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The "Hand Quilting" of Marseille
by Janine Janniere

In textile literature, the term "Marseille" refers both to a commercial,
loom-woven white bedspread of the 19th century (usually called
in the United States a "Marseilles" spread) and several types of quilt-
related needlework done in the Marseille area for some centuries.
The latter are sometimes collectively called "Marseilles hand quilt-
ing." This article will discuss the latter.

More has been written in English than in French on Marseille
quilted bedcovers; but even in Anglo-American quilt literature, there
are few studies on those textiles which have been called "Marseilles"
for several centuries. There has been more published, for instance,
on quilted petticoats and clothing as a part of costume study in
France as well as England and America.

The well-known English authority, Averil Colby, makes two
mentions of the word "Marseilles" (pp. 149 and 150 of her book,
Quilting) referring to the woven type of spreads. In her chapters
on corded and stuffed work and on quilting of the 16th, 17th, and
18th centuries, she illustrates a number of garments and bedcovers
showing cord-quilting but never mentions Marseille or Provence. As
an example of European 16th century work, she illustrates a linen
quilt of German origin.1

Patsy and Myron Orlofsky, after writing a few words about loom-
made "Marseilles" spreads, admit that "there is no real evidence as
to the derivation of the name Marseilles. One authority on needlework
has expressed the theory that it was first  hand-stitched quilting,
produced by the yard in the South of France and then exported to
other parts of Europe and England."' Neither Colby nor the Orlofskys
mention Marseille quilting under the categories of cord or stuffed work.

In 1977 Susan Swan wrote: "the term Marseilles quilting was
actually a misnomer, since by definition quilting binds together
three layers of fabric, and in this technique, only two are joined, with
artistically shaped areas of filling between them. The finished
product resembled those done with the techniques that are known
today as stuffed work and corded work."3

In 1978, in the "Bulletin de Liaison du Centre International
d'Etude des Textiles Anciens," Mildred Lanier puts 18th and 19th
century Marseille quilting in three categories: 4 The "first generation"
is hand-quilted work, the second and third are hand-loom and
machine-woven textiles. The earliest reference she found, probably
in an English or American source (we do not know whether she
searched for written evidence in France), is in a letter from Henry
Purefoy to Anthony Baxter in London, dated August 5, 1739. After
having ordered "a neat white quilted petticoat" the month before,
he wrote, "I have returned the Marseilles Quilt petticoat... It is so
heavy my mother cannot wearing (sic) it." But unfortunately the
references do not give us any idea of the actual stitching technique
used. She assumes it could be what "is now called Italian or cord

quilting" and also quotes a Virginia plantation journal listing in 1756

"40 yards of French quilting 2/6." 5 She admits that she and her
colleagues have researched this subject "without reaching any
definite conclusions as to how or why these fabrics may have
received the name Marseilles" In 1980, recognizing the need for a
classification of what is called "white work," Jean Taylor Federico,
curator of the D.A.R. Museum, stated that Marseille quilting is one
of the three categories of this type of work (the other two being
candlewicking and embroidery)6 and could be called "corded" or
"stuffed work," but not "trapunto," which is a 20th century term. She
agreed with Susan Swan's analysis that it was not really quilting
since only two layers of fabric were employed. Mildred Lanier
wrote, however, that the first generation of Marseille quilts had a
wadding of wool fleece, later replaced by cotton. Were these
authors talking about the same country and time period?

In 1982 the American Quilt Study Group published an article by
Sally Garoutte which went beyond a description of Marseille quilts
to include some information on the "Provencal" cultural context.'
She does not mention batting but does discuss the corded and
stuffed techniques and the "boutis," the name given in Provence to
the special instrument used to insert the cord in cording. Garoutte
mentioned that the folk art museum in Arles has three 17th century
Provencal covers displaying these techniques and seemed to infer
that these were made all over Provence and were called "Marseilles
Quilts" in England because of their place of purchase. None of the
writing mentioned thus far analyzed the quilting stitch used in these
types of work.8

In 1984, Tandy Hersh wrote a well-researched article on 18th
century quilted silk petticoats.' She listed four different stitching
techniques used in quilted petticoats: running stitch, cord-quilted,
stuffed work and what she calls the "variant" stitch (a variation of
the back stitch). To illustrate the latter, there is a photograph of the
piece described by Mildred Lanier as "the epitome of first generation
Marseilles": it is a yellow silk petticoat, in the collection of the
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, with the signature "Abigail
Trowbridge 1750." Interestingly enough, the stitch technique used
on it is called "American type" by Ann Pollard Rowel0 (it apparently
was not used in England) and "variant" by Tandy Hersh.

At this point, we must ask the question, can we really differentiate
Marseille quilting from the French, cord, stuffed, variant or American
type, or do all these terms describe the same technique?

Let us turn to French writing on the subject. In fact, there is little
in the literature, surprising when one considers that quilting in
Provence was a widespread tradition for a number of centuries. To
my knowledge, only three French authors have dealt with Marseille
quilting, mostly in periodicals or catalogues, and no book dedicated
entirely to it exists." Among these authors, Marie Jose Eymar-
Beaumelle seems to have done most research on the topic. She is
the owner of an antique gallery in Marseille, a collector of Marseille
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quilting, a member of the C.I.E.T.A. and previously worked for the
Musee du Vieux Marseille. Before I summarize her work, I think
we need to briefly describe the historical background of Marseille
and its area, which might help us understand better the devel-
opment of the quilting tradition there. When we talk of Provence
today, we mean a historical and cultural area in Southeastern
France, spreading east of the Rhone River to the border of Italy.
The main city of the region is Marseille. 12 Since its foundation
by the Greeks in 7th century B.C., Marseille has been a dynamic
and prestigious cultural and economic center, located in a
strategic site for the development of international trade. The
area became a "Provincia Romana" in Gaul in the 2nd century
B.C., and the people of Marseille were rewarded for their help
to the Romans by obtaining fiscal immunity.

Provence itself was an autonomous region which became part
of the Kingdom of France only in 1481. 13 Before that, it was run by
several Counts and especially by the Dynasty of Anjou from 1246
to 1480: the first Count, Charles I d'Anjou and the last, Rene
d'Anjou had both the title of "Count of Provence and King of Sicily."
One of the earliest records of quilting in France was found in the
accounts of the French King Louis IX in 1234 14 (who happened to
be the brother of Charles P" d'Anjou). So if quilting was introduced
to Provence and France via Italy, these close contacts might have
been a conduit.

The Counts of Provence had granted the region certain institutions,
privileges, rights and exemptions; and when the last Count bequeathed

it to the King of France, Louis XI, in 1481, he urged him to maintain
and protect these specific rights and status, which the King did.
Marseille, never a docile city, fought always to keep its autonomy.
It was a thriving economic capital and created the first Chamber of
Commerce in France; it had established an intense trade with the
"Levant" (mostly the eastern coast of the Mediterranean), Venice,
Spain and North Africa and attracted many immigrants and merchants.
Because of its trade with the ports of the Levant (particularly Alep),
Marseille and Provence were the first in France to import Indian
cottons, beginning in the 16th century. In two estate inventories
from Marseille dated 1577 and 1580 are found the earliest known
written references in France to the use of Indian cotton, actually for
bed quilts.'' While Portuguese traders are credited with being the
first Europeans to discover Indian toiles (in the early 16th century),
Paul Schwartz, an authority from Mulhouse, thinks that France was
probably the first country in Europe to copy the Indian technique
of cotton printing, as illustrated by a contract signed in Marseille in
1648. 16 Most reading this will know the story of the popularity of
those "Indiennes" in Europe in the 17th century, which led to
government prohibitions to protect the national manufacturers of
silk, wool and linen. In France, the first act was passed in 1686 and
the prohibition went on until 1759. The act forbade not only the
importation of Indian cottons and the manufacture of printed
cottons in the country, but even the wearing or other use of them.
Several French scholars have discussed this extraordinary period in
France, in accounts which sometimes sound like adventure stories.''
In those 73 years, two Edicts and 80 Decrees were made in an
attempt to enforce this prohibition. The most repressive law threatened
those who smuggled these fabrics into France with death, or life in
the galleys. These laws were to be applied in the whole Kingdom,
Provence included. But what about Marseille?

Colbert, Minister of Louis XIV, who had done much for the
development of commerce, stimulated the growth of national
manufacturers and created the French East India Company. He
supported Marseille and re-established it as a free port in 1669 (after
Louis XIV had tried to discipline the city and reduce its privileges).
Now, as a free port, Marseille wanted to be exempted from the
prohibitions and be considered a "foreign city." 18 Its argument was
that the lack of open commerce would ruin trade with foreign
countries and the Levant as well as destroy local industries, which
supported many families. Some records of those years give precise
and important information for quilt scholars: one said that quilting
on white cotton for the making of bed quilts, skirts and clothing was
quite an important professional activity in Marseille, giving work to
about 2,000 people. 19 Another states that before the prohibition,
Marseille produced 40,000 to 50,000 wadded quilts ("vannes") a
year; but two years after the beginning of the prohibition, this had
been reduced to a third of that quantity.20  In view of this and the
strong protests of the people of Marseille, it was eventually decided
that Marseille could import and use only white toiles from the
Levant, which could then be introduced into the rest of the
Kingdom only after having been quilted and made into bedcovers,
caps, and other works done in that city. The white toiles could be



sold abroad before or after having been printed or made into quilted
objects. But other fabrics, such as silks, printed cottons, painted
toiles from the Levant, India and China could only enter Marseille
and wait in transit before being exported. The "Marseillais" could
not wear or use the latter fabrics, and their introduction into the rest
of the Kingdom was strictly prohibited. 21 Since white toiles were
allowed only in Marseille, one would think it would have stimulated
local quilted white work and its export abroad. If this decree was
respected, we can assume that all the French white cotton quilts
imported by England between 1691 and 1759 were named "Marseilles"
not only because of their place of purchase, but because they could
only be made in Marseille. The rest of the Kingdom, including
Provence, was not allowed to produce and sell them. Even if they
were made all over Provence after the prohibition, in the second
half of the 18th century and in the 19th, it is logical they would have
kept abroad (and in France) the name they had for at least 68 years.

Marie JoseEymar-Beaumelle states that we should divide Marseille
handquilting into three categories:

The most prestigious is what is called "toiles piquees" or "picqures
de Marseille" in French (the actual terms found in 17th and 18th
century records). 22 The oldest known surviving examples seem to
date from the end of the 17th century. They were luxury items,
probably made by local professional upholsterers until the decline
of this trade in the second half of the 18th century. They were very
elaborate and time-consuming and were considered the most highly

praised gifts that the city of Marseille could offer its guests of honor.23
They were sold to the wealthy in France, Spain, Portugal, Italy,
Holland, England and Germany. They were made with fine "lisats"24
for the top fabric and a loosely-woven fabric for the back. This
confirms what we have read in many quilt history books. As for the
stitching technique, Ms. Beaumelle specified it was not a regular
backstitch ("point arriere" in French) but a "point de piqure ," the
most time consuming of all.

25
 We can read in a late 19th century

French encyclopedia of needlework that when the "point de
piqure" left some space between the stitches on the front, it was
called "point de sable."26 Is it possible this is the "variant" stitch
described by Tandy Hersh?

The "point de piqure"  was used to form the tunnel into which
the fine cord was inserted. Sometimes the rest of the work was
entirely covered with embroidery stitches, and several stitching
techniques could be combined on a single piece. What about the
"boutis'? Ms. Beaumelle did not find the term in any 18th century
archives. The original word was "Broderie emboutie" in the old
encyclopedias and was also called "Broderie de Marseille" in a book
written by Charles-Germain de Saint Aubin (son of the King's
embroiderer), L'Art du Brodeur, in 1770. 27 It was a descendant of
the "piqures de Marseille," a simplified version which appeared in
the second half of the 18th century. It could be done as a home
craft and gave serious competition to the declining professional
"piqures de Marseille." There were still two layers of fabric, the
tunnel was made with running stitches, the "meche" was thicker
and stuffed work was used to create high-relief and set off the
decorative patterns. Petticoats, quilts and baby clothes worked in
this technique were made by women all over Provence in the 19th
century. The work gradually lost its fine quality. Even though Paris
abandoned the fashion of quilted clothing towards the end of the
18th century, quilted work and "broderie emboutie" continued to
be made and used in Provence for local costume, especially skirts,
almost until the beginning of the 20th century. 28 We have a literary
reference to this continuing tradition in "Calendal" written by
Provencal poet Frederic Mistral in 186729 Fishermen's wives of the
port of Cassis are described sitting and waiting in the shade for their
husbands, and making the white "boutis" (the technique was thus
eventually named and gave its name to the final product in the
common language). Provencal women would either make this type
of work for their own use and special occasions or to sell to the
upper classes and thus make extra money. This white work was
popular among the women: it was strong, could withstand boiling
temperatures when laundered, and did not need to be ironed.

The third kind of handquilting is actually the oldest and the most
common: it is for the making of "couvertures piquees" or "matelassees"
(wadded quilts) with simple quilting patterns made with running
stitches, most often in straight lines forming checked or lozenged
patterns in the center of the quilt. The quilting of the border was
sometimes a bit more elaborate. When "indiennes" and printed
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cottons could be used for the top,30 these became the traditional
Provencal bed-covers and continued to be made into the 20th
century. They are still found in old Provencal homes and in
antique shops and are at times now misnamed "boutis". The
actual "boutis" work is much harder to find and the "piqures
de Marseille" naturally even harder.

While a number of questions technical and historical about
"Marseilles hand quilting" remain, we can answer at least one.
In the first half of the 18th century two kinds of quilted cotton
products could have reached England from Marseille, the
professionally made "piqures de Marseille" and wadded quilts.
The most significant unanswered questions are, in my opinion,
these: If the assumption of an Italian origin or influence for
the technique is correct (from the well-known 14th century
Sicilian work displaying similar corded and stuffed
techniques31), when and how did it develop in France? How
could Marseille have been the only city making "toiles piquees"
before the time of the Prohibition? Did they begin to be
named "piqures de Marseille" (in France and abroad) only
after 1686, because they could not be made anywhere else?
(And what was the difference between that term and "French
quilting?") It does seem logical that an activity which developed
in a given place for 68 years would continue to bear the name
of its location. The first records we have of the name "Marseille"
in relation to quilting, both in England and France, coincide
with the time of the Prohibition. But what happened before
that? And what about the rest of Europe? There seem to have
been examples of very similar techniques in Portugal and
northern Europe, even as early as the 16th century. Why
among those, was Marseille cord-quilting especially favored
in England?

The contribution of historians, specialists of the 16th and
17th centuries, a comparative study of the professional trades
and manufacturers of other major cities in France and Europe,
a comparative analysis of several surviving pieces, and the
study of a larger number of estate inventories might give us
a better idea about the specifics of Marseille handquilting.
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