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For all the quilters out there making their own private histories.







For Simon, Matilda, and Katherine. They know why.












Why I Quilt
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Tea and Skittles, Thomas Knauer, 2015, 40 × 48"


By turning the shooting target that was sold after the killing of Trayvon Martin into a baby quilt and quilting it with text from the boy’s obituary, I use this quilt to question a society that claims to protect children even as it sees children of color as threats, and even targets.
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My family came from Lancaster, Pennsylvania — home to the nation’s largest community of Amish, who are famously iconic quilters — but I didn’t grow up with quilts. My mother and grandmother were knitters, so we slept under store-bought comforters and the occasional knit afghan.


I suppose I first really became aware of quilts when, as a college student, I encountered the AIDS Memorial Quilt. The concepts of quilts as activism, quilts as memorials, and quilts as voices all appealed to me profoundly. And yet, though I found the AIDS quilt inspiring, I never thought about picking up needle and thread and making a quilt.


It wasn’t until my daughter was born that I truly embraced my first quilt. A friend’s mother sent baby Bee a wonderful baby quilt, and of course our first question was, “How do we take care of it?” The answer, “Wash it when it gets dirty,” has stuck with me through my years of quilting. I make quilts that are meant to be used, even as they are social commentary. And yes, some of them have stains that just won’t come out.


But I am getting ahead of myself. When my daughter was a toddler, I got a contract to design quilting fabric. Making a quilt seemed like a logical exercise for me, something to do once to see how fabric works when cut up into small pieces. So I set about designing my first quilt. I then sat down at the sewing machine my mother-in-law had given us and made a quilt top. I threw everything at it: piecing, appliqué, even some bits of hand embroidery. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing, which was probably for the best; I was working unconstrained.






I finished that first quilt top in a couple of days and assumed it would be the only quilt I’d ever make. But then I showed it to my 21⁄2-year-old daughter. She looked at it and her eyes grew wide. She asked, “Is that for me?” hoping beyond hope that it would be. When I said “Yes” she simply ran at me — and the quilt — and barreled into me. My arms folded around her, wrapping her in the quilt. She stood there in my embrace for a solid 30 seconds. This may not seem like much, but it was the first time since she was born she had really let me hug her. You see, my daughter is on the autism spectrum and, especially when she was so young, hugs registered to her as frightening restraint. But there, wrapped in that quilt top, for some reason she felt safe. If that one quilt top could have that effect, I immediately imagined what a house full of quilts might be like. And I set to making more and more quilts.


Then came the hard part: actually learning to quilt. Over the next year I probably made another 30 to 40 quilts, just trying out new techniques and practicing the ones I already knew. I essentially apprenticed myself to myself with the help of online tutorials and YouTube videos. At the same time, I dove into the history of quilting. I wanted to understand what came before and immerse myself in the tradition. I learned how to quilt on the fly, as I was making samples for the fabric I was designing, and as I made more and more quilts for Bee. It was only after that year of learning that I decided I was ready to start making some serious quilts.


As I started taking a run at being a professional quilter, I had to think deeply about what quilts meant to me and what I thought these objects were all about. To me quilts are a wonderfully loaded form; they come with so much history and so many associations stitched right into them. We associate quilts with bringing comfort — both physically and emotionally. We think of quilts as safe places to be. When we think of quilts, we cannot avoid the connection between the maker and the recipient; quilts connect us across time and space.
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Self-Portrait with Illness: Disorder, Thomas Knauer, 2016, 80 × 60"


In skewing the parallel and perpendicular lines of traditional quilts, this quilt portrays medical disorders not as chaos but as an atypical organization of ordinary parts, the disorienting and at times debilitating reality of experiencing everything as slightly off.
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One Child Is One Too Many, Thomas Knauer, 2017, 38 × 38"


Each year hundreds of children in the United States die in gun incidents and gun accidents (negligent homicides), whether as bystanders to a violent crime, by being in the wrong place when a gun is accidentally fired, or through gaining access to an unsecured gun. A variation of the traditional sunbonnet Sue pattern (see Iconic Patterns from the Early Twentieth Century), this quilt is my protest against the pervasiveness of a gun culture that allows these deaths to occur and does nothing to prevent them.







All that is the backdrop for my quilting practice. So many of the quilts I make are resolutely uncomfortable. They deal with gun violence and rape, economic inequality and racial discrimination. But these quilts only work because they are antithetical to so much of what we generally think of when we think of quilts. My quilts are still materially comfortable, but they are emotionally fraught; they are in conflict with themselves.


Now that I have begun making these quilts I cannot ­imagine not making them. By juxtaposing the expectation for a quilt with the uncomfortable reality I portray, I can elicit sorrow and grief, anger and frustration: a whole range of emotions and responses I don’t think would be possible in another medium. I make these quilts because these are the emotions I feel when I look out at the world around me. My goal is to distill those emotions into singular quilts that will hopefully move those who see them. I make these quilts because I am angry and need somewhere to put that anger. I make these quilts to reflect the world as it really is. Ultimately, I think of my quilts as archiving the things that should never be forgotten.


In the end, what draws me to quilts — and indeed what I think makes them relevant in the twenty-­first century — is the sense that quilts are an archaic item that’s no longer materially necessary. Today quilting is neither an expected practice nor a basic practicality; it is a conspicuous choice. Quilts are not about material need but instead fulfill other needs, personal needs that are unique to each quilter. For me, quilts offer a vehicle for protest, a means for venting my outrage. For others, they offer a step away from the same world my quilts comment upon. Either way, I think quilts remain relevant, and will continue to do so, precisely because we do not need them but rather want them. As long as we desire these things called quilts, they will resonate and live on.







Introduction


Throughout the past two and a half centuries of American quilting, one thing has remained consistent: the need to create. Yes, quilting was spurred on by the westward migration in the nineteenth century, when shelter was frequently provisional and the cold of winter was never far off. But quilting equally grew out of the parlors and sitting rooms of America’s cities. The American quilting lexicon is an outgrowth of simple quilts and ornate appliqué, of four-patches and nine-patches as well as intricate needlework. It is the child of both practicality and expressive innovation. To understand why we quilt, and why quilts still hold such a special cultural position in today’s convenience-driven world of disposable goods, we have to look beyond any singular motivation or unifying narrative; the history of quilting is one of countless stories and untold hours with needle, thread, and cloth.


Quilts, however, are never merely fabric and thread, seams and stitches; they are the product of a creative spirit. While the material conditions surrounding quilting have changed continually — from the availability of inexpensive cloth to the advent of sewing machines, from the rotary cutter to computerized quilting — the impulse to make has remained a constant. Even as the practical need for quilts waned with the growth of commercially produced goods, quilting has survived, even thrived.


Somehow quilting continues to fill a unique need, existing in a space in between the practical and the decorative, between tradition and innovation, the individual and the communal. Indeed, quilting holds a special place in the American psyche the way few arts and crafts do, perhaps because quilts are wrapped up in so many of the nation’s foundational stories. Quilts have connected families and generations, individuals and communities. Even today they offer a profound sense of connection: to the past, to one another, and to our own creative impulses. Quilting continues to resonate now, at the intersection of history and our current moment, by filling new creative needs and providing ever more novel means for self-expression.
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Improv Half-Log Cabin, Heather Jones, 2014, 50 × 62"
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We no longer need quilts to stay warm or to survive harsh winters, but quilts may well fill other, less material, needs.
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From a utilitarian point of view, the fact that we still make quilts makes very little sense. Simply consider the process and all of the labor that goes into a single quilt: the cutting of large pieces of cloth into smaller pieces of cloth to be sewn back together again to form a larger piece of cloth. Yet even in the twenty-first century, as bedding is available in nearly infinite varieties, frequently costing far less that it costs to make a quilt, the practice of quilting flourishes.


Thus begins our discussion of why we quilt: we do not quilt out of material necessity. While some may question whether material need ever truly drove quilting, it is undeniable that today quilting is something other than a merely practical art. We no longer need quilts to stay warm or to survive harsh winters, but quilts may well fill other, less material, needs. Each of us has our own stories to tell through our quilts, and if we really listen, no two stories will be the same. Certainly, there are common themes surrounding the question of why we quilt, but those can be only the broad strokes. The real story of quilting lies in our individual practices: the quilts we share, the stories behind them, and the lives those quilts become a part of.




In this book I explore the nature of quilts, looking beneath the surface of the quilts we make in order to understand why we still make them. The chapters that follow present various contemporary and historical approaches to the making of quilts, from which you, hopefully, will glean some meaningful reasons for quilting’s continued popularity. Ultimately, this book is an effort to make explicit what so many of us intuitively know: there is quite clearly something special about quilts that draws us to the practice. This book is my attempt to explain why we quilt.
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The AIDS quilt remains to this day one of the most remarkable quilts, though it is perhaps more important as a document of the human condition. It records both grief and hope, is a memorial and a protest. These individual quilts, when they come together, encompass so many lives and, amazingly, exist on both monumental and intimate scales.












Chapter 1






We quilt to connect with a rich tradition.
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There is something magical about being part of a practice that traces back through the centuries.
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The popular mythology of quilting suggests that frugality and necessity forced the practice, but the fuller picture of quilting history is both far richer and more complicated. It is a story of blending cultures and traditions, a narrative full of creative and technological leaps that transformed quilting from a practice accessible only to the wealthy into one of the most popular activities in the country. It is the story of innovation and the creativity of quilters across the country.


Therein lies some of the mystique of quilts: the labor of making a quilt has, at its core, changed very little over the centuries. Yes, we have sophisticated sewing machines now, but the ways in which we join fabric with thread have been essentially the same for hundreds of years. In taking up the practice, we join with the tradition and add our own voices to the story of quilting.


Some of us learned to quilt from a parent or a grandparent, so the connection we feel to the tradition is immediate and intimate: a familial attachment traced back through the medium of quilts. Each new quilt carries with it the history of those lessons, the time spent together, and the wisdom of those who taught us.


Others of us came to quilting on our own, motivated by one thing or another. Here the connection is more abstract: an imagined relationship to the quilters who came before us. Though I learned much of what I know from YouTube tutorials, I can nevertheless imagine myself sitting companionably with my great-grandmother, working on our quilts, joined together through the common language of the quilting tradition.
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The labor of making a quilt has, at its core, changed very little over the centuries.
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But this connection to the past can only explain so much. I believe there are other connections that we are seeking. So many of us lead fractured, frenetic lives, racing from one obligation to another. While this lifestyle can fill us with a sense of accomplishment, it leaves little time for community, for simply being together with others. Within this context I find the emergence of new quilt guilds all over the country, and the world, to be incredible. Guilds run counter to the urgency that seems to permeate our lives; they ask us to pause and take time to be together, to share what we make, to be a community of quilters.


At its core, quilting is more often than not a solitary activity; we work away by ourselves in our often-makeshift studios. Though the quilts we create serve to make connections between people, the practice of quilting can leave us feeling isolated. Guilds remind us that we are not alone in our practice, that we are not mad to spend our time sewing together small bits of fabric.
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Guilds . . . ask us to pause and take time to be together, to share what we make, to be a community of quilters.
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Furthermore, the quilts we make when we are alone are never discrete, isolated objects. They are part of a living tradition, one that is perpetually evolving. But its evolution is not just a matter of the trends and tendencies of different eras; the evolution of the quilting tradition is born of all of the individual quilts that we make. By participating in the practice of quilting, we ensure that quilting remains vital, for there would be no tradition, no practice of quilting, without its countless individual practitioners. By preserving the tradition of quilting, we perpetually make it new, adding to the meaning of quilts and the quilting community as we understand them.


Quilters take up the craft of quilting for myriad reasons, but so often it is the community of a guild that keeps us quilting. There we find a support system for our individual practices. There we receive encouragement and advice, empathy and understanding. There we are stitched into quilting’s rich and enduring traditions.






A Piece of History


The Roots of American Quilting
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In order to truly understand why we quilt today, why the practice still resonates so deeply in the American psyche, we need to look backward, to the roots and branches of the tradition. There we discover why our forebears were drawn to quilting and why such a diverse repertoire of quilting emerged within the American tradition.


The practice of quilting started long before the concept of an American experience even existed. By the early eighteenth century, though, settlement along the east coast of North America nurtured and transformed the quilting tradition. The earliest quilts we see in the colonies were imports, brought in from India via England (see below). The highly decorative palampores and chintz cloth from India were prized in colonial America but remained accessible only to wealthy colonists, who sought them for a variety of purposes. These impressive fabrics also made their way to Europe and the colonies as ready-made quilts. In England, and eventually in the colonies, these Indian imports blended with Western needlework and quilting traditions, creating all new forms and practices.


These early quilts were primarily wholecloth, made either of a single, beautiful cloth or white cloth adorned by intricately appliquéd pieces, particularly through a process known as broderie perse (see here). In broderie perse, French for “Persian embroidery,” individual motifs were cut out of chintz and appliquéd onto the backing cloth to produce a larger design from the diverse parts. These quilts largely followed the model of Indian palampores, with a central focal element surrounded by various decorative motifs. Here we can see the start of a distinct quilting practice: though Indian imports inspired these wholecloth quilts, a blending of sensibilities emerged. The resulting quilts were not simple imitations. Rather, they incorporated aspects of the neoclassicism of the late eighteenth century, frequently borrowing common Greek or Roman motifs such as urns full of flowers or architectural details. In the process, a new quilting vocabulary evolved.
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