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Figure 18. The Dangers of a Press Bed. Published in the Chicago Daily Tribune, 6 Nov. 

1891, 1. ProQuest Historical Newspapers Chicago Tribune (1849-1987). 
 

servants for both physical and emotional health. The domestic guides argued that servants 

with separate beds would be happier overall and be better workers than servants who had 

to share beds.
105

  

 As more Americans were living in urban environments, square footage became a 

premium and it was often difficult to find space for every individual to have their own 

bed; as a result it was common to have press beds in the parlor used on a regular basis by 

a member of the family or a servant. This prompted the development of elaborate press 

beds, although they were not always safe, as illustrated by the fatal accident described in 
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the newspaper article ―Crushed by the Bed,‖ which starts with ―the folding bed has 

claimed another victim‖ (see Figure 18).
106

  

 In making up the bed, Eliza Leslie in Miss Leslie‟s Lady‟s House Book, 

cautions hostesses to provide ―both a mattrass [sic] and a feather-bed, that your visiters  

[sic] may choose which they will have uppermost. Though you and all your own family 

may like to sleep hard your guests may find it difficult to sleep at all on a mattrass [sic] 

with a paillasse under it.‖
107

 In addition to having multiple mattresses for the visitor, 

Leslie also recommends providing ―an extra blanket, folded, and laid on the foot of the 

bed.‖ 
108

 Beecher and Stowe claimed that ―the best beds are thick hair mattresses, which 

for persons in health are good for winter as well as summer use. Mattresses may also be 

made of husks, dried and drawn into shreds; also of alternate layers of cotton and 

moss.‖
109

  Miss Beecher discourages the use of a feather mattress ―save in extremely cold 

weather.…[Because] nothing is more debilitating than, in warm weather, to sleep with a 

feather-bed pressing round the greater part of the body.‖
110

 While the domestic guides of 

the time were focusing on traditional mattresses Thomas Weber was impressed by new 

inventions in the world of mattresses, noting in 1845:  

 Mattresses stuffed with elastic iron wire are a recent and valuable 

improvement… This kind of mattress, on account of its superior 

elasticity, is particularly well calculated for invalids, not requiring 

to be shaken or moved like a feather bed. It is, besides, extremely 

cool in summer; and in winter if warmth be required, another soft 

mattress can be laid upon it. Indeed, with this mattress no feather 

bed is necessary, and it is therefore, upon the whole, very 

economical, not being above half the price of a bed. They cannot 

be turned, and require no making.
111

  

 

Between 1840 and 1869, mattresses received significant attention among inventors in an 

effort to make sleep more enjoyable and decrease the work and health issues involved 
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with traditional mattresses. In 1865, a patent on steel coil springs for the interior of 

mattresses was granted. Nevertheless, throughout the 1840s to 1860s mattresses still 

typically consisted of ticking filled with a variety of materials.   

 In 1840, English upper-class households had up to three different qualities of bed 

sheets.  The finest quality was reserved for guest beds, the second best sheets were used 

by the general family and the lowest quality sheets were used by the servants and 

occasionally the children. Catherine Beecher and her sister Harriet Beecher Stowe in their 

1869 domestic guide advise when making bed sheets that ―it is poor economy to make 

narrow and short sheets, as children and domestics will always slip them off, and soil the 

bed-tick and bolster. They should be three yards long, and two and a half wide, so that 

they can be tucked in all around.‖
112

 The dimensions for the sheets are six inches 

narrower but the same length as the dimensions that Leslie recommends for a large 

double bed bedspread.
113

 

           Beecher and Stowe warned that making a bed was an important defining 

―characteristic of good or poor housekeeping‖ and that ―few servants will make a bed 

properly, without much attention from the mistress of the family.‖
114

 The majority of the 

trouble associated with making a bed during this time period was that the upper 

mattresses needed to be turned each day.  Most domestic guides published during this 

time period contain detailed and relatively consistent descriptions of how to make a bed.  

The following is the method provided by Beecher and Stowe: 

Open the windows, and lay off the bed-covering on two chairs, at the foot 

of the bed. If it be a feather-bed, after it is well aired, shake the feathers 

from each corner to the middle; then take up the middle, shake it well, and 

turn the bed over. Then push the feathers in place, making the head higher 

than the foot, and the sides even, and as high as the middle part. A 
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mattress, whether used on top of a feather-bed or by itself, should in like 

manner be well aired and turned. Then put on the bolster and the under 

sheet, so that the wrong side of the sheet shall go next the bed, and the 

marking always come at the head, tucking in all around. Then put on the 

pillows, evenly, so that the open ends shall come to the sides of the bed, 

and spread on the upper sheet so that the wrong side shall be next the 

blankets, and the marked end always at the head.  This arrangement of 

sheets is to prevent the part where the feet lie from being reversed, so as to 

come to the face; and also to prevent the parts soiled by the body from 

coming to the bedtick and blankets. Put on the other covering, except the 

outer one, tucking in all around, and then turn over the upper sheet at the 

head, so as to show a part of the pillows. When the pillow-cases are clean 

and smooth, they look best outside the cover, but not otherwise. Then 

draw the hand along the side of the pillows, to make an even indentation, 

and then smooth and shape the whole outside.
115

 

 

The detailed attention provided by domestic guides to the art of making the bed 

highlights the importance of a well made bed as an indication of a well-kept home.  The 

basic bedding components are still remarkably similar today and the manner in which a 

bed is made including the placement of pillows and the indentation added as a finishing 

touch is still seen today, with the exception of the attention given to the mattress and the 

marking of sheets.   

American Life and Design: 1870-1919 

 After the Civil War ended in the spring of 1865, the nation entered an era of 

Reconstruction that lasted until around 1877. Along with dealing with the role of the 

South in the United States government, the reconstruction focused on rebuilding the 

economy and by the mid-1870s America as a nation had begun to enter the Gilded Age; a 

period in which the American dream proved possible.
116

 Mass media became an 

important influence on American life, particularly among middle-class families, as new 

technologies and increased advertising decreased costs and increased production rates 
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and readership of magazines and newspapers.
 117

  Real life and fictional rags to riches 

stories filled the papers. Individuals such as Cornelius Vanderbilt, John D. Rockefeller, 

Andrew Carnegie and Henry Flagler all started from humble beginnings and amassed 

unprecedented fortunes. Periodicals and newspapers informed the masses what the elites 

were doing, wearing, and how they decorated their homes influencing young and old 

alike.
118

  Not everyone saw the desire for upward mobility and the American dream as a 

positive element of society.  In 1895, Mrs. Burton Harrison argued that the myth of the 

American dream was harmful: ―the shop-girl, the bedazzled young clerk, who read of 

these glittering lives of their fellow-democrats, set up a false standard of the aim and end 

of a successful mercantile life.‖
119

 

 After the Revolutionary War, America adopted the ideals of the Greeks and 

following the Civil War they turned their admiration towards the Italian Renaissance.  

The new age of wealth brought about a new significance in the role of art in American 

society as the new upper-class was able to offer patronage to favorite architects, artists 

and designers.
120

  The American Renaissance dominated mainstream American culture, 

embracing new technology and modern ideals while thriving on the energy of 

commercialization, success and expansion.  

 The Arts and Crafts and Aesthetic Movements were two separate but related 

reactions to urban sprawl and industrial mechanization promoted by the American 

Renaissance as signs of success. The Arts and Crafts Movement, a byproduct of the mid-

nineteenth century Gothic revival, drew its inspiration from the Middle Ages, 

emphasizing a return to craftsmanship based on the study of medieval design and 

construction while criticizing the poor quality of factory made goods. The movement had 
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many followers in the United States and the popularity of the style was spread by Charles 

Locke Eastlake (1793-1865) and Gustav Stickley (1858-1942) who carried the messages 

of the English reform designers, such as Ruskin (who had popularized the Gothic Revival 

of the mid-nineteenth century) and William Morris (1834-1896), to the general public.  

 According to Harriet Prescott Spofford (1835-1921), in 1878, ―not a young 

marrying couple who read English were to be found without ‗Hints on Household Taste‖ 

in their hands, and all its dicta were accepted as gospel truths.‖
121

 Hints on Household 

Taste by Eastlake focused on simplicity, functionality and honesty of construction.  

While Eastlake admired the medieval philosophies, he did not feel it was necessary to 

replicate designs. One of Eastlake‘s arguments for simple, rectilinear furniture was that 

cost decreased with less ornamentation. An important component of the Arts and Crafts 

Movement is the relationship between handcrafted objects and manufactured objects; 

although, Eastlake admired handcrafted objects he understood manufacturing would 

reach the masses and Eastlake believed artistic furniture should and could be as cheap as 

―ugly‖ furniture.
122

 

 Contributors to the ―Eastlake—Influenced American Furniture 1870—1890‖ 

exhibition held at the Hudson River Museum in 1973, argued that while the Arts and 

Crafts Movement was different than what had previously existed, it was still Victorian 

since it was created in the era defined by historians as Victorian. Mary Madigan argues 

Eastlake was more influential than Morris during their day, but history has favored 

Morris and he is considered the father of the Arts and Crafts Movement. She points to the 

fact that Morris, Marshall, Faulker and Company sold to a small, elite clientele and 

Morris‘ first public lecture on ―The Decorative Arts‖ was not held until 1877, and by than 
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Eastlake‘s Hints on Household Taste had spread around the world and had been reprinted 

numerous times.
123

 While Eastlake never actually manufactured furniture, his name was 

appropriated by furniture manufactures and furniture was sold in the Eastlake style. 

  Gustav Stickley was another major proponent of the Arts and Crafts Movement 

in the United States. Stickley not only manufactured affordable Arts and Crafts furniture 

but he saw the movement as a way of life and he sought to spread the movements ideals 

through the publication of the Craftsman magazine which was published from October 

1901 to December 1916; the last edition in 1916 marks the symbolic end of the 

movement in the United States.
124

   

 The Aesthetic Movement was short lived; gaining popularity in the mid-1870s 

and declining by the late 1880s, but many of the key players in spreading the Arts and 

Crafts ideology to the general public also supported the Aesthetic Movement: including 

Charles Eastlake, Harriet Spofford and Clarence Cook (1828-1900). The Aesthetic 

Movement began in England and sought to educate the common man about creating 

artistic homes.  According to this line of thinking, beds were not to be viewed from a 

utilitarian point of view, but as a piece of art. The goal of the movement was to create a 

society which valued artistic furniture, textiles, wallpaper, ceramics, literature and 

metallurgy. The 1876 Philadelphia Centennial Exposition introduced America to the 

beauty of viewing functional objects as objects of art. The result of appreciating 

decorative art objects on their own artistic merits resulted in an eclectic style with rooms 

containing a rich variety of unrelated objects.
125

  The Aesthetic Movement faded in the 

late 1880s and made room for Art Nouveau at the turn of the twentieth century.  
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 The Aesthetic and Arts and Crafts Movements appealed to Americans who were 

struggling to find the balance between the rapid pace of the industrial lifestyle and the 

simple lifestyle they envisioned their ancestors had lead, but the two movements were 

both based on European heritage.  The focus on Americas own past came to light in the 

cultural movement that would continue throughout the twentieth century: the Colonial 

Revival. The Colonial Revival supported a romanticized view of the American past.  

Americans wanted to eat, dress, decorate, and live the way they believed their Colonial 

ancestors had.  They bought antique furniture to decorate their houses; they recreated 

colonial kitchens and dressed in a fashion they believe emulated their forefathers and 

mothers. The Colonial Revival not only rescued old bedsteads from attics and barns but 

also stimulated an interest in quilting.  Needlework became a large industry in the 

Colonial Revival because it was the common belief that their foremothers were feverishly 

sewing, knitting and quilting to cloth and protect their families.  

Quilts: 1870-1919 

 Quiltmaking between 1870 and 1919 provides an interesting avenue to look at 

American culture. The widespread adaptation of sewing machines along with the 

increasing mass production of clothing removed the need to hand sew on a regular basis 

resulting in a decline in the quality of the quilts made during this time period. The quality  

of available fabric also declined during the late nineteenth century as manufacturers cut 

on quality to make a profit, contributing to the low quality exhibited in late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century quilts.
 126

 What is interesting though is that between 1870 and 

1919 when the quality of quilts was on the decline, the Arts and Crafts and Aesthetic 

Movements were busy encouraging women to take up the needle and create handmade  
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textile objects including quilts to combat 

the poor quality of machine made goods. 

The value the two Movements placed on 

handmade objects as a rejection against 

the poor quality of machine made goods, 

in theory should have spurred on the 

production of high quality homemade 

goods. However, quilts made at the end 

of the nineteenth century typically 

exhibited lower-quality skills and 

material than quilts made prior to the 

Civil War. Brackman used the terms 

homely, crude and coarse to describe them.
 127

 The Colonial Revival also spurred 

quiltmaking as magazine and newspapers promoted quilt patterns based on what 

magazine editors and writers believed were Colonial designs, although they were, in fact, 

patterns derived from the mid-nineteenth century quilts rather than pre-1776 designs.  

 A completely new style of block quilt began to be made in the 1860s and became 

known as Log Cabin quilts (see Figure 19).  Log Cabin quilts made in the 1870s through 

1890s included wool, silk and some cotton and emphasized light and dark values. 

According to Patricia Crews and Carolyn Ducey, the availability of affordable wool and 

silk fabric allowed quiltmakers to design quilts that engaged and captivated the viewer 

and maker.
128

  Marin Hanson points out the versatility of the Log Cabin design saying: ―a 

simple change in a quilt‘s setting—the placement and configuration of its blocks— 

 

Figure 19. Log Cabin Quilt. Maker 

Unknown. Possibly made in Berks County, 

Pennsylvania. 75 x 75 inches.   

Source: IQSCM. 1997.007.0005. 
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completely alters its character by 

creating a wholly different overall 

pattern.‖
129

  The Log Cabin quilt fit 

within the eclectic design of the 

movement.  The authors of In Pursuit of 

Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic 

Movement summed up the feeling of the 

rooms in the following manner: ―the 

layering and juxtaposition of many 

different patterns and the use of a subtle 

palette of colors closely related in value, 

hue, and tone demonstrated a heightened 

artistic consciousness on the part of the decorator and at the same time demanded a 

refined sensibility on the part of the visitor.‖
130

 While Log Cabin quilts were made well 

into the 1900s, their peak in popularity was during the last decades of the nineteenth 

century. Late nineteenth century Log Cabin quilts can be separated from their twentieth 

century counterparts based on the fabrics used. The rich wools and silks that fit within the 

Aesthetic Movement gave way to lighter, pastel cottons to fit within the modern twentieth 

century Art Deco and Modernist aesthetic.
131

 The Log Cabin also appealed to the 

blossoming Colonial Revival Movement, due to the romantic name and the fact that the 

construction of the quilt is reminiscent to the way a log cabin is built.
132

 

 The Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia in 1876 is not only responsible for 

popularizing the Aesthetic Movement, but it is believed to have led to the creation of the 

 

 

Figure 20. Crazy Quilt. Maker Unknown. 

Probably made in Turtle Creek, 

Pennsylvania. Dated 1896. 76 x 74 inches.   

Source: IQSCM 1997.007.0952. 
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Crazy quilt. Like the Log Cabin quilt, the Crazy quilt fit within the eclectic décor of an 

interior decorated according to the Aesthetics Movement style. Both quilt styles utilized 

similar color palettes and fabric choices (see Figure 20). Crazy quilts during the late 

nineteenth century also incorporated elaborate embroidery along with hand painted 

pictures, souvenirs and mementos.  In Clues in the Calico, Brackman states one simple 

rule regarding dating Crazy quilts: ―There were no Crazy quilts made before the late 

1870s.‖ She then goes on to explain how the Crazy quilt mania can be tracked in the 

newspapers and magazines of the era. 133  According to Hanson, Crazy quilts were the 

result of the Aesthetic Movement. The quilt was considered a work of art and was not 

intended to be used in the bedroom as a cover. Instead the Crazy quilt with is luxurious 

fabrics and elaborate embroideries was fit for the parlor among the collection of other 

artistic items.134 

 According to textile historian Beverly Gordon, Crazy quilts were made to evoke a 

particular feeling as part of the larger fairyland movement occurring in the nineteenth 

century.  At the end of the nineteenth century pre-Raphaelite artists and the Aesthetic 

Movement, along with popular literature from Frank Baum and James Barrie created a  

desire for fairylands.  The idea of the fairyland was spread through a desire for sensual 

saturation, pleasure and the exotic. Gordon admits contemporaries did not associate the 

creation of Crazy quilts with the fairyland phenomena, but she argues their fabric choices 

and iconography place them in the context.
135

   

 Another quilt style inspired by the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia is 

outline embroidery, often called Redwork (see Figure 21). There are two main types of 

outline embroidered quilts: pictorial and inscribed. Pictorial quilts were typically made  



71 
 

for children and often utilized simple designs from nursery books for patterns or 

published outline designs. The images are usually not very detailed.  The inscribed quilts 

were made as fundraiser quilts, usually for a church.  These quilts tend to have hundreds 

of names stitched onto them.  The names are often stitched in a pattern to create a design 

on the otherwise plain white fabric. The most common embroidery thread color used was 

Turkey red because it was colorfast and helps explain why it is often referred to as 

Redwork.
136

   

 Tessellated designs, with an all-over quilt format, re-emerged as a trend in the late 

nineteenth century.  Tessellated designs are composed of one repeating shape; the 

hexagon mosaic from the turn of the nineteenth century reappeared along with other 

shapes, particularly triangles and small squares during the late nineteenth century (see 

Figure 22). The availability of thousands of different prints of fabric in the late-nineteenth 

  

Figure 21. Embroidered Redwork Quilt. 

Made by Raymond D. Fry. Dated 1918. 90 x 

78 inches.  

Source: IQSCM. 1997.007.0940. 

Figure 22. Tessellated Quilt. Trip Around 

the World. Maker Unknown. Possibly 

made in Pennsylvania, Circa. 1890-1910. 

64.5 x 81.5 inches.  

Source: IQSCM. 1997.007.0242. 
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century presented quilters the opportunity to collect hundreds of different fabrics and 

quilters attempted to make a charm quilt—a quilt in which each piece was made from a 

different fabric. Laurel Horton points out that many people have misinterpreted the use of 

different small pieces as a sign of frugality or thrift. Instead Horton argues that the use of 

a multitude of small fabrics demonstrates the desire to collect and show off different 

fabrics.137  

 At the turn of the century the Gentleman Farmer featured ―Della‘s Diary. Extracts 

from the Note-Book of an Enterprising Minnesota Girl. No. 2.‖ Della comes from a 

middle-class family, goes to a boarding school and is allowed to do what she wants. Della 

was intent on learning how to keep house and when given the opportunity she goes to 

help a Mrs. Morris (one of the top housekeepers in the county) with her housekeeping 

chores for a few days. While at Mrs. Morris‘ she helps with repurposing, washing and 

caring for Mrs. Morris‘ quilts. After washing the quilts she ―basted strips of worn calico 

along one edge, to keep them clean where they came against the face. The strips were 

taken from the back breadth of worn dresses, and were wide enough to extend to a depth 

of four inches on each side of the upper edge of the quilt.‖
138

 The strip that Della is 

referring to is commonly referred to as beard-guard but the term may be inappropriate 

since Della merely mentions it is a protection against the face and does not specifically 

mention beards. 

Beds: 1870-1919 

 After the Civil War ended in the United States, American furniture factories 

began to grow and expand rapidly.  The new factories were no longer centered in New 

England, but spread across the United States along railways and rivers.  The Northern  
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Figure 23.  Bedroom Featured in the Spring 1896 Sears, Roebuck and Co. Catalogue.  

Source: Sears, Roebuck and Co, Sears Roebuck and Co. Consumers Guide. Catalogue 

No.102. Spring 1896 (Chicago, IL: Sears, Roebuck and Co., 1896), 643. 

 

 At the same time that the magnificent Renaissance Revival bedsteads grew 

popular among middle and upper-class American adults, cast iron bedsteads grew in 

popularity not just among the working-class, but also for children and young adults in the 

middle and upper-class.
142

 When Sears, Roebuck and Co. issued its first large general 

catalogue in the Spring of 1896, Sears, Roebuck and Co. advertised seven wooden 

bedsteads, three wooden press beds and eight iron bedsteads. Based on the bedsteads in 

the data set during the 1880s and 1890s, iron was the most common material used for 

bedsteads (see Figure 24).  The popularity of iron for bedsteads rested in the belief that 

they were more sanitary than wooden bedsteads and less likely to harbor the dreaded  
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 Mattresses made from straw, hair, or feathers continued to be popular into the 

early twentieth century. Church in 1881 and The Association of Practical Housekeeping 

Centers of New York in 1911, recommend the use of a quality hair mattress.
155

 Although 

hair mattresses were expensive Church argued that they are well worth the price when 

you consider how much time is spent in bed.
156

 If a hair mattress could not be bought she 

recommended a mattress with the springs attached to slats with a corn-husk mattress 

placed on top, until a young couple could afford a hair mattress.
157

 Although mattresses, 

pillows and bolsters were sold stuffed with a particular item, such as barley, what was 

found inside actually varied as shown in the following 4 Aug. 1888 article in Good 

Housekeeping.   

Pillows, bolsters, and beds…[were] examined, and found to contain 

portions of filthy, coarse black serge, apparently parts of soldier‘s coat 

sleeves, pieces of dirty, greasy silk dresses, old worsted braid from the 

borders of women‘s gowns, soiled linen rags and colored calico and 

even nuts and walnut shells and pieces of crinoline wire. The bedding 

in this case was bought new…a few years ago of an expensive and 

respectable upholsterer…. a woman who was employed to do the 

unpicking work for the trade informed…that the practice of stuffing 

bedding with dirty rubbish and rags was very general, and that few beds 

or bolsters contain only the materials of which they are supposed to 

consist.
158

 

 

 Bedding still consisted primarily of sheets, blankets, counterpanes, pillows, cases 

and a bolster.
159

  In the 1888s, Good Housekeeping ran an article by Helena Rowe on 

―Family Fashions and Fancies.‖ commenting on household linen and bedding and the  

current problems with manufactured bedding. By the 1888s, shops had begun to offer 

household linen at all price points. However, the measurements of many of the sheets 

were mislabeled according to Rowe. She writes, ―it is to be regretted, however, that few 

of the hemstitched sheets offered for sale are long enough for an ordinary bed.‖
160
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Rachel Macy noted in the 16 Feb. 1889  issue of Good Housekeeping that ―six sheets to a 

bed [is] sufficient‖ for the beginning household and for bedspreads declared that ―nothing 

is better than Marseilles spreads, and if heavier bedding is needed for servants‘ use, [a] 

comfortable can be purchased.‖
161

  

American Life and Design: 1920-1939 

 After the end of World War I in 1918, Americans were looking towards the future 

instead of the past.  The 1920s became known as the Roaring Twenties and new 

technologies, such as the automobile, began to reshape the nation. In 1920 the 19
th

 

amendment was passed and women were given the right to vote in the United States. The 

Roaring Twenties, much like the Gilded Age, were a time of economic prosperity. The 

Roaring Twenties came to a halt in 1929 when Wall Street crashed. The stock market 

crash in 1929 coupled with the Dust Bowl resulted in The Great Depression that spanned 

most of the 1930s.  Many Americans found themselves unemployed and some homeless 

with no prospects for changing their situation.  

 Prior to the twentieth century the prevailing decorative art styles were direct 

revivals or heavily influenced by historic designs. By the twentieth century the avant-

garde or Modernism Movement, which had begun in France in the late nineteenth 

century, was beginning to gain hold in the United States. The movement promoted new 

ways of thinking, designing and living. Modernism accepted the increasing number of 

scientific findings and argued for a new way of life that did not rely on revisiting the past, 

but rather on creating a brand new future.  During the 1920s a new aesthetic—Art 

Deco—emerged in Paris that did not gain acceptance in the Modernist Movement and 
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was openly criticized by Modernists according to design historian Stephen Escritt, 

although their differences may not have been very great.
162

 The style, known today as Art 

Deco, is difficult to define; its most important defining characteristic was its use of new 

contemporaneous materials (i.e. Bakelite), linear symmetry and geometric shapes. The 

style catered to mass manufacturing and technological advancements incorporating new 

materials.
163

  Art Deco designers were largely influenced by archaeological findings (i.e. 

the discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamun), Cubism and Futurism and the sun beam 

became a popular motif.  

Quilts: 1920-1939 

 The business of quilt patterns and kits boomed even during the Great Depression 

and successful quilt designers were trained at the leading art institutions in the country 

and brought the modern and Art Deco design aesthetics to many of the quilts they 

designed.  In the 1930s there was a small resurgence of central-medallion format quilts 

popularized by quilt designs and kits such as Marie Webster‘s Poppy quilt (see Figure 

28). In addition to the block and central-medallion format, a plethora of one-of-a-kind  

 (original format) quilts were made. The impulse to make novelty quilts may have arisen 

from women‘s desires to make quilts that would stand out at fairs, among the throng of 

traditional quilts and quilts made from kits and patterns.  

 Quilt businesses proliferated and sold quilt patterns and kits. A few companies 

sold handmade quilts. The quilt designers and hence the quilt designs were largely 

influenced by the decorative arts movements of the era. Xenia Cord defines a quilt kit as 

―commercially prepared fabric components for some design aspect of the top; [and a] kit 

quilt: a finished product incorporating commercially produced fabric components as a  



81 
 

  

Figure 26.  Lily. Possibly made in Iowa. 

Maker Unknown. Circa 1920-1930. 81 x 88 

inches.  

Source: IQSCM. 2004.016.0001. 

Figure 27. Wild Ducks Pattern from 

Mountain Mist. Maker Unknown. 

Possibly made in Ohio. Circa 1934. 70 x 

88 inches.   

Source: IQSCM. 1997.007.0922. 

 

part of its assembled design.‖
164

  According to Anne Copeland and Beverly Dunivent, 

quilt kits and kit quilts should not be regarded with late twentieth century negativity, but 

instead should be seen as a vital part of the 1920s and 1930s quilt revival.
165

  The women 

who were responsible for quilt businesses often had formal training in art and design and 

were responsible for expanding the quiltmaking industry and incorporating the decorative 

art ideologies of the era into quilts.
166

  

 During the 1920s and 1930s, feed sacks became a popular fabric used for clothing 

and household items such as quilts. Feed sacks were incorporated into the tops and backs 

of quilts. Susan Davis in her study of Floyd County, Virginia, quilters documented that 

feed sacks were commonly used in the 1930s among Floyd County quilters. Davis 

recorded that quilt blocks could be made out of five pound sugar sacks, since they were  
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already the right size and that four 100 pound 

Daisy hog or chicken feed bags were a good 

size for a quilt lining.
167

  In 1918 a 

Progressive Farmer reader also recommended 

four sacks for a quilt lining. In this case the 

reader preferred flour sacks because they 

could be obtained at a reasonable rate from a 

baker.
168

 The size of feed sacks were not 

standardized until 1943 by the War 

Production Board. Consequently, it is difficult 

to ascertain how large the sacks mentioned 

were, but in 1943 a ―100-pound flour sack provided 36‖ x 42‖ piece of fabric, while a 

100-pound feed sack yielded approximately 39‖ x 48‖.‖
169

 

 A significant year in quilt history was 1933 when Sears, Roebuck and Co. 

sponsored the Century of Progress Quilt Contest in conjunction with the Chicago World‘s 

Fair. The Century of Progress Quilt Contest held during the middle of the Great 

Depression turned into the largest quilt contest ever held.
170

 Quilts were made in all of the 

traditional styles. In addition, some makers responded to the contest organizers theme—

―The Century of Progress‖—and made imaginative, original quilts. In the end the Sears, 

Roebuck and Co. judges were criticized by quilters because the top prizes were awarded 

to traditional quilts, even though the contest announcement had encouraged quiltmakers 

to create quilts with innovative designs reflecting the contest theme.
171

 

 

Figure 28. Poppy. Made from Marie 

Webster Pattern. Possibly made in 

Indiana. Circa 1912. 81 x 93 inches.  

Source: IQSCM. 1997.007.0807. 
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 Lasanky suggested that the shift from quilts being used as the primary or top 

bedcovering to their use as a secondary bedcovering (beneath the top spread) meant that 

the quilt now had only to cover the top of the mattress and postulated that this was the 

possible explanation for quilts becoming smaller in size after the 1860s. This explanation 

seems persuasive until one examines the advice literature. For example, Eliza Leslie in 

Miss Leslie‟s Lady‟s House Book advises that any bedcover intended to cover a double 

size bed should be three yards wide by three yards in length (108 x 108 inches). She goes 

on to recommend making comfortables (soft quilts) that were intended to be ―laid under 

the bed-spread‖ in the same size as a primary bedcovering (108 x 108 inches).
206

 Leslie 

also advises using less batting in the sides when making a quilt as a secondary 

bedcovering so the sides can be tucked in around the bottom and corners of the 

mattresses to prevent the covering from sliding off of the bed.
207

 Consequently, based on 

the prescriptive literature of the time period concerning housekeeping and specifically the 

making of beds, it does not appear as though quilts were being made to fit only the top of 

the mattress. The advice manual writers still expected quilts to be large enough to hang 

down the sides even if they were used under the primary bedspread and were tucked into 

the mattress.  

 Furthermore Rococo bedsteads, which became popular in the 1850s, had wide 

side rails into which the bedcovering was tucked instead of left to hang over the sides 

(refer to Figure 17). Starting in the mid-nineteenth century the primary bedcovering was 

often featured in domestic guides and retail catalogues with the sides tucked into wide 

side railings which may also help explain the continuing decrease in quilt size in the 

1870s through 1910s (see Figure 23).
208
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 Another possible explanation for the decrease in quilt size during the 1860s might 

be that quilts decreased in size because quiltmakers did not have the materials to make 

larger quilts due to shortages during the Civil War. Another explanation could be that 

time was more valuable during the war and quilters did not have as much leisure time to 

devote to making large quilts and satisfied themselves with making utilitarian quilts that 

were just large enough to serve their purpose. In research conducted by Virginia Gunn, 

quilts were made in cot size dimensions for the war effort by both the North and the 

South, but very few of these quilts survive and none were included in this study.
209

 Since 

no Civil War cot quilts were included in this study, the decline in quilt size was not due 

to the smaller quilts made for use by soldiers in the war, although the study may have 

contained quilts that were made by women to raise funds to support the war effort during 

this time period.   

 Without further research into the height of bedsteads, it was difficult to fully 

understand the decrease in quilt size that occurred in the mid-nineteenth century, because 

it could correlate with a shift in the height of bedsteads. Downing indicates in 1850 that 

the old fashioned four-post bedstead was ―high‖ while the popular French bedstead was 

―low‖; indicating a shift in the overall height of bedsteads.
210

 Research into the number of 

individuals sleeping in a bed may reveal that fewer people were sleeping in a single bed 

in the second-half of the nineteenth century resulting in a decrease in quilt size.  

 Quilts made between 1860 and 1919 continue to steadily decrease in size, 

whereas the bedsteads do not begin to decrease in size until the 1880s, two decades after 

quilts exhibit a significant decrease in size. It was unclear why these shifts do not 

coincide. Furthermore, as bedsteads continued to decrease in size between 1880 and 
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1939, quilts increased in size between 1920 and 1939. One possible explanation of why 

quilts increased in size in the 1920s may be due to the increase in available materials. The 

incorporation of feed sacks into quilting for both the front and back of quilts became 

popular during the 1920s.  The fact that feed sacks were on hand and were not an 

additional purchase may have allowed quiltmakers to use more fabric and make larger 

quilts than if they had purchased fabric specifically to make a quilt. Four 100 pound feed 

sacks were sufficient and recommended for a quilt lining.
211

 Feed sacks were not 

standardized until 1943, so it would be extremely difficult to determine if the size of feed 

sacks influenced the size of quilts during the 1920s and 1930s. In 1943, four 100 pound 

flour sacks and four 100 pound feed sacks would have provided pieces of fabric with an 

area of approximately 6048 in.
2
 and 7488 in.

2
, respectively.

212
 The mean area of quilts in 

the1920s and the 1930s were both smaller (6018 in.
2
 and 6289 in.

2
, respectively) than the 

size of the 1943 feed sack measurements. Consequently, assuming pre-1940s feed sacks 

were approximately the same size as 1943 feed sacks, quiltmakers who used feed sacks 

for the back of a quilt would have had plenty of fabric for the backing and would not 

have had to make conservative decisions about the size of the top of the quilt to make it 

fit the size of a feed sack backing.     

 Another possible explanation for why quilts increased in size in the 1920s may 

correlate with the increase in the popularity of quilt patterns and kits.  The size of quilts 

made from quilt patterns and kits has not been studied. A study may reveal that the quilt 

patterns and kits were generally designed to produce a standard size.  If quilt patterns and 

kits were typically offered in one size, the designers most likely would have made the 

size large enough to cover the largest standard bedstead size (60 x 76 inches) being 
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manufactured at the time, even though twin and full size bedsteads were more commonly 

sold (39 x 76 inches and 54 x 76 inches, respectively). Quiltmakers who relied on 

patterns and particularly kits would probably make the quilt in the recommended size 

regardless of the actual size of their own bedsteads. Further research is needed to confirm 

or refute this theory.  

Directional Design Elements Indicating the Quiltmaker Considered the Bed 

 In 1801 a British domestic female servant was asked, ―What is your rule for 

placing the counterpane properly?‖ She responded: ―there is generally a flower, or some 

other conspicuous figure, in the centre of the counterpane; and when I have got that at an 

equal distance, on the top of the bed, from the head, foot, and sides, I know that it will 

fall and hang properly.‖
213

 Data were gathered on specific design elements that indicated 

the way the quiltmaker intended the quilt to be positioned on a bed. Almost half of the 

quilts (45%) included in the study included a visual clue indicating the direction the quilt 

was intended to be used on the bed. The specific direction that a quilt should be placed on 

the bed was indicated by one or more of the following design elements: motifs (such as a 

flower with a blossom and a stem), borders (on less than four sides), inscriptions, corners 

or an asymmetrical design composition (see Figure 41).  

 Quilts made between 1790 and 1859 were more likely to have a specific direction 

to be placed on the bed, than quilts made between 1860 and 1939 (see Figure 42). The 

highest number of quilts with a directional element were made between 1800 and 1829.  

It is unclear why quilts during this time period were the most likely to contain a 

directional element. One explanation could be the scale and design of motifs on fabric,  
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Figure 41. Percentage of Quilts for Each Directional Design Element. 
 

 
Figure 42. Quilts With a Directional Design Element Versus Quilts Without a 

Directional Design Element.  
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          None         Motif          Border       Corners    Inscription  Asymmetrical 
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especially chintz fabric, during this time period. Quilts with a directional design element 

outnumbered quilts without a directional design element in every decade prior to the 

1860s, except for the 1830s. Quilts made after 1859 represented 68 percent of the quilts 

with a directional design element. However, only 39.5 percent of the quilts made between 

1860 and 1939 contained a directional design element.  In the 1930s the number of quilts 

with a directional element rose to 49 percent. The increase noted in the 1930s could be 

related to the resurgence of central-medallion format quilts that occurred at this time.  

 The most common directional design element was a motif that faced a certain 

way, consistent with the domestic servant‘s observation in the early 1800s.
214

 Directional 

motifs were on 44 percent of the quilts that contained a directional design element and on 

22 percent of the quilts in the overall study. In the 1800s decade half of the quilts 

contained a motif that indicated the direction the quilt should be placed onto the bed.  

Beginning in the 1860s and continuing through the 1900s, fewer directional motifs were 

observed; only 9 percent to 11 percent of the quilts contained a directional motif between 

1860 and 1909.  The use of directional motifs started to rise in the 1910s and continued to 

be used in about the same percentage in the 1920s. Then in the 1930s the use of 

directional motifs increased to 34 percent.   

 The second most common directional design element was a quilt‘s border (see 

Figure 41). Borders on three sides or less were found on 27 percent of the quilts that 

contained a directional design element and 13 percent of the quilts in the overall study.  

Quilt borders were divided into the following six categories: one-edge, two-edge, three-

edge, two-edge corner, beard-guard and other. Data were not collected on quilts that had 

four-edge borders because the presence of four-edge borders does not indicate the way a 
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quilt would be placed on a bed. For the purposes of this study the word border refers to 

borders on three sides or less of the quilt and excludes quilts with four-edge borders.  

  In Clues in the Calico, Brackman noted that borders on only three sides or less 

were ―surprisingly common.‖215 However, quilts with borders on three sides or less 

represented only 13 percent of the quilts in this study. Therefore, the findings of this 

study do not support Brackman‘s observation. Borders were most popular in the 1800s 

decade when 47 percent of the quilts attributed to that decade contained a border.  The 

popularity of borders declined during the 1810s and 1820s, to 33 percent and 21 percent, 

respectively.  Between the 1830s and 1870s the number of quilts that contained borders 

ranged from 15 percent to 16 percent of the total quilts made during this time period. The 

number of quilts containing borders was low in quilts made between 1880 and 1929 and 

in the 1930s only 10 percent of the quilts contained borders.    

 The third most popular directional design element were corners (see Figure 41). 

Corner directional design elements represented 20 percent of the quilts with a directional 

design element and 10 percent of the quilts in the overall study.  Cut-out corners (79%) 

were the most common corner design element, while two rounded corners (11%) were 

occasionally employed.  Several different corner treatments were also observed including 

one quilt with four cut-out corners. T-shaped quilts (quilts with cut-out corners) were 

most popular during the 1840s and 1850s. Lasansky concluded in ―T-Shaped Quilts: A 

New England Phenomenon‖ that they have been continuously made in the New England 

region.
216

 The results of this study suggest that T-shaped quilts declined in popularity 

after 1860. There were no T-shaped quilts recorded in this study after 1890. 

Consequently, these data do not support Lasnasky‘s assertion that T-shaped quilts have 
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tended to be made before the Civil War. However, only 

three quilts included in this study were nine feet 

square—the size recommended by Leslie for all double 

bed size coverings. Twenty-three of the square quilts in 

the data set had an area greater than or equal to 11,664 

in.
2
; of those, twenty-two dated prior to the Civil War 

and one was probably made during the Civil War.   

 The other observation made by Brackman 

regarding square quilts was that quilts 84 x 84 inches were a standard size and provided 

no help in dating quilts.
221

 Only 35 out of the 819 square quilts in the study were 84 

inches square and quilts 78, 82 and 86 inches square appeared just as frequently. 

Therefore, Brackman was correct when she asserts that 84 x 84 inch quilts offer no 

indication to help date a quilt because few quilts of those dimensions appear in the study 

period. The small number of quilts with 84 x 84 inches dimension contradicts 

Brackman‘s assertion that this was a standard size.
222

  

 Overall the quilt formats that are most likely to be square are four-block and star 

quilts; while original and whole-cloth format quilts are more likely to be rectangular in 

shape (see Table 7). Approximately half of the four-block (51%) and star format (45%) 

quilts in the study are square.  Although four-block and star quilts are the two quilt  

formats most likely to be square; they comprise only thirteen percent of all square quilts 

and only seven percent of the total number of quilts in the study. It was interesting that 

the percentage was not higher given that both quilt formats are based on four square 

blocks. The fact that only half of these quilts were square indicates that four-block and 

Table 7. Percentage of Square 

Quilts by Format. 

 

Quilt Format Percent 

Original 11 

Whole-Cloth 13 

All-Over  15 

Bars 16 

Block 24 

Central 29 

Star 45 

Four-Block 51 
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star quilts often have borders attached or in the case of four-block format quilts that the 

four-blocks are actually rectangular rather than square.  

 The Middle Atlantic region had the highest percentage of square quilts followed 

by New England, the Southeast, the Midwest and the Western region.  Approximately, 40 

percent of the quilts attributed to the Middle Atlantic region were square. The high 

percentage of square quilts in the Middle Atlantic are partly due to the Baltimore Album 

quilts made in Maryland. Fifty-six percent of the Baltimore Album style quilts attributed 

to Maryland are square. Even with the exclusion of Amish quilts from this study, a 

significant number of Pennsylvania quilts were square.  In Pennsylvania 47 percent of the 

block format quilts were square. In the 1830s, 1850s, 1870s, 1900s, and 1920s square 

quilts were more popular in Pennsylvania than rectangular quilts. The reason for the large 

number of square Pennsylvania quilts is not known, but it appears to be a regional 

preference.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



124 
 

CHAPTER 5                                                                                                     

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

 This is the first study to systematically examine the dimensions of quilts and 

bedsteads between 1790 and 1939. To conduct this study, data were compiled on 3299 

quilts and 1651 bedsteads made between 1790 and 1939 in the United States. The data 

were acquired from published monographs, auction and retail catalogues. In addition to 

analyzing the dimensions of both quilts and bedsteads, this study also examined the 

directional design elements that quiltmakers employed, which suggest the way a quilt 

was positioned and used on a bed. 

 A comparative analysis of quilt sizes and bed sizes revealed that a positive 

correlation did not exist between quilt dimensions and bedstead dimensions. Instead the 

results suggest that changes in quilt size between 1790 and 1939 were more likely 

influenced by changes in the way quilts were used in the bedding context, changes in 

what socio-economic group was quilting and or using the quilt, and changes in quilting 

materials. Although changes in quilt size were not directly related to changes in bedstead 

size, this did not mean that quiltmakers did not consider the bedstead when designing and 

making quilts. In fact, 45 percent of the quilts included in the study included a visual clue 

indicating the direction the quilt was intended to be used on the bed. 

 An analysis of mean area by decade revealed that quilt size steadily declined from 

the 1800s decade through the 1910s and then began to increase slightly during the 1920s 

and 1930s. The most noticeable decrease in quilt size occurred in the 1860s. The decline 

in the mean area from the 1800s decade to the 1910s confirms what Lasansky and 

Brackman had previously noted about quilt size, that quilt size declined noticeably 
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around the time of the Civil War.
 223

 Quilts made prior to 1860 tended to be larger and 

had a mean area ranging between 9190 in.
2
 and 8132 in.

2
, whereas quilts made after 1860 

tended to be smaller and had a mean area ranging between 6965 in.
2
 and 5760 in.

2
. 

During the 1920s and 1930s quilt size began to increase slightly but noticeably. This 

study is the first to note an increase in quilt size during the 1920s and 1930s.  

 The analysis of the mean area of bedsteads by decade revealed that bedstead size 

fluctuated more than the mean area of quilts but over a smaller range. Bedsteads made 

prior to 1880 tend to be larger and had a mean area ranging between 4338 in.
2 

and 5166 

in.
2
, whereas bedsteads made after 1870 had a mean area ranging between 3444 in.

2
 and 

3800 in.
2
. The largest quilts were attributed to the 1800s decade, whereas the largest 

bedsteads were attributed to the 1860s and 1870s. The smallest quilts were attributed to 

the 1910s decade while the smallest bedsteads were attributed to the 1930s.  

 Quilt size decreased between 1850 and 1879 by 30 percent, while the size of 

bedsteads continued to increase. The most noticeable decrease occurred between the 

1850s and 1860s when there was over a 1000 in.
2
 difference in the mean area of quilts 

attributed to the 1850s versus those attributed to the 1860s.  The decrease in quilt size 

may be linked to the declining popularity of quilts among the middle and upper-class and 

a shift to the use of quilts as bedcoverings for servants. The popularity of quilts for 

servant bedding may also suggest a popularity for quilts and quiltmaking among 

working-class individuals, who until the 1840s were unlikely to make quilts (due to the 

limited availability of resources). Another explanation is that there was shift in the use of 

the bedcover from the primary (top) bedcovering or bedspread, to a secondary covering 

as Lasanky argued. This explanation is not entirely satisfactory because the advice 
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manual writers of the time continued to recommend that quilts be large enough to hang 

down the sides even if they were used under the primary bedspread and were tucked into 

the mattress. On the other hand, starting in the mid-nineteenth century the primary 

bedcovering was often featured in domestic guides and retail catalogues with the sides 

tucked into wide side railings, which may also help explain the continuing decrease in 

quilt size in the 1870s through 1910s.
224

  Other possible explanations for the decrease in 

quilt size during the 1860s might be that quilts decreased in size because quiltmakers did 

not have the materials or leisure time to make larger quilts due to shortages caused by the 

Civil War. There may have also been a decrease in the number of individuals sleeping in 

a bed and so smaller quilts could be used.  

 The noticeable decline in bedstead size does not occur in the mid-nineteenth 

century as with quilts, but later in the 1880s.  Quilts made between 1860 and 1919 

continued to steadily decrease in size, whereas bedsteads do not begin to decrease in size 

until the 1880s, two decades after quilts exhibit a noticeable decrease in size. It remains 

unclear why these shifts do not coincide. The decrease in bedstead size starting in the 

1880s was largely due to a decrease in the width of the bedstead rather than the length. 

The decrease in bedstead sizes during the 1880s correlates with increasing mechanization 

of furniture making and the increasing popularity of mail-order businesses. This study 

confirmed that during the 1890s and 1900s, it was common to make the length of a 

bedstead 72 inches so that one 12 foot board could be divided evenly to create two side 

rails, but the practice disappeared in the 1920s with increasing standardization of the 

industry and demand for longer beds.
225
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 As the overall mean area (but not length) of bedsteads continued to decrease in 

size between 1880 and 1939, quilts increased in size between 1920 and 1939. The 

increase in quilt size in the 1920s and 1930s could be linked to more available materials, 

especially feed sacks, or a standard size of quilts produced from patterns and kits. The 

fact that feed sacks were on hand and were not an additional fabric purchase may have 

allowed quiltmakers to use more fabric and make larger quilts than if they had to 

purchase fabric specifically to make a quilt. Quiltmakers who relied on patterns  probably 

made the quilt in the recommended size regardless of the actual size of their own 

bedstead.  

 The efforts to standardize the size of bedsteads, which began in the late 1910s and 

continued into the 1920s, can be seen in the results for the 1930s bedstead dimensions. 

The National Spring Bed Association manufacturers established the following widths for 

bedsteads in the 1920s: 54, 48, 42, 39, and 36 inches. The length of bedsprings were set 

at 75 inches.
226

 In addition to increased acceptance of standards by the manufacturers, the 

smaller bedstead size documented in the 1930s is a reflection of the shift in advertising 

from focusing on full-size bedsteads to promoting twin-size bedsteads.  

 If the height of Americans increased between 1790 and 1939 (a widespread belief 

though not supported by any conclusive research) the length of bedsteads does not reflect 

this.
227

 An examination of the length of bedsteads shows that the mean length of 

bedsteads in the 1790s was 78 inches and the mean length of bedsteads in the 1930s was 

76 inches. The minor fluctuations in the mean length of bedsteads across the decades 

indicates that human height did not vary much during this time frame and therefore was 

not a factor in the length of bedsteads from the 1790s to 1930s.  
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 After examining the overall mean area by decade, the mean area was examined by 

region (Middle Atlantic, New England, Southeast, Midwest and Western). Quilts in the 

Middle Atlantic had the largest mean area followed by New England and the Southeast. 

The Midwest and Western regions had the smallest size quilts, which was consistent with 

the frontier lifestyles that the quiltmakers faced in the nineteenth century. 

 In addition to looking at the mean area of quilts by decade and region, the mean 

area by quilt format was also examined. Whole-cloth quilts were the largest quilts 

followed by central-medallion and star quilts. Bar quilts were the fourth largest followed 

by block format, then four-block, all-over and original quilt formats. The mean area of 

each quilt format followed the trends established by the overall analysis of mean area for 

all quilts. All quilt formats decreased in size in the 1860s. 

 Almost half of the quilts (45%) included in the study included a visual clue 

indicating the direction the quilt was intended to be used on the bed. The specific 

direction that a quilt should be placed on the bed was indicated by one or more of the 

following design elements: motifs (such as a flower with a blossom and a stem), borders 

(on less than four sides), corners, inscriptions or an asymmetrical design composition. 

Quilts made between 1790 and 1859 were more likely to have a directional element than 

quilts made between 1860 and 1939.   

 The most common directional design element was a motif that faced a certain 

way.
228

 Directional motifs were found on 44 percent of the quilts that contained a 

directional design element. Borders on three sides or less were found on 27 percent of the 

quilts that contained a directional design element.  The findings of this study do not 

support Brackman‘s observation in Clues in the Calico, that borders on only three sides 
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or less were ―surprisingly common.‖
229

 Corner directional design elements represented 

20 percent of the quilts with a directional design element. The results of this study 

suggest that T-shaped quilts declined in popularity after 1860. There were no T-shaped 

quilts recorded in this study after 1890. These findings do not support Lasansky‘s 

conclusions in ―T-Shaped Quilts: A New England Phenomenon‖ that T-shaped quilts 

have been continuously made in the New England region.
230

 Directional inscriptions 

made up only eight percent of the quilts that contained a directional design element. 

Quilts with an asymmetrical design made up only 2 percent of the quilts with a 

directional design element. Asymmetrical quilts were first identified and discussed as a 

distinctive compositional format during the Virginia quilt documentation project and 

were considered a regional design format by the Virginia project organizers.
231

  This 

study showed  that Virginia was not unique in having quilts that feature an asymmetrical 

design. Asymmetrical quilts were recorded in fourteen states and were most common in 

Georgia and Texas. 

 Twenty-five percent of the quilts included in this study were square. Quilts made 

between 1830 and 1859 were most likely to be square. When quilt size decreased 

noticeably in 1860, the number of square quilts also declined. By 1930 square quilts 

made up only 9 percent of the quilts made that decade. The findings of this study support 

the observation by Brackman that larger square quilts tended to be made before the Civil 

War.
 232

  The other observation made by Brackman regarding square quilts was that quilts 

84 x 84 inches were a standard size and provided no help in dating quilts.
233

 This study 

found only a small number (1%) of 84 x 84 inch quilts throughout the time frame studied. 

Therefore, results of this study support Brackman‘s assertion that 84 x 84 inch quilts 
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offer no indication to help date a quilt, but contradict Brackman‘s assertion that the 84 x 

84 inch quilt was a standard quilt size
234

  

 Four-block and star quilts where the most likely to be square; while original and 

whole-cloth format quilts are more likely to be rectangular in shape. The fact that only 

half of the star and four block quilts were square indicates that four-block and star quilts 

often have borders attached or in the case of four-block format quilts that the four-blocks 

may actually be rectangular rather than square.  

 The Middle Atlantic region had the highest percentage of square quilts followed 

by New England, the Southeast, the Midwest and the Western region.  Approximately, 40 

percent of the quilts attributed to the Middle Atlantic region were square. The high 

percentage of square quilts in the Middle Atlantic are probably due, in part, to the 

Baltimore Album quilts made in Maryland. The reason for the large number of square 

Pennsylvania quilts is not known, but square quilts appear to be a regional preference. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 This study only begins to explore the complicated relationship between quilts and 

bedsteads; further research focused on both bedsteads and quilts needs to be conducted. 

The findings presented here hopefully will prompt others to explore the size of quilts and 

bedsteads and build upon these findings to gain a better understanding of what factors 

influenced the changes presented here.  

 The mean area of 1790s quilts (8460 in.
2
) was significantly smaller than the mean 

area of 1800s decade quilts (9189 in.
2
). A larger sample of eighteenth century quilts 

needs to be studied to determine if the low mean area for the 1790s quilts found in this 
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study was a reflection of trends in early American quilts or if it was a result of the small 

number (n=13) of quilts from that decade in the study.  

 Quilt scholarship has focused heavily on early quilts and quiltmaking in America 

and on late-nineteenth Crazy and Log Cabin quilts and early-twentieth century kit quilts. 

This focus is partially due to the distinct styles that are found prior to 1850 and after 

1870. Not much research has been conducted about American quilts made between 1845 

and 1865, with the exception of Baltimore Album quilts and Civil War era quilts. The 

results of this study illustrate that the most noticeable change in quilt size occurred during 

the Civil War era. Conseqently, further research on quilts and about quiltmaking during 

this time period might confirm or refute the hypotheses presented here.    

 Overall more information needs to be collected on bedsteads and bedding before 

quilt historians can more fully understand the intricate relationship that exists between 

beds and quilts.  This study had to rely on published data for bedstead dimensions, 

primarily found in retail catalogues and auction-house catalogues, but this ultimately 

proved unsatisfactory because the height of the rails was rarely included. To more fully 

understand if changes in quilt size are related to changes in bedstead height, this 

dimension along with a study of mattress heights would be necessary. In addition to 

measuring more bedsteads, a stylistic study of bedsteads would be invaluable for quilt 

scholars who are interested in the context in which quilts were used. In addition, 

conducting a study of how the ideal bedroom was depicted in magazines may yield 

insight into changes in the use of quilts, particularly in the twentieth century. 

      Although quilts are the main interest of individuals studying quilt history, it is 

important for the growth of quilt scholarship to understand what other types of 
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bedcoverings were used during the same time periods, how quilts were used in the 

bedding context, and what the social perceptions of quilts were between 1790 and1939.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


