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I primarily use the practice of collage to create  
fractured, narrative worlds that celebrate and empower  
black women. In the 25 years of my career, I have grown 
a repertoire of signs and symbols that recur and allude 
to my own experiences and memories as well as the 
broader concerns of a divided society.

Chickens appear in nearly every picture. They symbolize  
my childhood awareness of death and regeneration, 
referencing a day when my father brought home a live 
chicken that I thought was a new pet until I watched my 
mother break its neck. A character named Miss Anne 
recurs as a cruel mistress from plantation era slavery. 
The general environment of my collages is a place I call Mambo Land. It is where women 
and girls take care of their own fear and their own truth. In Haitian religion, mambos are 
spiritual queens or high priests. I had many women in my life who were important to me. 
They were all very strong and my work celebrates their power and endurance.

For me, storytelling is how we weave memories and fragments of truth and fiction  
together. The formal means of collage serves this purpose well because it is a piecing  

together of sensations to form complex new 
wholes. There are no rules: Scale shifts, people 
and animals fly, references to art history mix 
with mundane daily acts. Nods to politics and 
notions of what it means to be an American are 
often present, sometimes with the inclusion of 
a flag and sometimes in formal compositions 
that reference hierarchies or power dynamics.

I see the lineage of collage dating back to the  
African American female practice of quilting. It 
is also deeply rooted in the notion of ‘making 
do’ or creating one’s own private paradise out 
of what is found, sourced and gathered through 
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community. This art historical and lived narrative is definitely not one of white dominance  
and yet it is born of oppression.

In addition to working in collage, I also make folk art 
dolls, drawings, and mixed-media works on fabric. Solo 
exhibitions in 2018 at the Loyola University Museum of 
Art, Chicago, and the Wright Museum at Beloit College 
presented collages, dolls and other works to represent 
the full range of my production. It is gratifying to share 
my stories with broad audiences. I have a number of  
galleries nationally that represent my work and I am  
featured at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of  
African American History and Culture in Washington 
D.C. My gallery in Milwaukee, Portrait Society, exposes  
my work to a national audience each year at the  
Outsider Art Fair in New York City. It is here that a  
curator from the High Museum in Atlanta said,  
“Della Wells is the feminist Romare Bearden.”
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