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        The patchwork quilt, heralded as a great American art form, actually has had only limited study devoted to its makers and its form, function, and meaning. Using folkloristic and anthropological perspectives, this study focuses on not only the aesthetics and technology of quilt production but also the functions and meaning of quilts and quiltmaking for women in a specific cultural context.  Based on fieldwork with over forty rural north Louisiana Anglo-American and Afro-American women having varying degrees of quiltmaking experience, this dissertation analyzes their narratives and comments about quiltmaking and quilts.  

        After surveying quilting history and publications and sketching the cultural-geographic background of the region and women's traditional roles, I examine quiltmaking in the women's life histories. This reveals the daily, seasonal, and life rhythms of quiltmaking as well as social, psychological, and aesthetic functions of both group and individual quiltmaking activity. The pattern of development of quiltmaking activity in the life cycle of the individual quiltmaker is delineated in four major stages--acquisition, development, latency, and maturity.  

        After detailing the roles of quiltmaking in women's lives, I analyze formal variations in the quilts, exploring the women's technical and expressive options, aesthetic preferences, and emic categories of "everyday" and "fancy" quilts. The quilts and women's remarks about them indicate that intended quilt use and socio-economic status have a greater effect on quilt form than ethnicity does.

        Finally, the women's quilts and narratives are examined to expose the complex functions and meaning of quilts, ranging from practical to aesthetic to social to symbolic.  Analysis of emic classifications of quilts based on their intended use reveals interrelationships in quilt form and function.  Along with functional models, Alice Walker's short story "Everyday Use" serves as a literary model to further illuminate the symbolic functions of quilts.  Having multiple functions, quilts warm and also symbolize the quiltmakers' warm feelings toward those who receive their quilts. With its bound layers, the quilt functions as metaphor for tradition binding family and generations together and protecting them from outside elements.

