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The Lancaster County Quilt Harvest

by Patricia Keller

The quilt survey movement in the United States, a phenom-

enon largely of the last decade, was not conceived as a national

effort, with standardized goals and methods. Instead, starting in

1982 in Kentucky, the idea spread across the country, so there

are now few states in which quilt surveys have not been done.

Inspiration and methodology were borrowed or methods rein-
vented, with varying degrees of sophistication and application of

scholarly standards. Most of the surveys have been designed and

run by quilt enthusiasts rather than people trained as scholars

in the decorative arts, folklore, art history, etc., and concern has

been expressed about many of the surveys' designs, methodolo-

gies, use and interpretation of data collected, and, ultimately,

value to quilt scholarship.

Patricia Keller was the director of the Lancaster County,

Pennsylvania quilt documentation project from its founding

in 1988 to 1993. She and her steering committee felt that
such a survey offered a unique opportunity for collecting and

interpreting social and historical data. To fully exploit these

possibilities Ms. Keller assembled a distinguished multi-disci-

plinary body of scholars and subjected the survey's design,

methodologies and interpretive potential of data collected to

their scrutiny and suggestions. This was the first time such an

approach had been applied to a quilt documentation project;

her article describes how it was conceived and implemented.

Ms. Keller welcomes inquiries about the methods discussed in

her article as they apply to quilt documentation projects. She may

be contacted in writing through this journal.

—Editors' Note

The Heritage Center Museum of Lancaster County estab-
lished The Lancaster County Quilt Harvest quilt documenta-
tion effort in October, 1988.' As conceived and developed,
the Quilt Harvest is a multifaceted history project focusing on
the social, economic, intellectual and political lives of women
and men in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, through analysis
and interpretation of 18th, 19th and early-20th century quilted
textiles and quiltmaking traditions specific to this geopolitical
entity.' The design of the Lancaster project was informed by
preceding artifact studies and methodologies, including sev-
eral prior state and regional quilt documentation projects.3
The Quilt Harvest project correlates with the Heritage Center
Museum's mission of collecting, documenting, exhibiting and
interpreting the decorative arts of Lancaster County, Pennsyl-
vania. The intention of this article is to describe one feature
of the Lancaster project's design, an aspect that may prove
useful as a resource for quilt documentation projects inter-
ested in extending the interpretive potential of project data.

As originally conceived, The Lancaster County Quilt Har-
vest consisted of four interrelated, essentially sequential com-
ponents. The initial phase consisted of several months of
detailed and comprehensive planning leading to the mass
quilt documentation effort (data collection). The products of
documentation required an extended phase of data organi-
zation and computerization necessary to support an ex-
tended period of taxonomic development and interpretive
inquiry.* The mass-documentation fieldwork phase of this
project, similar to many previous and subsequent American
regional and state mass quilt documentation projects,

consisted  of a series of public quilt documentation events.
During these events the project team assembled an extensive
written and photographic base of detailed empirical informa-
tion about the physical appearance and structural character-
istics of Lancaster County quilted textiles brought by their
owners for documentation. By interviewing quilt owners and
makers the team also collected information detailing the
individual quilts' histories of use and ownership, biographi-
cal data about the quilts' makers and owners, descriptions of
makers' tools and techniques, and a range of additional
evidence pertaining to the production and use of quilted
bedcoverings and other quilted textiles in Lancaster County
during the period under study.' As was originally intended,
the necessarily capsulized data collected through the public
quilt documentation days provided a guide to opportunities
for subsequent audio-or videotaped ethnographic interviews
with quiltmakers and quilt owners. The information collected
during the subsequent interview process clarified and expanded
the anecdotal base of historical information, and provided
opportunities to explore current attitudes and remembered
aspects of individual and group behavior.

Two fundamental objectives motivated the Quilt Harvest
project Steering Committee and informed the research de-
sign. On the pragmatic level, the documentation questions
were designed to guide fieldworkers in recording detailed
empirical information from quilts made in Lancaster County
in the 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries. 6 This data would
later be subject to quantitative analyses to substantiate or
modify an informal yet commonly operative taxonomy of
physical characteristics thought to distinguish quilts made in
Lancaster County in the period under study. By identifying
physical attributes which distinguish dated quilts made by
members of various ethnic, religious, economic and social
groups from Lancaster County's various geographic (and
demographic) sub-regions, the project team anticipated de-
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veloping diachronic systems of taxonomic classification for
Lancaster County quilts.

Though development of differentiating taxonomic profiles
was an arguably sufficient impetus for the intensive under-
taking planned, the Steering Committee was persuaded from
the outset that the Quilt Harvest afforded an important and
unparalleled opportunity for deeper social and historical
analyses based on quilts and quiltmaking behaviors as appar-
ently gendered manifestations of material culture. To this
end, the "Quilt Harvest" project design embraced a corollary
objective: interdisciplinary examination of the project's em-
pirical and anecdotal data. As suggested by Fleming's
model for artifact study, such cultural analysis promised to
reveal intersections of function and meaning connecting the
indigenous production, use, and retention of quilted
bedcoverings to the larger contexts of Lancaster County's
social, political, intellectual and economic life.'

Once computerization of the Quilt Harvest project data
was well under way, the enormous interpretive potential
inherent in the aggregate database, as well as questions
about the statistical significance of the sample, prompted
design of a transitional review and planning study in prepa-
ration for the project's interpretive phase. In early 1993 the
Heritage Center Museum organized an interdisciplinary team
of consulting academicians and independent scholars to join
the members of the project team8 in a review of the Quilt
Harvest project methodology and data. The consultants were
asked to suggest theoretical and conceptual issues and models
from the perspective of their specific discipline and/or indi-
vidual research which they thought could prove applicable
to the project database and developing multiple lines of
interpretive inquiry and analysis. The consultants were also
invited to comment on the project's sampling characteristics,
and suggest additional augmentative or corrective work they
thought necessary.

The composition of the panel was carefully considered to
include representatives of a number of research fields and
academic disciplines; it was not thought, however, that this
configuration exhausted the possibilities for interdisciplinary
thought relative to this project. The panel included social and
cultural historian Barbara G. Carson (Commonwealth Center
for American Studies, College of William and Mary) whose
professional experience has emphasized statistical interpre-
tation of American material culture within the context of
American social and cultural history; historians Laurel Thatcher
Ulrich (University of New Hampshire) and Louise Stevenson
(Franklin and Marshall College, Lancaster) who approached
the project data in light of overarching issues in American
history and American women's history of the 18th and 19th
centuries, respectively; folklorist Bernard L. Herman (Univer-
sity of Delaware), whose professional experience has empha-
sized material culture studies and statistical reconstruction

and interpretation of material and socio-historical contexts;
textile historian Barbara A. Brackman, lecturer and author of
several recognized reference works on American quilts;
Thomas Winpenny (Elizabethtown College) an historian with
specialized training in the history of technology whose re-
search has focused upon the impact of 19th century indus-
trialization on south-central Pennsylvania; and statistician
Rebecca J. Siders (University of Delaware) whose cross-dis-
ciplinary approach combining American social and cultural
history with social science statistical analysis supported in-
quiry, analysis, and interpretation of the Quilt Harvest project
database.

The review and planning study was designed to afford each
consultant the time and information necessary to become
thoroughly oriented to the Quilt Harvest project and its
methodology prior to traveling to Lancaster for a one-day
roundtable conference. Three months before the Lancaster
conference, each consultant was provided with a synopsis of
the review and planning study's design and objectives, an
extended written overview of the Quilt Harvest project
methodology, a system description detailing the computer-
ized database files, file relationships, screens, codes, and
reporting capabilities; sample quilt documentation forms,
and additional background materials.' Follow-up telephone
conferences and meetings with each consultant clarified
ambiguities and addressed questions concerning both the
review and planning study and the overall project design.

Consultants and project team members next prepared
informal written summaries or listings of their initial obser-
vations and suggestions for future analysis and interpretation
of the Quilt Harvest data.'° These were collated and distrib-
uted to all participants for review prior to the Lancaster
conference. A synthetic analysis of the combined initial
observations and interpretive suggestions revealed two pri-
mary and interrelated categories of investigation which cor-
responded to the documentation project's initial objectives:
1. visual and structural analysis of various Lancaster County
quilts' physical attributes and changes in these typologies
over time; and 2. investigation of social and historical con-
texts for quilts and quiltmaking behavior in Lancaster County.
Consultants' initial suggestions included models of quantita-
tive testing for points of congruence between two or more
of the 22 identified data fields (for example, maker religion/
presence of inscription/date of object), and 82 questions
relating project data to larger social and historical contexts
(examples: Is there a discernible relationship between quilt
production and wartime? Is there a discernible shift in the
demographic profile of those making quilts in a pre-indus-
trial era vs. an industrial society?).

Following this period of preparation, consultants and
project team members met in Lancaster in June, 1993, for an

continued on page 12
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continued from page 11

informal, day -long exchange and synthesis of observations, doctoral student in the American Civilization Program within
insights, and ideas for future research based upon the Quilt the History Department of the University of Delaware, pursu-
Harvest effort. A slide presentation including scenes from the ing synthesis of American social history, women's history,
public documentation effort and a broad representation of and material culture study. In June, 1994, she will guest
the objects documented during the Quilt Harvest project curate an exhibition of quilts from Lebanon County, Pennsyl-
(including quilts, quilt tops, pieced and quilted pillow slips, vania, for the Hershey Museum of American Life in Hershey,
quilting patterns, etc.) served as one catalyst for an enlight- Pennsylvania. Patricia has recently been named a 1994
ening and enormously productive discussion extending Sullivan Fellow by the Museum of American Textile History in
through much of the day. Reports of sample frequencies North Andover, Massachusetts. She will examine the impact of
suggested by the consultants' earlier queries were also dis- regional taste and patterns of consumption on printed cotton
tributed, and were useful for helping the group discuss textile manufacturers in America, 1840-1940, through a case
concerns relative to the sample's statistical validity and for study of the network of commercial interactions connecting
supporting additional theoretical and conceptual discussion quiltmakers in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, with Ameri-
of topics for future research. can printed cotton textile mills in the 19th and early 20th

The entire day's proceedings were audio-tape recorded and centuries.
transcribed verbatim. A hard-copy executive summary as well
as a diskette copy of the entire transcription were distributed to
each participant for review several weeks after the Lancaster
conference. The executive summary organized the points raised
during the conference discussion within topically-related cat-
egorical headings." Each participant also received a list of
specific questions requesting additional information (such as
bibliographic references) and clarification of difficult concepts
or comments made during the Lancaster conference. Consult-
ants subsequently provided this additional information either in
writing or during individual conferences.

This opportunity for collaborative interdisciplinary review
of the Quilt Harvest project methodology and interpretive
potential proved enormously beneficial and productive.
Undertaken at a point of transition between data compilation
and interpretation, this study provided an opportunity for
valuable extended discourse helpful for assessing the overall
validity of the project's actual sampling. Equally important,
the multiple perspectives on the project and its interpretive
potential provided by academicians and scholars from vary-
ing disciplines and backgrounds contributed new insights
and promising theoretical and conceptual models to inform
future quilt project data analysis and interpretation.

Patricia Keller received her material culture training as a

Fellow in the Winterthur Program in Early American Culture,

receiving an M.A. in 1984 from the University of Delaware.

Her research has been particularly directed toward Pennsyl-

vania German material culture with special emphasis on

paint-decorated furniture and quilted textiles, and she has

written and lectured frequently on these and other decorative

arts topics. As Director/Curator of The Heritage Center of

Lancaster County from 1984-1993, she organized numerous

original exhibitions interpreting regional decorative arts.

Patricia served as director of The Lancaster County Quilt

Harvest, a regional quilt documentation project sponsored by

the Heritage Center, and continues as a volunteer curatorial

research associate for that project. Currently, Patricia is a
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