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This paper will examine the ways in which humor emerges (or doesn't emerge) in studies of African-American quilters and the quilts they create. Within the academy, African-American quilt scholarship is a fairly new pursuit. Many scholars have focused on origins debates, making the case that black quilts do or do not reflect survivals of African aesthetic traditions. Other writers scrutinize the quilts identifying the many differences between "mainstream" quilts and what quilt scholar Eli Leon refers to as "Afro-Traditional" quilts.  With their bold color and asymmetrical layouts, the latter category of quilts are often described as highly improvisational and irregular.  I think they can also be described as intentionally irreverent. Indeed the trickster impulse so well documented in African-American folk narrative studies can be discerned in many black quilts. Quilters often describe their desire to "fool the eye" and "mess things up." Many aspects of black quilt design reflect a quilter's humorous intentions and trickster sensibility.

In addition to studying the quilts themselves, I will focus on the ways in which humor has emerged in the interviews that I have conducted with black quilters during the past 15 years.  Many of the sessions I've recorded with quilters are punctuated with humorous exchanges.  Jokes, riddles, and humorous asides are often recounted by the quilters, particularly if the sessions involve husbands or other family members. The larger the audience, the more likely it will be replete with humor. In the second half of this presentation I will analyze this discourse.

