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Abstract 700 characters 
  
Dawn Williams Boyd, Karen Hampton, and Ruth Miller express life experiences, 
observations of history, and the human condition in their ongoing bodies of work 
through the medium of textiles. These three American textile artists have 
dedicated their creative practice to understanding and challenging expectations. 
All three artists, through different modes of tactile expression, address the joys 
and struggles of being human and give voice to the experiences of their African 
American subjects, past and present. Dawn Williams Boyd creates trenchant and 
evocative “cloth paintings,” Karen Hampton enacts ancestral experiences of 
enslavement and escape and the subversive power of the body in motion, while 
Ruth Miller examines the interior lives of her subjects using richly stitched 
surfaces to share their stories with us. 
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Context 
A multi-ethnic movement calling for deep, conscious reform bloomed across the 
United States of America, indeed internationally, following the brutal police murder 
of George Floyd, a Black American man, in Minneapolis, Minnesota on the 
American holiday, Memorial Day, May 25, 2020. Diverse groups of people, young 
and old, have taken to the streets, wearing masks, carrying posters, chanting, 
crying, and demanding police tactics change. When I began researching this 
article, my original question was “how has this movement affected how artists are 
making new work?” 
  
Introduction 
In this essay, I discuss work by three  contemporary African American artists who 
create narrative textiles addressing historical and lived human experience in the 
United States. Because of the impossibility of conducting research in person at 
museums or galleries during the global Coronavirus pandemic, I considered 
artists whose work I have previously experienced in person.  Thus, I narrowed 
down the list from a larger group of artists of color whose work responds in 
powerful ways to identity, race, history, and gender.1 I soon realized that my 
research question was “how has American history influenced these three artists' 
creative production?” 
 
The scope of the work created by these three women moves through history, from 
ancestral experiences of enslavement and escape to the subversive power of the 
body in motion and stillness. Dawn Williams Boyd’s trenchant “cloth paintings” are 
textiles that provoke reflection, inviting the viewer to research her evocative 
imagery. Her carefully developed themes explore social conditions and historical 
events that have impacted the lives of African Americans in the 20th and 21st 
century. Karen Hampton’s “rememories” of her great-great-grandfather’s escape 
from the Wye Plantation and witnessing of present day Capoeira dance in Brazil 
(a martial arts dance form dating to the 16th century) bring history to life. She 
works with a multiplicity of textile techniques and materials from handweaving and 
devoré, to digital printing archival photos and hand-stitching as drawing. Ruth 
Miller examines the interior lives of her subjects. She builds rich surfaces of 
individual stitches to create portraits of family members, friends, and individuals 
she encounters. Her expert knowledge of color and skill in draftsmanship allow 



her fluidity in expressing the interior life of the figures she represents, while she 
plays with the surrounding background to refine her intention. Although these 
artists principally work with African American figures, the themes they address are 
universal. 
  
Background 
  
As the Covid-19 pandemic strikes worldwide, the United States of America 
grapples with its legacy of racism resulting from the enslavement of millions of 
Africans and their descendants for over two hundred years. The Emancipation 
Proclamation (1863) and Reconstruction following the American Civil War (1861-
1865)  marked tentative steps toward realigning justice for all Americans. Since 
then, however, insufficient legislation and institutionalized racism have impeded 
the progress of equality and opportunity for Black Americans. The brutal history of 
slavery left deep scars in the fabric of the culture while simultaneously fostering 
development of a multi-vocal chorus of creative voices proclaiming the humanity 
and history of African Americans. “Black Lives Matter” (BLM) is now emblazoned 
on streets across America. 
 
During the eighth week of nationwide BLM protests, Americans mourned the loss 
of two beloved civil rights leaders on July 17, 2020. John Lewis, a fearless 
advocate for nonviolent protest and distinguished congressman, succumbed to 
cancer, and Cordy Tindell Vivian, a fervent proponent of nonviolence and civil 
disobedience, died at age 95. Representative Lewis was 25 years old on “Bloody 
Sunday,” March 7, 19652 when Alabama state troopers (following Governor 
George Wallace’s order) used nightsticks, tear gas, and whips to brutally beat him 
and numerous others on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, as he led 
over 600 peaceful orderly civil rights marchers, calling for legislation to insure 
African Americans the right to vote.3 ”It was Vivian’s bold challenge of a 
segregationist sheriff while trying to register Black voters in Selma, Alabama, that 
sparked hundreds, then thousands, to march across the Edmund G Pettus 
bridge.”4 
 
On March 15, 1965, President Lyndon Baines Johnson met with the joint 
chambers of Congress to present a “Special Message to the Congress: The 
American Promise.” He spoke with force about the need to confront racism and 
insure the basic right of democracy—the right to vote. It took five months for 
Congress to enact the legislation that the President proposed that evening. 

  



It was more than a hundred years ago that Abraham Lincoln, a great 
President of another party, signed the Emancipation Proclamation, but 
emancipation is a proclamation and not a fact. 
  
A century has passed, more than a hundred years, since equality was 
promised. And yet the Negro is not equal. 
  
A century has passed since the day of promise. And the promise is 
unkept.5 

  
Fifty-five years after the voting rights act passed, police violence and homicides, 
racially motivated crimes, indignities, and acts of discrimination continue.  
 
Is America experiencing a pivotal moment that could prove to be transformational 
in addressing our legacy of racism?  In the article “About the Black Skin We Live 
In,” art historian Cherise Smith,reflects on her ancestors in relation to today’s 
culture. She writes that in considering “the pandemic of hundreds of years of 
state-sanctioned human rights abuses against people of African descent…it is 
useful for us to think through the multiple ways we are always becoming and 
being Black through our creation, consumption, and global distribution of 
culture…Time passes, collapses, and repeats itself. What was relevant one 
hundred years ago, when my kids’ great-grandparents were born, remains so.” As 
a mother of sons, she concludes the essay saying, “The tip of a vast iceberg is 
coming into my sons’ sights—the pleasures and terrors of the long and slow 
becoming Black.”6 
 
Dawn Williams Boyd 
  
From Atlanta, Georgia, artist Dawn Williams Boyd is currently working on a 
projected series of 20 new pieces titled The Trump Era, three of which are 
discussed here. “My historic work is meticulously researched because I want to 
tell an accurate story of what happened from the perspective of the hunted versus 
the hunter.”7 

  
Racism No Longer Has the Decency to Hide its Face (2019) confronts the viewer 
with arresting images, set in front of the White House—symbol of American 
democracy and seat of presidential power for the USA. The panel is roughly 
broken into horizontal thirds: in the foreground, conical hoods surround five  
white faces in the identifiable garb of members of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), a terror 
organization that was first established in the southern United States during 



Reconstruction, following the Civil War and the Emancipation Proclamation in the 
mid-19th century.8 The words “INVISIBLE EMPIRE,” an alternative name for the 
KKK, is unfurled underneath uniformed figures gesturing “Heil Hitler” with four 
Nazi flags flying overhead.  
 

 

Included in the group of hooded men is a woman with a sheer veil over her face. 
A red-faced devil appears in a black hood in front of a Confederate battle flag. On 
his sleeve are KKK symbols of the Klan Triangle and the Stormfront cross (both 
signifying white supremacist ideology). The Blood Drop Cross insignia is on the 
arm of the hooded Klan member to the right. Behind the satanic face, a flag 

Dawn Williams Boyd. Racism No Longer Has the Decency to Hide its Face (2019) 



suggesting the American flag hangs upside down—an act that is usually 
interpreted as distress but sometimes is displayed as a covert symbol of white 
supremacy. Here the artist alters the representation of the American flag, using far 
too many stars to look authentic. This interpretive twist suggests that she would 
not desecrate the American flag, but rebukes the menacing figures assembled in 
front of a sullied White House rendered in grey.  
  
The US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) logo is the backdrop for 
Immigration (2019). Sheer organza fabric is laid over the bottom half of the image, 
covering an adult figure who attempts to hold up a baby while submerged 
underwater. The eagle’s wings from the ICE logo seem to either  hold the infant 
aloft or snatch it from the outstretched hands of its parent. The baby’s diaper is 
constructed with images of flags of Eritrea, Ethiopia, Mexico, Somalia, Tunisia, 
and Venezuela, some of the nations with refugees seeking asylum in the USA. 
This wrenching imagery reminds viewers of the desperation of parents crossing 
dangerous territory at great risk of life in attempts to find safe haven for their 
children at a time when the US president and his appointees are inciting 
xenophobia. 

 
 
 
Dawn Williams Boyd characteristically uses colorful, patterned fabric to create her 
figures, with detailed embroidery defining facial features and, at times, other 
embellishments, such as beading. She employs her understanding of form 

Dawn Williams Boyd. Immigration. 2019. 



deceptively as the first figures appear graphic, but, on closer examination, their 
volume is evident through the use of perspective, pattern, and placement on the 
picture plane. 
  
In Food Desert (2019), the artist illustrates the American obesity epidemic, 
rendering figures in a neighborhood on the edge of Atlanta, Georgia where the 
artist and her family have lived intermittently for over fifty years. Formerly 
farmland, the housing subdivision is set far from neighborhoods with grocery 
stores, where a whole range of fresh food is available. Throughout the USA, 
federal agricultural subsidies provide farmers with financial assistance to produce 
corn, soybeans, wheat, rice, sorghum, dairy, and livestock, much of which 
becomes processed products high in sugar, fat, and sodium.9 This “junk food” 
often ends up distributed to discount Dollar stores, which have rapidly populated 
over the past decade in low-income rural and urban neighborhoods.10 

 
 
 
Flags placed in the center right side of the piece show logos of stores where fresh 
food can be purchased far off in the distance. Since the Covid-19 pandemic 
began, Atlanta has halted public transportation between this predominantly 
African American neighborhood and the city proper. The only stores in the 
subdivision are Dollar stores. The artist described how tedious and time 
consuming it is to get to the grocery stores in town. The roads in Atlanta are 

Dawn Williams Boyd. Food Desert. 2019. 



winding with no through streets, requiring a long journey by foot to get to a bus 
stop and then a slow ride to a grocery store. She also pointed out that Dollar store 
shoppers can buy junk food for two dollars, but nothing can be purchased for only 
two dollars at the grocery store, compounding the dilemma for people living on 
low incomes. 
  
Karen Hampton 
  
Karen Hampton spent most of her life in Los Angeles, California but presently 
lives in Boston, where she is a professor at Massachusetts College of Art. In her 
body of work The Journey North, she draws from her family lineage to evoke 
spiritual continuity to her ancestors and to the historical experiences of enslaved, 
freedom seeking, free Black Americans, and abolitionists. Art Historian Stephen J. 
Goldberg writes that the artist stages conversations for the viewer, “in which we 
are invited to ‘hear,’ in the inscription of texts, the voices of those now silent.”11  

 
 
 
 
The artist used hand stitching to inscribe text and a map on a pillowcase from her 
own collection in Journey to Freedom (2014). Hampton records details about her 
great-great-grandfather Matthew Roberts’ escape from the Wye Plantation in 
1863. A sketch of a figure and river, worked in running stitch, inspires the viewer 

Karen Hampton.Journey to Freedom. 2014. 



to imagine the details of this remembered life. Linking the past to the present are 
the words “Air, air, gasp—run hide—ferry.” Roberts freed himself from the 
overseers chasing him down by diving into the river, tossing his hat into the 
flowing water to simulate his own drowning, and gasping for air while he waited 
below the surface. The word “ferry” suggests he was able to travel upriver, away 
from the plantation, where he enlisted at the last possible moment in Company K, 
the 4th regiment of the Union army, survived the ghastly battle at Chapin’s Farm, 
eventually earning $300 and his freedom for his service. He was one of  18 
African American Civil War veterans who founded the town of Unionville, 
Maryland 1867. “My ancestors feed me everything that I do,” The artist says. “I 
weave and I stitch. I love fiber, I love textiles; I grew up with a grandmother who 
embroidered.”12 

 
 
 
In Walk with the Ancestors (2014), a lone figure walks across an empty, 
ambiguous interior that seems to have walls and arched windows on the left side 
and a staircase on the right side. White and red running stitches add definition to 
the space, the figure, and  various sequestered objects. The imagery is based on 
an existing greenhouse, identified as the Orangery at the Wye Plantation on the 
Eastern Shore of Maryland, from which the artist’s ancestor escaped. Abolitionist 
Frederick Douglass was enslaved on this same plantation as a child and wrote 
narratives observing life there. Unearthed artifacts help to understand the spiritual 
life of the former African and African-American residents. Hampton assiduously 
researched the artifact analysis and contextual religious implications of the site 

Karen Hampton. Walk with the Ancestors. 2014. 



and learned that the two-story greenhouse included living quarters for enslaved 
laborers. For example, just outside of the threshold, archeologists discovered 
Native American quartz points (much older than the plantation itself) buried in the 
19th century strata, suggesting they were intended to provide protection from 
nearby spirits.  
 

 
 
 
An artist residency research program in 2015 in Brazil led to the design of The 
Dancer (2016). In addition to studying with local bobbin lace makers, Hampton 
notes this is one of the only places brown women make lace, she investigated 
abolitionists in Brazil. On the island of Itaparica, Bahia, she observed Capoeira, 
an Afro-Brazilian martial art that combines complex and acrobatic movements 

Karen Hampton. The Dancer. 2016. 



with fighting techniques for self-defense. Over four million Africans were trafficked 
to Brazil and forced into slavery, initially for the sugar crop, then mining, cattle 
ranching, and food production. Capoeira became a form of rebellion; the practice 
could help individuals defend themselves, perhaps when running from their 
captors or in response to brutal treatment. The seemingly playful image of a figure 
in movement, built on a strip-woven cloth from Africa with traces of the original 
design still visible, conceals the effective fighting techniques of the Capoeira 
discipline. Hampton joyously depicts the figure in movement with red swishes 
whirling on his white pant leg as the dancer tosses his form acrobatically. Circles 
about the body act like bouyant forms. The artist describes these as energy, 
“similar to auras, that travel around figures.”13 
 
Ruth Miller 
Ruth Miller lives in rural Mississippi. She moved there from New York City, where 
she lived and worked for 50 years. “I learned to embroider at home during the 
time I was in elementary school. My mother and aunt taught me sewing, knitting, 
and crocheting as well. I don’t think of myself as an embroiderer. I think of myself 
as an artist first. Embroidery is simply my medium.”14  She developed 
draftsmanship skills early in life, graduating from the exceptional High School of 
Music and Art in New York City (NYC).  She studied at the Cooper Union, a 
prestigious art school in the East Village. This training is obvious in her expressive 
stitched portraits that pulsate with interior life and empathy for her subject. 
  
Blue Peace (c. 2007) depicts an intimate scene: a woman listens on a cordless 
phone, propped between her ear and shoulder, while she deftly locks her client’s 
hair (by twisting, coiling, or braiding it into sections). Shades of blue envelop the 
two figures, who both wear patterned tops—she in a soft, flowered blouse 
trimmed with flounced edging, he in a lattice patterned shirt—and blue jeans. 
Green tree limbs outside the window suggest a summer day with gentle light 
coming in through the glass. The soft blinds are raised at uneven heights and a 
book with reading glasses sits poised over the radiator next to the reclining man; 
on his left side a quilt is spread on a bed. “The quilt's pattern is made up of circles 
similar to 45-rpm records. Each one has the name of an R&B love-song stitched 
on it.”15 
 



 
 
 
With eyes closed, he lounges in his chair while she locks his hair. The tranquility 
of the moment is palpable. The man’s face expresses ease and calm, trusting that 
the hands so close to his scalp will be unerring. She is comfortable with her task. 
With equal patience she listens to the unseen third person at the other end of the 
phone line. “This piece is composed with a lot of cross-hatching. I wanted to try a 

Dawn Williams Boyd. Blue Peace. c. 2007 



more impressionistic style. My stitches usually follow the natural grain of the skin’s 
hills and valleys and I returned to that method after this single trial.”16 
 
Furthermore, the artist reports that she doesn’t make “overtly political work 
because I feel that our personal relationships are the basis for how we get along 
socially and politically. We’re more successful at solving problems when we start 
at the source.” The artist originally titled this work Anti-war Demonstration.17 
  

I felt that the best way to ensure peace was to demonstrate it. My daughter 
is a hairdresser. In this piece, she is working with a client. For generations, 
many black hair stylists have worked from home. I persuaded my daughter 
to continue to work from home when she wanted to get a beauty shop on 
the street level. You get to control your environment in your home; you 
know who’s coming in. I worked with her for a year or two after I quit my 
postal job and became the shampoo lady. I got to see the dynamics. 18 

 
 
 

Miller’s deft use of color is apparent in Duafe (c. 2012). In this portrait of her 
daughter holding her granddaughter, the artist makes greens, blues, and purples 

Ruth Miller. Duafe. c. 2012. 



seem somehow natural for the skin tones and hair. Abstract forms mix with the 
Adinkra symbol, Duafe, signified by a  wooden comb with an eye as its handle, 
seen floating around the figures. She employs the symbol to signify “the vigilance 
and caretaking used by women on behalf of their families.” The two women gaze 
off in different directions, each preoccupied with her own thoughts, yet intimately 
poised together, just as they were seated in the photograph Miller took. 
  
A former co-worker is the subject of The Impossible Dream is the Gateway to 
Self-Love (c. 2013). The artist describes her process: 
  

This figure  is larger than life. Dramatic foreshortening emphasizes his 
muscularity. I experimented with lavenders, yellows, and greens and 
several other unexpected colors that I inserted next to one another to 
create the brown of his skin, to create the undertone. I spent a great 
amount of time simply looking, because I have to select each thread. It has 
to work well with the thread I put on the fabric before it so that our eyes 
understand the two shades as one. The features  of the face and the forms 
of the body look highly dimensional, but the surface of the canvas is 
almost completely flat. This illusion is created by the accuracy with which 
they are drawn and the care with which the colors of yarn are chosen.19 

  
 

Ruth Miller. The Impossible Dream is the 
Gateway to Self-Love. c. 2013 



Miller’s casual discussion of her process belies the thought, complexity, and 
nuance she uses to create the expression of her subjects, and the lengths to 
which she goes to achieve each piece. Often working from a combination of 
photographs and drawings, she makes detailed compositions in black and white 
and colored pencil. After she enlarges the image and transfers it to fabric for 
stitching, she might make further revisions to clarify her concept or correct the 
proportions. Each face and composition tell a story about a specific individual and, 
by extension, a glimpse at universal themes.   
 

Most of my pieces have figures that are at least life-sized. I find that I 
cannot get the amount of detail that I want to get with a smaller size. Every 
piece is an experiment. I have stylistic and technical ideas I am working 
out. Every single stitch is a straight stitch. Just going in and out. If we look 
carefully, we see that  a curve is no more than a series of straight 
stitches.20 

  
The work of these three artists challenges viewers to expand their notion of what it 
means to live a life as a person of color. The murder of George Floyd has not 
caused them to change their work because the pursuit of justice has been 
embedded in their practice all along. Dawn Williams Boyd compels the viewer to 
use her art as a starting point for inquiry on the historical or social subject she 
renders in cloth. Karen Hampton argues that history and memory commingle, 
subtly drawing viewers into the robust and vitally American lives of her formerly 
enslaved ancestors. Ruth Miller demands that her viewers see the essential 
humanity of her subjects in all their emotional and relational complexity. All three 
artists invite the viewer to engage with their art as they address the joys and 
struggles that come with being human. 
  
Dawn Boyd  https://www.dawnwilliamsboyd.com/ 
Karen Hampton https://www.kdhampton.com/ 
Ruth Miller  http://www.ruthmillerembroidery.com/  
 
                                                
1 See for example artists such as Indira Allegra, https://www.indiraallegra.com/; Zenobia Bailey, 
2 "Selma Outrage Condemned", The Crisis, Vol. 72, No. 4, April 1965. https://bit.ly/3f9DLSF 
3 https://johnlewis.house.gov/john-lewis/biography 
4 The Rev CT Vivian, key civil rights leader, dies aged 95, July 17, 2020. https://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2020/jul/17/ct-vivian-civil-rights-veteran-dies 
5 President Johnson's Special Message to the Congress: The American Promise, March 15, 1965. 
http://www.lbjlibrary.org/lyndon-baines-johnson/speeches-films/president-johnsons-special-message-to-the-
congress-the-american-promise 
6 Cherise Smith, “About the Black Skin We Live In,” June 21, 2020, Hyperallergic, 
https://hyperallergic.com/571763/about-the-black-skin-we-live-in/ 



                                                                                                                                             
7 Dawn Williams Boyd. E-mail communication, July 16, 2020. 
8 The Ku Klux Klan has been active in the USA during three periods; the first existed from 1865-1871. With 
the Klan Act of 1871, the US Congress banned Klan’s groups, but other violent white supremacist groups 
replaced them. https://www.thoughtco.com/the-ku-klux-klan-history-721444. The KKK manifested again from 
1915-1944 and roughly from 1950 to the present day. 
9 Kathryn Doyle, “Foods from subsidized commodities tied to obesity,” Reuters Health, July 5, 2016, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-diet-farm-subsidies-idUSKCN0ZL2ER 
10 Nathaniel Meyersohn, “Dollar stores are everywhere. That's a problem for poor Americans,” CNN 
Business, July 19, 2019, https://www.cnn.com/2019/07/19/business/dollar-general-opposition/index.html 
11 Karen Hampton, Stephen J. Goldberg, Susanna White, and Gylbert Coker, Karen Hampton: The Journey 
North, 2015, 63. 
12 Karen Hampton, Zoom interview, July 16, 2020. 
13 Hampton. Zoom interview. 
14 Ruth Miller. Zoom Interview. July 16, 2020 
15 Ruth Miller. E-mail communication. July 29, 2020 
16 Ruth Miller. Zoom Interview. July 16, 2020 
17 Miller. Zoom Interview.  
18 Miller. Zoom Interview.  
19 Miller. Zoom Interview. 
20 Miller. Zoom Interview. 
 
 
Keywords 
African American; cloth painting; embroidery; slavery; stitching; textiles  
 
Bibliography 
Doyle, Kathryn, “Foods from subsidized commodities tied to obesity,” Reuters 
Health, July 5, 2016, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-diet-farm-
subsidies-idUSKCN0ZL2ER 
  
Farrington, Lisa E. 2011. Creating their own image: the history of African-
American women artists. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
  
Hampton, Karen, Stephen J. Goldberg, Susanna White, and Gylbert Coker. 2015. 
Karen Hampton: the journey north. 
 
Johnson, Lyndon Baines, “President Johnson's Special Message to the Congress: 
The American Promise,” March 15, 1965. http://www.lbjlibrary.org/lyndon-baines-
johnson/speeches-films/president-johnsons-special-message-to-the-congress-the-
american-promise 
  
Meyersohn, Nathaniel. “Dollar Stores Are Facing Backlash across America.” CNN, 
Cable News Network, 19 July 2019, www.cnn.com/2019/07/19/business/dollar-
general-opposition/index.html. 



                                                                                                                                             
  
"Selma Outrage Condemned", The Crisis, 72, no. 4, (1965): 247. 
https://bit.ly/3f9DLSF 
  
https://johnlewis.house.gov/john-lewis/biography 
  
Biography 
  
Wendy Weiss is an artist, natural dyer, and weaver. She was awarded a 2014–15 
Fulbright Nehru Senior Scholar Award, to follow-up on a previous Fulbright Award in 2009 
to document ikat textiles from an artist’s perspective in India, and is a past recipient of 
two Nebraska Arts Council Artist Fellowships, as well as a Winterthur Residential 
Fellowship. Her work has been exhibited in solo and group shows in North America, 
Europe, and Asia. She is active in the Textile Society of America and professor emerita of 
textile design in at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. She teaches workshops on warp 
ikat and natural dye and collaborates with Jay Kreimer on installation projects using 
diverse materials. She has a long standing relationship with Polish textile artists and the 
Strzemiński Academy of Fine Arts. Wendyweiss.org. 
 
 


