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INTRODUCTION

THE TERM “FOLK ART” encompasses many ideas and theories. With quilts, it is often used to describe naive examples by quilters with no training in art or design. It may refer to quilts made by a child or beginner, full of charming mistakes, anomalies of scale or unusual color combinations. We have chosen quilts to represent the exuberant output from American quiltmakers over the past 175 years. Some are beautifully designed and stitched by unknown masters; others are folk art at its most basic.

Much of the work immediately identified as “folk art” interprets forms from nature, so Floral Quilts has examples of recognizable or stylized flowers and related objects. Wholecloth Quilts shows the variety within a group of similarly constructed quilts. All are made from fabric that appears to be a single piece (though may be several pieces joined together), quilted to create beautifully textured bedcovers. Embellished Quilts are decorated in some way, and are fascinating examples of the creativity of the folk artist. Embroidery is the method most often used, and the examples in this chapter offer different ways to use decorative stitching to enhance a piece.

Signature Quilts are a diverse group of examples; signatures are the only thing they have in common. Signing blocks that were then incorporated into a quilt top was a way of honoring a person or family leaving, perhaps to journey westward. Other signature quilts, in which participants paid to have their names included, were made as fundraisers for a civic or religious institution and were sometimes auctioned off to raise additional money or presented to a worthy personage as a mark of respect. These quilts could be pieced or appliquéd, and the chapter contains examples of both. Geometric Quilts includes bedcovers and quilt tops based on geometric shapes combined to create repeating patterns made lively with color combinations and interesting in their interpretation of traditional designs. Small Quilts includes both crib quilts and doll quilts—most examples were subjected to much love and laundering, but our selection shows the diversity that can be found among these little treasures.

The Workbook chapter contains information on basic techniques and step-by-step instructions for making six quilts, one from each chapter. Templates for the projects are included, and the techniques used to make the other quilts in the book are outlined. Terms that relate to the quilts and techniques in the book are listed in the Glossary.

All the quilts in this book are part of the wonderful collection of the Wisconsin Historical Society, based in Madison, Wisconsin (see page 140). Without the support and enthusiasm of its staff the book could not have happened, and I thank them for all the time and energy they devoted to making sure it did. Choosing was a difficult task, and I hope readers will enjoy the final selection.
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OCTAGON 1870–1890

Also called Honeycomb, or Snowball, or Job’s Troubles, this quilt pattern uses octagon linked by small squares. This example is a “charm” quilt in which none of the fabrics used to make the octagons is repeated. Made by Maria Mitchell Brown Allen, born in 1832 in Rio, Wisconsin, it dates from about 1870–1890. Maria and her husband Seth Allen (1824–1906) had twelve children, so quilts would have been needed in quantity.

Maker Maria Mitchell Brown Allen (1832–?)

76 X 68 in.

(193 X 173 cm)

ID 1973.127.1
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WISCONSIN IDEA SAMPLER QUILT 1978–1979

Each patchwork block in this green, blue, red, white, and brown quilt is a different pattern, which has been chosen for its significance to the history and culture of Wisconsin; for example, the Churn Dash block (upper left) represents the dairy industry, a mainstay of the state’s agricultural heritage and economy. The quilt was made in the fall of 1978 by Kathleen L. Briggs of Milwaukee for the Wisconsin Arts Board and the State of Wisconsin as a pilot project to commemorate quilting’s past in the state and to stimulate its revival.

Maker Kathleen L. Briggs (b. 1938)

88 x 88 in.

(224 x 224 cm)

ID 1979.37






QUILTMAKING AND FOLK ART

FOLK ARTISTS work in many media and in every culture around the globe. By some definitions, quilters are all folk artists, working with everyday materials to fashion a useful creation. The craft-versus-art argument continues to present an academic dilemma for historians and curators, and those curating or studying quilts are no exception.

Art quilts nonwithstanding, quilting has long been considered a craft, a way of making household objects that have everyday uses. Most quilts made before the late twentieth century, when the art quilt movement began and became widespread, were made to be used. They were a way of keeping warm in cold weather, very necessary before the advent of central heating. That many of them were also beautiful enough to be used to decorate the bed is a tribute to the myriad makers whose pride in their work and innate, but generally untrained, creative instincts gave them the ability to turn out quilts that they were happy to have on display.

Early Quilting

Quilts were not always made to go onto beds. Early quilted items were more often than not garments, from the vests wore by medieval archer-soldiers to pad their protective chain-mail armor to the exquisitely worked waistcoats, petticoats, and baby bonnets of wealthy European aristocrats of the seventeenth century. In fact, ladies’ petticoats became so elaborate that skirts were hiked up deliberately and permanently to show off the undergarment beneath.

Quilted hangings were used to enclose beds to ward off drafts and to provide some privacy in the cold stone castles and manor houses occupied by huge numbers of people from the end of the Middle Ages, and began to find their way onto the bed itself by the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the use of the quilt as a bedcover was widespread, and untold numbers were made, especially in Britain and North America. Quilts were also made in the Scandinavian countries and the German areas, and somewhat surprisingly in the south of France, where they are very thick and known as “boutis,” but the English-speaking world was the main locus of the craft. While an urban myth exists expounding the theory that the pattern generally known as Cathedral Window was called Mayflower in North America because the travelers on that vessel made examples during the journey, it is unlikely. The folded technique would not have lent itself to being worked on a rolling ship, and there were few women aboard. But as more and more people settled in the colonies along the Atlantic coast, quilts and quilt patterns were transported back and forth between the British homeland and North America. Families brought their household effects with them to start new lives along the eastern seaboard, and quilts were often among those belongings. The cold winters, especially in New England and Canada, led colonists to make quilts, using whatever scraps were at hand, since fabric was scarce and expensive. At times, the British government outlawed both spinning wheels and looms in the colonies as a way to protect the thriving and lucrative textile industry based mainly in Liverpool and Manchester on the west coast of England, so virtually all the fabric available to the colonial quiltmakers was either imported at huge expense or recycled from dressmaking, old clothes, or worn household linens. Of course, few colonial-era quilts have survived, but by the early 1800s after independence, cloth had become easier to obtain and was usually produced locally in the burgeoning textile mills that were springing up all over New England.
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BENNINGTON FLAG 1976

Made as a Bicentennial tribute in 1976, this red, white, and blue Bennington-style flag has an arch of eleven white stars over a large “76” with a star in each top corner of the blue field in the left top corner. Each star has seven points. The quilt is signed by 157 people and marked “Lakeview Seniors/1776–1796.” Lakeview is thought to refer to the Lakeview Manor Retirement Home in Madison, Wisconsin.

Makers Members of Lakeview Community 88 x 62 in.

(224 x 157 cm)

ID 1976.239


American Quilts

As the young United States continued to attract immigrants to freedom and the promise of a better life, quilts continued to arrive in North America and quilt patterns continued being passed from one maker to another on both sides of the Atlantic. Since most of the early settlers were from Britain, colonial and then federal quiltmaking was influenced by the traditions from several parts of the British Isles. Wholecloth quilts, widespread in the northeast of England and parts of Wales, are among the earliest American examples. Traditional Welsh quiltmaking, with its use of somber plain colors and wool fabrics cut in fairly large units, certainly influenced the design of many early Amish quilts, and the patchwork blocks that appear in the borders of English medallion-style quilts turn up as fully fledged block patterns in American quilts as the nineteenth century moved the country toward the Civil War. Quilts were a valuable commodity during that conflict with fabric again becoming a scarce resource, and many were made to raise money for the troops on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line. Both before and after the war, slaves and then freed African Americans made quilts. Many of the existing examples were made from European-style patterns to be used by the slave owners’ families, but others made for their own use recall African traditions of fabric construction and design.

After the war, the last quarter of the nineteenth century became a heyday for quilts and quiltmakers. Fabric was widely available at reasonable prices, and quilts were a way for women to display some creativity in their daily lives while fulfilling their traditional domestic role. Quilts became a focus in social life, with quilting bees in rural and urban settings, and were important items for fundraising for various good causes. Crazy quilts and appliqué quilts allowed talented stitchers to show off their skills, and block patchwork became identified, if not quite correctly, as being American in origin. Throughout the early twentieth century, quilts continued to be made, especially during the Great Depression that swept the country through the 1930s, in which the make-do-and-mend aspect of making quilts became an overriding factor for many.

World War II erupted, however, and quiltmaking took a back seat as women poured into the workplace in unprecedented numbers to fill the jobs of men who had gone to the front. Postwar prosperity and a wider life outside the home meant that people bought bedcovers instead of making them, and by the 1960s many of the traditional skills had been lost. For a while, it looked as though they might be gone forever, but thanks to a dedicated band of quilters and the 1976 Bicentennial celebrations, the importance of the art and techniques of quiltmaking were recognized. A nationwide project to make celebratory quilts was launched. Books were written, classes and workshops were taught, new techniques and equipment were developed, and quiltmaking was saved for a new generation to enjoy and pass down to the next. Hopefully, quiltmaking is here to stay, whether its practitioners considered themselves folk artists or art quilters or simply makers of quilts.
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NECKTIE QUILT 1982

This unique quilt has thirty-six blocks, each decorated with a necktie. The ties are created from real ones belonging to members of the Milwaukee Metropolitan Baptist Church. Each block bears the name of the owner of the tie, all from the congregation of which the maker, Allie Crumble, an African-American born in Mississippi in about 1911, was a long-time member. After she and her husband moved to Milwaukee in 1944, she taught quilting to church seniors there—while raising ten children—and became a prolific quiltmaker.

Maker Allie Crumble (b. 1911?)

87 x 72 in.

(221 x 183 cm)

ID 1996.118.16
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FLORAL QUILTS
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The patterns that reflect the natural world, especially plants, are probably the most instantly recognized as “folk art” in quilts. Trees and flowers are used in abundance in quiltmaking, from century, including the finely wrought Baltimore album quilts made around 1850, to the delicate pastel-hued kit quilts of the	1920s, ’30s, and ’40s, and many traditional basket designs have “floral” names, such as the Basket of Flowers in this chapter.
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THE STORY OF FLORAL QUILTS

FLOWERS, TREES, and other plants, as well as a wide variety of animals and birds, make up the natural world, and these have all been favorite subjects for artists of all disciplines. A great number of the finest quilts known are representations of nature—some highly realistic, others wonderfully stylized. Many of the designs that appear on quilts falling into the category of “folk art” are naturalistic, with simplified shapes, while other types are more clearly based on botanical drawings that are a representative likeness of the original form. Folk art quilts often have a charming naivety, but many also show a very sophisticated workmanship and awareness of design.

[image: Image]

DETAIL

President’s Wreath block, page 28. Quite often flowers and leaves are naturalistic with simplified shapes. Appliqué: red and green on white.

ID 2005.17.1

Designs and colors

Floral quilts of the nineteenth century were predominantly appliquéd, with repeated blocks joined edge to edge, or separated with sashing strips, or set on point and divided by spacer blocks. The designs were widely copied or adapted, and all of the blocks that are now considered traditional have myriad variations. There are dozens of flower types found in these patterns, some recognizable, others rather less so. In addition to roses and carnations, there are cacti and daisies, tulips and lilies, poppies and pansies. Leaves take many shapes, from long and pointed to frilled to triangulate. Vines, stems, and garlands weave in and out, creating wreaths and sashing and borders. Trees, especially cherry trees complete with tiny red berries, occur often, and birds and butterflies are particularly fond of insinuating themselves in among the branches. Pomegranates and pineapples appear, too, as well as strawberries and citrus fruits.
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DETAIL

Basket of Flowers, page 22. Identical blocks may be repeated to make up a larger quilt. Pieced: blue and cream microprints.

ID 1971.183.3
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DETAIL

Trees and Flowers, page 24. Flowers, birds, and butterflies, as well as different fruits, are often included.

Appliqué: green, red, yellow, and brown on white.

ID 1988.188

Translating forms from the outdoors into quilt patterns was a natural progression. Most women in nineteenth-century North America were firmly anchored to the land and the natural world. Their own gardens provided most of the fresh produce that appeared on the family table, especially in the rural farming areas that made up most of the vast landscape. In the burgeoning cities, most middle- and upper-class homes still had a garden, and the lady of the house was generally responsible for making sure that seeds were planted, crops tended, and bounty harvested—even if she didn’t do the actual digging, hoeing, weeding, and picking herself. Her knowledge of the plants—their shapes and colors as well as their uses—was generally broad, and many of these garden experts were also quiltmakers. Bringing the outdoors inside would have been logical and normal, and no doubt many quiltmakers enjoyed having something of the outside world indoors with them through the long, dark, cold winter months as they sat stitching by the warm fire.

The fabric colors used in floral quilts of the 1800s tended to be bright and primary: red, green, and yellow or an orange known as cheddar—usually on a cream or white background—are most widely found. Red was particularly popular with nineteenth-century quiltmakers, mainly because of a dye called Turkey red. Based on a closely guarded secret formula developed in the Middle East, Turkey red was made from madder. It was a particularly bright hue that was, more importantly, colorfast, and European chemists spent much of the eighteenth century trying to discover the secret of making it. By the mid-1800s, they had succeeded and colorfast red fabric became more widely available and affordable. Many of the most striking quilts of the latter half of the nineteenth century are simple two-color designs in red and white, but most of the floral examples contain other hues as well.

Palampores

One of the influences on quilt design in early American times was the palampore, a bedcover that was either painted or printed on cotton fabric. Originating in India in the 1600s, palampores were exported to Europe, especially the British Isles where they became extremely popular, and from there to the American colonies. The original designs came from Persia and often contained a leafy tree in the center. Birds and other animals sometimes occupy the branches or the area around the trunk of the tree. The main motif became known as the Tree of Life, and its design was later incorporated into printed chintz fabrics. Both palampores and chintz were expensive and relatively rare, and individual motifs were often cut out and stitched to a less costly background fabric in a technique known as broderie persé, or Persian embroidery. Over time, the forms became more and more stylized, and developed into many of the traditional patterns we recognize today.

Baltimore album quilts

Among the most beautiful of floral quilts are the group known as Baltimore album quilts, made during the 1840s and ’50s in and around Baltimore, Maryland. Their consistency of style makes them instantly recognizable. Individual blocks are appliquéd in pictorial designs, both realistic and stylized, and many of the blocks used are floral.

Patchwork and appliqué

As the making of quilts reached a zenith in the Victorian era, floral designs continued to be popular. Patchwork patterns were widely worked, including many striking baskets, the pieced buds and flowers such as Carolina Lily and Rosebud, and dozens of variations of leaves from maple to sweet gum, as well as trees made from triangles.

Appliqué, less popular than patchwork, caught the public’s imagination again in the years between World Wars I and II, often in the form of kit quilts based on patterns devised by known and unknown designers and published in newspapers and magazines across the United States. Almost all of the patterns were floral, made usually in solid-colored fabrics and often in a variety of pastel hues. While some designs were sold simply as patterns, others came complete with the fabrics required. Some even had the required shapes already printed or stamped on the fabric, while the background contained the outline of the design elements, so the stitcher had only to cut out and position the pieces and sew them in place.

Post-war quilts

Overtly floral patterns became less widely seen in the years after World War II, when quiltmaking in general declined sharply with postwar prosperity and the unprecedented entry of women into the workplace. With much less time available for sewing and more disposable income available to many families, quiltmaking was rapidly becoming a lost art. However, throughout the 1960s a small band of dedicated quilters kept the skills of quiltmaking alive and also began to write and publish books, and to teach interested seamstresses the joys of making quilts.

By the time of the 1976 American Bicentennial, a growing number of practitioners were ready for the amazing upswing in interest in quiltmaking, and the value and historical significance of American quilts was recognized by a wider population.
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DETAIL

Nosegay, page 26. Stylized bouquets are also a very popular motif on floral quilts. Appliqué: multicolor prints and blue on white.

ID 1996.118.12
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