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Robert Shaw’s critically acclaimed 2009 book American Quilts: The Democratic
Art 1780-2007 (www.americanquilts-thedemocraticart.com) is the first truly
comprehensive study of American quilts and quiltmaking. In a review in CHOICE
magazine, Bernard L. Herman, the George B. Tindall Professor of American Studies at
the University of North Carolina, called the book, "A rich and beautifully crafted
introduction to American quilts from the Colonial period to the present [that] offers an
engaging and sophisticated synthesis for readers who wish to learn about the art of the
quilt in its many contexts. Ultimately, Shaw's narrative is what makes this book an

enduring work. Readers new to the field will discover the quilt as a remarkable art form;
readers knowledgeable in histories of the quilt will discover fresh information and
insight. "
Based on the book, “American Quilts: The Democratic Art” is the first exhibition
to tell the whole story of American quilts and quiltmakers, providing a visually
compelling, in-depth study of the art, history, and cultural importance of American quilts,
from their European origins to the present day. The exhibition includes extraordinary
quilts dating from c. 1800 to 2012 that encompass the full range of American quilts and
quiltmaking and make a powerful statement for the quilt as a major American art form.
The show includes a host of masterpieces, from a huge and spectacular c. 1830 Medallion
Star with broderie perse appliqué and a magnificent c. 1845 Baltimore Album quilt to
pioneering modern quilts by Jean Ray Laury, Nancy Crow, Michael James, and Susan
Shie. The show also includes remarkable Amish, Native American, African-American,
and Hawaiian quilts, drawn from private and museum collections across the country. This
is an exhibition not to be missed by anyone remotely interested in quilts or American art.

“American Quilts: The Democratic Art” on view at the Whatcom Museum, Bellingham, Washington, 2012

About American Quilts
Quilts are central to the story of America. As a democratic art accessible to anyone who
can sew, quilts and quiltmaking have been a major form of expression for American
women and an important part of this country's cultural landscape since the late 1700s.
The best quilts also are significant works of art. The noted art critic Hilton Kramer called
quilts "the most authentic visual articulation of the American imagination," adding, "For
a century or more preceding the self-conscious invention of pictorial abstraction in
European painting, the anonymous quilt-makers of the American provinces created a
remarkable succession of visual masterpieces that anticipated many of the forms that
were later prized for their originality and courage."
For American women, quilts have always been more than bedcoverings
and more than works of art. Quilts hold lives within them—the stories of the women (and
yes, a few men) who made them and the people who lived with them. Women in every
strata of society have poured themselves into their quilts—even a woman who could not
read or write could create a kind of autobiography in cloth. Quilts are essentially

communal objects. They are about sharing, and their meanings bind family, friends, and
neighbors together. Our foremothers made quilts for themselves and their families; they
also often gathered together in their homes, granges, and churches to create quilts for
special social and community occasions and causes. They made quilts for many
reasons—certainly as warming covers for the beds of loved ones, but also as a means of
expressing their thoughts and feelings, as gifts for friends and community members, as a
way to commemorate important events such as births and weddings, and as fund raising
pieces to support political and religious causes and local projects.
Quilts are comforting and often beautiful, but they are also important and
fascinating for the deep personal and community meanings and historical information
they contain. Indeed, because they reflect so many otherwise unrecorded aspects of
women's’ lives, quilts are often now studied as historical documents. The fabrics a
quiltmaker used can tell us approximately when a quilt was made and often reveal her
social and economic standing. Similarly, her choice of pattern and the quilted designs she
used to join and decorate the layers of her quilt can also offer information about her life,
her family, her community, and her times. Dates, signatures, and inscriptions, while rare,
can offer even more intimate details, placing a quilt in time, giving it a personal context,
perhaps even identifying a child or loved one for whom it was made. Even more
important is the collective, cumulative information that quilts can offer when studied
together, information that can paint a picture of a family, a community, a region, or even
a culture.
Unlike many other traditional arts, quiltmaking is vibrantly alive today and
continues to grow and change. According to an independent survey, there are now more
than 20,000,000 quiltmakers in the US alone, and they spend over two billion dollars a
year on fabric, thread, sewing machines, books, and other supplies. In addition, many
academically trained artists have taken up the quilt as their medium of choice in recent
years. Quilt exhibitions are extremely popular; “The Quilts of Gee’s Bend,” organized by
the Houston Museum of Fine Arts, has drawn record crowds at major art museums
around the country, and a number of other museums have mounted successful shows as
well. However, despite this vitality and great public interest, no exhibition has ever
covered the entire scope of quiltmaking in America. Until now.

American Quilts: The Democratic Art
Curated by Robert Shaw and Julie Silber
“American Quilts: The Democratic Art” was on exhibit at the Whatcom Museum in
Bellingham, Washington in the summer and fall of 2012. Images of twenty of the quilts
included in the exhibition at the Whatcom can be viewed at:
www.artofthequilt.com/wxhibitions.html
Number of Quilts: 35
Space requirements: Approximately 385 running feet
Note: Expanded versions of the exhibition can be created, with fees dependent on content.
Exhibition Period: 12 weeks
Rental fee: $20,000.00, plus insurance and shipping
Included:
• 35quilts prepared for mounting
• Identification and interpretive labels for all quilts, plus title/introductory text, and three
text panels provided electronically or on disc
Press Kit that includes:
• A copy of Robert Shaw’s book American Quilts: The Democratic Art, 1780-2007
• Press release and fact sheet
• Digital photographs of quilts for publicity use
• Exhibition checklist
• Background material on American quilts

Curator Robert Shaw will oversee installation and offer a free lecture at opening (travel
expenses are additional). Other programs, including symposia, group tours, and
informational examinations of visitors’ quilts, may be arranged.
Display requirements:
• All quilts are fitted with a hanging sleeve and/or Velcro strip. Exhibitor to provide
polyurethane-treated wood slats (1 x 2 inches) to insert in sleeves for hanging or
matching Velcro strip attached to wall.
• On-site security.
• Controlled temperature and humidity.
• Appropriate lighting levels for textiles (50-60 lux).
Robert Shaw is a one of the most highly regarded experts on contemporary and antique
quilts in the world, and the author of such definitive, critically acclaimed books as
American Quilts: The Democratic Art, 1780-2007, Quilts: A Living Tradition, The Art
Quilt, and Hawaiian Quilt Masterpieces. Bob was curator at the Shelburne Museum from
1981-1994, where he worked with that institution's world-renowned collections of
American folk art, and served as curator of special exhibits for Quilts Inc./International
Quilt Festival in Houston from 1998-2003. He has curated exhibitions of antique and
contemporary quilts at major museums and expositions in the United Sates, Europe, and
Japan, including the National Gallery of Art, the New England Quilt Museum, the
University of Michigan Art Museum, and the Tokyo Great International Quilt Festival;
and lectured at the American Folk Art Museum, the Museum of Arts & Design, the de
Young Museum of Fine Arts, and dozens of other venues. Bob also has contributed to
numerous books and exhibition catalogs; written articles for The Magazine Antiques,
Quilter's Newsletter, Fiber Arts, and Early American Life; and served as a consultant to
museums, private collectors, artists, and Sotheby's.
Julie Silber is an internationally recognized expert on antique American quilts
and the former curator of the legendary Esprit Quilt Collection. She is co-author of the
books Amish: The Art of the Quilt and Hearts and Hands: The Influence of Women &
Quilts on American Society and has curated quilt exhibitions at the Oakland Museum, the
deYoung Museum of Fine Arts in San Francisco, the University of Michigan Art
Museum, and many other venues in the United States, Japan, and Europe.
Contact info:
Robert Shaw
802/734-2632
bobshaw51@gmail.com
www.artofthequilt.com

