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ABSTRACT 
 

This paper is a case study of cross-disciplinary research outside “immediate” discipline/specialty—theatre 

conducted in May 2018 by the cooperation of Denise Harrison, an English/Pan African Studies professor and 

also a quilt artist. This research was a five-day research trip to Gee’s Bend (currently called Boykin), Selma, and 

Montgomery, Alabama.  

This paper examines this trip’s cross-disciplinary and experiential values; I will specifically investigate how 

this type of experiential and cross-disciplinary research serves as a multifaceted scholarly and educational 

synergy integrating theatre, history, performance, activism, art, and culture in order to bring new perspectives 

and ideas onto the research and teaching platform. The critical points in my presentation include (1) The 

importance of cross-disciplinary studies, (2) History (including the period of the civil rights movement) of Gee’s 

Bend and their quilts, (3) Elyzabeth Gregory Wilder’s play entitled Gee’s Bend (premiered at the Alabama 

Shakespeare Festival in 2007) and her dramaturgical integration of history of Gee’s Bend, (4) Other key cultural 

relativisms and places during the trip that informed me of the depth and scope of history of the United States and 

the examination of how they can serve as “performative” sites; and (5) In what way researchers and educators 

can apply cross-disciplinary research (in this case experiential) to further scholarship and teaching.   
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In May 2018, with Denise Harrison, an English/Pan African Studies professor and also a quilt artist, I (a 

scholar and teacher of theatre) made a 5-day research trip to Gee’s Bend (currently called Boykin), Selma, and 

Montgomery, Alabama. This paper examines cross-disciplinary and experiential ramifications discovered in this 

trip; I will specifically investigate how this type of experiential research serves as a multifaceted scholarly and 

educational synergy integrating theatre, history, performance, activism, art, and culture in order to bring new 

perspectives and ideas onto research and teaching platforms. 
 

The Importance of cross-disciplinary studies 
 

The difficulty of placing “theatre” in one single category (or department) itself attests to relevance of 

exercising cross-disciplinary practices in research and teaching. Theatre is, by nature, interdisciplinary and cross-

disciplinary. It is a study of communication, art, history, music, dance, culture, literature, and more. Until the 

1960s and 1970s, “theatre” was not considered a single, (separate) academic unit as evidenced in its “home” 

departments, such as a speech department, communications department, and English department. Even today, 

many institutions consider (rightly so) “theatre” as an academic unit with multiple disciplines.  

I have been adopting an interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary approach to my specialty, theatre, over 35 

years. I obtained a B.A. and M.A. in English and theatre. My Ph.D. was in theatre history and criticism with 

Women’s Studies as my minor. My academic background has led me to research, investigation, publication, and 

teaching in cross-disciplines, allowing me to push the traditional academic boundaries. 
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This research trip to Alabama is an extension of my ongoing exploration and research which use a cross-

disciplinary approach. The trip to Alabama has provided an opportunity to understand how a research trip, in its 

entirety, serves as an organic and living site of cross-disciplinary research on humans and their past (history) and 

present.  

Recently, more scholars and educators champion cross-disciplinary and interdisciplinary research and 

education, point to its value and efficacy in education and literacy. Examining cross-disciplinary conversations 

among teachers, Ashley Boyd, a scholar and professor of English Education, states that in “the current social 

context in the United States” which is “one of the growing political turmoil and racial unrest,” educators need to 

bring controversial yet important topics as racism, racially-motivated crimes, police brutality, sexism and 

classicism into the educational arena (Boyd & Glazier, 2017). 

Pil Hansen, a scholar of cross-disciplinary research, argues that “performing arts scholars draw theories and 

methods from a broad range of disciplines to investigate and (re)interpret subsections of their shared meta-

subject” (Hansen, 2017). In addition, Augusto Boal (1995) states that theatre “allows” a human to “observe” 

himself/herself “in action and activity.” Hansen’s view of performing arts as a site of multidisciplinary 

investigation and Boal’s observation of activist theatre underscore the dynamics of actions, history, lives, 

theories, and practices in theatre of everyday life.  
 

Gee’s Bend: Brief History of Gee’s Bend 
 

Gee’s Bend, currently named Boykin, is located in north of Camden, across the Alabama River. The name 

“Gee’s Bend” is derived from the first plantation owner and the shape of the river (which is curved inward). In 

1816, Joseph Gee, a landowner from North Carolina, established a cotton plantation. He had seventeen slaves. In 

1845 the plantation was sold to Mark H. Pettway and that is why so many the residents of Gee’s Bend have this 

surname. After the emancipation, many freed slaves stayed on the plantation as sharecroppers. In 1900, a white 

planter named Adrian Vande Graaff purchased his first four thousand acres, re-implementing the antebellum 

structure/system in the post-emancipation period.  

In the 1930s, a merchant named E. O. Reinz gave credit to the families of Gee’s Bend. However, when he 

died, his estate foreclosed on his debtors who took any movable properties away (Beardsly, 2002). In the 1930s 

and 1940s, much of the land of this area was sold to the federal government. The Farm Security Administration 

(a New Deal Agency) set up Gee's Bend Farms, Inc., a pilot project of the cooperative-based program, to help 

sustain the inhabitants of the area (Stevens, 2007). Nevertheless, the federal governmental subsidies did not 

sustain the livelihood of the residents. Today, the population of Gee’s Bend is around 100, and most of them are 

seniors.  
 

Gee’s Bend and the Civil Rights Movement 
 

Gee’s Bend is also an important marker of the Civil Rights movement. During the 1960s, whites in the South, 

including the residents and legislatures of Alabama, continued to try to block the participation of blacks in the 

legislation process. In 1962, Wilcox County officials terminated ferry service across the Alabama River. People 

in Gee’s Bend hand no other choices except to drive two hours to get to Camden, the county seat. The registration 

itself had been already difficult due to the nation-wide disfranchisement (Stevens, 2007). In many places in the 

South, protest marches for desegregation and equal rights in voter registration in Selma, Alabama, which is 

located northwest of Gee’s Bend, were prepared..  

In February 1965, three weeks before the Bloody Sunday in Selma (the first attempt of peaceful protest walks 

in March 1965), Martin Luther King Jr. visited Gee’s Bend. He encouraged them to go to Camden, though 

difficult without the ferry transportation, to register to vote. Consequently, some of Gee’s Bend residents shared 
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cars and mules, and some of them walked to go to Camden. On a side note, Gee’s Bend’s mules are now 

remembered in association with Martin Luther King Jr.; after Dr. King’s assassination in April 1968, two mules 

from Gee’s Bend pulled the farm wagon bearing his casket through the streets of Atlanta. 
 

Gee’s Bend Quilts 
 

In spite of its history of the antebellum, emancipation, and the civil rights movement, today, Gee’s Bend is 

known for only one thing (i.e., quilts). Gee’s Bend Quilts have been the residents’ historical (as well as artistic) 

documentation of their sustainability in the past and present. Women in Gee’s Bend have created quilts from used 

fabrics (i.e., old jeans, shirts, sacks, and fabric samples). Dating from the 1920s to the present, women have 

produced hundreds of quilt masterpieces in bold and improvised geometries. The public began to pay attention 

to their works when some of their quilts were exhibited at the Museum of Fine Arts Houston in 2002, followed 

by other museums including the Indianapolis Museum of Art, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, the Tacoma Art 

Museum, and the Whitney Museum of American Art. The exhibitions attracted artists, historians, scholars, and 

journalists, inspiring many to (re)discover folk arts in the South and to (re)interpret their works in the historical 

context.  

Exhibiting the quilts has created a number of critical questions. For instance, one may ask whether the quilts 

that were created and used for survival in a museum encourage the viewers to stereotype and fetishize the quilters 

and their products (quilts). Christine Tate (2003) points to the very question in her review that “Does hanging 

these quilts on bare white walls fetishize them beyond recovery?” and “Can/should the agency of the quilters 

themselves be reflected in such a milieu?” These questions about the danger of objectifying “the others” need to 

be addressed when the viewer/object relationship is established in an exhibition and theatre sites. Postcolonial 

and feminist theories are added to research and examination of the Gee’s Bend quilts, making this research (of 

the history and quilts) more theoretically inclined, and consequently raising it to another level of 

interdisciplinarity.  
 

Elyzabeth Gregory Wilder Gee’s Bend 
 

In addition to the quilts, my interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary project with collaborator Denise Harrison 

(Pan African Studies) was also inspired by Elyzabeth Gregory Wilder’s Gee’s Bend (premiered at the Alabama 

Shakespeare Festival in 2008). Wilder’s play captures 70 years of the life of Sadie Pettway from a young girl to 

a wife, to a mother, and then to an activist.  

The play consists of three parts. The first part takes place in 1939. Sadie Pettway was a teenager living with 

her mother, her sister Nella, and her father (never appears in the play). Like her mother, she was a good quilter. 

She also loved reading—the only reading material available to her was old newspaper used for plastering walls.  

The second part takes place in 1965. Sadie was in her early 40s and was married with children. Sadie attended 

the lecture given by Dr. King who visited Gee’s Bend. In history, Dr. King preached at Pleasant Grove, Baptist 

Church and told the congregation that their presence gave him new courage and new determination” (Arnett, 

Wardlaw, Livingston, & Beardsley, 2002). In the play with her sister, Nella, Sadie went to Camden to register to 

vote. There, she again saw Dr. King who drank water from the whites-only fountain. She tried to do the same 

thing, only to be stopped by her husband Macon. 

Three weeks after this incident, Sadie went to Selma to join the march (this is the first attempt to march from 

Selma to Alabama, and it is now remembered as Bloody Sunday). Attacked by the police and blinded by tear gas, 

Sadie came back to her house in Gee’s Bend. Macon was infuriated, and locked her out of their house. While 

sleeping in the porch for three nights, Sadie decided to go back to Selma to join another march. However, knowing 

that her husband’s illness was getting worse, she ultimately decided to stay in Gee’s Bend. After Macon’s death, 

Sadie continued to create quilts and started to sell some of her quilts.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Museum_of_Fine_Arts,_Houston
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indianapolis_Museum_of_Art
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philadelphia_Museum_of_Art
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tacoma_Art_Museum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tacoma_Art_Museum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whitney_Museum_of_American_Art
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The third part takes place in 2002. The Gee’s Bend quilts were exhibited in a museum, and Sadie and Nella 

traveled there to see their quilts. Some months after, Sadie’s daughter left Gee’s Bend. Instead of selling her 

house, Sadie bought her daughter’s house to preserve “the past” and continued to live in Gee’s Bend.  

The play tells the history of Gee’s Bend, focusing on women and their survival and activism. The play also 

illuminates resiliency and creativity as manifesting Sadie’s activism as well as her quilts. It also reminds us of 

how easily we, as the outsiders, are drawn to objects, artifacts, and pieces of art which are displayed in a museum, 

rather than to real people. 

The play is filled with music that signifies the spiritual aspect of Gee’s Bend community. In her interview 

with me, Wilder said, “Gee’s Bend is a deeply spiritual community and music is seen as an extension of prayer.” 

“I added music to the play as she listened to the community singing while staying in Gee’s Bend” (Wilder, 

personal communication, September 20, 2018).  Reading and examining the characters and events in the play 

allowed me to understand the role of literature and drama as historical materials; in other words, I could see how 

Wilder’s play served as a “history material” to know, through theatre, about the civil rights movement, which is 

one of the important topics in my multicultural theatre and theatre history classes.  

Cross-disciplinary conversations allow people to connect separate dots to see an object, a person, and an 

event more organically. Sadie’s lines from Elyzabeth Gregory Wilder’s Gee’s Bend explain how their individual 

and communal lives (i.e., birth, life, and death) are sewn into the quilts and how one single artwork (like a quilt) 

serves as an invaluable historical document.   

“You say Gee’s Bend ain’t give you nothing, you look up at them quilts. It’s the cotton from that land holding 

these quilts together. Our blood and our tears melted into the seams. Them quilts could tell stories these people’ll 

never know. They don’t know the babies born in the love that’s been made. Little pieces of our lives sewn up in 

those quilts.  Little pieces of our history. We made them, cause had nothing else” (Wilder, 2008). 
 

A Trip as Cross-disciplinary Research and Research Tool 
 

Traveling is one of the most engaged methods of learning that constantly requires an adaptation of cross-

disciplinary and interdisciplinary subjects and approaches. Although the objective was to explore and understand 

the history of Gee’s Bend by focusing on art (quilt), theatre (Elyzabeth Gregory Wilder’s Gee’s Bend), and music 

(Wilder’s Gee’s Bend), travelling provides one with rich social, political, and cultural histories of multiple places 

that go beyond the original parameters of research (in the case of our trip, Gee’s Bend). Patricia L. Mokhtarian, 

a scholar of civil and environmental engineering and transportation, states, travel can be driven by an individual’s 

desire to do “something extraordinary,” different from the routine of everyday life (Mokhtarian, Salomon, & 

Singer, 2015). I argue that “embracing the past and present” can be added to this category. The following are 

highlights from my trip that inspired me to re-examine what I have previously learned from written materials 

(e.g., books and articles). 

I understood more about the “ferry” which was once terminated for the purpose of disfranchisement by 

actually taking a ferry from Camden (the service resumed in 2006) to cross the Alabama River. By conversing 

with four quilt-makers in Gee’s Bend, I began to see the Gee’s Bend as actual people, rather than just the “name” 

in a book. They are living “vessels” of history; these women were small children in 1965 and none of them 

attended the speech that Dr. King gave in Gee’s Bend. However, all of them knew someone who attended the 

lecture. During the visit, I learned that quilt making is the integral part of lives of the older generation of women, 

while they are facing the danger of “extinction” of their community simply due to the fact that young people have 

left the place.   

Our next destination after Gee’s Bend was Selma, Northwest of Gee’s Bend. Visiting Selma provided me 

with the opportunity to know details of the marches in Selma in 1965. In Selma, we visited the cultural center 

and also crossed the icon of the civil rights movement, the Edmund Pettus Bridge. We drove to Montgomery, 
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passing various sites where the marchers in 1965 stopped to rest on their way to Montgomery. This actual travel, 

though done by a modern, comfortable van, allowed me to see the role of their walk (to Montgomery) as the 

political and performative event as well as the historical marker.  

The highlight of our visit in Montgomery was the Equal Justice Initiative Museum and Memorial. The 

Museum’s exhibitions are highly interactive using various media including holograms and videos. Over the 

specially devised phone, one can listen to listen to the inmate (e.g., those who were projected on the screen) who 

explains the circumstance of his or her incarceration. The museum encourages its patron to “experience”—of 

course with necessary limits—rather than passively viewing the exhibits.   

The Memorial, which opened in April 2018, was the first memorial to commemorate victims of enslavement 

and other violence including lynching. The memorial structure on the center of the site is constructed of over 800 

steel monuments, one for each county where a lynching took place. The names of the lynching victims are 

engraved on the columns (EJI, n.d.). This living, commemorative, and historical memorial can be seen as the 

“site-specific” theatre.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 

As Ashley Boyd reiterates, teachers need to embrace “a type of collaboration characterized by dialogue that 

pushes the boundaries of social norms and goes beyond surface-level solution” (Boyd & Glazier, 2017). I believe 

that our collaboration has pushed and will continue to challenge our respective boundaries of academic norms 

and limitations.  

Discovering a cross-section between history and art through a specific subject (i.e., the Gee’s Bend quilts in 

this case) is a result of this research/research trip. As Géraldine Chouard (2008) argues in her comparative analysis 

on Gee’s Bend’s photography and quilts, “in the same way that photography in the 1930s” informs its viewers of 

“a certain type of order to be established,” the Gee’s Bend quilts “allowed the values of this community to come 

to the fore and to find their own aesthetic order in the midst of political, economic and social disorder.” 

This analysis of my research trip has informed me of the value of “crossing” disciplines in order to conduct 

more inclusive, integrating, and citizenship-focused research and education, and apply it to scholarship and 

teaching. The goal Denise and I have at this point is to present our research (i.e., Denise will be making quilts) at 

a national conference. I also plan to use this research trip in my teaching. For example, what I learned from the 

trip, including interviews we conducted in Gee’s Bend, can be used as dramaturgical material shared with my 

students when we study Wilder’s play.  

The trip also allowed me to see the Museum and Memorial of the Equal Justice Initiative as an example of 

site-specific “documentary” theatre. This will serve as an excellent case of “theatre” in everyday life. The research 

trip allowed me to revisit critical theories to question and challenge what one often takes for granted or what one 

tends to neglect, including the power relationship between the privileged and the process of objectification that 

operates in an exhibition as in the case of the nation-wide Gee’s Bend quilts exhibitions in museums.  
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