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scheduled to debut earlier this year, her first solo museum exhibition, “Bisa Butler:
Portraits,” opens at the Katonah Museum of Art in Katonah, New York, this
weekend, and this fall, the exhibition is scheduled to travel to the famed Art Institute
of Chicago, which recently acquired one of Butler’s artworks. That kind of exposure
is rare for a contemporary artist making quilts. (Butler was also part of a 2010
satellite exhibition orchestrated by the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African

American History and Culture.)






Federation of Arts. “So, the work is very relevant to this moment in history, when we

are seeing a societal reckoning over racial inequity”

Glenn Adamson, an independent craft scholar, curator and writer, who is not
involved in the exhibition, observes, “Butler is elevating the status of her subjects by
making portraits, and also elevating quilting—which is an African American craft

tradition—by adding portraiture to it”

Butler, who is in her 40s and based in New Jersey, didn't set out to be a quilter. She
studied painting at Howard University, and then earned a master’s in art education
at Montclair State University, where she took a fiber art class. At the time, around
2001, her grandmother was sick, and she wanted to make something for her. So, she
made a quilt, based on a vintage photo of her grandparents on their wedding day.

That’s when she began developing her process.

She enlarges a photograph to life size, and then sketches over it, isolating areas of
light and dark. Then, she begins choosing fabrics, layering them and stitching them
together with a sewing machine, a process called appliqué. At the end, the stitched
portrait is layered on top of soft batting and a backing fabric. A repeated pattern of
stitches is applied to all three layers to hold them together—thus completing the

quilt. One quilt can take hundreds of hours to complete.















African American man, and I am not ‘your’ Negro. I am not an intellectual inferior

to anyone.”

Another quilt is based on a 1941 photograph taken by Russell Lee, of three women
chatting outside a church on Chicago’s South Side. Butler’s ecstatic colors and
patterns emphasize the fact that these women were part of a thriving Black middle

class. Her title, “The Tea,” refers to the black vernacular for gossip.
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