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Abstract 

This project’s intention is to better understand my past and the past of others with an overall aim 

to unify the community. This understanding is achieved through storytelling in visual art-form. 

The disunity that exists within the collective community of Fort Worth stimulated this art-

making project, encouraging me to find a way to work towards a mutual understanding of our 

neighbors and their cultural identities. Throughout the project, I engaged with different 

populations that make up my larger community through specific art-making events aimed at 

stimulating conversation and the telling of personal stories. Through this project, I discovered the 

vulnerability that the creation of visual art can stimulate within a person, laying a foundation for 

the expression of hidden stories. This manner of expression acts as a unifier amongst estranged 

populations of cultural identities different from my own.  
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 The arts act as a bridge to lessen the disparity between people of different cultural, racial, 

and economic backgrounds. Art is used as a tool that facilitates and stimulates the expression of 

stories, which unites differing communities under a singular context of unbeknownst 

commonalities. Storytelling is a form of creative expression that I have found is encouraged 

through art-making. Contemporary storytelling is categorized by its aesthetic, social-contextual, 

and historical/political elements.1 By choosing to engage with select populations of people with 

cultural identities different from my own within the Fort Worth community and by conducting 

art-making projects alongside them as I develop my personal artistic practice, I am putting into 

action unification through storytelling under a social-practice-art pretense. To exercise the 

unifying effects that art has in enticing the act of storytelling, I engaged in creative endeavors 

with the homeless population, the refugee population, and the TCU community.  

Throughout history, art has acted as a commonality amongst people of diverse cultural 

backgrounds. To say that art is an equalizer amongst our human race, as creativity is ingrained in 

our human nature, implies that the arts are linked to long-term, universal and enduring elements 

of the framework in which we live.2 The fact that art is a part of our nature is due to the natural 

responsiveness, perceptiveness and cognitive abilities of the human being that have developed 

across the span of time.3 These abilities and tendencies as human beings validate humanity’s 

natural connection to art and our inherent need for its effects. 

 The nature of the times that we live in have polarized our country in an extreme way 

socially and politically. As Michael Suh argues in the article Political Polarization in the 

American Public, “Republicans and Democrats are more divided along ideological lines-and 

																																																								
1	Joseph Daniel Sobol. Storytelling, Self, Society Vol. 4, No. 2, Special Issue: Storytelling As Contemporary. Pg. 126	
2	Noël Carroll. The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism. Vol. 62, No. 2, Special Issue: Art, Mind, and Cognitive   Science (Spring, 
2004), pp. 95-107	
3	Ibid.	
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partisan antipathy is deeper and more extensive-than at any point in the last two decades.”4 As 

human beings, we have forgotten that we belong to one another, and we have lost any peace that 

seemingly existed. Anne Campbell states in her essay on Reaching Others through the Arts that 

“At a time in our history when individual frustration and personal helplessness seem to be 

portrayed by apathy and indifference, it is fitting that we pause to give a significant portion of 

time to discuss the leaven in our lives-the arts.”5 The argument at hand is that art has the 

capability of combatting this polarization. Campbell, again focusing on the connection created 

through art explains that, “The arts form a palpable channel through which human beings touch 

one another. With increasing depersonalization, the arts are the last creative manifestation to go 

and the first to return.”6 We turn to the arts during times of disunity as a channel of spreading 

peace and finding commonality. It is from this awareness of disunity that I began, with an aim to 

become empathetic and proactive, to develop the “Storytelling through the Arts Project”. 

Specifically, the events concerning diversity or lack-there-of that occurred during the 2016 Fall 

semester at Texas Christian University acted as a catalyst for the chosen concentration of this 

project.  

 

“Our 13th demand is ‘We demand the flag be lowered where people of color in the nation 

are murdered by people who are supposed to protect and serve,’” Diona Willis, TCU 

student and one of the organizers of the demands, said. “They just didn’t like this idea at 

all. It’s very difficult to go to a school that doesn’t recognize or make it seem as though 

																																																								
4	Suh,	Michael.	"Political	Polarization	in	the	American	Public."	Pew	Research	Center	for	the	People	and	the	Press.	N.p.,	11	June	2014.	Web.	21	
Mar.	2017.	
5 Campbell, Anne. “Reaching Others through the Arts.” Art Education, vol. 32, no. 5, 1979, pp. 24–25 
6	Ibid.	
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they care when people who look like me are being killed on camera senselessly without 

any regard.”7 

 

This quotation represents the feelings of a student who was involved with submitting a list of 

demands for their wants and needs as a Black member of the TCU community to the TCU 

administration. The community of TCU was in opposition with one another, and due to this, I 

felt convicted to become a part of the conversation to unite opposing parties. The truest way in 

which I knew how to engage in this conversation was through art.   

To bring about change as an artist, the techniques used to convey ideas are essential to 

success. I chose storytelling as a main avenue of research and expression to supplement the 

paintings that I would create. Artists have acted as some of the greatest activists to create social 

change throughout history. Activist art refers to art that is grounded in the act of ‘doing’ and it 

addresses social or political issues.8 Tania Bruguera is an example of an activist artist who works 

closely with a community to generate art. Bruguera states that, “I don’t want art that points to a 

thing. I want art that is the thing.” Rather than allowing art to function as a sign that alludes to a 

greater object or idea, Bruguera is creating work that does the action rather than refers to the 

action. Another example of an activist artist is Ai Weiwei who on the 17th of September, 2015, 

walked across London in solidarity with refugees from around the world.9 This act itself was the 

work of art. Black Activist artist Vicki Meek in Dallas, Texas focuses on reclamation, memory, 

heritage and African-centered work.10 She fights for cultural equality through advocating for the 

																																																								
7	Hyatte,	Tamera.	“Organizers	of	protests	release	list	of	demands.”	TCU	360,	30	Nov.	2016.	Web.	21	Mar.	2017.	
8	"Activist	Art."	Tate.	N.p.,	n.d.	Web.	21	Mar.	2017.	
9	Ibid.	
10	Georgiou,	Danielle.	"100	Dallas	Creatives:	No.	17	Artful	Advocate	Vicki	Meek."	Dallas	Observer.	N.p.,	20	May	2016.	Web.	01	
May	2017.	
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funding of black artists and giving them representation in the art world.11 I have looked to these 

activist artists as leaders in how to conduct a project that engages with communities outside of 

my sphere of comfort and safety. The current nature of the times encouraged me to commit to 

creating art that draws attention to or that mobilizes action towards systems of inequality or 

injustice. 12 In an interview with filmmaker and activist Anne Lewis on the point of human 

connection, Lewis discusses her tactics and intention with choosing to create films with certain 

estranged communities.  

 

“I realized that even though I was an outsider, I had to have a direct relationship. I had to 

pick a side to function as a human being. There was no way to be objective in this 

situation. So that was a life changing situation for me, and I developed a level of actual 

participation in this strike. We are always outsiders in some ways, but we can be insiders 

as well, if we find that point of human connection.”13  

 

By looking to Anne Lewis as an example of a social activist artist, I came to the pivotal 

realization that I, too, needed to choose a side. For me that meant choosing the side of 

engagement and action rather than stagnancy and inaction.  

 

 

 

																																																								
11	Mawajdeh,	Hady.	“Dallas’	Fight	for	Cultural	Equity.”	Art	&	Seek.	N.p.,	26	Sept.	2016.	Web.	01	May	2017	
12	Dewhurst, Marit. “AN INEVITABLE QUESTION: Exploring the Defining Features of Social Justice Art Education.” Art Education, 
vol. 63, no. 5, 2010, pp. 6	
13	JESSE BUCKWALTER, KRISTEN R. DEARMIN, REBEKAH EPLING, JAMESON JONES, AARON LANCASTER, SKYE 
MCFARLAND, TREVOR MCKENZIE, RACHEL LANIER ROBERTS, LEIGH WALTERS, BILL WARD II, PATRICIA D. BEAVER and 
Anne Lewis. Appalachian Journal 
Vol. 40, No. 1/2, CELEBRATING 40 YEARS (Fall 2012/Winter 2013), pp. 58-76	
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Social Engagement in TCU Community 

Through storytelling in the context of the arts, I aimed to give a voice to the voiceless. I 

wanted to somehow give the opportunity to TCU community members to express their stories 

and make their voices heard amidst an environment that might typically drown them out due to 

outward differences. Using the creation of art as the platform for engaging with TCU community 

members, I began the preliminary process of conducting interviews amongst my peers to better 

understand those that make up this school. I chose this specific platform of art-making as I felt it 

the most peaceful and effective avenue of expression that allows for the conveying of honest 

feelings. Anne Campbell, who writes on the significance of art education states that, “Yet they 

do offer people a way of communicating their deepest feelings and thoughts. The arts operate as 

our collective conscience, keeping our eyes, our ears, our minds sensitive to the world around 

us.”14 This quotation explains how I feel as an artist, and how I am constantly making myself 

aware of my surroundings, searching for inspiration or a spark to fuel work. Through challenging 

myself to engage as an activist artist, the actions of connecting, questioning and then translating 

comprise my practice. Marit Dewhurst, a scholar on Social Justice in Art Education, states that, 

“Three main pedagogical activities, connecting, questioning, and translating-that compromised 

the practice of making a work of activist art” 15 This practice as an activist artist stimulated my 

work within the context of this project and lent itself to the process of storytelling. 

 The original intention for the interview process involved the use of information gathered 

from the conversations to gain resources that I could work from to create paintings about TCU 

individuals. I based the paintings on the interviews and highlighted the unique history and stories 

of each interviewee. After conducting a few interviews I slowly began to realize the true purpose 

																																																								
14	Campbell, Anne. “Reaching Others through the Arts.” Art Education, vol. 32, no. 5, 1979, pp. 24–25.	
15	Dewhurst, Marit. “AN INEVITABLE QUESTION: Exploring the Defining Features of Social Justice Art Education.” Art Education, 
vol. 63, no. 5, 2010, pp. 6–13.	
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of the conversations, apart from simply gaining source material for a painting. The creation of art 

acted simply as the “why” that pushed me to engage with those outside of myself. It was, at 

times, uncomfortable to reach out to a potential interviewee; it challenged me to put myself in a 

place of possible rejection. Ronald J. Pelias conducted a study on human connection and in his 

findings, he emphasizes the sacrifice that comes with connecting with others; I too learned first-

hand of the challenge in connecting. “Connecting comes through labor, through the deliberate 

work of reaching out. It demands effort, an expenditure of energy that earns another’s presence. 

It’s a process of pulling hope through the needle’s eye. When such reaching is effective, it erases 

doubt, eliminates questions of desire.”16 The stories that emerged from the interviews did so 

unexpectedly, seemingly, by both parties. Questions asked of the interviewee included topics 

such as, “Tell me about your childhood home,” “What is something you wish people knew about 

your culture,” or “What is a favorite food that comes from your family traditions?” These 

prompts resurfaced memories and anecdotes that the interviewee may not have thought of in 

countless years. This process preserved the past through oral history translated into painting. I 

gained a new perspective on the richness of culture and history that the TCU community 

possesses. Bits and pieces of this came out through the act of storytelling, the retrieval and telling 

of anecdotes in a theatrical and emotional manner. With each separate interview, I glimpsed into 

a myriad of cultures and unique heritages that forged together to illustrate the history of a person. 

For example, while interviewing Jacqueline, I learned how the legacy of white colonialism in 

Africa has affected her life even still in our present society. She explained, “Colonization? It 

becomes part of your identity; because of colonization, there are certain things that are direct 

results of that. It is part of my history from Ghana. You accept it, it makes me angry, 

																																																								
16	Ronald J. Pelias. “On the Joy of Connections.” Qualitative Communication Research, vol. 1, no. 2, 2012, pp. 164.	
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colonization didn’t just end.”17 As we progressed deeper, the interview process unearthed insider 

knowledge from historically subjugated groups.18 It seems as if the story of one allows for a 

window into an entire population. During the interview with Lillian, simple questioning revealed 

nuggets of information such as, “I am related to Ulysses S. Grant. A slave boy was his son, that 

boy is my great great uncle or grandfather on Mom’s side. My grandfather was so light skinned 

that he looked Mexican. They wouldn’t let him pass back through the border during the war 

because he looked Mexican.”19 With this interview, we discussed the nuances of color as it 

pertains to our skin tone. We discussed how subtle shifts can hold a world of meaning; 

particularly as the shade becomes darker or lighter on either side of the spectrum. This assertion 

made by Lillian is an example of a time during this process that I became aware of another’s 

struggle that I had never experienced, or that I simply cannot relate to. In that moment, I became 

hyper-aware of the color of my own skin, and the stipulations that are tied to being a white 

female, especially within the context of the TCU community. The sensitive content that came out 

of the interviews created an atmosphere of vulnerability from both parties. The interview process 

erased any feigned prejudices or misconceptions during the sharing of sensitive information. A 

level of trust had to be established from both parties. Patrick Ryan’s work, “The Storyteller in 

Context: Storyteller Identity and Storytelling Experience,” on the nature and role of storytelling 

within our society aided me in my understanding of how to encourage sharing and expression of 

information. “For genuine storytelling to happen, participants-tellers and listeners-are of equal 

status, whose shared life experiences consist of more than acts of storytelling.”20 These 

																																																								
17	Antwi-Danso,	Jacqueline,	personal	interview,	Feb.	3,	2017	
18	Beyerbach, Barbara. “Chapter One: Social Justice Education Through the Arts.” Counterpoints, vol. 403, 2011, pp. 7.	
19	Young,	Lillian,	personal	interview,	October,	17,	2016	
20	Ryan, Patrick. “The Storyteller in Context: Storyteller Identity and Storytelling Experience.” Storytelling, Self, Society, vol. 4, no. 2, 
2008, pp. 65.	
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conversations, full of meaning, feeling and gravity left me to work through the new-found 

enlightening burdens through the paintings. 

 

Conveying the Stories through Paintings 

As an artist, I was at a loss for how to accurately and appropriately represent the 

information that I received through the interviewing processes and it was only through the 

marriage of common objects and text that I came to a solution. Stephen B. Carpenter, in his essay 

“Telling Stories through Contemporary Images,” explains the deeply challenging notion of 

extracting stories from images and how one must understand the back-story to fully engage with 

the image. “Pictures refer to stories that are not easily visible. Pictures and stories depend on 

each other and are often deeply connected.”21 At first, it seemed that I could not present a 

painting without the source context displayed alongside it. I grappled with how to accurately 

portray the stories that these women I have interviewed have shared with me. I aimed to find a 

way that properly expresses the magnitude of these individuals’ cultural identity and past. 

Continuing with the theme of my personal artistic process that deals with preservation of the past 

through the rendering of quilt squares, each interview is portrayed through the painting of a quilt 

square. For me, the quilt represents stories that have been stitched together and passed down 

through the generations. It seemed fitting to put the “interview paintings” in this context as an act 

of unification. The decision to only interview women stemmed from the choice of forming these 

women into quilt squares and the historic connection between women and traditional handicraft 

such as quilting. After interviewing the women, the fabric design of that quilt square for the 

painting is chosen based off the historical heritage of the individual. I concluded to tie the story 

into the painting through written text as well as through meaningful fabric as source material. 
																																																								
21	Carpenter, B. Stephen. “Telling Stories through Contemporary Images.” Art Education, vol. 57, no. 2, 2004, pp. 4.	
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The paintings merge text and image so to invite the viewer to explore the piece and to move with 

the paint and text as one would follow a storyline.22 The paintings are displayed in a grid that 

suggests the concept of a quilt, which metaphorically unites the individuals and their stories. 

After having struggled with the notion of how to fully honor the information gathered, and 

whether a simple fabric square could fulfill that, I came to a few realizations. Having a painting 

that is not explicit in content allows for the viewer to superimpose his/her own feelings and 

history onto the piece. Thus, the paintings serve dual functions in telling, connecting subject and 

viewer, and allowing for interpretation from the viewer. I felt that Carpenter, who studies telling 

stories through images, explained the tie between art and the narratives behind it in his essay 

“Telling Stories through Contemporary Images;” “All art encompasses a story, in one way or 

another. Even works that do not initially appear to be narrative in content can often be related to 

narrative if one is familiar with the life of the artist.”23 Through this process, I realized that I 

could not fully portray an individual in a painting; it is simply impossible. What I can do is invite 

others to link their stories to these paintings as well as honor the essence of that person’s history 

and the overarching significance that comes through putting the stories of other’s together in a 

series of paintings. The concept of making the paintings into a quilt-like shape is unique to the 

TCU engagement portion of this project; with an aim to unite the community during its 

exhibition in the Senior BFA Thesis show.  

 

Art Classes with the Homeless Population 

How is one meant to humbly approach an at-risk population and offer a service that is in 

no way vital to survival, but rather one that constitutes a level of historical elitism; and do so in a 

																																																								
22	Beyerbach, Barbara. “Chapter One: Social Justice Education Through the Arts.” Counterpoints, vol. 403, 2011, pp. 9.	
23	Carpenter, B. Stephen. “Telling Stories through Contemporary Images.” Art Education, vol. 57, no. 2, 2004, pp. 4.	
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respectful manner? As an experiential engagement project for the Storytelling through the Arts 

Project, myself and a TCU School of Art graduate student, Kacie Baker, have conducted art 

classes at a day shelter in Fort Worth that offers resources to people experiencing homelessness. 

These art classes have not only acted as a tool to engage with and learn from a population that I 

normally would not interact with, but they functioned as an opportunity for a marginalized 

population to express themselves through art. During these meetings in which it seemed natural 

to harp on differences, art again acted as the equalizer. The context of art provided us with a 

primary commonality until I discovered other similarities through ensuing conversation.  After 

studying Carroll Noel’s work Art, Mind and Cognitive Science, and learning of the innate nature 

of human beings to create, I could better understand how art can act as a unifier. “Art has its 

origins in something common to humankind, something bred in the bone, so to speak.”24 The 

practice of art-making is an inclusive act, as we all possess the capability of artistic creation. 

When deciding which community to engage with through the art classes, the homeless 

population seemed of merit to work with as their lives are the most different from my own. I felt 

the least capable of relating with those who reside on the streets while I come home to a 

comfortable and safe structure each night. When comparing the setting of TCU to that of those 

experiencing homelessness, the separation and differentiation could not be more extreme. I made 

the decision to no longer choose voluntary blindness to a population that I felt threatened by. 

That decision took me outside of my comfortable bubble. To act as the storyteller that I asked 

others to be, I ultimately could not ignore the populations that make up a portion of my 

overarching community.  As an artist, I am a teller of stories; if I expect from others the same 

level of vulnerability that I expect from myself, then I had to also become a listener.  As Ryan 

																																																								
24	Noël Carroll. The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism. Vol. 62, No. 2, Special Issue: Art, Mind, and Cognitive Science (Spring, 
2004), pp. 95-107 
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states in his essay on storytelling, “Genuine storytellers learn by listening and interacting with all 

individuals in their immediate, native culture’s surroundings.”25 The stories that have come out 

of the art classes have humbled me in an unexpected way and have caused me to question class, 

purpose, and our rights as American citizens more than ever before. Through journaling after 

class each week, I expressed my most raw emotions and reactions to this process. I wrote, “My 

heart melted today. The hardship is tangible in the voices of these men. Milton quickly gave up 

drawing and picked up one of his books. He chose to stay with us and read and engage in 

conversation when he found it interesting. I felt touched by how he chose to stay with us even 

though he could have gone and sat in the lobby. It is humbling to be with others and see how 

they react when you recognize their dignity and worth and give them the opportunity to create 

something. Steven and Milton both told us a little bit about their history. Both seem to be 

transient, always wanting to be somewhere else; working to be in a new place. After the lesson, 

both thanked us for our hospitality and generosity. I am just overwhelmed by the struggle and the 

lives that these people have had and my inability to relate. I feel incredibly unworthy to even 

work with them. How is it that our lives are so different, what did I do to deserve my life?”26  

Although the art classes simply consist of techniques such as drawing and sketching, 

mixing colors and studying objects, the true art-form became the sharing of stories and the tellers 

themselves. The facial expression of the teller, the articulation of the hands, and the feeling in the 

eyes became living art. Storytelling became the primary artistic practice.  “It is an art, one with 

deep, diverse, yet parallel traditions running deep into the cultural DNA of every human 

grouping; one that sits like the hub of a spinning wheel in the quiet center of a multitude of 

applications. It is the most alienated of artistic labors, working as it does with the sheer natural 

																																																								
25	Ryan, Patrick. “The Storyteller in Context: Storyteller Identity and Storytelling Experience.” Storytelling, Self, Society, vol. 4, no. 2, 
2008, pp. 65.	
26	Nucci,	Olivia.	“Journal	Entry	#2.”	Personal	Journal.	February	2nd,	2017.		
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delight of translating images from body to body in the dual world of real and narrated time.”27 

Here, Joseph Daniel Sobol exemplifies the power of storytelling through human history in his 

essay Storytelling, Self and Society. Sobol explains the magnitude of telling stories in real time 

on a face-to-face level can have, which was experienced during the execution of this project. 

It is part of our innate makeup to gather, share, explain and reminisce on our personal 

stories as well as those of others; this is done with goals of connection and preservation of the 

past. After a particularly impactful day of class I journaled, “Gratitude. That is the word that I 

learned today. We had our biggest class yet and Lee returned for his third class. It is so exciting 

to see the eager faces of the men joining us. They approach us timidly, and I become more and 

more excited as each one files in. It is always amazing to see how each student slowly opens up 

and becomes more comfortable throughout class. Today, the student named Orlando stood out to 

me. He had a bubbly and infectious personality that pervaded the room. It seemed incredible to 

me that someone in his situation could seem so carefree and joyful.”28 Perhaps it is an effect of 

the community gathering that is offered through the art classes, but the observation that the 

individuals that we interact with continually exhibit joy amazed me.  I identify with Pelias’ 

remark that, “Joyful moments come with the presence of others, with faces turned to other faces, 

with connections that allow individual isolation refuge in the welcoming of another’s hand.”29 It 

is the face-to-face interaction and being in the presence of others that fosters joy, even amidst 

personal struggle. This experience has taught me many things, but most importantly these 

encounters, just as art does, teach me how to feel again and inform me on the importance of 

human connection. Pelias explains that, “Human life, marked by fragility, finds its definition in 

																																																								
27	Joseph Daniel Sobol. Storytelling, Self, Society Vol. 4, No. 2, Special Issue: Storytelling As Contemporary Performing Art (MAY-
AUGUST 2008), pp. 122-133 
28	Nucci,	Olivia.	2017.	“Storytelling	through	the	Arts	Journal.”	
29	Ronald J. Pelias. “On the Joy of Connections.” Qualitative Communication Research, vol. 1, no. 2, 2012, pp. 163.	
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finding others.”30 Simply put, our purpose is to exist for others, and through the art classes with 

the homeless population, I could experience this. 

 

Painting with the Refugee Population 

The final and seemingly most relevant element of the Storytelling through the Arts 

Project focused on interacting with the refugee population of Fort Worth. Working with the 

refugee population at the Ladera Apartments in Fort Worth, Texas has given the most meaning to 

the goal of bringing the stories of others to life through painting. Going into this unique project 

day, I could not have anticipated the impact that being on the receiving end of those stories 

would have on myself and on my perspective. For this specific outreach project, I set up a 

creating-event for a group of refugee adults at an apartment complex that primarily houses the 

displaced and recently immigrated. I knew that the storytelling that occurred within this context 

would be very different. Not only would the stories be unique, but the array of languages posed a 

challenge in conveying these stories. The refugees were from places such as Somalia, 

Afghanistan and Iraq. The interpreters and I utilized the avenue of descriptive pictorial 

representation to promote the acquisition of concepts, a technique explained by Kellah Edens and 

Ellen Potter in their essay on Promoting Conceptual Understanding through Pictorial 

Representation.31  

As the project began, it became clear that we would not be communicating primarily 

through speech. The ideas conveyed in the paintings would have been lost in translation had they 

not been embedded in canvas. Leaving the guidelines open ended, I encouraged the men and 

women to tell a story about themselves by way of painting. With the help of an interpreter, we 

																																																								
30	Ronald J. Pelias. “On the Joy of Connections.” Qualitative Communication Research, vol. 1, no. 2, 2012, pp. 163.	
31	Edens, Kellah M., and Ellen F. Potter. “Promoting Conceptual Understanding Through Pictorial Representation.” Studies in Art 
Education, vol. 42, no. 3, 2001, pp. 215.	
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slowly conveyed this message, encouraging the painting of something that is important to them, 

something that made them who they are. Though timid at first, the men and women accepted the 

challenge of sharing a piece of themselves in their creations. These men and women whom have 

recently experienced the integration into a realm of new people, unfamiliar customs, and foreign 

language amongst other challenges, embraced the project without question. Like the art project 

that Lisa Brunick conducted with the refugee population, questions of “Who was I,” “Who am 

I,” and “Who am I to become?” were brought up in the paintings.32 Themes of nostalgia, 

preservation of the past and longing were overwhelming present in the paintings. The stories 

expressed in the paintings became physical expressions of harbored dreams. Art became the 

universal language through which we could understand one another on a deeper level. The 

stories were told through the paintings rather than through words, and my perspective was 

shifted because of the information conveyed. I was left then to deal with the stories that were 

shared, and wrestled with how to make sense of the plight of these individuals. Through this, I 

gained a new understanding of human dignity and worth. 

 

Personal Artistic Practice 

 The final avenue through which I aim to highlight the stories of others is through my 

personal art-making practice as an oil painter. Focusing on the idea of creating a cultural 

autobiography, I use textiles and patchwork quilting to convey collective family history and its 

effect on my lifetime. I strive to show the same level of vulnerability in my painting as those 

who participated in this project. By portraying elements of my past in my personal work, I 

engage in a conversation regarding why I am preserving my story through painting; this act 

																																																								
32	Brunick, Lisa Lefler. “Listen to My Picture: Art as a Survival Tool for Immigrant and Refugee Students.” Art Education, vol. 52, no. 
4, 1999, pp. 14	
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allows me to take on the role of the storyteller. Novelist Gianni Celati, an expert on storytelling, 

gives his opinion on effective storytelling. “… the best storytellers, whether oral narrators or 

literary writers, are those who use and maintain their backgrounds, incorporating these in 

narrations.”33 I have reverted to painting as the most appropriate way of exploring my past. It is 

through paintings that I can sort through feelings of nostalgia, identity and perception of my 

culture. This personal practice is not dissimilar to the way the refugees whom I worked with 

dealt with their feelings of nostalgia and identity in their paintings. During this mutual 

experience of art-making I found similarities between myself and those I engaged with.  

“For me, painting-usually a process of representation of a place that holds special 

meaning for me-is always a powerful process of reflection and theorizing as well as a deeply 

sensual engagement with the colors, hues, and rhythms of a place. Many learners find the arts to 

be not only a means of self-expression, but also of understanding one’s self and the world in a 

different way.”34 As an artist who explores social justice through the arts, or art that is created 

with a purpose of reaching equality, the previously quoted Beyerbach explains that painting is a 

way of deepening one’s multicultural understanding. I find this assertion true in that being an 

artist forces you to ask questions and make yourself aware to the happenings around you. The 

narrow path that I have taken to examine this broad topic of a cultural autobiography is the study 

of narrative in historically rich textiles and fabric.  

One might wonder how such a commonplace, ordinary object can represent the stories 

that stem from an entire genealogical family tree. Through the process of “recontextualization”, 

that is, placing a familiar object in a new setting, I am elevating the status of the quilt; this allows 

																																																								
33	Ryan, Patrick. “The Storyteller in Context: Storyteller Identity and Storytelling Experience.” Storytelling, Self, Society, vol. 4, no. 2, 
2008, pp. 64.	
34	Beyerbach, Barbara. “Chapter One: Social Justice Education Through the Arts.” Counterpoints, vol. 403, 2011, pp. 1.	
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for the viewer to engage with the subject in a realm outside of its normal context.35  In the 

context of a painting, the viewer is asked to read into the meaning, the story behind the common 

object. This act in turn transforms the artist and viewer into a storyteller. 

 

Justification of the Quilt as Source Material 

 From the perspective of an artist as well as a scholar, I grappled with the solution to 

elevate my painting level so to match the level of research and content that has gone into 

stimulating the creation of this body of work. Can a commonplace item such as a quilt, tied to 

ideas of the domestic realm, be preserved through painting on canvas and can this everyday 

object be elevated to the status of fine art? Igor Kopytoff gives context to the place of quilts in 

the essay, The Cultural Biography of Things in which they are explained as objects not produced 

as a commodity, giving them a more personal implication. “First, quilts traditionally were 

products of a domestic and (for the most part) noncommodified economy, produced primarily for 

family members or close friends and not for sale or artistic purposes.”36 “Although quilts had 

important utilitarian functions (e.g., providing warmth), they often had personal meaning for 

their makers.”37 The concept of the quilt and it’s role throughout history works as subject matter 

for this project as it fits the criteria of preserving the past, clinging to the comfortable, the 

physical embedding narrative stories.  

Historically, quilts literally carried memories of deceased loved ones as they were made 

from remnants of clothing or leftover ribbons from funeral wreaths, giving each quilt unique 

																																																								
35 Beyerbach, Barbara. “Chapter One: Social Justice Education Through the Arts.” Counterpoints, vol. 403, 2011, pp. 1. 

36 Kopytoff, Igor. 1986. “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process.” Pp. 64–91 in The Social Life of Things: 
Commodities in Cultural Perspective, edited by A. Appadurai. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

37 Appadurai, Arjun, ed. 1986. The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.  
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value and allowing them to act as shrines to our past. 38 The quilt is an object from our past, 

without current meaning, in that it’s use became obsolete in the 1900’s. Modern fashion trumped 

the “old-fashioned” quilt; in a sense, resourcefulness went out of style. 39  The traditional 

implications of the quilt as an item of craft and comfort in the domestic sphere shifted after 

Jonathan Holstein and Gloria van der Hoof, art lovers from New York City recognized the 

traditional American quilt as a contemporary art piece.40 The couple realized similarities between 

contemporary abstract art and the quilts that they would find in garage and estate sales. 41	This 

elevation of quilts to modern art established by Holstein and van der Hoof validates the work that 

I am doing within the Storytelling series involving family heirloom quilts, matching the status of 

the art to the content that it holds. 

The paintings that make up the “Storytelling” body of work tell my story by presenting 

the fabrics that made up the quilts created by my great-grandmother. My Granny’s quilts are 

made from reclaimed remnants of clothing from now deceased family members. The quilts are 

made by the hand of my Granny, acting as a metaphorical and physical shrine to my past. The 

quilts represent the lifestyle of hard work and endurance that my ancestors maintained. The 

stories of my past are embedded in the quilt-work, making it an ideal subject for my personal 

practice. Not only am I telling the stories of my family through the paintings, but I am telling my 

story as well. The stories of my past largely make up my identity today. 

 

 

 

																																																								
38 “Correction to ‘Discourse and Display: The Modern Eye, Entrepreneurship, and the Cultural Transformation of the Patchwork 
Quilt.’” Sociological Perspectives, vol. 47, no. 2, 2004, pp. 465	
39 “Correction to ‘Discourse and Display: The Modern Eye, Entrepreneurship, and the Cultural Transformation of the Patchwork 
Quilt.’” Sociological Perspectives, vol. 47, no. 2, 2004, pp. 466 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
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Conclusion 

Throughout the entirety of this project, art acted as a stimulant for connection. I hope that 

through this project, my work became less about what is aesthetically pleasing or interesting, and 

more about mobilizing action towards systems of injustice.42 The intentional placement of myself 

inside a community rather than sitting on the fringes of a group, challenged my confidence and 

emotional intelligence. I never thought that I would act as a social justice artist, and I quite 

honestly am not sure if I even am after these experiences, but I do know that this project has 

developed in me a passion for the pursuit of equality and dignity by means of art.  

“As long as the process of making art offers participants a way to construct knowledge, 

critically analyze an idea, and take action in the world, then they are engaged in a practice of 

social justice artmaking,” explains Marit Dewhurst.43 Dewhurst’s definition of social justice 

artmaking allowed me to believe that I could identify myself as a social justice artist because as a 

participant in making art, my artistic process has lead me to take action and look at the world 

from a critical perspective. Through this project, I discovered the vulnerability that the creation 

of the visual arts can stimulate within a person, laying a foundation for the expression of hidden 

stories. This manner of expression acts as a unifier amongst estranged populations. By 

interviewing TCU community members, working with the homeless population, and making art 

alongside refugees, my eyes have been opened to the dignity of human beings and will fuel my 

fight for equality. Ronald Pelias summarizes this best when he states, “Connecting comes 

through labor, through the deliberate work of reaching out. It demands effort, an expenditure of 

energy that earns another’s presence. It’s a process of pulling hope through the needle’s eye. 

																																																								
42	Dewhurst, Marit. “AN INEVITABLE QUESTION: Exploring the Defining Features of Social Justice Art Education.” Art Education, 
vol. 63, no. 5, 2010, pp. 6.	
43	Ibid.	
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When such reaching is effective, it erases doubt, eliminates questions of desire. Human life, 

marked by fragility, finds its definition in finding others.”44 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
44	Ronald	J.	Pelias.	“On	the	Joy	of	Connections.”	Qualitative	Communication	Research,	vol.	1,	no.	2,	2012,	pp.	164.	
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