
The Cultural Construction of Quilts
in the 1990s

by Elaine Hedges

The cultural context of quilts and quilting, past and
Present, is of increasing interest to scholars in a number of
fields. Professor Elaine Hedges has written extensively on the
subject, exploring especially the place and meanings of quilts
in women's lives. Here she reviews for The Quilt Journal three
papers presented at "Tradition and Change: The Cultural
Traffic in Quilts," a session included in last fall's American
Studies Association meeting in Boston.

—Editors' Note

The contemporary quilt revival is estimated to involve at
least 15.5 million people in the United States alone, from
quiltmakers, collectors, and exhibit-goers, to quilt historians,
estheticians, and theorists.' So much has by now been writ-
ten about quilts, and so widely available have they become,
that the quilt has entered the popular imagination as a new
cultural icon, replacing the melting pot as the metaphor that
seems best to describe the nation. Indeed, the quilt is by now
the site—and often the contested site— of what sometimes
seems to be an endlessly proliferating array of esthetic,
ethical, political, and social meanings.

"Tradition and Change: The Cultural Traffic in Quilts," was
the title of a session held November 2, 1993 at the annual
meeting of the American Studies Association in Boston,
Massachusetts. Its purpose was to explore and assess some
of the ways in which the quilt is currently being culturally
constructed. The session drew an audience that included
folklorists, students of material culture, art historians and
literary scholars and theorists—a mix that attests both to the
academic interest in quilts and the interdisciplinary nature of
quilt study; such cross-field enrichment is a goal of the
American Studies Association.

The session consisted of three presentations: "Romancing the
Quilt: Feminism and the Contemporary Quilt Revival," by Elaine
Hedges, Towson State University; "(Re) Narrativizing the Textile
Text: Quiltmaking as Autobiographical Act of Resistance," by
Jane Przybysz, University of South Carolina; and "Marketing an
American 'Heritage': The Smithsonian Quilt Controversy" by
Judy Elsley, Weber State University. Collectively the papers
discussed both traditional and recent interpretations of the quilt
in order to assess, and problematize, those interpretations.

"Romancing the Quilt" described feminist response to the
quilt since the early 1970s, and especially new uses of the
quilt metaphor by feminists that have emerged in the last few
years. Feminists have embraced the quilt at least since Patricia
Mainardi's ground-breaking article, "Quilts as an American
Art," first appeared in 1973. 2 They have found in the quilt
such a range of empowering meanings that by 1983, ten

years after Mainardi's article, art critic Lucy Lippard could
state that the quilt had become "the prime visual metaphor
for women's lives, for women's culture." 3 Quilts were seen
as validating the dailiness of women's lives and their unap-
preciated household labor; their scrap content was seen as
analogous to the often fragmented, interrupted nature of
those lives; the quilt's repeated block structure, read as non-
linear and non-hierarchical, attested to feminist ideals of
equality; and the cooperative work methods of the quilting
bee celebrated mutuality and cooperation among women.
Further, both as bedcovers that provided warmth and as
ceremonial gifts, quilts testified to an ethic of nurturing and
caring—female values that in the 1970s were being rediscov-
ered and reclaimed. Finally, the very process of making a
quilt—combining separate, disparate pieces of cloth into a
new whole—powerfully served as symbol for the new whole-
ness and unity, both individual and collective, and the new
political solidarity that feminism espoused.

In the last few years feminist use of the metaphor has
escalated, and the quilt has become an even more privileged
explanatory paradigm, applied to a broad range of contem-
porary concerns both within and outside the academy. The
terminology, designs, construction techniques and produc-
tion processes associated with the quilt have provided femi-
nist scholars and theorists with their key analogies for all of
the following: the history and traditions of American women's
writing: African-American women's literary traditions and an
African-American female esthetic; feminist literary theory and
criticism; women's studies courses and programs; curriculum
transformation projects designed to gender-balance the cur-
riculum and to expand the literary canon to include the
works of women and minorities; feminist pedagogy; women's
spirituality; mother-daughter relationships and family rela-
tionships; the nature of female maturation; women's ways of
thinking, knowing and creating; postmodern theories of the
construction of the self; and, implicit in many of the above
but warranting special emphasis, current feminist concern
with issues of diversity, multiculturalism and difference.

Hedges illustrated these new metaphorical applications
with slides showing the extensive use of quilts and quilt
patterns on the covers of books and journals devoted to
many of the above topics. She also examined the rhetoric in
such publications, where quilting terms and techniques, such
as piecing and joining, block structure, working with scraps
and incorporating diverse fabrics and designs into a quilt,
regularly provide explanatory frameworks.

While such a broad range of applications can be seen as
a tribute to quilts as extraordinarily resonant objects of
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women's work and art, Hedges was concerned to caution
against what may begin to be metaphorical overload. Many
of the contemporary metaphorical uses are oversimplified
and over-generalized. Others are based on serious historical
inaccuracies or an ignorance of quilt history that reveals the
extent to which such history (despite the good attendance at
the ASA session) is still not considered in the academy a
sufficiently important or prestigious subject for scholarly
research. Finally, the especially popular use of the quilt to
celebrate diversity and multiculturalism—the quilt's disparate
fabrics combining to form a harmonious whole—may risk
implying easy solutions to difficult problems, overlooking
the intransigent nature of many racial, ethnic, and class
differences, so that the quilt becomes a nonverbal image that
obscures real dissension. Many of the current mataphorical
uses of the quilt, Hedges concluded, constitute a new roman-
ticization of quilts, at the very time that quilt scholars are
trying to release the quilt from sentimentalities inherited from
the past.

Past as well as present cultural constructions of the quilt,
including ways in which the quilt has been romanticized,
were the subject of Jane Przybysz's presentation, which
combines historical research and analysis with the use of a
performance studies approach to quilts. Przybysz described
the purpose of her presentation as that of "facilitating the
processes of deconstructing popular notions about quiltmak-
ing in America, reconstructing a genealogy of quiltmaking as
historically-specific material and symbolic practices, and theo-
rizing the ever-shifting and elusive dialogical relation be-
tween the making of objects [and] the making of meanings."

Her presentation was in two parts. The first consisted of
a series of dramatic monologues—original poems recited against
a background of quilt slides and presented as a way of restorying
her own personal engagement with quilts. The poems were
intended, as her paper's title indicated, as acts of "autobio-
graphical resistance," a counter-narrative to stereotypical re-
sponses to quilts as, for example, merely comforting objects in
times of bereavement, loss and death or unproblematized
tokens of love. They were experiments in shifting and com-
plicating the present terms of quilt discourse.

This purpose also informed the second half of Przybysz's
presentation, which offered a feminist analysis of two nine-
teenth-century quilting "texts": the quilting party described in
Harriet Beecher Stowe's 1859 novel, The Minister's Wooing,
and the quilting staged by women in a reconstructed New
England kitchen in 1864 at one of the Sanitary Fairs held in
the North during the Civil War to raise money for war relief.
Both the scene in Stowe's widely-read novel and the Sanitary
Fair performance, which may have been inspired by it,
offered nineteenth-century white middle-class women,
Przybysz argued, spaces within which they could question and
at least temporarily free themselves from the restrictive defini-

tion of "femininity" of their culture. Stowe's novel described an
eighteenth-century quilting party placed in a New England
kitchen, which positioned women at the center of the social,
intellectual and political life of their community. The loose
colonial costume worn by the women during the Sanitary Fair
enactment, the informal speech they adopted, and the public
space they occupied during the performance all similarly pro-
vided them with a way of momentarily redefining themselves
and breaking free of gender and class restrictions.

Imaginatively liberating as both Stowe's and the Sanitary
Fair's quilting performances may have been, however, Przybysz
concluded that both were romanticized and idealized presen-
tations. What we know of actual colonial quiltings doesn't
support Stowe's description. What is important is to recognize
the ways in which Stowe's novel, and nineteenth-century stag-
ings of quilting parties and New England kitchens (stagings
which took place at other Sanitary Fairs as well), have shaped
and continue to shape popular conceptions of the "tradition"
of quiltmaking in the United States. Thus, as Przybysz noted,
"the first history of quiltmaking published in America, Quilts:
Their Story and How to Make Them (1915) by Marie Webster,
ends with an eleven-page passage excerpted from The
Minister's Wooing quoted as ethnography, not fiction. Yet
Webster's book continues to be read uncritically, and quoted
vigorously, by quilt scholars and feminists alike."

In "Marketing an American `Heritage'," Judy Elsley, like
Hedges and Przybysz, also explored the ways in which the
meanings attached to quilts are culturally produced. Her
paper examined the controversy over the sale by the
Smithsonian Institution in July 1991 of licensing rights to 100
of its "heirloom" quilt designs to American Pacific Enter-
prises, to be mass produced in China and marketed through
mail order catalogs and department stores. The sale created
unprecedented controversy among quiltmakers, quilt collec-
tors, quilt marketers, and quilt historians. Given that muse-
ums have been routinely selling reproductions of their works
since at least the 1960s, why did the prospect of marketing
reproductions of Smithsonian quilts elicit such protest? One
group of quilters charged that the reproductions amounted
to the "cultural thievery of an American heritage."

In documenting the controversy, Elsley observed that it
addresses "how we perceive quilts, what purpose we think
they serve, and the cultural meaning we assign them," and
that the controversy thus focused attention on some of the
most pressing issues in contemporary quiltmaking.

The reproductions, she argued, generated such contro-
versy because they enact a series of disturbing cultural
dislocations or shifts in our perception of quilts: a shift from
the control of quilts by their makers to control by commercial
enterprises; from focus on the quiltmaker or the process of
creation to focus on the product; from the quilt embedded
in its historical and cultural conditions to the quilt isolated and



even alienated from that context; and a shift from the quilt as
art to the quilt as craft or as mere merchandise. Each of these
shifts, Elsley argued, represents a slippage that undermines the
efforts of quilt scholars and enthusiasts to give quilts, and the
women's culture they represent, their rightful place in Ameri-
can culture. The Smithsonian controversy, she therefore con-
cluded, represented a struggle over women's history, its place,
purpose and significance.

Thus, quilters often framed their outrage over the reproduc-
tions in terms of a sacred violation, the loss of what could be
described as the quilt's "aura." This term, coined by Marxist
philosopher Walter Benjamin, refers to that combination of
uniqueness and context which is essential to any work of art.
Aura, Elsley claimed, is particularly significant in the case of
quilts because these textiles often represent women's texts,
sometimes their only way of speaking, telling their stories, and
recording their existence. To place a quilt in its context, to
acknowledge its aura, in other words, becomes a way to
reclaim women's history. When quilts are stripped of this
context we lose their textuality, and thus women's history and
culture are lost as well.

Elsley recognized that there may be valid reasons for repro-
ducing historically important quilts. Reproductions may inspire
artists, educate the general public, and make available to a
large audience what in the original would be accessible only
to an elite. On the other hand, such reproductions may also
undermine the quilt's meaning as art. Elsley again cited Ben-
jamin, who has argued that the mechanical reproduction of art
changes society's reaction to that art because the unique be-
comes the conventional, and "the conventional is uncritically
enjoyed." We react en masse to reproductions, says Benjamin.
In the case of quilts being marketed as "heirlooms," Elsley
suggested, this en masse reaction may lead to the confirmation
of nostalgic myths about an "America" long gone, one that in
fact probably never existed.

The mass reproduction of the Smithsonian's quilts also has
economic implications that were raised and debated during the
controversy. Cheap imports threaten what is still a somewhat
shaky quilt cottage industry in the United States; and many
protesters were concerned over the possible exploitation of
low-paid Chinese female labor, an exploitation that creates
conditions—the anonymity of the worker, oppressive working
conditions, lack of control by the worker of the product—
representing a return to a cultural status women have long
fought to escape.

The Smithsonian controversy, Elsley concluded, thus dra-
matically demonstrates how the quilt has by now become far
more than a material object; it has become a major cultural
concept. Her examination of the controversy thus corroborated
the findings of the other two papers in the ASA session.
Together, all three papers provided rich and provocative analy-
ses of many of the major ways in which quilts are being

culturally constructed in the 1990s. That some of those con-
structions, or reconstructions, may be open to question on
historical or other grounds, as both Hedges and Przybysz
argue, is not to deny the profound impact quilts have had and
continue to have on the cultural imagination. The papers, it is
hoped, will serve to extend, and usefully complicate, the
current cultural conversation about quilts.

Elaine Hedges is Professor of English and Director of

Women's Studies at Towson State University, Baltimore Mary-

land. She is the author or editor of many books and articles

on women writers and women's quilt culture, including the

text for Hearts and Hands, the Influence of Women and
Quilts on American Society (Quilt Digest Press, 1987).
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