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Introduction
Our story is imaginary. It begins with a real 
family—a Jewish family of the old south, captured
for posterity by a prominent silhouettist in 1840. The
family portrait includes the mother, father, two chil-
dren and a slave boy. Leslie found this silhouette one
afternoon while browsing in a used book store.

That same day, we had attended a lecture by Kara
Walker, an African-American contemporary artist
who creates provocative life-size silhouettes to por-
tray our country’s painful racial history. We were
inspired by her work and empathized with her cause.

Imagine, then, our consternation and embarrassment
to see this Jewish family proudly pictured with their
slave boy. We have attended Passover seders since
childhood; the story of our people’s liberation from
slavery is ingrained in our psyches. Each year, the
youngest person at the seder asks, “Why is this night
different from all other nights?” The answer begins:
“We were slaves to the Pharoah in Egypt,” and the
service tells us: “in every generation, one must look
upon himself as if he personally had come out from
Egypt...”

About the Moss Family

Samuel Lyons Moss was born in Philadelphia, 
June 15, 1811. He became a merchant and cotton
broker in New Orleans, where he married Isabelle
Harris. She was born in Charleston, South Carolina,
April 9, 1819, the daughter of Catherine and Hyam
Harris. The children represented are Ernest
Goodman, 1839-1901, and Ella Amelia, 1843-1911.
Ernest, the eldest son, was about 4 years old when
the silhouette was cut and the daughter, who became
Mrs. Barr Du Val, was about 5 months old. 

There were seven children in the Moss family.
Isabelle took them to Europe, settling there about
1850. They lived in Dusseldorf, Dresden and Paris,
and took occasional trips to the United States.
Isabelle died in Paris on January 8, 1907. Samuel
remained in the U.S., traveling extensively. He died
in a popular resort for Southerners, the Stevenson
House, St. Catherines, Ontario, Canada, on 
August 10, 1870.

(There is no record of the slave boy’s name or date
of birth and death. Ed.) 

—from “Miniatures and Silhouettes of Early
American Jews” by Hannah R. London

continued
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Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Lyons Moss (Isabelle Harris) with their children, Ernest Goodman and Ella Amelia, and Slave Boy, 
by Augustin Edouart, January 15, 1844. Courtesy of the American Jewish Historical Society
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No wonder the silhouette touched a nerve. We were
full of questions about Mr. and Mrs. Moss. Did they
celebrate the Passover seder? Did they treat their
slave as a member of the family? Did they eventually
free their slave? 

The silhouette made us feel ashamed; nevertheless
we felt that it would be important not to turn our
eyes away from it. We could not ignore it. We decid-
ed to print the Jewish family portrait on fabric and
create a quilt from it. We gave voice to each individ-
ual in the portrait. 

Evolution of the Quilt Series
After making this first quilt, which was exhibited in
Quilt National 2001, we expanded the project and
took it upon ourselves to free the slave boy. At the
seder, we use a book called the Haggadah, which
means, literally, “the telling.” Our project is a differ-
ent “telling.” Following the parallel of the Passover
story, our series takes the slave boy on freedom’s
path. 

As in previous collaborations, we began by talking
through the story, brainstorming a visual representa-
tion of the important concepts. We created imagery
and fabric related to Jewish traditions and sources.
In this case, we looked to African-American sources
for inspiration and created our own variation of a
secret quilt code said to be used by runaway slaves
on the Underground Railroad.  

As in all of our works, we have created our own 
version of reality. Through our creative acts, we
repair the injustices of the past.  

Underground Railroad Quilt Code
According to oral tradition, African slaves used
quilts as a method of communicating for the
Underground Railroad. The quilt patterns listed in
the code were intended as mnemonic devices, used to
aid the slaves in memorizing directives before leaving
the plantation. Ten quilts were used to direct the
slaves to take particular actions. Each quilt featured



one of the ten patterns. The ten quilts were placed
one at a time on a fence. Since it was common for
quilts to be aired out frequently, there would be no
suspicions aroused. Each quilt signaled a specific
action for a slave to take at the time the quilt was on
view. For example, when the Monkey Wrench quilt
was displayed, the slaves were to gather all the tools
they might need on the journey to freedom. The sec-
ond quilt was the Wagon Wheel, which signaled the
slaves to pack all the things that would go in a
wagon. 
—from Hidden in Plain View: A Secret Story of Quilts and

the Underground Railroad by Jacqueline L. Tobin and
Raymond G. Dobard, Ph.D

The Patterns of the Underground
Railroad Quilt Code
According to the code: The Monkey Wrench turns the
Wagon Wheel toward Canada on a Bear’s Paw trail to
the Crossroads. Once they got to the Crossroads, they
dug a Log Cabin on the ground. Shoofly told them to

dress up in  cotton and satin Bow Ties and go to the
cathedral church, get married and exchange double
wedding rings. Flying Geese stay on the Drunkard’s
Path and follow the Stars.

The Patterns of “Deez Nights”
For our quilt series, we used our own variation of
this code as a method for taking the slave boy out of
bondage. In the beginning, “Frontispiece,” there
were Flying Geese. In “Exodus,” Slave Boy follows
the Drunkard’s Path. In “Scapegoat” he got to the
Crossroads. Becoming an “African King” he took on
the Bow Tie and for  “Epilogue” he follows his 
Evening Star. 
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The Patterns of the Underground Railroad Quilt Code

Monkey Wrench Wagon Wheel Bear’s Paw Crossroads

Log Cabin Shoofly Bow Ties Flying Geese

Drunkard’s Path Stars
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The Slave Boy’s Path to Freedom

“Epilogue,” Evening Star 

“Frontispiece,” Flying Geese “Exodus,” Drunkard’s Path “Scapegoat,” Crossroads

“African King,” Bow Tie 
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THE QUILTS

Middle Matzah
35"H X 40"W; Silk Screened and Embroidered Commercial
Cotton; Hand Quilted.

The initial quilt in the series is called “Middle
Matzah.” Each spring, Jews celebrate the holiday of
Passover with a traditional seder meal. At the seder
we remember the time that Jews were enslaved in
Egypt. During the seder and the eight days of
Passover, we eat matzah, a traditional flat bread.
The matzah reminds us that the Jews left Egypt so
quickly that their bread didn’t have time to rise. This
quilt, printed on matzah-patterned fabric, confronts
the question asked by the youngest person at the
seder table: “Why is this night different from all
other nights?” The answer is our quest to under-
stand the issues of race and bondage.  

“Middle Matzah,” detail

continued
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“This is the bread of

affliction which our

forefathers ate in the land

of Egypt. All who are

hungry—let them come

and eat. All who are

needy—let them come and

celebrate the Passover

with us. Now we are here;

next year may we be in

the Land of Israel. Now

we are slaves; next year

may we be free.”

—from the Passover
Haggadah
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Traditionally, three pieces of matzah are placed
together on the seder table, wrapped in a cloth. The
leader of the seder takes out the middle of the three
matzahs before the start of the festive meal and hides
the larger half, which is called the afikoman. The
seder cannot conclude until the afikoman is found
and all guests have eaten a piece of it. 

“Middle Matzah” refers to the hidden aspect of the
afikoman. The Jewish family owning a slave is some-
thing shameful to be hidden from sight. Since the
afikoman is created through breakage and then reap-
pears to make the meal whole, it is also a symbol of
tikkun, repair of our broken world. 

The characters in the quilt have related embroidered
text associated with them. The father recites lines
from the seder service. It would be the young son’s
traditional role to recite the four questions—“why is
this night different from all other nights?” The

mother is shushing the baby who says “goo goo.”
The slave boy answers the son’s question with an
answer of his own: “deez nights be all da same 
to me.”

Frontispiece (Flying Geese)
49"H x 46"W; Machine Pieced Old Quilt, Silk Screened and
Hand Dyed Fabric; Hand Painted and Hand Quilted.

The “Frontispiece” Flying Geese quilt gives us a 
preview of our story, using fabric scraps from all of
the quilts. The flying geese motif refers to the slave
boy fleeing. The large cotton plant depicted in the
quilt refers to slavery and to our particular slave’s
owner, who was a cotton merchant.   



“Frontispiece”
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Exodus (Drunkard’s Path)
53"H X 68"W; Silk Screened and Commercially Dyed

Cotton; Hand Embroidery and Hand Quilted.

The enslaved Africans of the Colonial Period
encountered European Christianity in its Protestant
form in North America and were drawn to the story
of Exodus. They felt a deep sense of identification
with the Biblical narrative. The fugitive slave,
Harriet Tubman, who guided three or four hundred
slaves to freedom was named the Moses of her 
people. Like Moses to Pharaoh, she cried to the
slaveowners, “let my people go!” 

The drunkard’s path motif of the quilt refers to the
trials and tribulations the slave boy finds on his route
to freedom. 

Also embroidered on the quilt in Hebrew are the ten
plagues that were rained down upon the Egyptians
before Pharoah would let the Israelites go. They are:
blood, frogs, vermin, beasts, cattle disease, boils, hail,
locusts, darkness, and slaying of the first-born.
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O go down, Moses

Away down to Egypt’s land

And tell King Pharoah

To let my people go!

—words to a traditional Negro spiritual
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“Exodus”



Scapegoat (Crossroads)
55"H X 59"W; Machine Pieced Old Quilt, Silk Screened and
Hand Dyed Fabric; Hand Painted, Hand Embroidered, and
Hand Quilted.

One of the most solemn ceremonies of the ancient
Jewish calendar was the scapegoat ritual. The High
Priest took two goats, sacrificed one to God, and
symbolically placed all the transgressions of the
Israelites on the head of the other. The goat was then
sent  into the wilderness of Azazel as expiation for
the people’s wrongdoing. 

A similar ritual is practiced to this day on the eve of
Yom Kippur, in which the head of the household
asks that all the sins of the family members be trans-
ferred to dollar bills, which are waved over the heads
of the family. The money is then taken to the syna-
gogue to be donated to charity. 
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“Exodus,” detail

continued
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The “scapegoat” has particular resonance for Jews as
well as African-Americans, since both groups have so
frequently been targeted as society’s scapegoats.

In our quilt, the slave boy is on the run, finding him-
self  at the crossroads, in a forest. He is in danger of
being burned in a fire. What will happen to him—
will he be sacrificed, thrown off a cliff like the
ancient goat, or will he escape? He is a symbol of the
sins of the slaveowners.

Embroidered on the quilt is the Biblical text describ-
ing the scapegoat ceremony: 

“And Aharon shall cast lots upon the two goats: one
lot for Adonai, and the other lot for Azazel. And
Aharon shall present the goat upon which the lot 
fell for Adonai and offer it for a sin offering. But the
goat, on which the lot fell for Azazel, shall be 
presented alive before Adonai; to make atonement
over him, to send him away for Azazel, into the
wilderness.” (Leviticus 16: 8-10)
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“Scapegoat,” detail


