Common Threads

S USAN GLASPELL’S story ‘A Jury of Her Peers’ (1917) has a

Gothic plot in which the woman takes a desperate revenge.

Adapted from her play Trifles, the story begins with two
women accompanying their husbands to a cold farmhouse where
the local miser, John Wright, has been strangled in his sleep, and
his wife Minnie jailed for the crime. Mrs Peters is the wife of the
sheriff; Mrs Hale is the wife of his deputy; and thus both, as the
sheriff jokes, are ‘married to the law.” But this is a perplexing
case. There seems to be no evidence of a motive for the crime; the
men futilely search the house and barn for clues, while the
women clean up the strangely disordered kitchen. Gradually,
however, the women begin to notice domestic details eloquent of
Minnie Foster Wright's troubled mind and of her oppression in a
cruel and childless marriage. The most telling clues are the blocks
of her unfinished quilt, left in the sewing basket. The ‘crazy
sewing’ of a Log Cabin block pierced all askew alerts them to the
anger and anguish of a woman who cannot control her feelings
enough to create an orderly art. As Mrs Peters and Mrs Hale
discover the other missing evidence—the body of a pet canary
whose neck had been twisted by the husband—they recognize
their own bonds within a cultural system meaningless to men,

This chapter is dedicated to the memory of Gail Kraidman, Administrative Assistant
of the NEH Summer Seminar on "Women's Writing and Women’s Culture’ at
Rutgers University in 1984, gifted scholar of American women's writing and lover of
quilts.
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and their own responsibility for the isolation and loneliness of a
former friend, long abandoned, who has been driven mad. In a
moment of silent conspiracy, they resew the pieces and destroy
the damning evidence, under the very eyes of their uncom-
prehending husbands who make fun of their feminine obsession
with trifles. ‘Have you decided whether she was going to quilt it
or knot it?" Mr Hale mockingly asks his wife. “WE think she was
going to—knot it,’ Mrs Hale replies. The patchwork would have
been knotted, as Minnie Wright has knotted the rope around her
husband’s neck. Burt also in declaring ‘knot it’ at the end of the
story, the women signal their infidelity to patriarchal law and
serve as a jury of Minnie Foster’s peers to acquit her of murder. !

The conceptual patterns Glaspell represents seem like they
might offer a way to address the common threads of American
women's culture and writing, and the significance of patchwork
as its symbol. Both theme and form in women’s writing, piec-
ing and patchwork have also become mectaphors for a Female
Acsthetic, for sisterhood, and for a politics of feminist survival.
In the past two decades especially, they have been celebrated as
essentially feminine art forms, modes of expression that emerge
naturally from womanly impulses of nurturance and thrift, and
that constitute a women’s language unintelligible to male au-
c!iences or readers.? Indeed, for feminist critics of American
literature, ‘A Jury of Her Peers’ has been taken since the
mid-1970s as a metaphor for feminist reading itself. As Annette
Kolodny observes,

Glaspell’s narrative not only invites a semiotic analysis, but, indced,
performs that analysis for us. If the absent Minnie Foster is the ‘transmit-
ter’ or ‘sender’ in this schema, then only the women are competent
‘receivers’ or ‘rcaders’ of her message, since they alone share not only her
context (the supposed insignificance of kitchen things), but, as a result,
the conceptual patterns which make up her world.?

Yet to emphasize quilting as the aesthetic domain of women is
to lose sight of the way it has been constructed over time in the
contexts of changing ideological definitions of femininity as well
as strongly gendered separations of the spheres of craft and art.
To perpetuate the idea that women have a natural inclination for
quilting as an expressive mode can serve as an explanation for
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their absence from the masterpieces of art history, suggesting that
‘women are to patchwork as men are to painting.’? Furthermore,
as the quilt-maker Radka Donnell argues,

there is more to the problem than the art/eraft controversy. . . . More
than anything, it is sexism, not just elitism, that has kept quilts from a
share of space on muscum walls. Quilts, after all, have been and are still
made almost exclusively by women in a culture where the work,
concerns, and accomplishments of women are incxorably dismissed as
meaningless and unimportant.®

Feminizing the quilt, as the feminist art historian Lisa Tickner
has explained, ‘keeps women’s work marginal and identifies it
with the characteristics of a reproductive and domestic femi-
ninity, which are understood not to be the characteristics of great
art.’®

Because of the devaluation, even stigma, of the domestic, the
feminine and craft within the value systems of cultural history,
the incorporation of quilt methods and metaphors in American
women's writing has always been risky. Quilts, like those who
write about them, are thought to be trifling; they have been seen
as occupying a female sphere outside of high culture. Indeed, as
Roszika Parker and Griselda Pollock point out in their book Old
Mistresses, ‘any association with the traditions and practices of
needlework and domestic art can be dangerous for an artist,
especially when that artist is 2 woman.””

But the history of piecing and writing in the United States, and
the literary or rhetorical history of the quilt metaphor, shows that
conventions and styles that were originally associated with a
women's culture have been gradually transformed in new config-
urations and adapted in the service of new ideological ends. Like
other American cultural practices and symbols, quilting has also
undergone a series of gender transformations, appropriations,
and commodifications within the larger culture. While quilting
does have crucial meaning for American women’s texts, it can't
be taken as a transhistorical and essential form of female expres-
sion, but rather as a gendered practice that changed from one
generation to the next, and that has now become the symbol of
American identity at the fin de siécle.
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To sec how the metaphor of quilting has evolved, we might
begin by seeing how the history of the quilt identified it with
women’s culture, and why piecing offered a particularly moving
symbolism of the American democratic ideal. While the practice
of piecing and quilting was brought to America from its very
different sources in England and Africa, it early became a distine-
tive feature of American society. Quilting was a practical and
economic necessity in a country where ready-made bedding
could not be easily obtained before the 1890s, and where in the
cold New England or prairie winter each farnily member might
need five thick quilts. All American girls were taught to piece and
to quilt, and autobiographies of this period ‘frequently begin
with a childhood memory of learning patchwork’ and doing a
daily ‘stint.”® Moreover, early art, writing, and mathematical
exercises taught to little girls emphasized geometric principles of
structure and organization, and such lessons were applied prac-
tically to the design of quilts. An American girl was encouraged
to finish her first small quiltin time for a fifth birthday, and by the
time she was engaged, she aspired to have a dozen quilts in her
dower chest; the thirteenth quilt of the trousscau was the Bridal
Quilt, made of the most expensive materials the family could
afford, and stuffed, backed, and quilted by the bride’s female
relatives and by the most expert needlewomen of her community
at a special quilting bee.

Furthermore, the social institutions of quilting helped forge
bonds between women. At the quilting bee women celebrated a
birth or an engagement; they shared rituals of grief as well when
they pieced funeral quilts to line a baby’s coffin or to commemo-
rate a friend. Quilting bees were also places where women came
together to exchange information, learn new skills, and discuss
political issues; it was at a church quilting bee in Cleveland,
for example, that Susan B. Anthony gave her first speech on
women'’s suffrage. Even when they rebelled against the task of
learning to quilt, American women had internalized its aesthetic
concepts and designs, and saw it as a fundamental part of their
tradition.?

Moreover, American quilt-making crossed racial, regional,
and class boundaries, and its immense aesthetic vitality came
from its fertilization by other design traditions. Black women in
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the South adapted design elements from West Aﬁtican textiles,
including strips, bright colors, large ﬁgu?es, multiple patterns,
asymmetry, and improvisation.'® The quilts made by .slaves for
their own use were different from those made according to the
patterns prescribed to them as seamstresses; as Houston an,d
Charlotte Baker point out, ‘the hands that pieced the master's
rigidly patterned quilts by day were often the hands that craf:ted a
more functional design in slave cabins by night.’! .Afrlcan-
American quilt-making took from its sources ‘a percussive man-
ner of handling textile color,” and an exuberant ‘acceptance_of
accident and contingency.’'? Native American ql_lilt—makers in-
corporated traditional patterns from Navabo or SI_O.LIX rugs. T_he
non-representational Amish and Mennonite traditions "COI‘ltl'.lb—
uted strikingly modern color-field designs. In Hawai, quile-
making in the 1820s was supervised by the Queen dov?rager, gnd
only aristocratic women were allowed to participate in making
quilts with strongly colored floral and flag patterns.

To the appliqué and string techniques brought frm.n Engla.nd
and Africa, Ametican women added the piecing technique which
would become the dominant feature of quilting. Making a pa{:ch—
work quilt involves four separate stages of artistic compfo_sitlon.
The quilt-maker first selects her colors and fa.bncs? tradltmpally
using recycled clothing or household material with emotllonal
associations; and cuts out small, geometricaily-shaped pieces.
These fragments are then ‘pieced’ or joined together i,n a Partlcu-’
lar pattern to form a larger square unit called a ‘patch’ or *block.
The patches are joined together into an overall pattern, u.s_ually a
traditional one with a name that indicates its regional, political, or
spiritual meaning. Finally, the entire fabric is stitched to a_pad—
ding and heavy backing with a variety of large-scale embroidery
motifs. ‘

Piecing is thus an art of making do and eking out, an art of
ingenuity, and conservation. It reflects the .fragmentatlon c:f
women’s time, the scrappiness and uncertainty of women’s
creative or solitary moments. As the art critic Lucy Lippard
observes, ‘the mixing and matching of fragments is the Pmdu?t
of the interrupted life. . . . What is popularly seen as -‘repetl—
tive”, “obsessive”, and “compulsive” in women’s artis in fact a

: : : 13
necessity for those whose time comes in small squares.
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But piecing also represents a triumph over time and scarcity.
As a Texas quilter explains,

You're given just so much to work with in a life and you have to do the
best you can with whar you got. That's what piecing is. The materials is
passed on to you or is all you can afford to buy . . . that’s just what's
given to you. Your fate. But the way you put them together is your
business. You can put them in any order you like. Piecing is orderly. 4

This metaphor is central to the historical tradition of American
women's writing, and is deeply connected to the creative vision
American women writers have shared. For American women,
housekeeping, as Lydia Maria Child said in The American Frugal
Housewife (1829) ‘is the art of gathering up all the fragments so
that nothing be lost.” Piecing these fragments together into a
beautiful design, Harriet Beecher Stowe explains in her novel The
Minister’s Wooing, is an emblem of ‘that household life which is to
be brought to stability and beauty by reverent economy in
hu.sbanding and tact in arranging the little . . . morsels of daily
existence.’

Morcover, piecing is not a repetitious recycling of design
clements, but a series of aesthetic decisions that involve the
transformation of conventions. Even when working with such
well-known patterns as the Star, Sun, or Rose, ‘the quilt artist
exploited the design possibilities through her colors, contrasts,
and inventive variations on the original pattern.’15 In the African-
American quilt tradition, improvisation has also led to distinctive
and unique designs. As Stowe comments in The Minister’s
Wooing, quilting gave women an outlet for their originality:
‘Many a maiden, as she sorted and arranged fluttering bits of
green, yellow, red, and blue, felt rising in her breast a passion for
somewhat vague and unknown, which came out at length in a
new pattern of patchwork.” And piecing and quilting were not
anonymous or collective arts. As Patricia Mainardi has pointed
out, “The women who made quilts knew and valued what they
were doing: frequently quilts were signed and dated by the
maker, listed in her will with specific instructions as to who
should inherit them, and treated with all the care that a fine piece
of art deserves.’16

150

Common Threads

Finally, the quilt process corresponds to the writing process,
on the level of the word, the sentence, the structure of a story or
novel, and the images, motifs, or symbols that unify 2 fictional
work. Parallels between piecing and writing emerge in the
earliest days of the Republic. In the 1830s and 1840s, album
quilts, today the most prized and expensive examples of Ameri-
can quilt art, were the dominant genre of female craft. Album
quilts are composed of pieced or appliquéd squares ‘that are
entirely different, even if their construction has been carefully
planned and orchestrated by a single quilter. The effect is as if
cach square were a page in a remembrance book.”!” They were
made to be presented to young men on their 21st birthdays
(known as Liberty quilts), or exchanged among women friends
(Medley or Engagement quilts), and were signed square by
square (Friendship quilts). Many, like the Betsy Lee Wright quilt
made in 1851, had poems and messages written on their squares.
The most elaborate album quilts were made beginning in 1846 by
a small community of Methodist women in Baltimore, among
whom were the master quilt-makers Acsah Goodwin Wilkins
and Mary Evans, professional needlewomen who worked on
commission and whose work now brings between $70,000 and
$100,000 at auctions (Figure 2).

A number of nineteenth-century women’s texts discuss the
problem of reading a quilt, of deciphering the language of piecing
like pages in an album. In ‘The Patchwork Quilt,” an anonymous
essay by a factory girl printed in The Lowell Offering in 1845, the
author’s quilt is described as ‘a bound volume of hieroglyphics.’
But only a certain kind of reader can decipher these female
signifiers. To the ‘uninterested observer,” the narrator declares, it
looks like a ‘miscellancous collection of odd bits and ends,” but to
me ‘it is a precious reliquary of past treasure.” She locates the
significance of the quilt in the individual piece, as if it were a
textile scrapbook. The quilt’s pieces, taken from the writer's
childhood calico gowns, her dancing school dress, her fashion-
able young ladies’ gowns, her mother’s mourning dress, her
brother’s vest, are thus a record of the female life cycle from birth
to death.!®

During the same period the standard genre of American
women’s writing was the sketch or piece written for annuals,
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which became popular in the 1820s, and which often accepted
only American materials.'” While the sustained effort of a novel
might be impossible for a woman whose day was shattered by
constant interruption, the short narrative piece, quickly imagined
and written, could be more casily completed. Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s literary career, for example, began in the 1840s with a
serics of pieces written for Christmas gift annuals, ladies albums,
and religious periodicals. A ‘piece’ could be written in a day, and
bring in $2.00 a page, and Stowe thought of her writing in terms
of temporal blocks which could be set aside when financial
pressure demanded. “When the family accounts wouldn’t add
up,’ Stowe recalled, “Then I used to say to my faithful friend and
factotum Anna. . . Now if you will keep the babies and attend to
the things in the house for one day I'll write a piece and then we
shall be out of the scrape.”® Working with the piece or story,
Judith Fetterley has argued, freed American women from the
pressures of the novel form, the one ‘most highly programmed
and most heavily burdened by thematic and formal conventions.”’
Short story forms allowed them more freedom, for ‘in territory
less clearly marked, the woman’s story that these writers wished
to tell could perhaps be better told.”?! As the book and novel form
became more important in the American market, women
gathered their pieces together in books such as Fern Leaves from
Fanny’s Portfolio, a model Whitman would later borrow and
masculinize in Leaves of Grass. At first simply gatherings of
disparate pieces, these collections evolved in some cases into
novels with narrative structures developed out of the piecing
technique.

By the mid-nineteenth century, the most popular American
pieced-quilt pattern was the Log Cabin (Figure 3). It begins with
a central square, usually red to represent the hearth; and its
compositional principle is the contrast between light and dark
fabric. Each block is divided into two triangular sections, one
section executed in light-colored fabrics, the other in dark. When
the blocks are pieced together to make the quilt, dramatic visual
effects and variations such as Light and Dark, Barn Raising,
Courthouse Steps, and Streak of Lightning, can be created
depending on the placement of the dark sections.

When she began to write Unde Tom’s Cabin, serialized in short
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weekly installments, Stowe continued to think of her writing as
the stitching together of scenes. Uncle Tom’s log cabin, first
described in the fourth chapter, is a metanarrative marker of the
Log Cabin quilt, which in its symbolic deployment of bound-
aries, is particularly apt for Stowe’s novel of the borders and
conflicts between the states, the races, and the sexes. In the novel,
Uncle Tom’s cabin becomes the iconographic center upon
which narrative blocks are built up. Each block of the novel is
similarly centered on a house, and around it Stowe constructs
large contrasts of black and white society. The novel does not
obey the rules which dictate a unity of action leading to a
denouement, but rather operates through the cumulative effect of
blocks of event structured on a parallel design.

The coded formal considerations which lie behind Stowe’s
novels can also be seen in other women’s literary genres of the
American Renaissance, espedially in the poetry of Emily Dickin-
son. Dickinson’s famous use of the dash for punctuation makes
her poems resemble patches, and emphasized the way she joined
her poems together in stitched booklets called fascicles. Barton St
Armand has suggested that while Dickinson’s poetic sequences
follow no traditional literary models, ‘the art of quilting offers an
alternative model for coherence and design.’” St Armand argues
that ‘the discipline of the pieced quilt is as rigorous as that of the
sonnet,” and that it provides us with a ‘model or metaphor for
Dickinson’s art that is visual rather than verbal, yet that was also
. . . firmly a part of her own culture.’? In the heyday of the
female world of love and ritual, the woman’s rite had serious
meaning and dignity.

But by the 1860s, piecing had begun to seem old-fashioned, an
overly-moralized exercise in feminine decorum. Louisa May
Alcott’s children’s story, ‘Patty’s Patchwork,’ which appeared as
part of her series Aunt Jo's Scrap-Bag, shows how tendentiously
the process was allegorized to teach feminine behavior.
Ten-year-old Patty, visiting her Aunt Pen while her mother has a
new baby, grows impatient with her patchwork, and flings the
pieces into the air, declaring that ‘something dreadful ought to be
done to the woman who invented it.” But Aunt Pen has a different
point of view. The quilt, she explains, is a ‘calico diary,” a record
of a female life composed of ‘bright and dark bits . .. put
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together so that the whole is neat, pretty, and useful.’ As a
project, Patty sets out to make a ‘moral bed-quilt’ for her aunt to
read and decipher, while she herself is learning to become a ‘nice
little comforter,” the epitome of female patience, perseverance,
good nature, and industry. When the infant sister dies, Patty none
the less goes on to finish the quilt, which Aunt Pen not only reads
and interprets as a journal of her psychological maturity, but
which she also inscribes—that is, writes upon—with verses and
drawings that became a textual criticism of both the work and the
life. Ironically, Aunt Penis a figure for Alcott herselfin her role as
dispenser of moral pap to the young, a role she particularly
loathed and deplored. 2

By the fin de siécle changes in technology as well as in attitude
influenced the ideology and aesthetics of the quilt. In 1870 Singer
sold 127,833 sewing machines, which both transformed the time
invested in quilts and could also be a ‘boon, a challenge, and
inspiration’ to quilters: “The machine’s speed and its technical
possibilities,’ along with aniline dyes, the availability of commer-
cial cotton batting, and other technological developments, acted
as a stimulus to ambitious designs, especially since home-made
quilts were no longer a domestic necessity. 24 Styles in quilts had
changed as well. The “calico patchwork quilt had become associ-
ated with the past and with backward rural regions,’ and the
new trend was for the virtuoso technigues of the crazy quile,
which flourished during the 1880s and 1890s, and which reflected
a more cosmopolitan awareness. The styles of crazy quilting,
otherwise known as puzzle, mosaic, kaleidoscope, ot Japanese
patchwork, were inspired by oriental ceramics, textiles, and
prints displayed at the Centennial Exposition of 1876 in Phila-
delphia. Embroidery, the use of silver and gold, and especially
the jagged patterns in which irregular, triangular and circular
patterns overlap’ linked Eastern art with Western crazy-quilt
design; the combination of many patterns was influenced by a
form of Japanese textile called ‘kirihame,’ and alluded to the
crazing in the ceramic glazes used in China and Japan.? Crazy
quilts incorporated ribbons, commemorative images, photo-
graphs, masonic emblems and symbols of religious and sororal
societies, and machine-made appliqués. Designs were embroi-
dered on the individual pieces with sitk floss, metallic thread, or
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ribbon; inscriptions were also handwritten, printed, or painted
on the cloth. _ _
By the 1880s quilting became identified with an older, dying
generation, and especially with the temperance movement. In
1878 the Crusade quilt made by 3,000 Temperance women was
shown at the national WCTU convention in Baltimore, testify-
ing to ‘women’s patience in matters of detail’ as well as their
hatred of the Demon Rum.?” To many New Women, such as the
suffragist Abigail Duniway, bed-quilts were ‘primary symbols of
women’s unpaid subjection.’? Filled with ‘a profound horror of
the woman's life,’ the suffragist Inez Haynes Irwin vowed as a
student at Radcliffe in the 1890s that she would ‘never sew,
embroider, crochet, knit;—especially would 1 never learn to
cook.’?® Parallels between piecing and women's writing were
being more self-consciously, but often negat_ively or satirically,
explored by American women writers, wishing to assert them-
selves as artists. The stories of the local colorists are often more
explicitly about the frustrations of the woman wri.ter_ strugglmg
to create an appropriate form for her experience within a llEerary
culture increasingly indifferent or even hostile to women’s do-
mestic lives. These are stories that represent women’s culture as
sour or comic, and that frequently end in its defeat. .
We can see the generational contrast in two r?la.ted stones‘:
about the quilting bee, Ann S. Stephens’s ‘“The Qullmng—l?ar_ty,
written in the 1850s, and Mary Wilkins Freeman’s ‘A Quilting-
Party in Our Village,” written in 1893. In Stcphen.s's story, the
*quilting frolic’ is an all-day festival of female l).o_ndmg; a bevy of
girls in silk dresses stitch merrily away on a rising-sun pattern,
while they sing romantic ballads. At night thereisa {av.1sh fea-st,
and the gentlemen arrive to dance in a room ﬁllfd w1t_h a rich
fruity smell left by dried apples and frost grapes. In this story,
women’s culture is at its ripest and most romantic moment of
plenitude, comfort, and harmony. In Freeman’s story, however,
the quilting bee takes place on the hottest day o.f aJuly hea_twave.
Wearing their oldest dresses, the quilters set grimly to Fhelr task,
gossiping among themselves about the- bride’s age, ugliness, and
stinginess. The supper is sickening in its vulgar abundance, and
when the gentlemen arrive for a sweaty dance, the women nearly
come to blows competing for their attention. The rising-sun

157




Common Threads

pattern which they also quilt now seems like a mocking allusion
to the setting sun of women’s culture, and to the disappearance of
its sustaining rituals.30

Similarly, in ‘Mrs. Jones’s Quilting” (1887) by Marietta
Holley, the quilting bee for the minister’s wedding is an
occasion for ripping up other women’s reputattons rather than
sisterly solidarity or communal piety:

The quilt was made of different kinds of calico; all the wimimen round
had pieced a block or two, and we took up a collection to get the batten
and linin’, and the cloth to set it together with, which was tﬁrkcy red,
and come to quilt it it looked well: we quilted it herrin’ bone and a
runnin’ vine round the border. After the post-master was demorelized,
the school-mistress tore to pieces, the party to Ripleys seandelized, Miss
Brown’s baby voted an unquestionable idiot, and the rest of the unrepre-
sented neighborhood dealt with, Lucinder Dobbs spoke up, as sez she: ‘I
hope the minister will like the bed-quilt.’

When sisterhood has unravelled, it takes more than a quilt to
stitch it up.

‘Elizabeth Stock’s One Story,’ by Kate Chopin, takes up the
issue of piecing and narrative design, originality, and appropria-
tion. Elizabeth Stock is a postmnistress in a secluded town who
longs to be a writer, but is stymied by her inability to imagine 2
narrative both in conformity with a patriarchal literary tradition
and in creative relation to it: ‘Since I was a girl I always felt as if1
would like to write stories,” but “whenever | tried to think of one,
it always turned out to be something that some one else had
thought about before me;’ Despairing of her efforts to imitate
male traditions of plot that are ‘original, entertaining, full of
action, and goodness knows what all,” Elizabeth Stock turns to
the female tradition which seems to offer 2 more authentic, but
also less orderly plot: “I . . . walked about days in a kind of a
dream, twisting and twisting things in my mind just like [ often
saw old ladies twisting quilt patches to compose a design.” After
her death of consumption at the age of thirty-cight, Elizabeth
Stock’s desk is found to contain ‘scraps and bits of writing.’ Out
of this ‘conglomerate mass,” the male editor, who may be either
her nephew or her longtime suitor, assembles the only pages
which seem to resemble a ‘connected or consecutive narration.’
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Finally her scraps and bits of writing, her stock of experience, vjrill
be edited, condensed, and preserved according to the conscc1.1t1ve
and linear models of the male tradition, with all their craziness
and originality lost.* _

Following the introduction of Cubism to the United States at
the New York Armory Show in 1913, the New York Sun _pub»
lished a cartoon of the crazy quilter as the ‘original Cubist’.(FlguFe
4)- Dorothy Canfield Fisher’s story “The Bedquilt,’ pubhsht?d in
1915, describes the design and creation of a magmﬁcc.enf qulllt, a
great work of art, by an elderly spinster. Atthe age_of 51xty-.e1ght,
Aunt Mehetabel suddenly conceives a great artistic project: a
spectacular quilt, pieced according to a dramatically difficult and

original design. As Fisher writes,

She never knew how her greatidea came to her. Sometimes she thougl‘lt
she must have dreamed it, sometimes she even wondered reverently, in
the phraseology of her weekly prayer-meeting, if it had been ‘sent’ to
her, She never admitted to herself that she could have thought o.f it
without other help. It was too great, too ambitious, too lofty a project
for her humble mind to have conceived. . . . By some heaven-sent
inspiration, she had invented a pattern beyond which no patchwork
quilt could go.

As Aunt Mehetabel becomes absorbed in the ‘orderly, com-
plex, mosaic beauty’ of her pieces, S0 too her family begins to
give her recognition, praise, and a sewing table (_)f h.er own. The
story of Aunt Mehetabel’s prize—winn;ng quile is ollwlously
applicable to Fisher’s own literary fantasies. A C-Zolum‘bla Ph.D.
who had abandoned academia to become a writer, Fisher con-
fessed her anxieties- about ‘the enormous difficulties of story
telling, often too great for my powers to cope with.” Her
ambitions to create an extraordinary new form for the novel are
figured in the image of the ultimate quilt. The liter.ary master-
piece Fisher feared was beyond her as a woman writer is trans-
formed into the mastery of pieces in the great quilt; and her sense
of alienation from narrative convention takes shape in the form of
anew and inspired pattern, whose ‘mosaic beauty’ suggests both
complex form and spiritual liberation.*? .

Yet modernism, despite its celebration of the fragment in
Cubism and in such poetic epics as Eliot’s Waste Land, disparaged
and suppressed women's fragmented art. Women's poetry,
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Theodore Roethke observed, was largely ‘the embroidery of
trivial themes.” At the same time art historians, despite the impact
of Cubism, belittled even the most basic elements of quilt practice
as feminine, trivial, and dull. In one 1925 treatise, for example,
the authors proclaimed that

the geometric style is primarily a feminine style. The geometric orna-
ment seems meore suited to the domestic, pedantically tidy, and at the
same time superstitiously careful spirit of women than that of men. Itis,
considered purely aesthetically, a petty, lifeless, and despite all its
inventiveness of colour, a strictly limited mode of art.3?

Thus we should not be surprised that many serious women
writers scorned needlework metaphors in an effort to dissociate
their work from the insulting imputations of feminine triviality.
Beginning her career in the mid-1920s, Genevieve Taggard
disparaged much women's lyric poetry as ‘literary needle-
work, 3

Piecing and quilting underwent an aesthetic revival only after
the women’s movement in the late 1960s had encouraged a new
interest in women’s art. In 1971 the curator Jonathan Holstein
broke through the barrier that had relegated quilts to the level of
craft, when he organized a major exhibit on *Abstract Designs in
American Quilts’ at the Whitney Museum in New York. Several
American women artists such as Judy Chicago and Miriam
Schapiro ‘found new artistic inspiration and self-validation in
women’s needlework. 3 Indeed, the pieced quilt has become one
of the most central images of the new feminist art lexicon. As the
art critic Lucy Lippard explains, ‘Since the new wave of feminist
art began around 1970, the quilt has become the prime visual
metaphor for women’s lives, for women'’s culture.”®

In feminist literary theories of a Female Aesthetic, piecing
became the metaphor for the decentered structure of a2 woman'’s
text. According to Rachel DuPlessis, a pure écriture feminine
would be ‘nonhierarchic . . . breaking hierarchical structures,
making an even display of elements over the surface with no
climactic place or moment, having the materials organized into
many centers.’ In the ‘verbal quilt’ of the feminist text, she
argued, there is ‘no subordination, no ranking.’®” Radka
Donnell-Vogt, a Bulgarian quilt-maker living in Boston who
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was featured in the documentary ‘Quilts in Women’s Lives,’
wrote about piecing as a primal women's art form, related to the
body, to mother—danghter bonding, to touch and texture, and to
the intimacy of the bed and the home.38 Using a vocabulary from
psychoanalysis, feminism, and poststructuralism, Donnell-Vogt
has been the Kristeva of quilting.?

Most of the women writers adopting quilt imagery in their
poems and novels, however, were not quilt-makers themselves.
In contemporary American women's writing, Elaine Hedges has
written, the quilt often stands for an idealized past, ‘a way of
bridging the gulf between domestic and artistic life that until
recently women writers have found such difficulty in negotiat-
ing.’ Textile imagery, ‘especially imagery associated with quilts,
the piecing together of salvaged fragments to create a new pattern
of connections, and integrated whole . . . provides the elements
. . . for a new transformative vision. * This iagery is nostalgic
and romantic. Marge Piercy’s ‘Looking at Quilts’ describes

Pieced quilts, patchwork from best gowns,

winter woolens, linens, blankets, worked jigsaw

of the memories of braided lives, precious

scraps: women were buried but their clothing wore on.

Joyce Carol Qates’s poem ‘Celestial Timepiece’ sees quilts as
women’s maps and history, ‘their lives recorded in cloth.’ In
Adrienne Rich’s poem ‘Natural Resources,” the humble ‘things
by women saved’ become

scraps, turned into patchwork,

doll-gowns, clean white rags

for stanching blood

the bride’s tea-yellow handkerchief,

that have the power to ‘reconstitute the world.’

In “Transcendental Etude’ the ‘bits of yarn, calico, and velvet
scraps’ along with objects from the natural world, such as ‘small
rainbow-colored shells,” ‘skeins of milkweed,’ and ‘the dry
darkbrown lace of seaweed,’ become the substance of what Rich
calls ‘a whole new poetry beginning here,’ a poetry as much
‘whole’ as ‘new,’ that is, that makes an effort to re-member,
reconstruct, and remake. The imagery of common threads in
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American women’s quilts offers Rich a model for her ‘dream of a
common language’ of women.

At the same time, the ‘common language’ of American
women's quilting was being challenged by the rediscovery of
black woren’s quilts, which were displayed in highly success-
ful museam exhibits in Dallas, San Francisco, New York,
Mississippi, and Washington DC. Houston and Charlotte Baker
have argued that the patchwork quiltis “a trope for understanding
black women’s creativity in the United States.’ Piecing represents
‘a signal instance of a patterned wholeness in the African
diaspora.™t As the Bakers conclude,

In order to comprehend the transient nature of all wholes, one must first
become accustomed to living and working with fragments. . . . Finally
it is the ‘self,” or a version of humanness that one calls the Afro-
American self, that must, in fact, be crafted from fragments on the basis
of wisdom gained from preceding generations.*?

The patchwork quilt appealed not only to black women artists
but also to 2 new generation of African~-American intellectuals,
artists, and critics seeking powerful and moving symbols of racial
identity. In the context of the Black Aesthetic movement, blues
and jazz had been posited as the definitive Afro-American art
forms; by the late 1970s scholars began to argue that quilts too
incorporated the improvisational techniques important to
African-American music. In 1979 Maunde Wahlman and john
Scully organized an exhibition of ‘Black Quilters’ which emphas-
ized analogies between piecing and the blues. Elements of spon-
taneity and novelty in the work of twentieth-century black quilt-
makers were cited as crucial to ‘Afro-Atlantic aesthetics,” just as
‘fresh’ was the ‘all-purpose encomium on the streets of black and
Puerto Rican New York.™?

For Alice Walker, piecing and quilting have come to represent
both the aesthetic heritage of Afro-American women, and the
model for what she calls a “womanist,’ or black feminist, writing
of reconciliation and connection. In her essay ‘In Search of Our
Mothers’ Gardens,” Walker identified the quilt as a major form of
creative expression for black women in the South. ‘In the
Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C.,” Walker writes,
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there hangs a quilt unlike another in the world. In fanciful, inspired, and
yet simple and identifiable figures, it portrays the story of the Crucifix-
ion ... Though it follows no known pattern of quiltmaking, and
though it is made of bits and pieces of worthless rags, it is obviously the
wotk of a person of powerful imagination and deep spiritual feeling.
Below this quilt I saw a note that says it was made by ‘an anonymous
Black woman in Alabama a hundred years ago.’

The quilt Walker is describing from memory is in fact one of two
extant narrative quilts by Harriet Powers (1836-1911), born a
slave in Georgia. The Powers quilt at the Smithsonian illustrates
Bible stories, while the one in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts
mingles Bible tales with folklore and astronomical events such as
shooting stars and meteor showers.* For Walker, genuine imag-
ination and feeling can be recognized without the legitimaey
conferred by the labels of ‘art’ or the approval of museums.
Paradoxically this heritage survives because it has been preserved
in museums; but it can be a living art only if it is practiced.

The theme of Walker’s quilt aesthetic is most explicitly pre-
sented in her early story ‘Everyday Use.’ Like much of her work,
it uses a contrast between two sisters to get at the meaning of the
concept of ‘heritage’: a privileged one who escapes from South-
ern black culture, and a suffering one who stays or is left behind.
The younger daughter, Maggie, has stayed at home since she
was horribly scatred in a house fire ten years before. Dee is the
bright and confident sister, the one with ‘faultfinding power.’
Dee has learned fast how to produce herself. ‘At sixteen she had a
style of her own: and knew what style was.” Now having chosen
the style of radical black nationalism, her name changed to
‘Wangero,” and spouting Swahili, Dee returns to claim her
heritage from her mother in the form of ‘folk art’: the worn
benches made by her father, the butter churn whittled by an
uncle, and especially the quilts pieced by her grandmother,
‘Maggie can’t appreciate these quilts,” Dee exclaims. ‘She’d prob-
ably be backward enough to put them to everyday use.” Walker
thus establishes a contrast between ‘everyday use’ and ‘institu-
tional theories of aesthetics. 3 In a moment of epiphanic insight,
the mother, who has always been intimidated by Dee’s intel-
ligence and sophistication, decides to give the quilts to Maggie.
‘She can always make some more,” the mother responds. ‘Maggie
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knows how to quilt.” Maggie cannot speak glibly about her
‘heritage’ or about ‘priceless’ artifacts, but unlike Dee, she under-
stands the quilt as a process rather than as a commodity; she can
read its meaning in a way Dee never will, because she knows the
contexts of its pieces, and loves the women who have made it.
The meaning of an aesthetic heritage, according to Walker’s
story, lies in continual renewal rather than in the rhetoric of
nostalgia or appreciation. In writing The Color Purple, Walker
herself took up quilt-making as well as using it as a central
metaphor in the novel.

The issues of cultural heritage, female creativity, and order are
differently explored in Bobbi¢ Ann Mason’s ‘Love Life,” which
appeared in the 29 October 1984 New Yorker, and is the title story
of her recent collection. Like Walker, Mason is a Southern writer,
from western Kentucky, a region in which most of her powerful
and disturbing fiction is set. But for Mason, the legacies of
Southern women'’s culture are not simply healing; they also have
a darker side that speaks of secrecy and repression, of women's
self-destructive commemoration of the patriarchal traditions in
which their own freedoms had been thwarted, and of com-
modification within a sentimentalizing ideology of American
womanhood.

In ‘Love Life,” two unmarried women represent two genera-
tions of women's culture—Aunt Opal, the retired schoolteacher,
the old woman who is the caretaker of tradition; and her niece
Jenny, the New Woman of the 1980s, whose casual love affairs
and backpack existence suggest the dissolution of the female
world and the loss of its cultural traditions. Returning to Ken-
tucky, Jenny pleads with Opal to see the family’s celebrated but
secret and hidden burial quilt. Mason here alludes to a regional
quilt genre which flourished in nineteenth-century Kentucky, as
a version of the funeral-quilt tradition. Funeral quilts were rituals
of mourning in which family members and friends, and some-
times even the dying person, worked together in making a
memorial quilt out of fragments recalling the person’s life. Burial
quilts, however, were more like records of mortality. The best-
known surviving example is Elizabeth Roseberry Mitchell’s
Kentucky Coffin Quilt, done in Lewis County in 1839, and now
in the collection of the Kentucky Historical Society (Figure s).
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When a member of Mitchell’s family died, she would remove a
labelled coffin from the border and place it within the graveyard
depicted in the center of the quilt.

Aunt Opal’s burial quilt is made of dark pieced blocks, each
appliquéd with a named and dated tombstone. Its ‘shape is
irregular, a rectangle with 2 clumsy foot sticking out from one
corner. The quilt is knotted with yarn, and the edging is open, for
more blocks to be added.” According to family legend, a block is
added whenever someone dies; the quilt stops when the family
name stops, so ‘the last old maids finish the quilt.” Who will be the
last old maid? Ironically, Aunt Opal has rejected the cultural roles
of the past. To her, the quilts mean only ‘a lot of desperate old
women ruining their eyes.’” The burial quilt is a burden, ‘ugly as
homemade sin,” a depressing reminder of failure, loneliness, and
servitude. Opal plans to take up aerobic dancing, to be modern;
meanwhile she spends all her time watching MTV. ‘Did Jenny
come home just to hunt up that old rag?’ she thinks about the
burial quilt. Jenny, however, plans to learn how to quilt. She will
use the burial quilt to stitch herself back into history, to create her
context.

Using the familiar nineteenth-century women’s narrative
model of an emotional interaction between aunt and niece,
Mason brings us back, through Aunt Opal’s Scrap Bag, to a sense
of continuity and renewal in an American female literary and
cultural tradition. But the story also suggests thac these traditions
may be burdens rather than treasures of the past, and that there
may be something morbid, self-deceptive, and even self-
destructive in our feminist efforts to reclaim them. Is it time to
bury the burial quilt rather than to praise it?

The stories by Walker and Mason both reflect the com-
modification of quilts in the 1970s, and the popularity that made
them available as cultural metaphors to many different groups. In
1976 the celebration of the Bicentennial led to a regendering of the
quilt aesthetic in relation to American identity. Every state com-
missioned a Bicentennial quilt, and many towns and commu-
nities made their own album quilts with patches by
schoolchildren, senior citizens, women’s groups, and ethnic
groups. By 1984 a survey indicated that fourteen million Ameri-
cans had made, bought, sold, or had something to do with a quilt.
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The bonding activities of quilting had great appeal to Americans
wishing to come together after the traumas of Watergate and
Vietnam. The 1980s, as Annette Kolodny points out, ‘were to be
the decade of healing and consolidation . . . three presidentsina
row—Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and Ronald Reagan—called
upon the country to bind up its wounds, heal its divisions, and
commit itself anew to shared traditions.’*® Both communal
quilts and collective literary histories seemed to represent the
endurance of American traditions.

But the 1980s were also the decade which questioned the
monolithic concepts of American exceptionalism. As Sacvan
Bercovich notes, ‘

now it is said, in reaction against those who speak of an American
literature or a national culture, that this country is sheer heterogencity.
The ruling elite has an American ideology; the people have their own
patchwork-quilt {rather than melting-pot) American multifariousness:
‘America’ is—many forms of ethnicity, many patterns of thought,
many ways of life, many cultures, many American literatures. 47

The melting-pot, with its associations of alchemy, industry,
and assimilation, had ‘shaped American discourse on immigra-
tion and ethnicity’ for most of the twentieth century. Its major
literary source was Israel Zangwill's 1909 melodrama The
Melting-Pot, which proclaimed, ‘America is God’s crucible, the
great Melting Pot where all the races of Europe are melting and
reforming.” The Ford Motor Company dramatized this image
too in the graduation ceremonies for their English School, in
which male factory workers in their ragged native garb marched
into a huge caldron on the company athletic field, merging on the
other side in natty American suits waving little American flags.
Sometimes plant managers stirred the giant pot with huge ladles,
while the Ford band played patriotic songs.*®

But since World War 11, the image of the melting-pot had
carried unpleasant associations, not only the macabre echoes of
cannibalism and the crematorium, but also distasteful connota-
tions of processed identical robots. Americans needed a new
metaphor of national identity, one that acknowledged ethnic
difference, heterogeneity, and multiplicity, that incorporated
contemporary concerns for gender, race, and class.
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Thus the patchwork quilt came to replace the melting-pot as
the central metaphor of American cultural identity. In a very
unusual pattern, it transcended the stigma of its sources in
women’s culture and has been remade as a universal sign of
American identity. Like other national symbols, the quilt can be
adopted and transformed by many groups. Thus, while on the
one hand quilts have come to signify a kinder, gentler upper-class
Republican America as they appear in fashions by Ralph Lauren,
on the cover of the Horchow catalog, and on the boxes of high-
fiber cereals, their potential for a more radical political symbol-
ism has also been recognized. It was most fully expressed in Jesse
Jackson’s speech before the Democratic National Convention in
Atlanta in July 1988, when he called for a Democratic ‘quilt of
unity’.

Anmerica is not a blanket woven from one thread, one color, one cloth.
When I was a child growing up in Greenville, South Carolina, and
grandmomma could not afford a blanket, . . . she took pieces of old
cloth—patches—wool, silk, gaberdeen, crockersack——only patches,
barely good enough to wipe off your shoes with. But they didn’t stay
that way very long. With sturdy hands and strong cord, she sewed them
together into a quilt, a thing of beauty and power and culture. Now,
Democrats, we must build such a quilt.

Jackson’s unity quilt called for patches from farmers, workers,
women, students, Blacks, Hispanics, gays and lesbians, conser-
vatives and progressives, ‘bound by a common thread’ in a great
multicolored quilt of the American people.*

In a tragic irony Jackson had not anticipated, the phrase
Common Threads has become best known as the title of a docu-
mentary about the NAMES Project, usually called the AIDS
Quilt, which has become the material embodiment of Jackson’s
metaphor. In 1987 the San Francisco gay activist Cleve Jones had
the vision of a ‘unifying quilt in memory of those who had died of
AIDS.” As Jones has explained, he saw the quilt both as a
memorial which demonstrated the magnitude of the epidemic,
and ‘a way for survivors to work through their griefin a positive,
creative way. Quilts represent coziness, humanity, and
warmth. 5" The national monument to the holocaust of AIDS,
then, like the Vietham War Memorial, would not be an
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