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The Development of Quiltmaking in
Japan since the 1970s

Nao Nomura

Starting in the 1970s, traveling exhibitions of American quilts intro-
duced Japanese audiences to what they perceived as a quintessentially
American form of material culture. Since that time Japanese quiltmakers
have adopted and adapted quiltmaking in ways that are highly influenced
by American traditions yet simultaneously particular to Japanese culture.
This paper examines the introduction, popularization, and diffusion of
American quiltmaking in Japan over a period of forty years, documenting
the appropriation of American aesthetics, the establishment of ‘quilt
schools” in the Japanese tradition, and the emergence of contemporary
Japanese-style quilts through the analysis of literary evidence, fieldwork at
a quilt school, and interviews with quiltmakers. Japanese women are now
playing an active role in the making of a new hybrid quiltmaking culture
resulting from the global circulation of quilt knowledge and information as
well as the active flow of quiltmakers and quilts.

Quiltmaking is one of the most popular forms of needlework
among middle-class Japanese women today.' Japan’s estimated two
to three million quiltmakers ranks it second only to the United
States in the size of the quiltmaking population.” Another indica-
tion of the popularity of quiltmaking in Japan is the number of
attendees at major quilt events. For example, World Quilt 98, held
in Tokyo in 1998, attracted over one hundred thousand visitors in
the four days of its run.” The attendance at the Tokyo International
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Great Quilt Festival, held annually since 2002, expands every year.
Approximately 259,000 visitors attended the 2009 festival over the
course of the eight-day period, an increase of 3 percent over the pre-
vious year.’ Some enthusiasts also participate in quilt-specific tours
abroad.” In addition, quilts by Japanese artists win prizes at various
international quilt shows every year, and they are collected by major
museums in the United States.’ In this way, Japanese quiltmakers
today constitute a prominent quilt community both as participants
and as workshop teachers, not only in Japan, but also outside the
country.

Despite their conspicuous presence in the larger quilt market
around the world, the tradition of contemporary quiltmaking in
Japan is relatively new, dating only back to the early 1970s, when
American quilts were widely introduced to Japanese audiences
through traveling exhibitions, books, magazines, television dramas,
and movies featuring snippets of quilts and quiltmaking scenes.’
Although patchwork and quilting traditions have existed in Japan
for many centuries (plate 5), the quiltmaking style that many
Japanese quiltmakers enjoy today was adopted from American
quilting traditions. Since their introduction, quilts, once perceived
as quintessentially American by many Japanese audiences, have
become localized in the Japanese cultural context. Furthermore,
Japanese women have contributed to the emergence of a new
hybrid quiltmaking culture by rigorously pursuing cutting-edge
designs, techniques, and materials through exhibitions, events,
workshops, and publications available both in and outside of
Japan.

This paper examines the history of Japanese quiltmaking tradi-
tion since the 1970s. Contemporary Japanese quiltmaking demon-
strates that the American quiltmaking practice was developed and
synthesized in Japan through a particularly Japanese teaching sys-
tem and was transformed into a new cultural phenomenon that
incorporates Japanese cultural values.® Through the conventional
teaching structure, Japanese women willingly embraced this newly
introduced material form due to the increasing intercultural
exchange of information compared to the early quiltmaking years
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in the 1970s. As a result of the global circulation of quilt knowledge
and information as well as the active movement of quiltmakers and
quilts, Japanese quiltmakers are now playing an active role in the
making of a new hybrid quiltmaking culture.

The development of quiltmaking in Japan can be divided into
three general phases. The first, the ‘Introduction’ phase, roughly
covers the period 1970 to 1980, when American quiltmaking was
widely introduced to the Japanese audience for the first time. In
this initial phase, many Japanese quiltmakers were drawn to both
the striking visual appeal of American quilts and their historic and
nostalgic associations to the American colonial past.

This introductory phase generated two major strands in the
development of Japanese quiltmaking. One was the
‘Popularization’ strand, when the Japanese quiltmaking population
increased rapidly with the availability of Japanese-language quilt
magazines and the establishment of a major quilt school, which
attracted a large number of students in the 1980s.” Quilt schools
and publications repeatedly emphasized the romantic image of
American quilts to their audiences. Although the influence of quilt
schools has somewhat waned in recent years, quilt schools contin-
ue to steadily attract students. The other is the ‘Diffusion’ strand
that emerged in the 1990s and has continued into the twenty-first
century, as Japanese quiltmakers began to explore individual aes-
thetic directions and to develop their own distinctive styles. While
the romanticized image of quilts as representative of “old American
culture” has by no means been superseded, the understanding of
quilts in Japan today is becoming more diverse. More quiltmakers
now venture into making less “traditional” quilts with individual
aesthetic directions and distinctive styles that frequently fuse vari-
ous cultural elements from Japan as well as the United States.

Introduction: 1970-1980

In the early 1970s, Japanese audiences accepted American
quilts and quiltmaking as a traditional practice deeply rooted in the
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American past. Although current scholarship refutes the origin of
American quilts as emblematic of colonial American values of
necessity, frugality, and resourcefulness, many Japanese quiltmakers
and quilt viewers have embraced the association between American
quilts and an idealized image of a simpler life in the eighteenth cen-
tury. The Japanese who regarded America as one of the most mod-
ernized nations in the twentieth century paradoxically were attract-
ed to a romanticized view of the American past.

American quilts were widely introduced to Japan for the first
time in 1975 when the Jonathan Holstein and Gail van der Hoof
Collection toured Tokyo and Kyoto.'"® In light of a generally precon-
ceived image in Japan of America as a technologically advanced
nation, the impact of this exhibition was quite significant. Many
visitors to the Shiseido Gallery in Tokyo examined the quilts in
detail, paying attention to their designs and construction. Some
even “came back day after day.”" Major newspapers as well as the
leading contemporary art journal, Bijutsu Techo, gave favorable
reviews of the show. According to Edward Ifshin, then the director
of the Kyoto venue, visitors to this very first American quilt exhibi-
tion left comments such as “I had no idea these kinds of things
were being done in America” or “We always had the idea that the
U.S. was a wasteful society.””” The seemingly thrifty appearance of
quilts contradicted the common perceptions held by many
Japanese about American culture and society at the time.

Intrigued by American quilts, some Japanese women were
inspired to try to make them. At this time, little information about
quiltmaking was available in the Japanese language, and only those
with a strong interest in American culture and facility with the
English language could access information about quilts. Some
Japanese women managed to learn to quilt through trial and error
by looking at magazines, movies, and television shows."” Others,
who were fortunate enough to take lessons directly in the United
States, brought back quiltmaking skills to Japan. In Chapel Hill,
North Carolina, Erma Kirkpatrick taught quilting to the wives of
Japanese graduate students for many years. Her students did not
necessarily understand her words very well, but understood her
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hands. One of her students even began teaching quilting in Japan
after returning home." Thus, quilts also traveled to Japan via ordi-
nary people who became interested in them during their extended
stays in the United States.

Yoko, one of my interviewees who has been quilting since the
early 1970s, reminisced about her excitement when she first
learned about American quilts:

One of my relatives brought back a patchwork quilt from the United
States. That was my first encounter with American quilts. When I saw it,
just could not believe such needlework existed there. Then, I learned about
quilts more through movies and stuff. . . . I had already tried various kinds
of needlework including knitting and embroidery, but I settled with patch-
work in the end. I just fell in love with it."”

She further recalled that when she first started making quilts
there were “absolutely no resources” about quiltmaking and no
teachers from which to learn. Despite the shortage of information,
Japanese women like Yoko pursued their interest because they were
deeply impressed with this new material form.

As a result of the rise of interest in quilts in the late 1970s, exhi-
bitions, magazines, and articles on quilts and quiltmaking in Japan
appeared. These publications served as rare sources of quilt instruc-
tions and attracted a readership of young women and middle-class
housewives. For example, one of the early books on American
quilts in the Japanese language published in 1976, featured a dozen
or so traditional quilts from the collection of Holstein and van der
Hoof, along with instructions on how to make similar quilts."
Most of the quilts in the book were what today are regarded as ‘tra-
ditional’ pieced quilts. Readers gained new ideas for decorating
their modern Japanese homes with ‘old’” American decorative items
that evoked charming historical scenes, such as a group of ladies
merrily socializing at a quilting party."”

In addition to the quilt instructions, these publications also
provided an anecdotal history of American quilts, reinforcing the
image of quilts as devised out of the necessities in the daily lives of
ordinary women in America:
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American quilts are needlework that pioneer women began in snow-
deep New England. They are thin bedcovers made for warmth during cold
winter days, with patchwork and quilting. . . . It is said that quilts were
patched with worn-out clothing stuffed with scrap fabrics, bird feathers,
cornhusks, and even letters due to scarcity of materials. They never thought
of using new fabrics because of severe poverty. . . . [Tlhey were made from
old clothes and scrap fabrics that were collected over a long period of time.'®

It is doubtful that most readers knew where New England was or
could date the colonial period. Nevertheless, the author empha-
sized that American quilts were reminiscent of the simple life of the
past when everything was made by hand.

Similarly, the introduction to a 1977 quilt book, Amerikan
Kiruto (American Quilt), told quaint, old tales to those who had
forgotten “the joy of handcraft in the material abundance of mod-
ern days.”"” Kumai Akiko, a contributor to this book, referred to
the novels, Little House in the Big Woods and By the Shores of Silver
Lake, by Laura Ingalls Wilder, to explain how pioneer women gath-
ered scrap fabrics and patched them together to make quilts out of
necessity.”” Many early Japanese quiltmakers also learned about
quiltmaking from novels and television dramas including the tele-
vised adaptation of Wilder’s novels, Little House on the Prairie, which
was very popular in Japan at the time.” Through these publications
and television programs, Japanese housewives saw quilts as symbols
of the humble lives of hardworking pioneer women.

Associations with the simple life were particularly appealing to
Japanese audiences at that time. As modern technologies, many of
which were introduced from the United States, were transforming
their daily lives, some lamented the loss of traditional Japanese
virtues of endurance and sacrifice. Many feared that affluent mate-
rialism and consumerism resulting from postwar economic growth
would lead to emphasizing individual interest over collective bene-
fit.” Quilts were regarded as having the potential to ameliorate the
social and economic uncertainties of the mid-1970s, even though
these romantic and naive assumptions stood in stark contrast to the
realities of contemporary American life. Furthermore, women in
Japan willingly identified themselves with American ‘colonial’” quilt
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history because it gave them a sense of comfort and nostalgia.
Quilts seemed to offer a personal enrichment that was being lost in
the increasingly mechanized way of modern living. In search for the
bygone time when everything was handcrafted, Japanese quiltmak-
ers appropriated American colonial history into their own culture
by trying to faithfully reproduce traditional American quilts.

Not surprisingly, the authors of quilt books and magazine arti-
cles focused on the historical aspects of quiltmaking rather than on
the contemporary or art quilts. They affirmed the significance of
old, traditional patterns as the foundation for quiltmaking and
encouraged their readers to empathize with the lives of the
American women of the colonial era.” They suggested that in order
to achieve authenticity in one’s own quiltmaking, one had to
understand the thoughts and feelings of the colonial women.
These books and magazines repeatedly fed the romanticized image
of quilts to the Japanese audience. Nohara Chuck, one of the most
recognized and influential quilters in Japan, wrote in 1977,
“American patchwork was developed by English settlers with scarce
daily necessities. Old clothing was recycled into quilts primarily for
warmth. . . . [American] quilts are still made with used clothes, thus
have a distinctive appearance.”” Although quilts in the American
past were in fact often made with new materials, Nohara admired
the frugal resourcefulness supposedly embodied in American
quilts. Another article featured in a fashion magazine began with a
reference to quilts depicted in Little House on the Prairie: “This quilt
lin the novel] refers to a patchwork quilt. Female settlers brought
patchwork quilts and the quilting tradition on the Mayflower. . . .
During the time of material scarcity, women recycled old clothes,
saved every scrap, and sewed them into quilts.””

This image of the quilt as a frugal domestic object of the past is
historically constructed. It began to be widely accepted during
America’s Colonial Revival period of the late nineteenth century.”
The Colonial Revival sentiment, particularly the romanticization
of quilts, has persisted well into the present day. The narrative of
American colonial history, entangled with late-nineteenth-century
fictionalized memories, attracted the Japanese audience. The pres-
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entation of American history did not have to be accurate as long as
the stories appealed to beginning quiltmakers. This Introduction
phase of the 1970s brought the attention of the general public to
quilts and quiltmaking as a form of quintessential American cul-
ture. In the following decades, as quiltmaking gradually infiltrated
into the lives of Japanese middle-class women, they began to adapt
and interpret American quiltmaking in ways that were unique to
Japanese culture.

Popularization: Since 1980

By the early 1980s, the number of Japanese quiltmakers had
begun to grow significantly, due in part to the country’s unique
approach to teaching quiltmaking through institutionalized pro-
grams. Unlike American quiltmakers, who often learn to quilt
through shortterm classes and workshops, and from friends and
relatives, many Japanese quiltmakers learn quiltmaking within an
established organizational structure that administers teaching and
certification programs. In particular, the certification programs
offered by the Japan Handicraft Instructors’ Association (JHIA),
one of the major needlework schools in Japan, have contributed to
the growth of quiltmaking.”

The JHIA, a non-profit foundation accredited by Japan’s
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology
(MEXT), was established in 1969 to educate instructors who would
promote a variety of needlework and crafts to middle-class women.
In Japan, charitable corporations seeking legal status must: 1) oper-
ate for public benefit; 2) be non-profit oriented; and 3) obtain
approval from the appropriate administration.” The mission of
JHIA, which is to enhance cultural enrichment through handi-
crafts, places it under the jurisdiction of MEXT, specifically under
the oversight of Shogai Gakushu Seisaku Kyoku (Lifelong Learning
Policy Bureau).” The actual non-profit status of JHIA, however,
remains somewhat ambiguous and complicated, due to the close
relations it maintains with a parent commercial organization.
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Seto Tadanobu, the founder of JHIA, became aware of public
interest in needlework and crafts through his previous commercial
publishing and distance-learning program, targeted toward female
audiences. The commercial activity consisted of a distance-learning
knitting instruction program, supported by the sales of related
items such as books, materials, and tools for knitting. He came up
with the idea of offering certification programs for a wider range of
needlework techniques, knowing that consumers in Japan general-
ly “like [to obtain] certificates.”” The knitting program served as
the predecessor of the non-profit JHIA programs.

With the success of the knitting venture, Seto foresaw addition-
al business opportunities for cultivating the larger needlework
industry’s latent customer base. When the popularity of knitting
began to decline in the 1980s, he sought a new kind of needlework
that would attract more people to the JHIA’s certification pro-
grams. Seto’s educational programs resulted in an increasing num-
ber of needleworkers who, in turn, became potential consumers of
his company’s products. Many women in Japan willingly accepted
his program as a source of learning opportunities and professional
development.

In 1986 the JHIA added patchwork quilts to its certification
program, a move which contributed greatly to the development of
contemporary quiltmaking in Japan. Other quilt classes were
already in existence, including Japan’s first quilt school established
by Nohara Chuck in the late 1970s. There were also a certain num-
ber of Japanese quiltmakers who had become well known as influ-
ential teachers among needlework enthusiasts in Japan by the
1980s.” In contrast to these early teaching programs that were often
sought out by those who had already developed a keen interest in
quiltmaking, the JHIA’s patchwork quilts program appealed to a
wider middle-class audience. Yoko, who herself was trained in a
quilt school run by Nohara, remembers being invited to be a guest
instructor by the JHIA:

At first, | was surprised to learn that the JHIA was starting the patch-
work program. I thought it was too late [to enter the field]. After being
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involved in their program as a teacher for a year, I was quite impressed with
the JHIA’s teaching method. . . . They did not target those who already had
experience in quiltmaking. Instead, they approached numerous ordinary
women who wanted to try it. There was a great demand there. I thought,
“Ah-hah. Their method and approach to quilts can really disseminate patch-
work quilts.””

Today, the JHIA quiltmaking curriculum enjoys the largest
number of students and instructors of all the needlework divisions.
Because it is the only institution accredited by the Ministry of
Education to offer certification programs in patchwork quilts, the
JHIA is regarded highly by its subscribers and has certified over six
thousand patchwork quilt instructors to date.”

One of the most important features of the JIHA programs is its
appropriation of a teaching method that has been utilized in tradi-
tional Japanese arts such as ikebana (flower arrangement) and sado
(tea ceremony). JHIA bases its classes and certification programs on
the model of the iemoto system, a traditional Japanese cultural
teaching structure. The iemoto system is a hierarchal method that
has traditionally administered the education and transmission of
arts and related philosophies in Japan.™ This system is based on the
idea that a single family may claim to be the only true authority for
certain artistic forms and philosophies. The family maintains the
teaching institution, and its authority is usually derived from a
charismatic master teacher, or iemoto, whose expertise is imparted
to his or her students through strict training. The iemoto system
highly values the attainment of flawless art forms, and training
often involves repetitious practice carried out until students master
fundamental techniques perfectly.

A distinctive practice of this system is that the iemoto not only
certifies students at various levels of experience, but she or he also
issues certificates to instructors. The certificate is proof that the
instructor has achieved a certain level of skill and expertise. It, how-
ever, is not awarded automatically at the successful conclusion of
the course of study. Once the students complete the required
course training, they become eligible to receive a certificate; but, in
most iemoto institutions, those who wish to be recognized as certi-

114



Quiltmaking in Japan
(NA

fied instructors must pay fees to obtain the certificate. These fees
vary significantly from one art form to another, but they generally
range from several hundred to tens of thousands of dollars.”” Some
institutions also require certified instructors to pay annual dues to
maintain their status. Thus the iemoto and certified instructors
share a mutually dependent relationship.

The iemoto maintains authority and ensures quality, strictly con-
trolling who is qualified to receive certificates. In turn, the individ-
uals who are certified to teach by the iemoto benefit because of their
association with a well-lknown master teacher and a recognized insti-
tution rather than having to establish a teaching career on their
own merits alone. The certificate is the tangible sign that enables
these instructors to embody the iemoto’s artistic principles and
authenticity. Many Japanese cultural traditions, notably tea and
flower arrangement ceremonies, have developed and diffused
through this system with certified instructors who act as intermedi-
aries between students and the iemoto.

Although not self-identifying as an iemoto system, JHIA has suc-
cessfully adopted this traditional teaching method into its certifica-
tion programs, including the quiltmaking program. As in the
iemoto system, the JHIA curriculum provides students with a step-
by-step instruction process so that they can acquire solid quiltmak-
ing skills and techniques. JHIA certificates entitle individuals to
teach quiltmaking using its original curriculum. The JHIA’s quilt
certification program remains one of the major authorities for
quiltmaking instruction in Japan in the twenty-first century.

Although the popularity of the JHIA certification programs has
waned in recent years, it continues to operate its school and to
draw a steady number of students. In the summer of 2008, I had
an opportunity to observe several quiltmaking classes and work-
shops offered for both beginning students and experienced instruc-
tors in Tokyo (fig. 1). The JHIA-certified instructors were teaching
quiltmaking according to the same highly structured curriculum
that had then been in use for more than two decades. During the
coursework, students learned the fundamental technical skills
required to complete a quilt, from drafting patterns and construct-
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Figure 1. A lecture for the advanced instructor’s program at the Japan
Handicraft Instructors’ Association, Tokyo, Japan. September 1, 2008.
Photo by the author

ing blocks to quilting and finishing the edges. The instruction was
quite detailed. For example, the students learned how to use a cal-
culator, compass, protractor, and mathematical formulae in order
to draw geometric quilt patterns.

In fact, the emphasis on the ability to draft a perfect pattern is
one of the aspects that clearly distinguishes the JHIA patchwork
curriculum from average quilt classes. At an advanced workshop
offered for certified instructors, experienced quiltmakers shared
with me their opinions about JHIA teaching method. Reiko, who
has been teaching as a JHIA-certified instructor, said she always
tells prospective students to find another school if they do not want
to “deal with drafting meticulous quilt patterns.” She confidently
stated, “This is how my classes work, unlike other schools that may
just copy patterns off the book or use commercial templates.””
Kimiko, who had gone through another quilt school’s certification
program before obtaining the JHIA certificate as an advanced quilt
instructor, also affirms that the JHIA training is clearly different
from that of her previous school in many ways. The school she first
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attended “had no color study . . . but here, they even have an
instructor who specializes in art. . . . [In the previous school] they
let us use whatever colors we liked. It was not challenging.””

Students working toward an instructor’s certificate also seem to
be content with the JHIA curriculum. After a day-long intense
lesson, Yoshie, one of sixty or so students in the class, excitedly
asserted that there is a stark difference between the JHIA curricu-
lum and other quilt classes in “quality level and standard.” She con-
tinued, “Grading is quite tough. JHIA-certified teachers sometimes
tell us ‘your skills are average . . . and nothing different from ordi-
nary teachers out there.” Such comments really motivate me to
improve the level of my quiltmaking skills and techniques.””

In addition to the detailed technical aspects of quiltmaking,
students also learn about the history of quilts. Their textbooks
repeatedly emphasize that the quilts they are making originated in
American cultural traditions. The instructors also share historical
anecdotes related to the quilt patterns they are learning to make in
the class. Many students learn what they know about American his-
tory and culture through quilts as described in the textbook and by
the instructor. In this way, the JHIA constructs the image of quilts
as quintessentially ‘American,” and this concept becomes strongly
embedded in the minds of the students as they progress through
the certification program.

After completing the basic and advanced programs, individuals
who wish to become certified quilt instructors—or simply want to
further improve their techniques and skills—proceed to the instruc-
tor certification program. Regardless of their previous experience,
students must have completed the basic and advanced courses
before the instructor certification program. This is because the cer-
tification program is not only designed to teach technical skills in
quiltmaking, but also to make students fully conform to the JHIA
curriculum and philosophy when they start to teach quiltmaking as
certified JHIA quilt instructors. Students in the instructor certifica-
tion program also learn more complicated patterns and advanced
techniques to perfect their patchwork skills. During the course of
the program, the instructor is required to keep a report card for
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Figure 2. A pile of assignments submitted as partial
fulfillment to obtain the advanced instructor’s
certificate, Tokyo, Japan. September 1, 2008.

Photo by the author

each student. In this report card, the instructor assigns grades and
offers comments on each assigned project. Students must get
straight As through the entire coursework to be eligible to receive
the instructor certificate. If the instructor gives a B, the student
must redo the assighment in order to complete the coursework
(fig. 2). Individuals who go through the certification programs
devote themselves to quiltmaking both physically and financially. If
one wishes to receive the instructor’s certificate by taking the inten-
sive ten-month program at JHIA, the coursework fees are 100,000
yen (approximately $1,000), and suggested material costs are
80,000 yen ($800).” In total, it is likely to cost more than $2,000
to become a certified quilt instructor. In addition to the cost of
classes and materials, most students who complete the programs
also apply for and pay for the certificate. The certificate for the
basic program is 6,000 yen (approximately $60), 8,000 yen ($80) for
the advanced program, and 30,000 yen ($300) for the instructor
program. These are just the prices for the physical certificate. While
getting the instructor’s certificate is more expensive than simply
taking the course, many students value having visible proof of their
successful completion of the required JHIA curriculum. From the
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students’ point of view, the certificate has various meanings. For
some, it is a confirmation of their skills and techniques in quilt-
making. For others, it establishes the credibility and authenticity of
their teaching.

The certification programs modeled after the iemoto system
have had a great influence on Japanese quiltmaking. This incorpo-
ration of American quiltmaking into the iemoto system in Japan was
perfected in the 1990s and remains firmly in place to this day,
enabling the JHIA to produce a number of instructors and an even
larger number of students. Most of these students continue to
make quilts that closely adhere to the uniform curriculum, produc-
ing conventional quilts that resemble their American prototypes.
However, during this popularization phase in the 1980s, while
many quiltmakers preferred to emulate traditional American quilts
(plate 6), others began to explore new artistic expressions, and quilt-
making in Japan expanded into new directions in the following
decades.

Diffusion: Since 1990

As the popularity of quiltmaking continued to grow, creative
and innovative Japanese quiltmakers looked beyond traditional
American influences in search of different ways to express their
craftsmanship and artistic abilities. Some explored design aesthet-
ics inspired by their own culture. They began to incorporate tradi-
tional Japanese motifs, fabrics, and techniques—for example,
sashiko, a traditional Japanese quilting technique—in their work.”
Quilts made with old and new Japanese fabrics have transformed
the familiar appearance of American-style quilts. Other quiltmakers
also moved away from traditional hand-stitching and hand-quilting
and started to experiment with machine work. Japanese quilts
began to reflect designs, materials, and techniques drawn from
Japanese indigenous textile traditions as well as fine craftsmanship
cultivated through structured teaching.

A new category emerged in the Japanese quiltmaking setting:
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Wa quilts (plate 7). Wa literally translates as harmony, but it also
means Japanese-ness. It is difficult to define what constitutes a Wa
quilt, but the sense of Wa is often manifested in the use of color
and fabrics in quiltmaking.”" They are often made from local mate-
rials such as delicate kimono silks or rich indigo-dyed fabrics, or are
pieced or appliquéd with motifs such as cherry blossoms (represent-
ing the spring season in Japan), or cranes and turtles (traditional
Japanese symbols of longevity). For example, “One Hundred
Japanese Quilts: An Exhibition of New Works by Quilt Artists in
Japan,” featured quilts which were entirely made from Japanese tra-
ditional fabrics.” The exhibition toured not only throughout
Japan, but selected pieces also traveled to twelve venues in
Australia, Denmark, France, Korea, the Netherlands, and the
United States, drawing more than one hundred and fifty thousand
visitors.”” These Wa quilts are recognized as quintessentially
Japanese by both Japanese makers and international viewers; they
have attracted diverse audiences through traveling exhibitions and
publications, just as American quilts did in Japan in the 1970s.
When quiltmaking was introduced in Japan in the 1970s, some
Japanese writers insisted that everyone should emulate American
quilts. They claimed that American quilts embodied a rich cultural
history, while Japanese textile objects conveyed no history whatso-
ever. An article published in a major quilt magazine even stated
that American quilts enabled people to learn about the circum-
stances, society, and life of people when particular quilts were
made, while Japanese counterparts—bedding, kimono, and other tex-
tiles—in contrast conveyed nothing about Japanese history.*
However, Japanese women have since learned through their own
quiltmaking practices that Japanese textile items, including quilts,
do express the values of the culture in which they were made.
This shift in Japanese quiltmaking was clearly noticed and
appreciated by non-Japanese quiltmakers. Karey Bresenhan, the
founder and director of the International Quilt Festival, has
observed the impact of Japanese quiltmakers and their quilts at the
Festival and other quilt events since the mid-1980s. She remarked,
“Japanese quiltmakers are still placing a great deal of emphasis on
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handwork, whereas quilters in many other countries, including the
U.S.,, are turning to machine quilting.” But she also acknowledges
changes she has seen in Japanese quilts. “I'd say that the first quilts
[entered for the contest in early years] were perhaps more strict
interpretations of the traditional [American quilts], but today we
are seeing wonderful art quilts—original designs—coming out of
Japan.”"

Some Japanese quiltmakers continually explore their artistic
expression through new quilting styles and techniques. Sachiko, a
certified JHIA instructor who is regarded as one of the leading quilt
instructors in Japan, has mastered the art of machine-quilting. She
first learned traditional quiltmaking, then became fascinated with
contemporary quilts when she encountered the beauty of machine-
quilted pieces at the International Quilt Festival in Houston, Texas:

[ switched to machine-quilting about ten years ago. When I first saw
[machine-quilted quilts] in Houston in 1997, I thought that the sewing
machine could make quilts as equally beautiful [as hand-quilted pieces].
Then, I bought my first sewing machine in 1998. I had done all my quilts by
hand until then. Japanese quilters are like that. They like handwork. They
still prefer hand-piecing and hand-quilting. But my hands were getting sore
by that time, so I make all my work by machine now.*

Lamenting that many Japanese women do not appreciate machine-
quilted work, Sachiko expressed her desire to share her skills and
techniques in machine-quilting with a larger Japanese audience. In
order to improve her artistry and skills, she actively participates in
workshops taught by international artists not only in Japan, but
also in the United States. She strives to acquire new techniques
from leading artists and quiltmakers so that she may share them
with her students and colleagues in Japan.

Like Sachiko, many avid quiltmakers now travel outside of
Japan—generally to the United States—to learn new techniques and
methods, view exhibitions, and purchase quiltrelated products and
publications. Bresenhan observed that when the Japanese quilt-
makers first began attending the International Quilt Festival in the
1980s, they were mostly interested in buying “fabrics and supplies”
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rather than participating in quilt workshops, primarily because of
language difficulties. However, in subsequent years, as their num-
bers increased, the International Quilt Festival in Houston was
“able to arrange special classes for them, many times with U.S.
teachers and translators . . . at the request of tour organizers.”"
Through their experiences at quiltrelated events, Japanese quilt-
makers have observed cultural differences between Japan and
America, then reinterpreted and reflected their understanding of
American culture in their works.

In addition to individual quiltmakers who visit the United
States for quilt-related events and programs, quilt competitions and
exhibitions organized in Japan also influence the global movement
of quilts. In 1990 the JHIA inaugurated the first quilt competition
in Japan. The “Quilt Nihon” exhibition, a biennial quilt competi-
tion, attracted more than four hundred submissions from all over
Japan. The entries were selected by a panel of Japanese jurors with
backgrounds in art, quiltmaking, and related fields, with the addi-
tion of Michael James, an internationally recognized American
artist.”” The inclusion of James as one of the jurors for this inaugu-
ral Japanese exhibition served as a marker of its authority and cred-
ibility. Japanese quiltmakers experienced an unprecedented oppor-
tunity to present their quilts in a competitive exhibition juried by
Japanese and American judges in their home country.

The “Quilt Nihon” exhibition’s success and reputation began to
draw more attention from international audiences. In 1995 select-
ed pieces from the first four exhibitions were exhibited at the
International Quilt Festival in Houston. Asada Harumi, whose
quilt received the Bronze Award in the fourth “Quilt Nihon” exhi-
bition, attended the Houston Festival when her quilt was shown.
She observed that many Americans were “carefully examining my
quilts,” proudly displayed under the national flag of Japan. Her
quilt, Torima no Kami: Ougon no Kunikara (The Gods of Tolima:
From the Land of Gold)—an arrangement of traditional geometric
blocks using fabrics sent to her by her friends in Japan, the United
States, and Britain—depicted her memories of the time when she
lived in the nation of Columbia. She was deeply moved when
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Houston viewers asked a lot of questions about her work.” Within
about two decades, Japanese quiltmakers have managed to localize
the tradition that they once regarded as American and create works
that appeal to people in other countries, including those whose cul-
tures have had a much longer tradition of quiltmaking.

Forty years after the introduction of American quilts, some
Japanese women are now making quilts with traditional Japanese
design motifs, using fabrics such as elegant kimono silks and rich
indigo cottons, and incorporating indigenous quilting techniques
such as sashiko. Others are striving to utilize new skills and tech-
niques that they have learned abroad in order to produce more
innovative and creative artworks, often resulting in contemporary,
or art quilts (plate 8). Quilts, therefore, have taken root in Japanese
culture, as Japanese women developed personal and national con-
nections to quiltmaking, incorporating familiar materials and
designs into what used to be an entirely unfamiliar craft.

International audiences now have opportunities to view high-
quality and prizewinning quilts from Japan, and to examine
Japanese perspectives on quiltmaking at traveling exhibitions.
Juried events such as the “Quilt Nihon” exhibition offer a glimpse
into the artistic and technical standards expected in quilt competi-
tions organized in Japan. Special exhibitions that specifically fea-
ture Japanese traditional motifs and textiles, such as the “One
Hundred Japanese Quilts” exhibition, present ways in which
Japanese quiltmakers interpret and express their own culture
through quilts that reflect traditional Japanese textile tradition.
Karey Bresenhan notes that quilt submissions from Japan in recent
years reflect more Japanese aesthetics—in their innovative interpre-
tation of traditional American quilt patterns and their subtle color
palettes. Through the process of internalization of a new material
culture, the practice of quiltmaking has now become a widely
accepted form that reflects values and qualities of Japanese culture.
The increasing global movement of quiltmakers and the exchange
of knowledge between Japanese and American quiltmakers through
exhibitions, publications, workshops, and events are transforming
the meaning of quiltmaking in the larger quilt community.
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Although Japanese textile traditions include a long history of
appliqué, patchwork, and quilting, the beginning of contemporary
Japanese quiltmaking developed based from American traditions.
The first two decades after the introduction of American quilts to
Japan saw the establishment of a firm groundwork for a new quilt-
making tradition in Japan. The establishment of highly structured
quilt schools popularized and disseminated the knowledge of quilt-
making to a broader audience. Many women still prefer traditional
patterns and hand-stitching because they believe that old pieced
patterns and handwork are more authentic to the American quilt
tradition. At the same time, some Japanese quiltmakers are explor-
ing new ways to express their artistry and craftsmanship. Some
began to incorporate traditional Japanese aesthetics and textiles
into a new category of Wa quilts. Others broke out of the shell of
conventional quiltmaking by exploring new techniques and innova-
tive designs using extensive machine work.

This paper indicates that the development of Japanese quilt-
making can be further explored within the context of cultural
hybridity and hybridization.” Néstor Garcia Canclini has defined
hybridization as “socio-cultural processes in which discrete struc-
tures or practices, previously existing in separate form, are com-
bined to generate new structures, objects, and practices.””' Deborah
Anne Kapchan has argued that when “applied to expressive forms,
hybridization may be defined as aesthetic process” that enables
diverse cultural elements to coexist or combine, as well as to blend
or to transform, into a new material or concept. In this process,
makers of such hybrid forms are actively engaged and motivated in
creative activity while accepting and incorporating both existing
and familiar ideas.” In the case of Japanese quiltmaking, the adop-
tion of this needlework tradition was not a unilateral process in
which American culture simply flowed into Japanese cultural set-
tings. Rather, Japanese quiltmakers have taken an active role in the
transformation and re-conceptualization of American quiltmaking
due to the increasing intercultural exchange of information.
Japanese women enthusiastically adopted American quilts, and
then adapted and transformed them into Japanese quilts firmly
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grounded in their own cultural settings.

Where does the Japanese quiltmaking tradition stand now? Are
Japanese quiltmakers still producing quilts that reflect both
American and Japanese (and possibly other) cultural influences?
Have Japanese quilts become a category that can be recognized as a
distinctive Japanese cultural product? How have Japanese quilts
influenced quiltmaking in the United States and other countries?
Much remains to be explored about the complexities involved in
the development of Japanese quiltmaking practices. Further analy-
sis of aesthetic changes in the actual quilts made by Japanese quilt-
makers, as well as the traffic in Japanese quilts and quiltmakers
around international quilt exhibitions, events, and workshops will
contribute to a better understanding of the complex processes that
have produced contemporary Japanese quiltmaking.
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Plate 1 (text reference page 33). Cover of the Spring 1928 issue of McCall
Needlework and Decorative Arts, featuring a child’s “Picture Patch Quilt,”
a transfer pattern designed by the Patchcraft Corporation (McCall
pattern no. 1633).

Used with permission from Meredith Corporation. All rights reserved.



Plate 2 (text reference page 65). The indigo resist print at top shows

the characteristic shade produced by the natural dye. The Prussian
blue steam print at bottom shows the vibrancy of the mineral dye.
Collection of the author



Plate 3 (text reference page 75). Tumbling Blocks bedcover, c. 1835. This
unquilted, printed patchwork spread features the combination of buff
and blue popular in this era.

Collection of the author



Plate 4 (text reference page 84). The quality of detail and color of the
Connecticut cotton rainbow print from the Ward Signature Quilt,

1847 (top), is far inferior to that of a French cotton print from the

Schlumberger sample book, 1844 (bottom).

Barkhamsted, Connecticut, Historical Society, 2007.032.001 (top); Musée
de 'Impression sur Etoffes 2369 (bottom); photographs by the author



Plate 5 (text reference page 106). A remnant of bedding (detail),
early twentieth century, Japan.
Courtesy of Marin Hanson



Plate 6 (text reference page 119). Baltimore Album Quilt II, Hirano Yukiko,
c. 2000, Kanagawa, Japan.
Image courtesy of the Japan Handicraft Instructors’ Association



Plate 7 (text reference page 120). Waon (Musical Chords), Okamoto Yoko,
2004, Osaka, Japan.

Image courtesy of the Japan Handicraft Instructors’ Association



Plate 8 (text reference page 123). Cosmos #6, Hatano Shoko, c. 2009,
Tokyo, Japan.
Image courtesy of the Japan Handicraft Instructors’ Association



Plate 9 (text reference page 133). Silk Potholder Quilt, Sarah A Leavitt,
December 16, 1847. Silk and cotton; hand pieced and hand appliquéd;
58 x 64 inches.

Collection of the author; David Bohl, photographer



Plate 10 (text reference page 140). Log Cabin Potholder Quilt, Maine, c. 1880.
Cotton and wool; hand pieced and quilted; 81 1/2 x 81 1/2 inches.
Collection of the author; David Bohl, photographer



Plate 11 (text reference page 147). Locke quilt; inscribed dates range from
December 1837 to March 1838. Cotton and linen; hand pieced, appliquéd,
and quilted; 50 x 71 inches.

Concord Museum collection, Concord, MA, #T1822; David Bohl, photographer



Plate 12 (text reference page 155). Portland Ladies’ Aid Society Civil War
potholder quilt, 1865. Cotton, silk, and silk embroidery; hand and
machine pieced, appliquéd, and quilted; 78 x 88 inches.

Brick Store Museum collection, Kennebunk, ME, #2543;

C. A. Smith Photography



Plate 13 (text reference page 169). Marine Comfort Quilt, 2007.

Inscribed, machine pieced, and tied; 72 x 60 in.
Photograph by the author



Plate 14 (text reference page 173). Operation Homefront Quilt, 2008.
Machine pieced and quilted.
Photograph by the author

Plate 15, opposite (text reference page 178). Home of the Brave Quilt
Project quilt, 2010. Inscribed, machine pieced, and quilted; 84 x 48 in.
Photograph by Jonathan Strait; courtesy of Donald Beld
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