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Maverick Quilts 
Some quilts , ambitious ly conceived and 
executed , hold their own with the best 
examp les of decorative a1t. Such quilts 
belie the notion of the unsophisticated 
American quilter throwing scraps 
together for economy. These breathtak
ing works of extraordina1y complex ity 
and richness will always find apprecia
tion and be valued as manifestations of 
the a1tistic spirit. 

Less noticed are the unpretentious , 
eccentr ic examp les of the eve1yday 
quilt. Some quilts were made to be 
used , made of inexpensive materials but 
created with great originality. Working 
within the conventions of the common 
quilt , some women have been inspired 
to extend the implications of traditional 
quilt patterns and make them uniquely 
their own. Like folk sculpture or paint
ing, these quilts appea l to almost every-

one, although they often are original in 
unfamiliar ways. Their sense of invention 
and play is infectious. We have chosen 
to call these works "maverick " quilts. 

Although some are ve1y well-made , 
the maverick quilts in this exhibition 
were not chosen for the skill with which 
they were crafted. What they share is an 
unusual twist on the ordinary , a verve 
and a gritty individuality rarely found in 
more studied and self-conscious quilts. 

Everyday quilts rarely have a history 
attached to them. Often , we do not 
know the names of the women who 
made them. We do not know if the par
ticularly exciting ones were created out 
of inspiration , necessity or momenta1y 
whim. We do not know if the techniques 
or patterns they employed were the 
result of misunderstandings of the "nor
mal" way of quiltmaking or a conscious 
swerve away from the "normal " way . 

Blanche Ransome Parker from Carroll 

Patchwork , unknown quiltmaker, origin unknown, c. 1880, cotton fabrics, 64" x 73", 
collection Susie Tompkins, San Francisco 

County , Tennessee, made her unique 
Birds in the early 1940s. Bird quilts of an 
identifiable style were common in the 
1930s and 1940s: a rectangular grid of 
blocks , usually contain ing 48 embroi
dered state birds. Each bird inhabits its 
own square; the blocks are separated by 
latticework. Blanche Parker 's quilt , how
ever, is her distinctive vision. How she 
conce ived it, or why , we do not know. 
It appears to have been freely cut and 
pieced , with no pattern or templates , 
with only an idea of the finished work 
in mind. Two birds , one of them red , 
face to the left. The standard latticework 
is recognizable , black bars with red 
squares at the intersections , but every
thing is askew. The blocks are an impres
sion of "squareness "; extra bits and pieces 
of fabric are sewn in here and there to 
make everything fit. The quilt resembles 
something from a dream , vastly more 
alive and engag ing than most standard
issue bird quilts of the period . 

The same could be said for Brick 
Wall. Many brick wa ll quilts were made 
in the last part of the 19th century and 
the first half of the 20th. Most were 
composed of rectangular wool suiting 
samples arranged in neat , offset rows to 
imitate bricks. Here, the quiltmaker 
machine-sewed the bricks with a etude 
topstitch , then elected to cover the 
seams with red and gold strips. 

Compared to the orderly composition 
of an actua l brick wall, this image seems 
almost ca1toon-like, playful and sponta
neous. We will never know if its maker 
made all her quilts this way , or if this 
was perhaps tl1e only one she ever 
made. We do not know if she chose to 
attach the "mortar" sttips in a flash of wit, 
or if she simp ly wanted to cover up the 
ragged seams underneath. All we know 
is that this quilt takes the most stationary 
of subjects and makes it dance. 

Quilts need not be casually executed 
and askew to have an unusual vitality. 
Rail Fence follows a strict layout , care
fully planned and executed. The colors 
in the piano-key border are perfectly 
ordered. The shading of the colors in 
the centt·al field is soph isticated and 
subtle. With its bright calicoes and 
meticulous craft, Rail Fence is typical of 
late 19th-centu1y Pennsylvania German 
quilts , albeit on a delightfully small 
scale. Its innumerable ties made of 
embro ide1y floss, however, are anything 
but typical. It seems that this quilttnaker 



Crazy , unknown quiltmaker, origin unknown, c. 1920 , cotton fabrics, 63" x 78", collection Susie Tompkins, San Francisco 

so enjoyed the tying that she employed 
it to an extreme . The knots go all the 
way to the edge, into the binding. There 
is no conceivable structural reason for 
this much tying. The quiltmaker could 
have placed the knots inconspicuousl y 
on the back of the quilt instead of 
cove ring the front with these porcupine
like quills of floss. She wanted to accen
tuate it, to embellish the surface of her 
already highly decora tive quilt. 

One element common to many of 
these quilts is this "overty ing" techniqu e. 
Not conte nt with the usual careful grid 
of small knots about 4 inches apart , 
wh ich is all that is necessary to hold a 
quilt togethe r, some quiltmakers decided 
they so liked the decorative effect of the 
knots that they empha sized them to 
great effect. Brick Wall has knots that 
resemble a swarm of multicolored bees . 
Crazy , as another example, has a 

blizzard of off-white stitches instead of 
ties or knots. 

Since quilts are defined by the 
stitching that hold s their three layers 
together , one might argue that these are 
not qu ilts in the technical sense, but 
"tied comforters" or "hap s," as some 
wou ld call them. We chose to include 
them in the quiltmaking tradition, as 
they have sufficient elements of the quilt 
that they do not seem to belong to 
another catego ry. 

Crazy quilts, so named because they 
emplo y random-shaped pieces that 
resembl e the "crazed" lines in the glazes 
of pottery, became fashionable in the 
second half of the 19th centrny as a 
reaction to the quaintness of calico 
patchwork quilts. Most were made of 
silks and velvets, dens ely embe llished 
with various , multicolored embroidery 
stitches. The purpose was to demons trate 

one 's need lework skills with these small, 
flashy pieces , not to make a functional 
blanket. The fact that many of these 
fragile , unw ashable quilts have survived 
is largely a testament to their impractical
ity rather than to their sturdiness. Since 
they could not be used , they did not 
experience the wea r of many qu ilts. 

Most crazy quilts were tied with small 
knots on the back. The crazies in this 
exhibition , in contrast, were made of 
sturdy wool or cotton , unembe llished 
with embroid ery and , with one excep 
tion, quilted. They were probably made 
to be used as blankets. Their fractured, 
abstract compositions have an en tirely 
different effect than the embroidered , 
painted and endlessly deco rated crazy 
quilts to which they are related . These 
seem more poetic, more evocative and 
coherent. 

The tied crazy quilt from Pennsylvania 



is a masteIWork. Each block approaches 
the problem of creating an interesting 
abstract composition from a different 
perspective. Its single disk of black 
velvet appears like a window into 
infinite space , fittingly crossed with 
twinkling , snowy stars. 

The quilts in this exh ibition illustrate 
the possibilities offered by ignoring how 
things are supposed to be done. They 
demonstrate that success is not in how 
closely one adheres to the patterns of a 
craft, but in how one can express a 
more personal vision by deviating from 
convention. 

In 1971, Jonathan Holstein and 
Gail van der Hoof revolutionized the 
way we view quilts by organizing a 
major quilt exhibition for the Whitney 
Museum of American Alt in New York. 
Subsequently , similar quilt exh ibitions 
have become more common. 
Contemporaty quiltrnakers now take 
considerab le pride in creating works that 
are valued for their aesthetic merit in 
addition to their technical skill. 

These maverick quilts make it clear 
that tl1e "revolution " was primarily in the 
way we see quilts rather tl1an in the way 
tl1ey were seen by their makers. The 
quilt tradition has always contained 
examples that appear to have been made 
at least as much for the personal expres
sion of the maker as for reasons of 
economy or fashion . And it is uncanny 
how many of these quilts from a centrny 
ago prefigure by decades trends in 
abstract painting. 

An1ong the quilts that have survived , 
these examples are unusual , out of the 
ordina1y. But we have no way of know
ing how they "fit in" with their con tem
poraries (similarly dated qu ilts). We can 
only reference these existing quilts. 
Most likely, the quilts we have for study 
represent the "best" quilts, the ones that 
were deemed "heirlooms" or wo1thy of 
saving. Utility quilts , those made for 
eve1yday use , we re for the most part 
destroyed , thus limiting our oppo1tu
nities for study and comparison. 

There may have been many more 
quilts similar to the ones exhib ited that 
did not survive years of service. It is 
likely that utility quilts were the first ones 
to be commandeered for a variety of 
potentially destructive uses (packing, 
etc.). Given that likelihood , it is almost 
miraculous tl1at some of these examp les 
survived , particularly those in pristine 

Broken Dishes, Myrtle Avis Jackson Moon, Robinson County, Tennessee, 1910, 
cotton fabr ics, 64" x 72", collection Susie Tompkins , San Francisco 

condition. It is tl1erefore quite possib le 
that these examp les would not seem like 
such "mavericks " if a larger number of 
contemporaneous qu ilts had been 
preserved. 

Regardless of where they fit historically, 
regardless of their status as art, regardless 
of a collector 's sensib ility or the quilts ' 
relationships with one another, these dis
tinctive quilts give us insights into the 
minds of some highly creative and witty 
women. The sp irit of play and good 
humor in the pastel-colored Crazy , like 
the subtle inner workings of Broken 
Dishes and the inexplicable sunrise in a 
teacup of Patchwork, speak to us with 
eloq uent, amusing messages from the 
past, messages from women who might 
have been our ancestors. These quilts 
remind us that original, uniqu e works of 
att may be as close as the coverings 
under wh ich we sleep. 

Joe Cunnin gham and Julie Silber 
Co-curators of tl1e exhibition 

Notes on the collection 

This exhibition is assemb led from the 
collection of Susie Tompkins , co-founder 
and owner of Esprit de Corp. , the cloth
ing company. Until 1990, the Esprit 
collection was made up almost entirely 
of Amish quilts. That year, Tompkin s 
assumed control of the company and 
began to expand the collection. The 
quilts she found most appealing were 
the unsung , humble utility quilts and 
comforte rs. A serious collecto r of 
photography, she soon saw echoes of 
these qu ilts in her black-and-white 
photographs of depression-era farm 
families. Quilts such as these were 
similar to the ones the women in the 
photographs produced . 

These quilts embody a gritty creativity 
that challenges tradition. They are glori
ous examp les of eve1yday items. They 
represent the many traditional quilts that 
we re made by women who cou ld not 
resist giving an identifiable , community 
pattern a persona l twist and identity. 

Cover: Birds, Blanche Ransome Parker, Carroll County, Tennessee , 1940, cotton fabrics, 
64" x 80", collection Susie Tompk ins, San Francisco 


