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Quilt Documentation Projects, 1980-1989:
Exploring the Roots of an National
Phenomenon

Christine E. Humphrey

One of the most notable aspects of the 1980s" surge of interest in qualt history
is the documentation of thousands of quiles by small groups throughout the United
States—et, it has been one of the least talked-abowut aspects of quilt history. This
study examines the phenomenon of quilt documentation projects of the 1980s to
gain a better understanding of the social and culeural factors that influenced the
organizers and the participants. Organizers in thirty-six states inttiated or completed
statewide documentadon projects by 1989, This study examines five of those
statewide projects (the Kentucky Quile Project, Inc., the Texas Sesquicentennial
Quile Association, the North Carolina Quile Project, the Nebraska Qualt Project,
and the Kansas Quilt Project), utlizing archival materials and local, state, and
natonal media coverage to investigate the goals, objectives, and motvations of the
project organizers and the project participants.

his family’s quilts documented by the North Carolina Quilt Project.
In November 1985, the Kansas Quilt Project hosted nine Quilt Days
documenting more than 1,300 quilts. In 1984 and 1985, the Texas Quilt
Search Project coordinated some of their Quilt Days with the showing of
the exhibition, “Kentucky Quilts: 1800-1900,” featuring quilts documented

in this country’s first documentation project. Each of these events may

In 1985 a man drove 275 miles to Plymouth, North Carolina, to have
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seem trivial, but they contribute to a phenomenon that has resulted in the
documentation of more than 177,000 quilts owned by families, collectors,
and museums in the United States.!

This effort by small independent groups, which have come to be known
as “quilt documentation projects,” is a significant part of the ongoing quilt
revival. The quilt documentation projects began in 1981 with the Kentucky
Quilt Project and continue today, as groups conduct initial or follow-up
projects and as others continue with smaller regional or county-wideresearch.
Between 1980 and 1989, a total of thirty-six statewide quilt documentation
projects were either completed or in progress.? Makers and descendants of
makers owned the majority of quilts documented by state projects. By the
end of the twentieth century, almost every state in the United States and
multiple other nations, including Great Britain, Canada, Australia, and
New Zealand, had conducted some form of quilt documentation project.
In fact, Australia conducted its first quilt documentation program in 1982.°
The overwhelming response from quilters and quilt owners within the
United States surprised many of the project coordinators.

Considering the unanticipated level of public interest and participation
in the quilt documentation projects, it is surprising that there is so little
literature that examines them as a national phenomenon. Shelly Zegart
reflected on the success of the documentation projects fifteen vears after
she co-founded the first project in Kentucky in 1981, but there is no other
publication that focuses on these projects as an historical and cultural
phenomenon. FPerhaps those who are most familiar with quilt history feel
there is no need to question the “how" and “why” of this documentation,
because they were a part of it; perhaps others feel that there simply has not
been enough time since the first projects began to gain a clear picture of
the social and cultural foundation; for others whose focus is on the okjects
rather than the people documenting the objects, perhaps this topic simply
is not of interest.

The last three decades of the twentieth century, however, have had a
profound impact on the study of quilts, and we have just kegun to study
and understand the many facets of the ongoing quilt revival, which dates
back to the late 1960s and early 1970s.* The documentarion projects alone
have provided access for quilt scholars to massive amounts of infermation
on objects through their permanent archives. They also show sustained and
concerted efforts by scholars and enthusiasts to expand the understanding of
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quilts as manifesting social, cultural, political, economic, and technological
histories above and beyond their functional role as bedcovers.

This essay proposes that these projects must be considered as a
phenomenon that was successful because it happened at a time when
scholars and the general public were interested in the history of the ordinary
individual—an interest stimulated by new academic study of material
culture, and women’s and local history {driven in part by enthusiasm for
the 1976 Bicentennial). This rising interest in material culture studies
and micro-history intersected with popular culture in the quilt revival.
Although initially a revival of traditional craft practices, one aspect of
the quilt revival has been an emphasis on the gathering and publishing of
information through the scholarly study of quilts, exploring them as integral
parts of women’s history. The quilt revival encompassed a new consideration
of quilts as art or folk art, resulting in the commodification of quilts {as
Nancy Bavor discusses in her essay in this volume). Thus, the confluence
of these circumstances drove the interest in and success of the state quilt
documentation projects. Supplementing media coverage (local, state, and
national) with information found in organizational documents and project
publications, this essay explores the ways in which project organizers
responded to and capitalized on the social, cultural, and political climates
of the day, and developed collaborations between scholars and enthusiasts
to support their endeavors.

Five “Case Histories”

The sizeable number of quilt documentation projects initiated during
the 1980s indicates a larger driving force than a simple interest in quilts.
This study analyzes five projects (Kentucky, Texas, North Carolina, Kansas,
and Nebraska) as representative of those that completed the documentation
phase during the 1980s. Each one illuminates the challenges that organizers
faced in trying to plan and implement a quilt study that would speak
for the entire state’s history, women, and quiltmaking practices. The
Kentucky Quilt Project, Inc. (KyQP)—the first state quilt documentation
project—established the model for public documentation days and served
as inspiration to many of the other projects. The Texas Sesquicentennial
Quilt Association {T'SQA) represents the group of projects in the 1980s
that organized around celebrations of statehood and state heritage. The
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North Carolina Quilt Project {(NCQP) and Kansas Quilt Project (KsQP)
exemplify projects with high levels of participation by the public in the
quilt documentation process and underscore the skills required of those
who organized and successfully implemented such ambiticus projects.
Finally, the KsQF and the Nebraska Quilt Documentation Project (NQP)
demonstrate the growing involvement and cooperation between historians,
folklorists, and quilt enthusiasts in the study of quilts, as well as the concern
of documentation project organizers to develop a scholarly approach to the
study of quilt history. The following sections very briefly outline the history,
structure, and goals of each project in this study.

Kentucky Quilt Project, Inc.

Nodiscussion of the documentation projects can begin without studying
the Kentucky Quilt Project, Inc. In early 1980, Kentuckian Bruce Mann, a
quilt dealer, decided that it was time to document the state’s quilts because
he believed that state heritage was being lost as the undocumented objects
were being sold out of state without accompanying history by dealers like
himself* Although Mann passed away before initiating his project, Shelly
Zegart, Eleanor Bingham Miller, and Eunice Ray, with consultant Kacy
Christopherson, picked up the torch and organized the first statewide quilt
documentation project, the KyQF.

Citing the need to document authentic, outstanding Kentucky quilts
before families sold them to dealers who would talke them out of state, these
women created a plan for a project that would document quilts owned
by Kentucky families and result in an exhibition and a catalog. They
organized event days, called “documentation days,” across the state, and,
through publicity in local newspapers, they invited the general public to
participate by bringing in their nineteenth-century Kentucky-made quilts.
After conducting twelve documentation days between July 1981 and March
1982, at which approximately 1,200 quilts were documented, the organizers
of the project published a catalog of a select group of quilts and organized
an exhibition for the Louisville Museum of Natural History and Science.
The Smithsonian Institution’s Traveling Exhibit Service (SITES) traveled
the exhibition across the United States and internationally. The success
of the Kentucky project and the national attention it received inspired
quilt enthusiasts in states across the country to conduct their own quilt
documentation projects.®
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Texas Sesquicentennial Quilt Association

Simultaneously, an organization of a different sort formed in Texas.
Karey PBresenhan, Nancy Puentes, and Suzanne Yabsley founded the
Texas Sesquicentennial Quilt Association (TSQA) in 1980. The TSQA's
overarching goal was to document the contributions of women’s quilting and
organize an exhibition of the best quilts found for the celebration of the Texas
Sesquicentennial in 1986." In the fall of 1984, the Texas Sesquicentennial
Quilt Association became a recognized organization of the larger state Texas
Sesquicentennial Organization.® Documentation days began in February of
1983 and ended in March 1955 Bresenhan and Puentes published two
catalogs, and the exhibition hung in the capital’s rotunda for a week in 1986
during the year-long celebration of Texas’ statehood.'® Although cautioned
that they were unlikely to find any quilts worth recording because Texas had
been a pioneer state and all of the good quilts remained on the East Coast,
the TSQA documented about 3,500 quilts during the course of twenty-
seven quilt documentation days.'!

North Carolina Quilt Project

TheNorth CarolinaQuilt Project (NCQP ) beganwith the Forsyth Piecers
and Quilters Guild in Winston-Salem in 1983. The NCQF incorporated in
March of 1985. By the end of 1986, the board of directors had organized
and overseen more than seventy quilt documentation days, establishing the
NCQP as one of the most numerically successful quilt projects. The North
Carolina Museum of History became a co-sponsor of the NCQP early on
and the repository for the resulting archives. According to the NCQP grant
proposal for the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation, Inc., the purpose of the
project was to “illuminate the ways in which quilts and quiltmaking have
been a part of life” in North Carolina.’? The NCQP documented quilts and
quiltmakers in North Carolina made prior to the Bicentennial of 1976.1
The documenters hosted seventy-three documentation days instead of the
scheduled seventy due to the popularity of the project. Two documentation
days, sometimes three, were held in different areas of the state on the same
day. The end result was a permanent archive of more than 10,000 quilts, an
exhibition, and the publication, North Carolina Qults. ™
Nebraska Quilt Project
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The Lincoln Quilters Guild formed the Nebraska Quilt Project (NQP)
committee in 1985 and developed a quilt documentation project unlike
any of the others included in this study. Twenty-one members of the guild
served as the NQP organizing committee and as the trained documenters.
The project organizers, along with consultants from local universities
and museums, studied Nebraska history, immigration, and demography to
create a strategy that would rarget the rich immigrant history of Nebraska's
settlement period prior to 1920. They identified thirteen areas to host quilt
documentation days that would represent the major immigrant groups.

The committee held Quilt History Days in two phases following a pilot
documentation day held in Lincoln in March 1987. The first phase, from
April to September 1987, included quilt days held at thirteen locations
in rural Nebraska representative of the ethnic heritage of the state.!” The
second phase consisted of fourteen days held in the Lincoln and Omaha
areas between March 1958 and May 1989 to represent the most populous
regions of the state. In total, nearly 5,000 quilts were documented during
the twenty-eight Quilt History Days. The first thirteen Quilt History
Days held elicited 3,000 of the 5,000 quilts.!* The 1991 publication of the
project’s book, Nebraska Quilts & Quiltmakers, concluded the project and
received the 1993 Smithsonian’s Frost Prize for Distinguished Scholarship
in American Crafts.!”

Kansas Quilt Project

In 1986, Nancy Hornback and Eleanor Malone spearheaded the Kansas
Quilt Project: Documenting Quilts and Quiltmakers (KsQP). The board of
directors for the project included not only quilters but a nationally-known
quilt historian, an authority on Kansas folklife and folklore, historians, a
women’s studies professor, and museum professionals.!®* The KsQP, initially
a five-year endeavor, took closer to eight years. They hosted seventy-two
quilt documentation days over a sixteen-month period beginning in 1986,
documenting 13,107 quilts by April 16, 1988. The KsQP records show a
well-planned, organized, and executed documentation project. Like the
North Carolina Quilt Project before it, there were often several Quilt
Discovery Days happening in several locations on any given day. The
board of directors then chose to conduct a period of extended research that
included follow-up oral history interviews and in-depth research on selected

120



Qe Documentation Projects
N7

quilts or quiltmaker topics. They published their project book, Kansas Quales
& Quilters, in 1993 ¢

Publicizing the Documentation Days

Although it would make for an interesting article to discuss all of the
intersections and divergences among these five groups in how they organized
their projects, how they trained their documenting teams, or even how they
funded their projects, the focus of this essay is about how the social and
cultural milieu of the day both initiated the quilt documentation projects
and offered stimuli to attract participation from the general public. The
publicity for the projects are invaluable to understanding how organizers,
the media, and the public perceived the projects, especially in the decade
before the Internet made such publicity easy and common. Analyzing
this publicity offers insight to the probable social and cultural influences
motivating projects and participants.

Only rarely did paid advertisements appear in the print media for the
projects. Instead, most of the publicity resulted from press releases sent out in
advance and articles following up on the documentation days with personal
stories from quilt owners. The pre-documentation day publicity contained
mostly basic information about the individual project and the upcoming
documentation day—date, location, time, number of quilts permitted {in
states where there was a limit). Ranging from state to state, the newspaper
coverage of the project usually consisted of much more than a simple listing
in the local calendar of evenrts. Typically, an article—ranging from fifty
words providing the bare minimum of information, to a full-page spread—
appeared on the coveted front page of an inside section of the newspaper.?’
Many of the documentation days received follow-up articles that included
images of quilts documented, owners with their quilts, and stories about
some of the most interesting pieces.

In Kentucky, publicity for the first ten Quilt Days was a mixture of
information about the history of the KyQP, the reasons why documenting
quilts was important, stories about quiltmaking traditions in Kentucky
history, and the proposed book. The story of Bruce Mann, his ambition,
and his untimely death was an integral part of the newspaper coverage of
the Quilt Days. Because he was a known figure in the antiques business and
quilt world in Kentucky, journalists and the project organizers recognized
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that he provided a human connection to the origins and reasons for the
KyQP.! One-quarter of the articles published in 1981 and 1982 mentioned
Mann. The exhibition and the project were also publicized in American
Collector’s Jowrnal, Americana, Handmade, House Beautiful, Southern Living,
Quilter’s Newsletter Magazine, Quilt, St. Lowis Post Dispatch, Ohic Antique
Preview, The Houston Post, The Arizona Republic, and in Ruth Roberson’s
monthly quilting article for North Carolina’s Neavs and Observer.

In Texas, the amount of publicity and newspaper coverage of
documentation days varied. In some places, such as Dallas, the Quilt
Day received only a few lines in a tiny font at the bottom of the Arts &
Entertainment Guide on the day of the event.” In Houston, where there
were three documentation days, the amount of publicity in the newspaper
depended on the sponsoring group. When the Quilt Guild of Greater
Houston co-sponsored the decumentation day, the Quilt Days were listed
in the calendar, once with a picture and once without.” Quilt Festival (now
International Quilt Festival) co-sponsored another day in November 1984,
attracting visitors from all over the country. In this case, longer articles
described the Quilt Day as part of the plans for Quilt Festival ® In other
locations, documentation days coincided with the exhibition “Kentucky
Quilts: 1800-1900” at local museums. Publicity for these days included
information about both events.?® Occasionally, newspapers wrote feature-
length articles on current trends in quiltmaking and incorporated a notice
of the upcoming documentation day.?’

Puklicity for the North Carolina Quilt Project was the most varied of
the five projects. The staft of the NCQP provided the regional coordinators
with press releases and informational flyers. A few communities hosting
documentation days used the flyers in their newspapers; however, most of
the publicity was in the form of articles announcing the general information
about the upcoming day or summarizing events of completed days.? National
magazines took note. Carter Houck, editor of Ladies Circle Patchwork Quilts,
spent a few days traveling with organizer Ruth Roberson and wrote a feature-
length article on the project.” Southern Living featured an article about the
NCQP™® The NCQP saved 150 letters that they received in response to
this article. There was even an article in the German magazine, Deutsches
Texalforum 31

Broadcast publicity created a high level of awareness for the project
throughout the state. Georgia Bonesteel, the quilt show host and North
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Carolina native, did a special feature on the NCQP?? On a national and
international scale, Kenley Jones did a three-minute feature on the NBC
Nightly News with Tom Brokaw, and the Voice of America, a radio show for
overseas Americans, aired a segment. Jones” interpretation was a nostalgic
one, noting that a quilt “reminds of us of the old days that we might want
to bring back.”™

Most of the media coverage for the Nebraska Quilt Project was for the
thirteen documentation days held between April and September 1987.
The Quilt History Days were major events in the rural areas of the state
and received more media attention in those locations than in Lincoln and
Omaha.”* The NQP seemed to have a talent for setting both a tone and an
expectation for documentation days?* The NQP reminded each location
that it was one of only thirteen that would have a documentation day. Suzi
Schulz, writing for the Red Cloud Chief, commented, “The community of
Red Cloud is honored...”® In many locations, there were often additional
activities planned around the event. In Benkelman, the Dundy County
Council of Home Extension Clubs sponsored a folk art display.®” In Bancroft,
the Senior Center offered food and local businesses donated the money
needed to rent the hall for the documentation day.*®

Newspaper coverage for Bancroft also presented the Quilt History Day
as a “museum for a day,” in which people who attended the documentation
day could view the quilts as they were photographed. Also on view were
quilts loaned for display purposes only and a slide show of quilts previcusly
documented.™ “Museum for a day” was such a popular aspect of the Quilt
History Days that it caused some problems. In the newspaper coverage for
Dorchester, Jan Stehlik of the NQP committee reminded attendees that the
quilts would only be hung on the photography frames for as long as it took
to photograph them.*

Journalists and the documentation projects did not limit photographs
in the newspapers to only quilts. Both the NQP and the KsQP used
photographs of local quiltmakers with quilts that they planned to bring to
a documentation day as part of their publicity.” In the Abilene Reflector-
Chronicle, the article about the upcoming Quilt Discovery Day included
a photo of three local women and the quilts they planned to take to the
documentation day.** Coverage for the Dodge City Quilt Discovery Day also
included a picture of a local woman showing one of the quilts she planned
to take to her local documentation.*
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The KsQP encouraged their regional coordinators with other
suggestions as well. In her three-page checklist for regional coordinators
organizing documentation days, Mary Rowan included publicity suggestions
that showed up in later newspaper articles. One suggestion emphasized how
the participant benefited from bringing a family quilt to the Quilt Discovery
Day such as recording a family treasure for posterity, helping to compile
information about Kansas quilt heritage, and reminding people that quilts
with interesting stories might be included in exhibits and publications of
the KsQP. An article in the Lindsborg News-Record demonstrates this: “Quilt
Discovery Days being held statewide are not an exhibit or commercial event,
but rather an opportunity for quiltmakers or owners to make a contribution
to the recorded heritage of Kansas "#

Analysis of the Social and Cultural Context

(General themes emerge when reviewingand comparing articlesabout the
individual documentation projects, as well as the content of their publicity.
First, the quilt revival was already in full swing as the documentation
projects developed in the 1980s, creating space to ask questions about the
history of quilts and quiltmaking and reflecting concerns about the transient
nature of textiles. Second, the publicity reflected the growing academic
interest in the use of objects such as quilts as historical documents and the
understanding that both memory and objects have lifespans. Third, the
publicity reflected the influence of the Women’s Movement in emphasizing
the importance of women’s history and women's contributions. Fourth, the
Kentucky Quilt Project’s success inspired organizers in other states. And,
finally, the publicity of the quilt documentation projects proved to be highly
successful, with projects never having trouble attracting participants.

The Quilt Revival

Bv the end of World War II, the quilt revival of the first part of the
twentieth century had ended, creating such a slump in quiltmaking over
the next two decades that it was declared all but extinct. By the late 1960s,
however, large numbers of women had returned to quiltmaking. Bonnie

Leman, for example, began publishing Quilters Newsletter Magazine in 1969,
and Carter Houck began editing Lady’s Circle Pacchwork Quilts in the 1970s.
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Jean Ray Laury, noted quilt artist, teacher, and historian, published her first
books on appliqué and quiltmaking in 1966 and 1970 respectively.* During
the 1970s and 1980s, quilters created guilds focused on the social aspects
of quiltmaking and the sharing of knowledge. In 1978, Ruth Janesick
established the North Carolina Quilt Symposium, Inc., which became a
supporter and funder for the North Carolina Quilt Project, as well as an
umbrella organization for North Carolina quilt guilds *® In 1984, Suzanne
Yabsley described the proliferation of quilt guilds in Texas.*’

The term “quilt revival,” for this essay, refers to the explosion of new
quiltmakers, the development of a multi-million dollar quilt industry by the
mid-1980s, the formation of quilt guilds, the commodification of antique
quilts as art or folk art, and the establishment of scholarly organizations
dedicated to the preservation of quilts and quilt history. By the time the
quilt documentation projects began in 1980 and 1981, the general public
was familiar with quilts as objects of American heritage with social, cultural,
political, or artistic value. Publicity for the quilt documentation projects
often reflected one or more of these values.

Many quilt documentation project committees wrote of the rising
interest in quiltmaking during the 1970s as an influence on their projects.
Karey Bresenhan and Nancy Puentes called it a “renaissance of interest.”
Bresenhan cited the influence of the back-to-the-land movement of the
1960s in which young people were looking for a simpler lifestyle, one of
which was learning to make things by hand *® By 1982, quiltmaking as an
industry had become a “$50 million to $100 million business.”* It was more
than just business, though. The first quilt museum, the American Museum
of Quilts and Related Arts (now the San Jose Museum of Quilts and
Textiles), opened in San Jose, California in 1977. By the end of the 1980s,
another three quilt museums had opened *® The documentation projects did
not happen in a vacuum; they were a part of this much larger phenomenon.

The general public was aware of quilts. In Fort Worth, Texas, “Why
Not Try Your Hand at Quilting,” was on the front page of the Home/
Living section the day of Quilt Day. The article discussed quilting as a
family tradition that had nearly died but was experiencing a revival with
the help of quilt shops throughout the states. Journalist Raymond Teague
interviewed Sandy Barker, co-owner of The Calico Cupboard. She said,
“There has been a big comeback in the last five years, mainly because today’s

»ol

woman was not left with a tradition.”' Teague connected quilting with
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the pioneer tradition and to continuing family traditions. He also noted
that quilts are family heirlooms, which connect the current owner with his
or her ancestors. He wrote, “Without these women, where would we be?
How would we have kept warm all these years? What would we have of our
ancestors to pack away or display?” All of the mythology and connections
to past generations are wrapped up in those three sentences. The article
continued with a description of how current generations can carry on the
tradition in modern ways.

Shops formed that catered to quilters as hobbyists and professionals; quilt
shows became a common way to display newly created quilts; and museums
were exhibiting quilts in a variety of ways. New products making quilting
easier and faster were sold at the new shops. Fabric companies began to cater
to the quilters, giving attention to quality and fabric design. TSQA organizer
Karey Bresenhan, for example, opened Great Expectations, a quilt shop,
in Houston, Texas, in the early 1970s prior to co-founding Quilt Festival
{now International Quilt Festival) in 1977 and the South/Southwest Quilt
Association {now International Quilt Association) in 1979 with Nancy
(’Bryant Puentes and their mothers. Puentes had also been a founder of
the Austin Area Quilt Guild prior to becoming an organizer of the TSQA.
Quilt shows, symposia, and conferences brought quilters together from
larger geographical areas.

A number of committee organizers cited quilt exhibitions in their states
as factors for their state’s documentation project. Laurel Horton wrote
that the South Carolina documentation project was a direct result of the
excitement and interest generated by a 1982 quilt exhibition at the McKissick
Museum. The museum organized the project as part of its commitment to
documenting the state’s folk art traditions *? North Carolina’s museums had
three quilt exhibitions during the 1980s that attracted many non-quilters as
well as quilters.”

The museum exhibition that may have had the largest impact on the
public perception of quilts was Abstract Design in Amenican Quiles, curated by
Jonathan Holstein and Gail van der Hoof in 1971 at the Whimey Museum
of Art in New York City. The press generated by that exhibition sparked art
collectors to purchase quilts. Many people, including Holstein and van der
Hoof, had already been collecting quilts, but the price of quilts skyrocketed
after the exhibit. By the mid-1980s, good quality pre-1940 Amish quilts
were becoming hard to find under $1,500. According to collector David
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Pottinger, Amish quilts had increased ten-fold in value since 19745
Companies like IBM, Chase Manhattan Bank, and Esprit Corporation had
quilt collections and displayed them in corporate headquarters.®® In 1980, a
quilt auctioned at Sotheby’s went for $10,000, and in 1984, a nineteenth-
century Baltimore album sold through American Antiques & Quilts in New
York City for $26,000, a record for the time ™

Many of the quilt documentation projects operated with the opinion
that the purchasing of quilts and the removal of them from their homes
caused a loss of history. In People Magazine on April 30, 1979, Suzy Kalter
introduced the nation to the quilt dealer, Bruce Mann. Mann was traveling
about 50,000 miles a year ketween Kentucky and both coasts. He was
purchasing quilts made in Kentucky and selling them to celebrities. He
told Kalter that quilts were “American folk art” and that they were “great
"7 The KyQP incorporated preservation of the heritage that
was being lost as a primary reason for the project. Lucie Blodgett announced

investments.

the KyQP with that exact concern: “The romance of quilts! So many threads
of love and tragedy are stitched into the folds of family heirloom quilts that
it is a crime to let them out of the family or out of the state.”®

Selling quilts to individuals outside the family or outside the state and
the loss of associated information about the quiltmaker was of particular
concern to the organizers in Nebraska. The first objective of the project
outlined in the original proposal was to encourage families to keep their
quilts or, “if that is not possible,” to donate them to museums. Another
stated okjective was to encourage people who had to sell their quilts “to do
so at fair prices.” The organizers also wished “to stay the flow of Nebraska
quilts on the back seat of dealers” vans to other parts of the country.” The
possibility of dealers and collectors showing up at quilt documentation days
was such a concern that NQP volunteers wore “identifying smocks” to the
Quilt History Days.® One aspect of the newspaper coverage that was unique
to the NQP was the consistent inclusion of a statement that personal
information would not be made public. “The whereabouts of each quilt and
the identity of the quilt owner will be guarded from the public,” and “While
the information and photographs gathered will be made public, the quilt
owners' names and addresses will not be distributed without permission,”
were two statements conveying the intention of the project organizers to
protect the quilts and personal information.®! All of the projects encouraged
families to care for their quilts by handing out flyers on documentation days
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with information on the proper ways to store and clean quilts. Although
there is no evidence that Kentucky labeled the documented quilts, the
other four projects in this study created fabric labels for families to add to
the backs of their quilts with the project’s documentation information and
location of the archive.

At the same time that families were encouraged to hold onto their quilts,
they were also encouraged to see them as collectible and valuable items.
Consider this excerpt from a San Antonio Express-Neaws story about the Quilt
Day in San Antonio, Texas, n September 1984: “While you weren’t looking,
a recently recognized art form has crept out of the closet and into the gallery.
The status of Grandma’s homely old patchwork quilt may have been elevated
to objet d'art and great-great-grandmother’s could be a pearl practically
beyond price.”” The article went on to tell quilt owners to kring their “quilted
treasures” to the documentation day so that they could be analyzed, assessed,
and recorded. Statements like the one above also went well with the promise
that each quilt would be considered for the TSQA's exhibition in celebration
of the state’s sesquicentennial—not only was grandma’s quilt a treasure, it
could be a piece of art that got to travel the state.

Documentation Projects and Material Culture Studies

Part of the quilt revival was the new interest in studying quilts as both
art objects and as historical objects with connections to women's history.
The documentation projects recorded patterns, techniques, fabrics, and
measurements in a consistent manner in hopes of determining whether or
not regional styles or characteristics existed. They recorded the stories of
the families and the makers in order to root the physical indings in personal
stories and state histories. The documentation projects and the people who
brought their quilts in for documentation were participating in the new
social and cultural historical perspectives of the period both in academia
and popular culture. Although the documentation projects of the 1980s
often organized through non-academic organizations, many of them sought
museums as co-sponsors and museum staff or university faculties to serve as
advisors and trainers.

The documentation projects were part of a new scholarly interest
in the study of objects, or “material culture,” a component of popular
culture studies, which historian Peter Burke notes had gained the interest
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of academic historians in the 1960s.% This approach to history sought to
include a broad spectrum of participants in understanding the development
of the nation’s political, economic, social, and cultural systems. Often
referred to as bottom-up or grassroots history, historians studied middle and
working class people, non-whites and minorities, women as well men. The
New Cultural History of the 1980s and 1990s identified a myriad of possible
subjects including dreams, food, and travel.® Material culture was an arena
in which cultural historians began writing during the 1980s and 1990s as
they studied the relationships of objects to attitudes. They began studying
physical objects as symbols, representations, and texts of the world in which
they were made.®

Folklorists, too, began developing methodologies for studying material
culture in addition to storytelling, music, and other folkways. Michael Owen
Jones writes that folklorists began writing in the 1960s about the neglected
field of material culture. During the 1970s and 1980s, folklorists wrote down
methodologies and published papers on the study of artifacts. Material
culture studies, he asserts, is cross-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary. By the
late 1980s, scholars represented the fields of cultural geography, art history,
American studies, popular culture studies, folklore, and many others. Jules
David Prown defined material culture in 1982 as the “study through artifacts
of the beliefs—values, ideas, attitudes, and assumptions—of a particular
community or society at a given time.”*

From the 1960s through the 1980s, Americans celebrated their national
heritage, their folk art, and general history at the local and national levels
through acts of public commemoration and organized memory-building.
From 1961 to 19635, the United States commemorated the Civil War. In
1976, the United States celebrated the 200th anniversary of the signing
of the Declaration of Independence; in 1986, the centennial of the Statue
of Liberty was observed; and from 1988 until 1991, the bicentennial of
the Constitution and related developments in United States history were
commemorated.

In 1983, Charles Phillips and Patricia Hogan asserted that the state
and local history movement in the mid-twentieth century was sparked by
a combination of factors, including a new interest in family and ethnic
roots and ancestry, the American Bicentennial, and favorable legislation
in the late 1960s and 1970s. According to their survey, only eight percent
of America’s historical organizations were founded by 1900. The largest
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percentage, 53.2 percent, was founded between 1960 and 1981. Hogan
and Phillips alsc noted that more than seventy percent of preservation
organizations were organized after 1960.%7

The desires to celebrate national history and local history and the
blossoming need to document the objects representative of those histories
came together in the quilt documentation projects. The transient nature of
objects and the memory of makers and owners became an integral part of
the publicity of the projects. “Everyday history slips away—deaths, people
moving away, memories becoming dimmer, records are lost. There is no
better time than now.”® Some quilt documentation projects focused on the
need to document the state’s heritage, while others focused on the need to
document women’s contributions to the state’s history or the need to preserve
a visual history of the state. Marsha MacDowell, the head of the Michigan
Quilt project, wrote, “A quilt is a textbook of information... Personal or
family history, art, community life, religious beliefs, and practices, business
and political history, and more can be gleaned from rthese textiles, their
makers, and their owners.”*?

For the members of the Lincoln Quilters Guild, the lack of information
about Midwestern quilts served as a major impetus for developing the
Nebraska Quilt Project. Linda Ulrich, in an article for the Sunday Lincoln
Jowrnal Star, quoted Frances Best as saying, “We're not just looking for
art, we're looking for history and meaning and sentiment.”™ The author
of another article, “The History and Sociology of Quilting on the Plains,”
speculated that Nebraska’s ethnic heritage shaped the quiltmaking tradition.
The author supported the NQP's idea that Nebraska quilts must be in some
way unique because of “the blend of ethnic, occupational and cultural groups
in the state coupled with the area’s distinctive geographic conditions.”™
Like the other projects in this study, the importance of preserving cultural
heritage was a recurrent theme stressed in the NQP publicity about the
project. It fit neatly into the overall personality of the period, in which the
stories of individuals and groups began to take on new meaning.

States like Texas, Michigan, and Kansas timed their projects to coincide
with statehood anniversaries. Participation in projects by the general public
may have been related to pride in the state’s heritage. Nowhere else was the
connection between a state’s celebration of its history and a documentation
project more obvious than in Texas. Even before the TSQA had official
recognition from the Texas Sesquicentennial Commission, the directors
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used the name Texas Sesquicentennial Association to connect evervthing
that they did to the 1986 celebration. Participation in the projects’
documentation days was directly associated with a general pride in Texas
history and Texas culture:
Quilt Day here is part of an overall statewide plan of
activities sponsored by the Texas Sesquicentennial
Association that will culminate in establishment of the
Texas Quilt Archives, displayed in the capital in Austin,

and a traveling exhibition of the 30 best antique quilts to
be circulated in 1986, 150th birthday of Texas.™

Documentation Projects and Women's History

In other states, the project made the connection more generally to
state heritage and women’s contributions to it. For example, what may have
intrigued some participants in the KyQP is how the organizers presented
the importance of quiltmaking to women in the nineteenth century. The
Mountain Eagle quoted the KyQP in identifying the purpose of the project
as the need to document quilts as women’s art:

Originally an article of warmth and comfort on the frontier,
the quilt, while retaining this role, developed into a
medium of art, communication, and celebration for women
and a very few men... Denied many channels of expression
and communication by tradition and domestic obligation,
women of the era took full advantage of the social aspect
of quilting. Quilting became as important to them as the
quilts themselves were to their families.

The same article went on to state that quilts “provide nearly the only
record left by pre-suffrage housewives and pioneers.”” Although scholars
have long known that diaries and journals and various other written records
were left by some women, this statement may have resonated with the
public.

The connection between material culture and the inclusion of women
in the history of the state was palpable in the publicity of all of the projects.
The importance of recording women’s history, an outgrowth of both the New
Cultural History and the Women’s Movement, permeated the publicity. In
North Carolina, newspaper articles and other print media often included
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the goals of the project {such as preserving “irreplaceable heritage”) and
information on the care and preservation of quilts.™ They also often
encouraged research into family history.” One article stated the purpose
was to make a “permanent record of the folk art from scrap bags and the
women who plied needles to warm their families and create heirlooms."" This
statement relies on images people already held about quilts, particularly that of
women as creators. Yet another article referenced the relationship of women,
history, and quiltmaking: “Early quiltmakers had to deal with many forms of
suppression... Their quilts became their voices, calling out for recognition.”’’
The NCQP consistently stressed the importance of providing genealogical
information on the quiltmaker and stories about the quilts themselves as part
of establishing quilts as important parts of women’s history.

Quilts as documents of family history became a way to remember the work
that women did for their families. Quilt documentation projects provided
a permanent home for the genealogical records that participants brought
to documentation days. NCQP articles mentioned that the project would
like to see written records or photographic records that documented quilts
and quiltmaking.” The quilt as representative of the maker was a point of
pride for owners who expressed love for the women who made them, as well
as respect for the skill. Ruth Roberson told the Raleigh News and Observer
that “studying quilts tells us about the small events of our past.”” One man
went without his wife to have the family quilts documented. He told the
High Point Enterprise about the quilt that his mother had made as a gift in
celebration of his marriage. Mary Kilgore, from that same documentation

day, took her grandmothet’s quilt simply because she was proud of it.*

Pauline Davis told The Smithfield Herald that she had come because she
“thought a whole lot of her grandmother.”® Lula Gunter told the Fayetteville
Times that she loved quilting and had since she was a little girl.®? Many
other quilt owners and quiltmakers told stories about their pride in the work
that had been done and about how pulling out the old quilts brought back
memories. Kay Bryant, a regional coordinator for the NCQP, said that “the
older ladies are just dying to tell those old stories,” and she thought the
documentation days were successful because it gave women an opportunity
to show off their work and gain attention.*

In Kansas, Nancy Hornback and Eleanor Malone believed archiving
the records would make them available to future generations of material
culture and women’s history scholars. In Abilene, one article described the
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day as “a chance to have data on an important piece of history preserved
for future generations.”® Publicity in the Ottawa Herald teminded readers
that “the history also provides a way of passing along information about
quilts from one generation to the next.” “Quilts are a special piece of the
history of Kansas women, and history will be recorded Saturday...”® The
organizers for the KsQP were very successful with this tactic of appealing to
the individual owner’s or maker’s desire to have a permanent record made of
their family’s achievements to be passed on for future generations, thereby
bringing together women’s history and state heritage.

The Kentucky Quilt Project Leads the Way

A discussion of influences on the quilt documentation projects as a
group would be incomplete without recognizing the significance of the first
project, the KyQP. Itself influenced by the quilt revival and the desire to
document women's history in the state, the KyQP and its success inspired the
projects that followed. Florence Evans, a novice quiltmaker from California,
wrote a letter in January 1983 asking the KyQP for advice on how to start
a documentation project, and especially on how to get grants.% In a letter
from November 1983, Karen 'Dowd requested information about a project
in Michigan and an outline for a recommended procedure in addition to
asking for a copy of KyQP’s book.*” Ruth Roberson in March 1954 wrote
that she wished a North Carolina museum had been included as a site for
the traveling exhibition, and that she was poring over Kentucky’s book and
hoping for a similar project in North Carolina.®® These letters and articles
from other parts of the country were a result of the success of the KyQP’s
documentation efforts and subsequent traveling exhibition.

An article in Quildng Today in 1989 provided an exuberant view on
the influence of Kentucky’s project: “The Kentucky Quilt Project has acted
as a beacon lighting the way for all subsequent state quilt documentation
projects.” Quilters Newsletter Magazine in 1984 and Lady’s Circle Patchwork
Quiles in 1983 published articles about the Kentucky Quilt Project ™ The
Lady’s Circle Patchawork Quales, Spring 1983 edition, was dedicated to the story
of Kentucky quilts. The articles included descriptions of both the Kentucky
Quilt Project and the Kentucky Heritage Quilt Society. Authors of later
documentation project books credited the KyQP as an impetus behind their
projects. Of the thirty-six statewide documentation projects initiated during
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the 1980s, ten of the projects gave the KyQP credit for motivating the
organizers to conduct projects in their own states.” An additional five sets
of organizers credited the success of all of the quilt documentation projects
prior to theirs as inspiration.” For example, the Arizona Quilt Project
organizers noted in their book Grand Endeavors that they had studied other
projects—Kentucky, Texas, Missouri, and others—before finalizing plans for
their project®® Kentucky's influence becomes clear, however, when looking
at the publicity and even timing of documentation days in other states.

In an article written in the Austin American Statesman in May 1954, the
day before Quilt Day in Austin, Texas, the paper made a direct connection
to the Kentucky project. The journalist wrote, “Quilt Day is patterned after
similar affairs held in Kentucky, which led to the quilt collection now touring
the country under the sponsorship of the Smithsonian Institute.”™* Whether
or not Texans cared about what the Kentucky Quilt Project had done or
whether their quilts might possibly tour in an exhibition in Texas, the idea
that the Smithsonian Institution had sponsored a traveling exhibition of
quilts certainly gave credence to the idea of documenting quilts and pulling
them out of closets, attics, and cedar chests. By connecting the Texas Quilt
Search to an institution as reputable as the Smithsonian, that article may
have helped attract the large crowd to Austin’s Quilt Day, at which 246 quilts
were documented. Helen Storbeck of the Kansas Quilt Project wrote for the
Baldwin Ledger, “Two women, Eleanor Malone and Nancy Homback, both
of Wichita, got their heads rogether and decided if Kentucky could have a

state project, Kansas could join the parade.”™

Conclusion

“A stitch in time—if the stitch is in an heirloom quilt—serves as a
documentation of our heritage.”® Playing on the old colloquialism “a stitch
in time saves nine,” the author of the article from which this sentence is
taken captured the essence of how the early quilt documentation projects
fit into the public and academic interests of the last quarter of the twentieth
century. The preliminary discussion offered by this essay, based on five early
state-wide quilt documentation projects, explores the cultural issues to
which the quilt documentation projects as a whole responded. The pursuit
of each quilt documentation project depended on two groups of people—
the organizers and the participants. The renewed interest in quiltmaking,
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either grounded in its handmade nature or as a representation of American
women’s history, attracted the women and men who became quilt project
organizers. Encouragement from the textile and craft industries for women
to become quiltmakers, museum quilt exhibitions {(whether focused on
quilts as art, folk art, or historical objects), and renewed interest in all
things “historic” during the Bicentennial, all contributed to the growth of
quiltmaking and the study of quilt history. Simultaneous interest in material
culture, women’s history, and local history on the part of historians and
folklorists led to academic participation in the documentation projects.
“Micro” histories of individuals, groups, and regions grew in importance as
a response to arguments concerning the complexity of history. Recognizing
the scholarly potential of quilt documentation projects, historians and
folklorists served as organizers, board members, or advisors. During the 1980s,
museums, historical societies, and universities co-sponsored documentation
projects, provided exhibition space, or provided repositories for a project’s
archival records.

Possibly of even more importance, the general public awakened
to the potential value of their family quilts—historical, monetary, and
aesthetic. Structured around public documentations and dependent upon
the participation of communities large and small, the quilt documentation
projects gathered information on quilts because the general public
participated. The documentation project publicity centered on the position
of quilts as tangible objects of history and heritage. For a general public
that had been wrapped up in the social and cultural changes of the 1960s
and 1970s, this documentation of their family’s histories potentially
served a natural next step. The Civil Rights Movement and the Women’s
Movement, among other cultural changes, had encouraged an interest in
one’s individual history, heritage, or story. Similarly, quilt documentation
projects encouraged families to preserve their individual histories and
material culture so that they could add depth to the broader histories of
their states.

Thirty-six statewide projects began in the 1980s. Projects continue
today. Fifteen years into these projects, Shelly Zegart wrote that the quilt
projects were the “largest grassroots phenomenon in the decorative arts in
the last half of the twentieth century.”™ Although most of the projects have
published books or catalogs with histories of quiltmaking in their states,
there is still much to study and write about the projects themselves. This
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essay could only address the intersections in the publicity of five. Would the
findings hold up if compared to additicnal projects from the 1980s? Are the
goals, motivations, puklicity, or methodologies of projects from the 1990s
different from those of the 1980s? How do regional and countywide projects
differ from statewide projects?

Future research, in addition to including further analysis of the written
documentation of the projects, should include oral history interviews with
organizers, directors, and consultants for the projects. What motivated
individual organizers? Who are they and how did they come to be interested
in studying quilts? Oral histories should examine the relationship of the
organizers with the projects, the quilting world, and with other artistic,
political, and cultural movements. Since some documentation projects
are ongoing, researchers could learn valuable information by studying the
current projects through the organizers, documentarion day workers, and
public participants.

In thinking about quilt history as part of American history, other
questions arise from this essay as well for future research or consideration.
What has been the influence of regional quilt documentation projects
on new efforts to document samplers and hooked rugs? How do the quilt
documentation projects fit into other efforts to record and write grassroots
history? What does the research of the quilt documentation projects add to
our understanding of women's history at the state level? All of these questions
demonstrate the complexity of the documentation project movement. The
research for this essay serves as only a starting point for understanding the
importance of the projects and the people who organized the projects.
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