How to Host a Quilt Documentation Day

Introduction

One of the most popular events sponsored several times each year by the Inter-
national Quilt Study Center is the Quilt Documentation Day. The community en-
joys learning about and documenting their quilts, and our staff and volunteers
look forward to the event because they get to see wonderful quilts and learn
about quilt history. We offer our documentation days as a free public service,
but your organization could charge a fee to cover expenses.

We are committed to the importance of documenting quilts for future genera-
tions and want to help other organizations that share this commitment. This is
an information kit that should put your organization well on its way to hosting
a successful Quilt Documentation Day. You will find here a couple things you
need to think through, lists of resources, copies of helpful forms, and some
advice on how to smoothly handle difficulties that might arise. And we’ve pro-
vided the information in a way that is adaptable to the size and resources of
any organization. Now, we hope you enjoy hosting your own documentation
day as much as we do.

The Importance of Quilt Documentation

The need for quilt documentation came to many quil-
ters’ attention through the state quilt documentation
projects of the last few decades. Many of the quilts
had no documentation of maker, place, date, or his-
tory. In other cases, what was known had been handed
down orally and was not recorded anywhere. Quilts
are, in most cases, handed down within families. They § .
are part of a family’s history. By documenting a quilta = =
person is documenting their own history for the future %ﬁ e
generations of their family or for future quilt historians g = %%
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and researchers. And since quiltmaking has historically A

been primarily a female endeavor, documenting quilts xﬁw“ & o SN %,
is an act of recording women’s history. : : X
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Documentation records the provenance of a quilt. ‘ 24
Provenance is a quilt’s written biography: when it was

made, by whom, where it was made, why it was made, how it was used, who
has owned it, and how it got to the current owner, just to name a few aspects.
A quilt’s written provenance adds meaning andrichness to a quilt for future
generations.
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Purpose of a Quilt Document Day

A quilt documentation day can have several purposes and it is important that you first
determine your own, based on the resources available to you. The most basic purpose is
to document what is already known—usually a quilt’s provenance and physical descrip-
tion (size, techniques, fabrics, quilting type) —and to physically attach that informa-
tion to the quilt so it may never be lost. A quilt documentation event with this purpose
involves recording on paper the physical details of the quilt and provenance and then
basting a muslin label (see sample label below) containing the key information onto

the back of the quilt (if the owner desires). This is extremely important for the quilt’s
future. You may also desire to archive the information gathered, a topic we’ll cover in
more detail below.

Beyond the basic purpose, if your organization has the resources, you can provide ad-
ditional information about the quilts. Pattern names can be found in quilt reference
books. A knowledgeable quilt historian can provide an approximate date, and in some
cases, identify the stylistic tradition the
quilt may belong to. If you intend to pro-
vide additional information about the quilts,
then you will need quilt reference books.
(See the book list at the end.)

In addition to the purposes above, there

fy ; Pa ] I are other general purposes of a quilt docu-
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(L e il 3 choose to host the event in order to build

awareness of your organization, provide a
public service, help educate the community
on the importance of quilt documentation,

e : - and provide information about the proper
care of quilts. We encourage you to hand out or have available the International Quilt
Study Center’s handouts on quilt cleaning, care, and storage. They can be downloaded
at www.quiltstudy.org. This information will help quilt owners make sure their heirloom
quilts endure to future generations.

Some quilt owners may be interested in having their quilt appraised. The IQSC does not
offer this service at our quilt documentation days. Your organization may wish to bring
in a certified appraiser for your event, but we encourage that appraising be handled
separately from the quilt documentation, in a separate area so not to interfere with the
flow of quilt documentation.

One very important suggestion: be sure that you clearly communicate your purpose so
you do not create the expectation that you will do more than you have resources to do.




Resources Needed for a Documentation Day

The most important resource is your volunteers or staff. We’ve found that three volun-
teers per quilt table is optimum. The volunteers unfold and refold, examine the quilt,
record information, and affix a label to the quilt. Extensive quilt knowledge is not neces-
sary. Beyond this, the following basic resources are a must.

Large table surfaces, 70 or 86 square. Counter height tables are most comfortable
to work on.

Clean bed sheets to cover tables

Clean white cotton gloves for all volunteers

Pencils (no pens, to avoid accidental marks on the quilts)

Prepared muslin labels and archival pen (we use Pigma brand pens)

Sheet of fine grit sandpaper for each table

Needle, cotton sewing thread, and scissors for each table

Documentation forms

Clipboards

High quality camera, and sturdy step-ladder, if you will be taking photographs for
archival.

Preparing for the Event

Find a suitable place to hold the documentation day. Most quilts are large so you will
need tables that are approximately 7 or 8 feet square. We push together several smaller
tables to make a top the right size.

If you plan to archive the information gathered and any accompanying photographs
please contact the institution in which this information will be archived to learn what
permissions you must obtain from the quilt owner and to get a copy of the form that the
archives wishes you to use. Anyone using information about the owner’s quilt without
their proper permission violates their intellectual property rights.

Get the word out in your community including date, time, place, and any special instruc-
tions about parking or building access. Ask individuals to call ahead and schedule an
appointment. Be sure to limit the number of quilts each person may bring. We schedule
appointments every twenty minutes and allow two quilts per person. For your first event
we encourage you to schedule appointments a little further apart.

Prepare the muslin labels ahead. Six by six inches is sufficient. Pink the edges and write
along the top or bottom the name of your event and the date it will be held. Leave the
large center area blank.







