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When her husband offered to buy her a fur cost, she suggested a sewing
machine instead.  At least, that’s the story told about Ardis Butler James
(1925-2011), the fabric lover and philanthropist whose quilt collection

established the International Quilt Study Center & Museum in Lincoln, Nebraska,
USA, in 1997.1 With her husband Robert James, she created a collection that 
spanned the full range of quiltmaking traditions.  
Their donation and the establishment of the International Quilt Study Center

spurred others to contribute. Collections focusing on African American quilts, Amish
crib quilts and French corded and stuffed quilts were donated. Other acquisitions
followed, including studio art quilts by the leaders of that movement. Included in 
the Center’s wide array of quilt types are over 200 that feature embroidery as the
predominant technique, and many others where embroidery is described as a
secondary technique.
The gift of four hundred quilts from Jonathan Holstein’s collection has a special

significance for both quilt scholars and studio art quilters alike. In 1971, Holstein
persuaded curators at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York City to
mount an exhibition of sixty of his quilts. Abstract Design in American Quilts was an
unprecedented event – quilts as art on the walls of a major museum! As such, it
marked the beginning of a quilt revival. Artists of many persuasions refer to the
exhibition as a turning point; for some it was instrumental in moving them away from
painting, for example, to engage with cloth, stitch, and abstract design in new ways.
The International Quilt Study Center collection also instructs, surprises, and

challenges assumptions about a tradition once viewed and studied solely as folk art, if
studied at all. Mistaken notions about quilt contexts, materials, and the status of quilt

makers still endure. The so called ‘scrap bag
myth’ suggests that quilting was mainly a way
to make use of scraps and worn out clothing.
Jonathan Holstein disagrees, noting that quilt
backs were made from purchased whole cloth.
He argues: ‘Hardly a quilt maker… ever pieced
any part of a quilt from sections of worn-out
garments. The finished textiles would not have
survived enough washings to justify either the
savings on textile costs or the labour involved.’2

The Center’s current acquisition efforts are
international – India, China, Central Asia and
South America – exploring unknown territory.
According to curator Carolyn Ducey, ‘We don’t
know quite what to expect, as there is little
knowledge of quilting traditions around the
world.’ But, as the collection expands and
scholarship continues, a deeper understanding
of purpose, meaning, methods, and makers will
unfold, even though the common attribution
‘maker unknown’ won’t disappear entirely.
A recently acquired decorative quilt cover

from Guangxi, China, was made to enclose and
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My Crazy Dream by Mary M Hernandred
Ricard (1838-1915), Massachusetts USA,
dated 1877-1912. 188 x 174cm.  Every
area of this visually complex 35-year-long
project is embellished with embroidery 

Left: A wool quilt made in Connecticut USA c1790-
1810 embroidered with green wool yarn. 260 x 235cm.
The central portion was made by recycling a woollen
cape into a large, flat rectangle. A recycled petticoat
forms the sides and end pieces

Far left: Detail of Redwork bedcover
with ruffle, possibly from
Pennsylvania USA, and made as a
fundraiser in 1916. 194 x 165cm.
Cotton, hand embroidery 
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complexity and ambition, took 35 years for
the maker to complete. Known as My Crazy
Dream, Mary Ricard (1838-1915) began the
project in 1877. She was responding to a fad
sparked by the 1876 Centennial Exposition
in Philadelphia. Visitors to the Exposition
were impressed by both the fine English
embroidery on display and the decorative
objects in the Japanese pavilion. The crazy
quilts merged these different aesthetics, and
small, oddly-shaped silk pieces were
stitched together, often with elaborately
embroidered joins. Nearly every inch of Mrs
Ricard’s quilt top is embellished with stitch.
Flowers, birds, a central building, and figures
are incorporated, including a photographic
image of the maker herself, transferred to
white silk fabric. Because Mrs Ricard 
worked as a milliner, she may have had
access to an unusually wide array of silk
scraps and threads.
Signature quilts are covered with sewn 

or inscribed signatures. Made for various
purposes, some mark an anniversary or
special event with a signed, collective gift.
Others record family history, honour
community and church leaders, or raise
money for a cause. The swirling repetition 
of stitched signatures on a blue and white
quilt invites speculation about who these
people were. Produced as a fundraiser, it
carries the inscription: ‘This quilt has 892
names which brought $172 (individuals 
paid to have their names stitched on the
quilt) and sold for $51.’ It was made for a
rural farmers’ association in Missouri in
1926, though the specific fundraising 
project is unknown. 
A striking redwork spread with a ruffle on

three sides is generously and skillfully
embroidered. Names and images – flowers,
birds, butterflies, swags, and geometric
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designs – are arranged somewhat randomly
around a central church. Dated 1916, it
appears to have been a fundraiser, but there
is no information about the church’s
location or denomination. Another redwork
quilt top, dated 1918, displays a strange mix
of World War I political and religious
sentiments including peace and anti-
German motifs, sentiments that though
strongly felt were not as expertly executed.  
The collection includes at least a dozen

more redwork quilts made between 1870
and 1939, corresponding to the availability
of colourfast Turkey red thread and the wide
variety of patterns published in women’s
magazines. During redwork’s peak
popularity, designs were available for every
imaginable household textile from
splashbacks to protect the wall behind a
sink to chair back covers, pillow shams, and
cloth holders for kitchen utensils, toiletries,
and laundry.
The Center’s research and educational

mission addresses a significant gap in art
history. Along with general interest in quilt
traditions and quilt making, the ranks of
quilt scholars are growing, thanks in part to
the Center’s quilt studies degree
programme. This new scholarship integrates
aesthetics with social and cultural history
and views quiltmakers as artists. It promises
to enlarge our visual lives and appreciation
of human artistic accomplishment.
SUSAN MOSS

1 Ardis James, New York Times, July 16, 2011.
2 Holstein is quoted in Wild by Design: Two Hundred Years 
of Innovation and Artistry in American Quilts by Janet
Catherine Berlo and Patricia Cox Crews, which also
catalogues 48 outstanding examples from the collection,
including the crazy quilts described here.  Berlo’s
introductory essay on the history of American quilts 
and quiltmaking is excellent.
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protect a thick mattress pad.  Intensely
coloured, interlocking convex and concave
shapes of red, orange and magenta are
corralled by a white grid and black borders.
Likely made by one of southwest China’s
ethnic minorities (Maonan or Buyi people), it
features symbolic motifs such as fish, crabs,
and coins (signifying abundance, harmony,
and wealth) embroidered with satin stitch.
A whole cloth bed cover was ingeniously

constructed in the 19th century from a
woollen cloak and embroidered petticoat,
both dated to the mid-18th century. The 
red cloak may have been out of style but 
the fabric was still good and was pieced
together to form a flat rectangle. A dozen
fanciful trees, embroidered in dark green
wool, add to the transformation. A re-
purposed petticoat, perhaps also no longer
stylish, became the sides and foot of the
cover. Its varied, stitched motifs include
insects, fish, birds, a mermaid, and sailing
ship. The maker’s well-considered approach
to re-use demonstrates a keen design sense
in the addition of a dark green wool fringe
that brings the disparate elements of the
quilt into harmony.
There are over 100 crazy quilts held in 

the Center’s collection, many covered with
embroidery. A late 19th century wool quilt
from Amish country (Lancaster County,
Pennsylvania) uses the characteristic
subdued colours associated with Amish
quilts, but in this case strong reds and blues
of similar value are added to intensify the
irregular shapes and coloured woollen
embroidery yarns. It masterfully integrates
constraint and energy, places for the eye to
rest and to dance, with the help of repeating
lines of herringbone stitch in similar blues
and reds.
Another crazy quilt, remarkable in

48 EMBROIDERY July  /  August 2014

The Curator’s Choice
Curator Carolyn Ducey says her favourites change but that she
consistently loves one of the collection’s oldest pieces, dated late
17th or early 18th century. Embroidery was her main interest as a
child, thanks to her mother’s instruction in all types of needle arts.
This particular piece, probably Indo-Portuguese, has stitches that
she’d never seen before, giving a new awareness and inspiration 
for her own work. In addition, little is known about the historical
context, and this lack of information raises intriguing questions to 
be researched.  For instance, was it made by professionals? It is not
quilted through layers, but simply has an embroidered line that
mimics quilting, an attribute of many embroideries of this same
period in England. Similarly sized exotic motifs – animals, birds,
flowers, a woman holding a parasol – are embroidered in chain 
and satin stitch, French knots and couching, and encircle a central
eight-pointed star.  
Ducey says: ‘I love [these] designs… it is so interesting to see how
imagery from India… impacted the European market.  You can also
see this in the overall design of a centre medallion with matching
corners. We originally find this in palampores from India, but it was
quickly adopted by Europeans and Americans and remained a
consistent format for over 200 years. Fascinating!’

The Collection
With more than 4,000 quilts, the International Quilt Study Center 
& Museum at the University of Nebraska, Lincoln, is home to the
world’s largest publicly owned quilt collection. Founded in 1997 
with the donation of 1,000 quilts from Ardis and Robert James,
today’s much expanded collection is housed in a state-of-the art
research storage, and exhibition facility. In addition to collecting 
and preserving quilts, the Center promotes an understanding of
diverse quilt making traditions through research and exhibition.  
The University’s Textiles, Merchandising, and Fashion Design
programme offers a masters degree in textile history with an
emphasis on quilt studies. The Center’s website makes it easy to
search the collection and features current, past, and special online
exhibitions, plus information about visiting.

Opening soon
Guest-curated by Lynn
Setterington, the exhibition
Signature Cloths focuses on
sewn signatures as visual
ciphers and as social
engagement, with emphasis
on the autographs of ordinary
people. The exhibition
showcases historical and
contemporary quilts made by
people from different parts of
the world and signature
cloths that emerged from
Setterington’s studio
explorations. Key examples
shed light on the benefits of
slow and shared engagement. 
Opens 5 September 2014

Above l-r:  Detail of a bedcover,
late 17th/early 18th century. 
Silk embroidery threads on linen
broadcloth. 249 x 246cm

One of the older pieces in the
collection is this exquisitely
executed bedcover c1710-1730
from England, which may have
been part of a co-ordinated set of
bedroom furnishings. Large floral
elements and exotic vegetation
are restrained by a central
medallion and orderly, decorative
swag.  However, it is difficult to
identify the exact source of the
design as Europeans of the time
conflated things Oriental and
melded European aesthetic
sensibilities with Far Eastern motifs.
152 x 154cm

Signature quilt, Missouri USA, 1926.
Made to raise funds for a rural
farmers’ association, 892 names
swirl across this quilt. 248 x 213cm  


