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One of the first quilting styles brought to America by immigrants was that
of the subtly elegant whole-cloth quilt. The beauty of these solid white or
colored quilts comes from elaborate, closely guilted designs that bring
texture and shadows to the piece.

Quilts Made by the Finest of Needleworkers

Quilting these intricate quilts required highly skilled needlework. For the most part cnly
women of wealth and leisure had the time to develop and use such fine sewing skills.
The designs on these quilts were often floral combined with feathered and geometric
patterns. Some even included figures of ships, animals and peaple.

Intricate Stitching in Richly Colored Wools

Many whole-cloth quilts were made with glazed wool and wool
batting. They were often in bold colors, particularly the colorfast
indigo and red. These guilts were the successor of the woclen
petticoats that 18th century women wore. Dresses were
designed with an open panel to show the lovely quilting
beneath.

Later some of these petticoats were made into quilts by cutting
the length in half and sewing the two resulting panels together.
Thus it is sometimes confusing as tc whether a book or record is referring to a piece of
clothing or a quilt when the word "petticoat” is used.

With Trapunto in Fine White Cotton

The more formal of these whole-cloth quilts were made e |
with white cotton fabric while white linen was often used
for the backing. Usually these quilts had a central design

with repeated florals and or geometrics surrounding it.

A skilled quilter often took an even more difficult step.
She would stuff some of the motifs with additional
batting to give a greater sense of depth. After the
quilting was completed a small pointed instrument called
a bodkin was used to separate the threads of the
backing. Through this tiny opening the quilter
painstakingly stuffed small bits of additional filling. The
finest of needleworkers were able to make the back almost indistinguishable from the

top! This technigue is called stuffed work or Trapunto. These masterpieces were
sometimes finished with a cotton fringe.

Wholecloth Quilts with Printed Fabric

Although solid fabric is best for showing fine quilting some
whole cloth quilts were made with a printed fabric. Although
they look far different from those made with a sclid colored
fabric these printed versions are lovely in their own way.

B There are extant guilts from the late 1800s through the early
I 1900s made with toile or flowered chintz. These tended to have
simpler quilting on them as the fabric was showcased.

European and British Origins

The art of making these exquisite quilts was first popularized in France and soon
became highly favored in England as well. Because they were in such demand
eventually French weavers developed a way to make these beautiful textured quilts on
a loom. The bedcoverings they wove came to be called Marseilles quilts. As I sit here
writing this article I notice that my bedspread is a distant woven relative of the
Marseilles quilt. When I consider that the method of quilting beautiful designs on solid
fabric originated in Sicily in the 14th century I realize that my seemingly ordinary
bedspread comes from a tradition that has evelved over 6 centuries.

A Revival During the Arts and Crafts Movement

It is less well known that there was a more recent renewal of Bl Q;tr_
interest in whole cloth quilts with their elegant quilting. Fawn A e j_‘
Valentine reports, "Whole-cloth quilts made of cotton sateen = |

were popular in the first half of the twentieth century ..." ! The B, -, :
Arts and Crafts Movement had encouraged people to go back to £ T T T
a simpler way of decorating their homes after the extravagance LU s
of the Victorian Era. The introduction of the sewing machine e i *-:_',
also had its part in inspiring women to made whole cloth quilts, FEEEENIENIESS
The book, "Hearts and Hands", tells us, "All-white quilts, avoiding the distractions of
fabric pattern and celor and of pieced designs, were especially favored as showing the
possibilities of machine quilting as well as the makers prowess at complex
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embellishment.

An indication that women wanted this wholecloth look can be found in Ruth Finley's
book published in 1929. In it she bemoaned the following practice saying, "Thus it
happened that, when colored counterpanes began to go out of style in the late

(eighteen) seventies, many a woman turnad her gay red and green masterpiece wrong

side up, thereby dressing her bed without added expense in fashionable plain white." 3
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