
"Sister Quilts from Sicily, A Pair of
Renaissance Bedcovers"

by Jonathan Holstein

Q uilter's Newsletter Magazine in its September 1993 issue
had a lovely article by Susan Young, "Sister Quilts from
Sicily, A Pair of Renaissance Bedcovers" on the famous but
imperfectly understood trapunto quilts thought to have been
made in a Sicilian workshop of the 14th century and now in
the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, and the Bargello
Museum, Florence. The two quilts, which display a number
of familiar techniques, have long been noted as perhaps the
earliest surviving Western true quilts. (For those unfamiliar
with them: They are made of white linen stuffed with cotton
and show scenes, in a cartoon-like narrative fashion, from
the Tristan and Isolde story, extremely popular during the
period. The figures are raised with trapunto and the back-
grounds treated with stipple-like quilting. Wonderful callig-
raphy in the picture frames describes the action. There are
mounted and armored knights, scenes of combat, crowded
boats, a pageant of late Medieval and early Renaissance life.
Quilting was done in two different threads.)

There has been considerable confusion generally about
such essential information as the origin and nature of the
pieces; it was stated in the Victoria and Albert's inventory of
their quilt, for instance, that it was part of the quilt now in
the Bargello, and that was repeated by the Orlofskys in their
Quilts in America (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1974,
pp. 3-4.) However, Pio Rajna (in a 1913 article cited at the
end of thie review), Roger Loomis (in Arthurian Legends in
Medieval Art) and Averil Colby (in Quilting) state that they
were a pair of quilts, and Ms. Young's careful analysis gives
ample substantiation for this. (In her article she mentions the
Victoria & Albert's notation and says, "...I believe this idea is
mistaken.", but does not mention that Rajna, Loomis and
Colby all thought the quilts a pair.)

Ms. Young has done an admirable job of summarizing the
known documentation and interpretations, including that
important 1913 analysis of the Bargello's quilt by medievalist
Pio Rajna. Its discovery in 1890 by the Countess Maddalena
in a Guicciardini family villa at Usella, near Prato in Tuscany
(central Italy), and the internal evidence of the use of that
family's crest (three hunting horns) on Tristan's clothes and
shield, are fairly convincing evidence of its family origin. The
appearance of that same crest in the Victoria and Albert quilt
indicates strongly the two pieces were in some way con-
nected. Ms. Young, drawing on Rajna's and others' historical
data and her own analysis of their form, demonstrates con-
vincingly that the quilts were a pair made for the same
family. Her analysis of the current structure of the two allows

her to propose (very reasonably) that the differences in size
and conformation (the Bargello's quilt is asymmetrical, un-
like the Victoria and Albert's, and is smaller) are almost
certainly due to the Bargello quilt having been at some time
altered, probably to fit on a bed smaller than the one for
which it was originally made. She noted (I assume again
following Rajna's lead) the three lilies on Tristan's opponent's
boat and shield, a heraldic device which was associated with
the Acciaiuoli family. A marriage between a member of that
family and a Guicciardini was celebrated in 1395, a plausible
date for the making of the two quilts, and a plausible
occasion for their commissioning.

The quilts are charming in style, and would no doubt be
labeled "primitive" in comparison to the high arts of the
period. There was a long-established tradition of narrative
textiles in Europe, perhaps the most famous being the cen-
turies earlier Bayeaux Tapestry, a 231 foot-long linen panel
embroidered by Queen Matilda and her court with a graphic
account of the successful invasion of Anglo-Saxon England
by her husband, William the Conqueror. That textile shows
a similar pictorial treatment of episode, and also contains
written "captions" or explanations of the action, etc.

I asked Ms. Young several questions. The first was, what
is the evidence of the quilts' Sicilian origin? Here is her
answer:

"The description of the quilts as Sicilian is supported not
only by tradition, but also by the fact that Sicily was one of
Italy's famous centres of embroidery and lacework (a collec-
tion of examples is held in the Museum of Palermo). The
inventory of the Victoria and Albert museum and the cata-
logue of the Palazzo Davanzati collection both describe the
quilts as Sicilian. (The quilt had been in the Bargello, then
was for a time in the Palazzo Davanzati, but since 1991 has
been back in the Bargello. Ed.) Rajna bases his assertion
about their origin on his detailed study of the lettering which
he demonstrates to be in Sicilian dialect. In addition, the
subject matter has strong links with Sicilian culture. The
Arthurian legends were known in Sicily during Norman rule
and became so assimilated that it was believed Arthur had
not died amongst his people but survived to live on the
peaks of Mount Etna, prolonging his existence eternally by
repeated acts of heroism. The Arthurian and Carolingian
romances were still an important part of Sicilian culture in
the 19th and 20th centuries when they provided the major
part of the subject matter for the armed marionette theatre
of southern Italy. The Guicciardini family originated in the



south and maintained links with that region even when
based in Florence. There were other examples of Sicilian
quilts in Tuscany — the 1386 inventory of the Florentine
Bartolomeo Boscoli mentions a Sicilian quilt decorated with
coats-of-arms. Also, the Azzolino family have a piece of a
quilt measuring 2.50 metres, estimated to have been 3.80
metres x 4.15 metres originally. It is very similar to the
Guicciardini quilts in its construction and subject matter but
Rajna believes it to have originated from Calabria rather than
Sicily because of the use of a Calabrian dialect variation.

Although apparently made in Sicily, the quilts are believed
to have been commissioned by a Tuscan family. In addition
to the established ownership by the Guicciardini family in
Florence, this argument is supported by the minute analysis
carried out by Rajna of the version of the Tristan story which
is depicted in the quilts. By comparing this version with all
known texts, he shows that it is based on a Tuscan, and
probably Florentine, variation."

My second question was about the filling. Ms. Young
states that ". . . the filling is cotton. . . " and I found that
surprising; I would have assumed that a European-made
quilt of that age would have been stuffed with wool. Indeed,
the Victoria and Albert had noted in a 1904 inventory that the
stuffing of its Sicilian quilt was wool, and this has been stated
by writers in the field for some decades (Webster, Quilts:
Their Story and How to Make Them, 1915; Kretsinger and
Hall, The Romance of the Patchwork Quilt, 1935; and Orlofsky
and Orlofsky, Quilts in America, 1974, for instance). Ms.
Young's answer to my query about the stuffing was this:
"When I examined the Usella (Bargello) quilt, I believed the
filling to be cotton because Rajna states that the stitching
`encloses between two fabrics, one soft and fine, the other
hard and rough, a layer of cotton and cotton wick.' He also
identifies the filling of the Azzolino quilt, which is visible
through the many holes in its worn surface, as cotton. Lidia
Morelli also says that the filling is cotton. According to the
Victoria and Albert inventory, however, the filling of their
quilt is wool. Kay Staniland, in the book Medieval Craftsmen,
Embroiderers (British Museum Press, 1991) describes the
filling as 'cotton wool'."

An inquiry to the Victoria and Albert was clearly in order.
Howard Batho of the museum's Textiles and Dress Depart-
ment very kindly responded to a quick query about the
stuffing of its Sicilian quilt. He examined it with a colleague,
and their conclusion was that it is stuffed with "unprocessed
cotton wadding" rather than wool.

Thus it appears that both the Bargello's and the Victoria
and Albert's quilts are filled with some form of cotton wad-
ding, a material which must have been obtained by trade. No
cotton was then grown in Europe. But there was a significant
export of finished cotton textiles to Europe from the Orient
and the Levant; Sicily had strong ties with the latter. The

nature of the filling in the quilts would seem to imply that
the cotton trade of the period included unprocessed cotton,
perhaps even cotton batting. Was it being imported for
making underarmor, textile armor, padded clothing and other
similar applications in addition to quiltmaking?

And the third question: If the quilts were a pair, this raises
the issue of bed styles. Would a pair of "twin" beds have
been usual in the period? Ms. Young's response: "It was
apparently common for a room to contain two great beds,
for a couple as well as any children. Rajna argues that the
pair were destined for the same room because the scenes in
one quilt complete the story of the other."

These remarkable quilts—and any associated examples—
are certainly worthy of a longer study. Let us hope Ms.
Young decides to do it.



Editors' Note
The experience of producing a journal for three years has

been illuminating. Time-devouring, deadline-hounded, such
endeavors are, at the small journal level, labor-intensive
labors of love. Without professional journal staff, one has the
broadening experience of doing every job. Working with
authors, seeing ideas develop and flower into articles, has
been for us particularly enjoyable.

Two factors have now encouraged us to change to an
annual format: The difficulty of a biannual schedule of plan-
ning issues in which single themes can be searchingly ex-
plored, and the need to produce the journal with more
economies of time and production costs. Starting in 1995,
therefore, we will publish once a year, incorporating in each
issue at least the same number of articles, reviews, etc., as
would have appeared in two biannual volumes. That way we
can plan a cluster of articles on a single theme in a given
volume and have at the same time enough room to cover
other unrelated, but important, topics. We will continue to
publish articles and reviews of the same diversity and scope
as have appeared in the Journal thus far. This change will
enable us to better fulfill our mission, and we thank you in
advance for your continued support of The Quilt Journal: An
International Review.

Membership Renewal
It is time to renew your membership for 1995. All 1995

membership renewals are also entitled to a onetime dis-
counted price of $35.00 plus $3.75 shipping/handling on the
collected working papers of the 1992 Louisville Celebrates the
American Quilt conferences. The following lectures, edited
from the conference transcripts are included:
1. Since Kentucky: Surveying State Quilts 1981-1991.
2. Directions in Quilt Scholarship.
3. Bibliography Conference.
4. The African-American and the American Quilt.
5. Quilts and Collections - Private, Public and Corporate.

The exhibitions, conferences, lectures and gatherings
which comprised the Celebration addressed issues of
concern to all interested in quilts here and abroad and
helped establish goals, priorities and methods for the
coming decades of quilt study and appreciation. The
conferences were planned to further quilt scholarship in
specific areas, and to bring together scholars who might
create new dialogues about quilts and help clarify
scholarly aims and standards in the field.

Membership in The Quilt Project supports the
publication of The Quilt Journal, the effort to establish
and maintain an international quilt index, and other quilt-
related educational endeavors. Membership in 1995 will
bring you The Quilt Journal twice a year. Upon joining,
members will be entitled to a onetime discount of 15%
on all publications, patrons and sponsors 25%. Single
back issues of The Quilt Journal are available for $7.50
per copy. Visa/MasterCard accepted. Phone: 502-587-6721.
Fax: 502-897-3819. Send your checks to: The Quilt
Project/The Kentucky Quilt Project, Inc., P.O. Box 6251,
Louisville, Kentucky 40206.

Categories of Membership are:
Sponsor $250
Patron $100
Supporting $50
Sustaining $25
Regular $15

Overseas Memberships add $5.00 per year for surface
shipping.

The Kentucky Quilt Project, Inc., is a not-for-profit,
501(c)3, organization and all donations are tax deductible.
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