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This multifaceted exhibition features traditional quilts

and contemporary designs based on the motifs of the
Underground Railroad “secret code"” patterns. Quilts with these
patterns were believed to have been draped in windows and
over clotheslines to convey certain messages. Their simple
geometry and recognizable forms veiled vital information and
warnings about the refuges and dangers along the journey.

Expanding on quilt making's narrative potential, and evoking
the tradition of the itinerant storyteller, Curator David Woods
travelled throughout the province to collect stories that
reflect on the experiences of life in African Nova Scotian
communities. He created a series of drawings inspired by his
journeys, and has encouraged local quiltmakers to interpret
these images in their own way. Each quilt conveys the maker's
individual sense of design and detail, collectively imbuing the
scenes with the many voices of community.

Quilt making traditions evolve to reflect the changing needs,
interests, and contexts of the makers and their communities,
and can define how and why communities come together.
Many quilts in the exhibition are examples of patterns that
have been handed down for generations, and they share

a space with contemporary picture quilts and paintings by
artists inspired by the common language of quilt making:
pattern, colour, shape, texture. Other quilts have been made
by multi-generational families and collectives who have
gathered together to create communal projects. All can be
understood as codes that signify the stories and histories that
weave through African Nova Scotian culture, the vital role of
community and shared experiences, and the persistence-and
evolution-of traditions.

About the Curator

David Woods is a multi-disciplinary artist, writer and performer.
He was the organizing founder of Black Artists Network of NS
(BANNS) in 1992 and also founded or co-founded several other
African Nova Scotian arts organizations including African Nova
Scotian Quilters Association, Cultural Awareness Youth Group,
New Brunswick Black Artists Alliance, North Preston Cultural
Association, Preston Cultural Festival, Vale Quilters Association,
Voices Black Theatre Ensemble and Voices Storytellers.

He has curated acclaimed exhibitions of African Nova Scotian
art and quilts including In This Place and The Secret Codes. He
was the first person of African descent to serve as a curator at a
provincial art museum (Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, 2006-2007).
His paintings have appeared in exhibitions across Canada and
grace the covers of several award-winning CD's and literary
publications. He is the winner of major prizes for his art, poetry
and drama and was awarded the prestigious Harry Jerome
Award (2016) for his contributions to the arts in Canada.

David Woods,
Photo by Gary Weekes
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The Secret Codes,
David Woods, 2000

Sela—

There is a light in the tunnel,

A path through the mountains ahead

—A new route | found written in secret codes.
And to those worn by endeavour—

and those stopped by doubt.

Tell them that this is indeed the bright Eden
we dreamed of,

Tell them we were only wrong

to think it would be complete—
....Unneeding our further diligence.

Tell them also of success:

That Sojourner lectures here in high places,
That Araminta's scars have healed and

she is heavy with a new child,

And Mintus moves among the backroads—
Clearing a space for our worship.

Gather your possessions then—

Move nearer to fulfillment,

Head north to Kelly's Mountain,

Move along the banks of the Bras D'Or Lake,
Through the thick, Whycogomah forests,
Under the moon's silver stare

You will find the log cabin the map described,
And an ancient man living there.

When a candle is set in the window

This will be your sign—

Enter and tell him your true names

and the places from which you came,

Show him the carved root sticks from Preston,
The coded quilts from Southville,

Recite the horrors and the triumphs of your journey,
Sing the hymns that winged your flight.

What exactly are

“the Secret Codes'?

The Underground Railroad Patterns were reputedly used
during the period of Transatlantic Slavery. The codes, hidden in
quilts, would help freedom seekers on their journey to escape
enslavement through the Underground Railroad.

The patterns have become a major theme of quilts by Black
quiltmakers and an idiom in Black creative thought and art
practice.

On pages 9-16, you will see images of quilts by Anja Clyke,
and digital illustrations of quilt patterns, accompanied by an
explanation of the “secret code” within:

Monkey Wrench

Gather the tools you'll need

to build shelters, navigate the
journey, or defend yourself along
the way.
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Crossroads

A symbol referring to Cleveland,
Ohio, which was the main
crossroads with several routes to
freedom. On a less literal level,
the term “crossroads” also means
reaching a turning point in one's

life, where a choice must be made.

Log Cabin

A safe house along the
Underground Railroad route.

Bow Ties

Travel in disguise or change
from the clothing of a slave
to those of a person of higher
status.

Flying Geese

A signal to follow the direction of
the flying geese as they migrate
north in the spring.

Drunkard’'s Path

Use a zig-zag route as you go
along to confuse pursuing dogs,
slave catchers.

Bear's Paw

Follow the path made by bear
tracks - they lead to water and
food.

1
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North Star Underground

Follow the North Star to Canada.

Jacob's Ladder

The stepping stones to freedom.

Sailing Boats

Waterway nearby or boat

available to help with your escape.

Basket

Pack provisions (supplies)
necessary for survival.

Shoo Fly

|dentifies a well trusted person
who will assist escaping slaves
with food, shelter or guidance as
you make your way north.

13



Picture Quilts

Many of the quilts in The Secret Codes were designed based on
David Woods' drawings. Woods began visiting Nova Scotia
Black communities in the 1970's, collecting stories and artwork,
and creating ‘'unconscious’ sketches to capture his feelings and
thoughts while he traveled.

The sketches also become the basis of his paintings. In 2007,
the Vale Quilters took on a new project to create quilts based
on Woods's drawings, which culminated in the creation of initial
showing of The Secret Codes exhibition in 2011.

Each quiltmaker chose from these designs a pattern that
reflected their own lives and interpreted it through quiltmaking.
The results are a stunning feast for the eyes and an opportunity
to explore African Nova Scotia culture.

David Woods

(Dartmouth, NS)

Secret Codes Quilt Drawings
coloured pencils on paper
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Heather Cromwell

New Glasgow, Nova Scotiq,
Canada

Grandma'’s Baskets, 2012
Quilted by Mary MaclLean,

machine pieced; appliquéd;

hand quilted
Collection of the artist

David Woods
(Dartmouth, NS)

Secret Codes Quilt Drawing
coloured pencils on paper

Myla Borden

New Glasgow, Nova Scotig,
Canada

A Visit from Mamay (detail), 2012
Design: David Woods
machine pieced; appliquéd;
hand quilted

Collection of the artist

David Woods

(Dartmouth, NS)

Secret Codes Quilt Drawing
coloured pencils on paper 17


















Strip-quilting traditions in Black communities
may have been inspired by Kente cloth: popular
weaving patterns in West Africa that are worn on
special occasions.

Kente cloth (detail), 1925 Edith Colley, 1920 - 2014

Africa: West Africa, Nigeria East Preston, Nova Scotiq,
Cotton; plain woven; Canada

supplementary weft; hand sewn  Strip Quilt top (detail), c. 1970s.
Gift of William Bowers hand pieced; hand quilted
T2006.4.1a-b BANNS Secret Codes Collection
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The Quiltmakers
of Gee's Bend

This documentary film was influential in inspiring and energizing
Black quilters in Nova Scotia in the early 2000s. In 2006, while
serving as Associate Curator at the Art Gallery of Nova Scotig,
exhibition curator David Woods attempted to bring The Quilts

of Gee's Bend - a popular American quilt exhibition by a group

of quiltmakers in an isolated, impoverished community in Gee's
Bend, Alabama, to Nova Scotia. Because of the unavailability of
the large exhibition, Woods decided to bring Marylee Bendolph:
Gee's Bend Quilts and Beyond to Nova Scotia instead. This
exhibition featured works by Marylee Bendolph and Louisiana
Pettway, two of the Gee's Bend quiltmakers (presented in 2007,
Art Gallery of Nova Scotia). Woods would also organize a tour of
these two quiltmakers to five African Nova Scotian communities
in April and May of 2007.

Click or scan the QR code below to watch the video:

29



Definitions &

Important Terminology

BAANS

The Black Artists Network of Nova Scotia is a non-profit, multi-
disciplinary arts association that seeks to develop the African
Nova Scotian arts community. BANNS works with African Nova
Scotian communities around the province to document and
present their art and culture stories and to initiate important
community arts projects. BAANS was founded in 1991 and has
helped to increase the representation of African Nova Scotian
artistry within Nova Scotia and in Canada's mainstream public
arts and cultural institutions. One of their major goals includes
fostering programs and providing visibility for art collections.

Gee's Bend Quilters

A group of Black quilters in the small community of Gee's
Bend (Boykin), Alabama. Their quilting tradition dates back to
the early 1800s, and continues today. Quilts from Gee's Bend
have been displayed in more than 30 art museums including:
The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City, The Whitney
Museum of American Art in New York City, The Museum of Fine
Arts in Houston, Texas, the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco in
California, the Philadelphia Museum of Art in Pennsylvania, and
many more.
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(continued)

Hand-Quilting & Machine-Quilting

There are a few different ways to make a quilt! Some artists prefer
to sew by hand, using a needle and thread, while others prefer the
assistance of a sewing machine. There are even quilting machines
that can sew complicated patterns, automatically!

Quilting

An art-form where the artist stitches layers of fabric together to
create a pattern. A quilt is usually made of a top layer of fabric
(quilt top), soft batting, and a bottom piece of fabric (backing).

When fabrics are joined by the edge, without layering, it is called
“piecing” or "patchwork”.

The Underground Railroad

A secret network of abolitionists (people who wanted to

abolish slavery). They helped African Americans escape from
enslavement in the American South to free Northern states or to
Canada. The Underground Railroad was the largest anti-slavery
freedom movement in North America. It brought between 30,000
and 40,000 fugitives to British North America (now Canada).
(The Canadian Encyclopedia)

31



(Even More)
Quiltmakers You Will Love!

“Bisa Butler is an award winning African American textile
artist. She is known for her vibrantly stunning larger than

life sized quilted portraits that captivate viewers around
the world."

- BisaButler.com

Anaya with Oranges,

Bisa Butler, 2017

Collection of Dimmitt Davies.
Photo by Margaret Fox




Faith Ringgold (born in 1930, Harlem, New York) is an artist,
teacher, and author of 17 childrens books. She creates unique
painted quilts that tell stories, called tankas, inspired by a Tibetan
art form of paintings framed in richly brocaded fabrics.

Dancing on the George Washington Bridge (detail).
Faith Ringgold, 1988,

Acrylic on canvas with pieced fabric border,

68 x 68 inches.




Feeling Inspired? Further Research

Design Your Own Quilt Block!

First, sketch a square design inspired by
a quilt in the exhibition, a photograph, a
magazine pattern, or your imagination!

It's easiest to cut and sew
simple, bold shapes

Following your drawing (or free-
styling!), cut and arrange fabric
shapes, until you're happy with the
design you've created. You can use
pins or clips to hold pieces together.

Stitch or glue your pieces to a
fabric square - Congratulations,
you've created a quilt block!
You can decorate your square
with beads, buttons, or even
embroidery!
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An exploration of Black communities around Nouva Scotia, CBC News

Anja Clyke's website

African Noua Scotians: 20th century Canadian legacies, artistic and
cultural expression, the Vale Quilters, Canadian Museum of History

A stitch in time: the enduring influence of the Gee's Bend quilters,
Skye Sherwin, The Guardian

Black enslavement in Canada (Plain-Language Summary),
The Canadian Encyclopedia

L'exposition Secret Codes: African Nova Scotian Quilts arrive a
Toronto, Radio-Canada

How a Group of Women in This Small Alabama Town Perfected the Art
of Quilting | Op-Docs, The New York Times

Her Quilt of Many Colours, Sarah Butland, Canadian Quilters

In This Place: the lasting impact of Noua Scotia’s first exhibition of
Black artists’ work, Chris Shapones, Visual Arts News
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http://

Nouva Scotia Black artist, historian hopes Secret Codes quilt exhibit
inspires younger generations, Matthew Byard, Penticton Herald

Quilting exhibition celebrates Noua Scotia's Black communities,
Sherlyn Assam, Broadview

The Quiltmakers of Gee's Bend, Alabama Public Television

Secret Codes, Marilyn Smulders, Studio Magazine

A stitch in time: the enduring influence of the Gee's Bend quilters,
Skye Sherwin, The Guardian

Stitching together a history of quilting in African Noua Scotia
communities, Matthew Byard, the Halifax Examiner

The Secret Codes: African Noua Scotian Quilts, Dalhousie Art Gallery

The Secret Codes, Dalhousie Art Gallery Education Guide

The Underground Railroad (Plain-Language Summary),
The Canadian Encyclopedia

Wovuen Histories: In Conversation with David Woods, Mass Culture
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In Our Library

African American Quiltmaking in Michigan, MacDowell, Marsha L
American Patchwork Quilts, Bacon, Lenice Ingram

Mary Lee Bendolph, Gee's Bend quilts and beyond, Arnett, Paul ed

Old Noua Scotia Quilts, Robson, Scott; MacDonald, Sharon

The Quilts of Gee's Bend, John Beardsley
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