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Victorian Silk Template Patchwork in American
Periodicals 1850-1875

Virginia Gunn

Godey’s Lady’s Book, published in Philadelphia from 1830-1898, was
one of the most influential periodicals for women in the nineteenth
century. By mid-century, its huge circulation brought copies into almost
every town in America. It became a standard arbiter of fashion; women
looked to it and its competitors for the latest fashionable ideas in
costume and needlework.

The purpose of this study is to trace the publication of patchwork
patterns in Godey’s during the period of its greatest influence, the third
quarter of the nineteenth century, and to survey the manner in which
Godey’s responded to requests of its readers for patchwork.

Research indicates that Godey’s and its competitors emphasized the
English template system for constructing silk quilts. In this system, the
fabric is basted around paper templates before the pieces are sewn
together with a tiny overstitch or whipstitch. The majority of designs
given in Godey’s were European in origin, and many of them were used
over and over again. While traditional American style applique or
patchwork patterns occasionally appeared, they were not identified by
name and the American system of using the running stitch to seam
precut fabric pieces was never described. This emphasis on foreign tradi-
tions and a slighting of developing American methods at first suggests
a conscious attempt to classify European-derived materials as of higher
or better calibre than indigenous American techniques.

However, there are indications that since most editors were not
needlework specialists, the emphasis on English style silk template
quilts may have been due as much to the difficulties and traditions of
publishing as to some desire on their part to establish levels of status
in patchwork!
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Fig. 1. Patterns 1-11, 1850-51 series. These eleven numbered patchwork designs
appeared in Godey's in April 1850. They were accompanied by a text giving ad-
vice on materials, construction and uses.

Fancy work patterns of any type were rather scarce in American
periodicals during the 1830s and 40s. The number used increased
dramatically over the next two decades as printing in America became
more sophisticated. Periodicals gained status and circulation from the
quantity and quality of the plates and patterns they included.

Godey’s published only one patchwork pattern during the first twenty
years of its existence. This was a template system pattern for “the hex-
agon, or six-sided;. . . also called honey-comb patch-work.” It appeared
in the January 1835 issue. In September 1849, Godey’s published T. S.
Arthur’s famous story, “The Quilting Party,” illustrated with a plate of
such a quilting party? The following year, Godey’s began serious publica-
tion of patchwork designs.

The April 1850 work-table section featured eleven numbered pat-
terns for patchwork with directions for using the template system (see
Figure 1)3 These were followed in July by a pattern for a “superb table
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cover, in patchwork” to be executed in silk and braid. The editor noted
that it was:
a more expensive, but, at the same time, much more effective and
elegant design, compared with those patterns we gave in our April
number, and which have given so much satisfaction #

Since readers were obviously pleased with the publication of patch-
work designs, twelve additional patterns were printed in March 1851
(see Figure 2). These were similar in style to those published the
previous July. They were unnumbered, and were printed with the follow-
ing text:

In a former number, we gave numerous patterns for combination
Patchwork, suggesting, at the same time, some useful hints upon
the materials and colors to be employed. These patterns have af-
forded much satisfaction, and a general desire for their contin-
uance being evidenced, we now introduce twelve new patterns,
which, in connection with those already given, will admit of a
variety of beautiful designs. . . We recommend those of our readers
who may be inclined to follow up this economical, and, at the
same time, novel and elegant amusement, to preserve those
shapes we have already given, as we purpose using the same from
time to time, adopting, of course, a different arrangement?

In December 1851, twelve more patterns, also unnumbered, were
issued (see Figure 3). They were simply labeled “Patchwork - Combina-
tion Designs.’¢ I will refer to these thirty-five patterns. Godey's were
true to their word and did indeed use “the same from time to time.”

When this series was introduced in 1850, it was accompanied by a
lengthy article which opened with these words:

Many improvements may be made in the old style of patchwork

that we have been accustomed to see, and, in anticipation of some

improvement in the designs at present used, we venture to intrude

a few remarks, trusting that our “Family Friends” will not take

them amiss’

The use of the term “Family Friends” appears to be an intentional
but cryptic reference to the original source of the patterns. The English
periodical The Family Friend was published by Houlston & Stoneman
in London, beginning in 18498 This magazine’s needlework department
proves to be the source of the Godey’s 1850-51 patchwork series.
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Fig. 2. Patterns 12-23, 1850-51 series. These twelve patchwork designs were un-
numbered when published in Godey’s in March 1851. They were given numbers
12-23 when first published in The Family Friend, beginning with no. 12 in the top
left corner, and numbering left to right from top to bottom rows, ending with no.
23 in lower right corner.

The eleven patterns which appeared in the April 1850 Godey’s were
first published in The Family Friend in Vol. I (1849), pp. 167-168. The
tablecover which appeared in Godey’s of July 1850 was also in The Fami-
ly Friend Vol. I, pp. 243-246, 299. The twelve unnumbered patterns
published in Godey’s in March 1851 first appeared as patterns no. 12-23
in The Family Friend, Vol. II (1850), pp. 250-251. The twelve un-
numbered patterns published in the December 1851 issue of Godey’s
were published as combination designs numbered 24-35 in Vol. IV
(1851) of The Family Friend, pp. 198-199.

The Family Friend introduced the patchwork series with these words:
Many improvements may be made in the old style of patchwork
that most of us have been accustomed to see for years, when
visiting the cottages and rooms of the poor; the same old quaint,
hexagonal shape, has haunted us wherever we have been, and in
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Fig. 3. Patterns 24-35, 1850-51 series. These twelve unnumbered patchwork-
combination designs were printed in the December 1851 issue of Godey’s. When
originally published in The Family Friend, no. 24 began in the upper left corner.
Numbering continued from left to right working from the top to bottom rows, en-
ding with no. 35 in the lower right corner.

anticipation of some improvement in the designs at present us-
ed, we venture to intrude a few remarks, trusting that our “Family
Friends” will not take them amiss?

If we compare this 1849 English version with that printed in the April
1850 Godey’s, we can see of what “Americanization” consisted. When
Godey’s adapted the introduction, it omitted reference to being
“haunted” by ever-present hexagonal shapes, especially in the “cottages
and rooms of the poor” Such references must have been considered out
of place in the American publication, for American patchwork was at
too highly developed a stage for such statements to have been true.

Copying was the way of doing business or of obtaining patterns for
publication in the third quarter of the nineteenth century. American
publishers relied heavily on European sources for the designs which they
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published. The American needlework author Florence Hartley, writing
in 1859, pointed out that:
Nearly all the patterns for needle work, and other parts of the
domestic adornment used in this country, are derived from English,
French, and German sources; and of these the compiler has freely
availed herself, adding to them such original patterns as were at
her command 10

Even in England, authors freely copied from one another, making
designs difficult to trace to their sources. From 1849 to 1851, Mrs. War-
ren presided over the needlework department of The Family Friend. She
placed her name beside many of the designs, but did not attach it to
the patchwork. Since it was a policy of the magazine to publish designs
from continental and other sources as well as originals by the editor,
it is likely that Mrs. Warren did not design the patterns since they were
not claimed by her. By 1852, Mrs. Pullan had become editor of the
needlework department. It was noted that she would continue to in-
troduce “novelties from France and Germany, in addition to her own
unique and fashionable designs.’!!

In 1855, the publishers Ward and Lock, who had assumed publica-
tion of The Family Friend, issued a book Treasures in Needlework writ-
ten by Mrs. Warren and Mrs. Pullan. Many of the designs in this book
were lifted directly from the magazine.

Treasures in Needlework included the patchwork designs (numbered
1-11), and the combination designs (numbered 24-35) that had appeared
previously in Godey’s and The Family Friend. It did not include the mid-
dle series (numbers 12-23). In this book, Mrs. Warren and Mrs. Pullan
carefully claimed authorship beneath each illustration of designs which
were their own. Since their names do not appear beside the patchwork
designs either in the book or the earlier periodical, we cannot attribute
the designs to them.

Godey’s printed five more patchwork patterns between 1852 and
1856, with two based on the box pattern of the 1850-51 series. One
pattern for a table cover is specifically attributed to the Ladies of Buck-
ingham who had made it for the Duchess some years previously!3 Dur-
ing these five years, patchwork was not emphasized in the needlework
offerings.

Several American periodicals of the time competed with Godey’s.
When Graham’s Magazine, one competitor, introduced patchwork in
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1857, they used the same eleven patterns that had appeared in Godey's
seven years earlier. Their opening paragraph was a blend of the English
and American versions:

Many improvements may be made in the old style of patchwork
that most of us have been accustomed to see for years; the same
old, quaint, hexagonal shape has haunted us wherever we have
been, and in anticipation of some improvements in the designs
at present used, we venture to intrude a few remarks!4

In 1858, Graham’s ceased publication and Peterson’s Magazine, which
had begun publication in 1842, became Godey’s chief competitor. The
two were so similar in appearance that it is difficult to tell them apart
without reference to the title page. This similarity was especially ap-
parent in January 1857 when both issued the identical “New Pattern
for Patchwork in Silk” Accompanying texts in each were similar, sug-
gesting simultaneous liftings from a common European source.
However, Godey’s added one significant line at the end of their text:
“We intend to continue these patchwork patterns”’’> The next month,
Godey’s came out with patterns described by their editor as:

Very humble perhaps, but very useful. Our aim is to suit all; and
we are sure that our readers will be pleased by the infinite varie-
ty of patchwork patterns we intend to givel$

This February issue of Godey’s had a rather lengthy article on patch-
work written by Ellen Lindsay. In this article, a number of clues sug-
gest an American rather than a European origin. The author recalls
little girls beginning first pieces of patchwork by blending bright squares
into a pretty pattern and then combining squares to form a quilt—a
method more indicative of the American than the English system. Fur-
ther, she tells of girls in a reform institution in her State who are taught
to make patchwork quilts. She also speaks of album quilts where each
lady makes and signs a quilt square. This was a popular quilt style in
America. Lindsay further notes that she does not admire patchwork
in silk, the type most often featured in European designs. She indicates
that the two patterns accompanying her article should be made of white
pieces and chintz. The two patterns are repeats from the 1850-51
series!? At this time, originality in prose was probably easier than in
illustration, since illustrations demanded plates rather than moveable
type for printing.

However, Godey’s was indicating that they were aware of grass-roots
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American needs and interests. In their April 1857 issue, the editor
stated that it is:

...our earnest wish to give matters that will suit the good
housewife as well as the fine lady. We also give another piece of
patchwork. We intend to suit all tastes and all classes8

Godey’s published a total of twenty patchwork designs in 1857. Fif-
teen were repeats from the 1850-51 series reproduced in larger format!®
Two others were obviously lifted from European sources2° Two more ap-
pear to be applique types?! In October, the magazine featured an un-
named pattern which today would be called Hearts and Gizzards 22 (See
Figure 4.) The source of this pattern is unknown, but it is a traditional
design often made American style by running stitch seaming. This
diagram suggests that Godey’s might have been looking at work done
in this country and that they were technically capable of reproducing
such patterns had they wished to do so. The fact that they offered very
few American patterns suggests that it was cheaper or simply easier to
look to the old (and previously published) sources.

In 1858, Godey’s offered fifteen patchwork patterns and some quilting
designs. Only six of the patterns were repeats or variations of the
1850-51 series, although a design from this series was printed as a
“design for quilting”23 Several of the other nine patterns were more
American in design style?* The October issue featured a colored
variegated patchwork pattern for a Mariner’s Compass variation 2%

Two influential fancy work books were published in 1859. Their
chapters on patchwork illuminate the state of the art at this time. The
first book was Mrs. Pullan’s The Lady’s Manual of Fancy-work. Mrs.
Pullan, the English author and needleworker, had come to this coun-
try to be the director of the work-table of Frank Leslie’s Magazine. This
magazine would be an unlikely source for anything but European design
in patchwork, for Mrs. Pullan believed that making quilts of pieces of
cotton was valueless. She dismissed cotton patchwork as “not worth
either candle or gas light.” She did note that patchwork was a favorite
amusement of many ladies and if one converted useless bits of expen-
sive materials such as silk, velvet or satin into “handsome articles of
decoration” it was worthwhile26 It would be interesting to know how
the American audiences of the time—to whom she addressed her
book—responded. Mrs. Pullan gave only two patchwork patterns, both
to be made template style.
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Fig. 4. Unnamed 1857 Patchwork. This unnamed patchwork was included in the
October 1857 issue of Godey’s. This resembles block style American patchwork
and is known as the Hearts and Gizzards pattern today.

Miss Florence Hartley’s The Ladies’ Hand Book of Fancy and
Omamental Work appeared later in 1859. Miss Hartley was familiar with
Mrs. Pullan’s excellent “Lady’s Manual of Fancy Work” and adopted
Mrs. Pullan’s alphabetical system 27 However, on the subject of patch-
work, the American author Florence Hartley took an opposite point
of view and offered the following rebuttal:

We own to a liking for Patchwork, genuine old fashioned patch-
work, such as our grandmothers made, and such as some dear old
maiden aunt, with imperfect sight, is making for fairs and
charities, and whiling away otherwise tedious hours. We love to
see a bed spread with the pretty squares and rounds and curious
shapes, which mingled with white look so clean and gay; and we
even love the irregular, coarse, ill-matched pieces, put together
by a perhaps over-tasked mother, or a little child trying her first
efforts at being useful. We think the real old Patchwork of bits of
calico infinitely prettier than the bits of silk sewed together for
parlor ornaments?8
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In typical nineteenth century fashion, the rest of Hartley’s chapter
was lifted almost verbatim from Ellen Lindsay’s article in Godey’s several
years earlier. The patterns were also from Godey’s and the minimal
directions were for the silk template style of patchwork. Little wonder
that Godey’s editor often lamented the fact that others lacked originali-
ty and “illustrated with a style of embellishments that we have been
using for several years.’2?

In 1859, Godey’s published some patchwork patterns which were
labeled as “designed expressly for Godey’s Lady’s Book”” (See Figure 5.)
Only three of the nine patterns given that year were repeats or varia-
tions of the 1850-51 series3° In 1860, three of the eight patterns publish-
ed were from the 1850-51 series and again, several were designed ex-
pressly for Godey’s3! No mention is made of a designer or editor for
these patterns. Sarah ]. Hale, the general editor of Godey’s was wide-
ly known. However she was not the fashion editor32 That individual
remained anonymous throughout this period.

Peterson’s may have wanted to score a first of their own in this com-
petitive arena. In January 1858, they announced that their work-table
department would be greatly improved, for they had employed Mrs. Jane
Weaver “to take it under her exclusive control.”33 Peterson’s later states
that:

This, we believe, is the only Magazine, in which such a depart-

ment is presided over by a lady, who is not only practically familiar

with every variety of fancy-work, but capable of making original
designs. . . . Mrs. Weaver also has the advantage of all the latest

Parisian and English patterns, which we import34

The first patchwork pattern published under Mrs. Weaver's editor-
ship appeared in August 1858. In April 1859, Mrs. Weaver of Peterson’s
offered a patchwork pattern “lately brought out in London, which is
called the Chinese Pattern.”?5 In February 1860, both Godey’s and
Peterson’s published the identical pattern for a “Macaroon Patchwork
in Silk and Velvet.”36 Mrs. Weaver added her byline to the Peterson’s
version.

Mrs. Weaver’s own design expertise was probably not in patchwork.
During 1860 and 1861 she offered patterns in patchwork and combina-
tion designs in patchwork which were identical to numbers 1-11 and
24-35 of the 1850-51 design series printed in Godey’s ten years earlier3?
Designs 12-23 were not used. The same article on patchwork Godey'’s
had used in 1850 also appeared once again3®
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Fig. 5. Patchwork Designed Expressly for Godey's Lady’s Book. These two unnam-
ed patchwork patterns appeared as a special plate in the September 1859 Godey’s.
The label stated that they were “designed expressly for Godey’s Lady’s Book.”

The political difficulties leading to the Civil War in 1861 caused both
magazines to subtly express their patriotic loyalty to the Union in their
choice of patchwork designs. In June 1861, Godey’s featured two star
patterns. One was a variation of the traditional eight-point Lemoyne
Star, set block to block. The second star design was an all-over pattern
of five-point flag style stars that would have been difficult to construct?
Not to be outdone, Peterson’s issued a full-page red, white and blue
colored pattern for a Stars and Stripes bed quilt in July 18614° Also
in this year, both publications featured a design by Mrs. Warren of
England which Godey’s called a patchwork. Godey’s also reissued two
patterns from the 1850-51 series#!

Godey’s continued to offer patchwork during the Civil War and
Reconstruction era, but the number of patterns diminished to one or
two per year, and finally dwindled to nothing at the end of the decade**
The occasional inclusion of an American style pattern gave indication
that Godey’s could have issued original American patterns had they
so desired.
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In April of 1864, Godey’s editor noted that:

We have lately received a pleasant letter from a young lady of

Rhode Island, who is forming a curious and valuable collection

of autographs in an original and very womanly way; the design

is to insert the names in a counterpane or bedquilt#3
There follows a long article describing this amazing work which would
eventually contain 2780 silk pieces when completed. It would contain
356 autographs from many “men highly distinguished,” including Presi-
dent Lincoln. This issue of Godey’s also gave a pattern for the diamond
shaped template with editor Sarah ]. Hale’s name written on it#4 Ob-
viously taken with this novel idea, Godey’s published a more extensive
diagram for the same autograph quilt in the July issue (see Figure 6).
While the “young Needle-artist” remained anonymous, as did most
ladies of the time, the quilt described is surely the one made by Adeline
Harris Sears of Providence, Rhode Island which is illustrated in Plate
60 of Quilts of America by Patsy and Myron Orlofsky. Godey’s noted that
the young lady had already worked on it for eight years, and predicted:

...the letter of the young lady bears such internal evidence of her
capability, that we feel certain she has the power to complete her
work if her life is spared . . . . Who knows but that in future ages,
her work may be looked at like the Bayeaux Tapestry, not only
as a marvel of women’s ingenious and intellectual industry; but
as affording an idea of the civilization of our times, and also giving
a notion of the persons as estimated in history#’

It is evident that the editors of Godey’s recognized a masterpiece quilt
when they saw it. This was a grass-roots pattern, but one that directly
related to the silk template patchwork which Godey’s usually featured.
The quilt is testimony to the fact that some women creatively utilized
the silk template technique while others were creating beautiful works
in cotton fabrics with traditional American methods.

Godey’s made no further attempts to explore opportunities for
publishing American grass-roots patterns in this decade. Publication
of patchwork was minimal in both Godey’s and Peterson’s during the
1870’s. Again, the patterns issued were usually taken from European
sources or copied from earlier issues. When directions were given they
were for the template system, often referred to as mosaic patchwork 46

S. Annie Frost writing in 1877, devoted only a page of her book The
Ladies Guide to Needlework and Embroidery to patchwork which she con-
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Fig. 6. Plan for Autograph Bedquilt. This plan for an autograph quilt was given in
the July 1864 issue of Godey’s. It was sent to the editors by a young lady from Rhode
Island who was probably Adeline Harris Sears.

sidered “more under the head of plain than fancy needlework.” She
wrote:
...the calico squares whose combinations and varieties would fill
a volume are not the only patchwork that is made. Silk is also used
in variously shaped blocks and patterns, for the covers of chairs
and bed-quilts, although we have known many pieces, started in
tiny pieces to make an enormous bed-quilt, end ignominiously
in a very small pincushion. The taste is one that has nearly died
out, although some beautiful specimens are still seen at fancy fairs,
the work of tasteful brains and industrious fingers#?

Nineteenth century quilt collections usually contain some examples
of beautiful silk template quilts made during the third quarter of the
nineteenth century. They often feature designs which were published
in Godey’s and other women’s periodicals. These attest to the fact that
silk template patchwork was a fashionable alternative to the calico and
cotton creations made in the American folk-art tradition. The patterns
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provided by the periodicals co-existed with those handed down from
generation to generation or friend to friend.

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, pressed patchwork
techniques and the assymetrical embroidered silk crazy quilts were
favored by the ladies and gradually replaced the silk template work of
the third quarter. Godey’s attempted to respond to the desire for
crazywork patterns, but failed to become a leader in this trend 48

Looking to Europe for taste in costume and fashion, the periodical
remained locked into a system of copying European needlework pat-
terns from imported plates. In spite of increasing sophistication in
publishing and technology, Godey’s and its competitors failed to
capitalize on opportunities to publish American patterns. This would
have to wait for others#?

This inability to change with the times in later years would even-
tually cause subscriptions to decline in the 1880s and 1890s. Godey’s,
Peterson’s, and another similar magazine, Arthur’s, all ceased publica-
tion in 1898, having been pushed out by newer magazines. These
periodicals nevertheless remain important in the history of American
patchwork, for they were the first to publish patchwork patterns which
were widely circulated all over the country during the third quarter of
the nineteenth century. Using the resources, methods and materials
with which they were most familiar, these magazines attempted to fulfill
requests for patchwork which reigned for many ladies in first place
“amongst the most amusing of the labors of the needle’s°
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