 
‘Spirits of the Cloth,’ Faith said: “When Africans first arrived in 
America with the Spanish and Portuguese explorers and slave 
traders in the early 1500s, they came without wealth or material 
possessions. But they possessed the intellectual, spiritual, and 
cultural power to stamp an indelible imprint on American life. 
Along with jazz, quilting is the uniquely American contribution to 
world art that bears the legacy of our African heritage and carries 
it into our common future.”

Faith Ringgold’s Great-Great Grandmother was a slave who 
made quilts for her masters. It was common for slaves to sew 
quilts as part of their duties, and many women used this activity 
as a vehicle to express themselves creatively. Some even includ-
ed secret maps of the Underground Railroad to help guide 
people to freedom. When Ringgold created her story quilts, she 
was making historical and also personal connections by using 
quilts to tell her stories.

Faith learned how to sew and quilt from her mother (who worked 
in fashion). Quilting has a long history of being a family tradition 
passed down from mother to daughter. Quilts are very symbolic, 
and a really perfect medium for Faith Ringgold’s stories. Quilts 
are made from lots of smaller pieces coming together – each 
one lending their individual personality to create a new idea, and 
something bigger than the sum of its parts. Quilts are about 
diversity. Things don’t always match, or line up perfectly, but 
somehow the pieces end up working together in fun (and some-
times unexpected) ways. Consider some other ways quilts are 
symbolic. Once you start to think about it, you may surprise 
yourself with all of the different discoveries you make.

What is textile art?
Textiles are usually fabrics, but they can also 
be other types of woven materials or yarn 
that’s been knitted or felted. So, textile art is 
art made from any of these woven materials.

In Latin, textiles means to weave 
In French, texere means to weave

Different forms of textile art can be seen all 
over the world, and have been around for 
centuries. Artists have told mythological 
stories and other tales in tapestries, and 
Chinese artists have written and painted on 
silk since before the invention of paper! 

While visiting museums in Europe, Faith 
Ringgold was inspired to begin using fabric 
borders for her art after seeing Tibetan 
thangkas. (Thangkas are traditional Buddhist 
paintings on fabric and sometimes have 
fabric borders sewn around the edges.) 

Examples of Tibetan thangkas.
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L E T ’ S  L O O K  A G A I N

Take a few minutes to look at these story quilts again – with fresh eyes. Looking at art 
once is never enough... there’s always more to see! Now that you know a little more about Faith Ring-
gold and textile art, you might see the art differently. What new things do you notice this week? You can 
look at everything together, or just focus on one. Make notes about your observations here.
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L E T ’ S  L E A R N  M O R E

These two quilts are part of Faith Ringgold’s ‘Women on a 
Bridge’ series. The main character is Cassie Louise Lightfoot – 
a third grade girl.

In the story Cassie shares her adventures as she spends hot 
summer nights on the rooftop of her apartment building. The 
roof is covered with tar paper, so they affectionately refer to it 
as Tar Beach. Her story is about freedom, and in it Cassie flies 
over the George Washington Bridge, and claims it as her own.

In these videos, Faith Ringgold discusses this quilt and 
her creative process, and you can even hear her read her 
book. (Click the blue text to go directly to these videos!)

Notice the way Ringgold uses the elements of line and shape 
in her quilts. Do you see a grid here? Is there a sense of 
rhythm to the composition? Colors play a really important roll in 
this artwork. Look at all of the contrast Faith Ringgold uses. 

Faith Ringgold uses pattern and repetition very intentionally. 
Not just around the border in the quilted frame, but also in the 
main central painting. The buildings, the windows, the stars in 
the sky. Even the metal beams on the bridge and the clothing 
hanging on the line are elements that are repeated and create 
a rhythm in the artwork. 

In reference to the Women on a Bridge series, 
Ringgold stated, “My women are actually flying; 
they are just free, totally. They take their libera-
tion by confronting this huge masculine icon—the 
bridge.”
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L E T ’ S  L E A R N  M O R E
Echoes of Harlem is an important work of art in Faith Ringgold’s 
oeuvre* – it was her very first painted quilt, and also the only 
collaborative project she completed with her mother (who passed 
away the following year). 

This piece measures approximately 90” x 80” and is a series of 
acrylic portraits with a pieced fabric border.

The neighborhood of Harlem – and the members of that commu-
nity – were important to Faith throughout her life.

Duke Ellington wrote a jazz piece in 1936 that shares the name 
‘Echoes of Harlem.’

As a child, Ringgold saw live performances by some of the best 
jazz musicians and singers of the time. She was soaking up all of 
the amazing creativity the Harlem Renaissance had to offer. (We’ll 
dive deeper into this epic era next week.) 

Faith continued to be inspired by music throughout her life. In this 
series she features a jazz quartet with a vocalist. Notice how she 
contrasts the linear checkerboard quilted frame with the free form 
organic squiggle shapes that appear all around the musicians. 
Look at the bold contrast of colors she uses here. 

She’s also using her composition to highlight the female singer– 
putting her center stage and right up front. With her hands on her 
hips, she’s looking powerful and strong.

Think about the story here. Can you almost hear the music when 
you look at this quilt? What does it sound like?

*An oeuvre is an artists collected works.
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L E T ’ S  L E A R N  M O R E

Dancing at The Louvre is the first in a 12 piece series called ‘The French Collection.’
The story is about Willa Marie Simone. She’s the fictional main character and the narrator of the series who 
moves to Paris in 1920 at the age of 16. Her journey to become an artist and businesswoman puts her in 
contact with amazing French landmarks and iconic personalities including Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, 
Josephine Baker, Gertrude Stein, and Rosa Parks. 

When she wrote Willa Marie Simone’s story, Ringgold was imagining how her mother’s life might have been 
different if she had moved to Paris to pursue a career in fashion rather than raising a family in Harlem. Each 
quilt offers Willa an opportunity to overcome some kind of obstacle and achieve success. In this series, 
Ringgold blends European classics with modern ideas, and tells the story from her unique perspective as an 
African American woman.

Would you ever dance at The Louvre?

“Marcia and her three little girls 
took me dancing at the Louvre. I 
thought I was taking them to 
see the Mona Lisa. You’ve never 
seen anything like this. Well, 
the French hadn’t either. Never 
mind Leonardo da Vinci and 
Mona Lisa, Marcia and her three 
girls were the show.” 

–Willa Marie Simone, Dancing at the Louvre
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Faith Ringgold employs so many elements and principles of art in her story quilts. Take a look at these artistic 
devices and draw an arrow to a quilt where Faith Ringgold uses it. Maybe you can incorporate some of these 
ideas in the story quilt you’re making!

Repetition
A shape or form that appears over and over again.

Grid
The overall structure or framework for the art.

Shape
Forms that are used to create images.

Rhythm
An arrangement of objects that creates a noticeable flow.

Color
Are the colors bright, dull, complimentary, contrasting? 
Perspective
Do you see things in the foreground and background? 
Composition
Is there one central image? Is it symmetrical Linear? Organic?
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N O W  I T ’ S  Y O U R  T U R N . . .

Let’s add more to your story quilt. Last week you wrote your story, sketched your general 
design, and gathered your supplies. Now it’s time to start your art!

Get your big background material. You may want to use fabric or a large sheet of paper. 

Draw light pencil lines to define the central area where you’ll paint your main image. You may also 
want to mark where your fabric or paper border will go.

Paint your central image! You can use any kind of paints that will work for your art, or you can 
even use fabric markers or crayons if you have them. If you finish the middle section of your quilt this 
week, you can start to add in your text. But if your painting is elaborate, just take your time with it. We 
still have two more weeks to complete this story quilt.
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Art Express
If this project seems too involved, or your 
kids are interested in trying something 
different, invite them to start a story quilt 
sketchbook. Rather than spending four 
weeks on one piece of art, they can 
begin to write short narratives, sketch 
their ideas loosely, and collect interesting 
scraps of paper or fabric. This could 
become a big piece of art later, or it 
might be a nice visual diary that they can 
continue to revisit and add on to.
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