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 Week 10) Conventional Appliqué 

 

 

  

Applique before and after. On the left, minimal shapes tacked down with a visible applique 

stitch done in blue-green thread, but you'll probably have to enlarge the PDF to see them. The 

green leaves have faded. The yellow dye, if there ever was any , is gone. The blue remaining 

is probably a Prussian blue fading to tan due to the alkalai in laundry soap. Because of the 

Turkey red print and the Prussian blue stems I'd guess it to be 1840-1880. The block 

underneath it is later, possibly 1870-1900. It's basted down with rather large stitches, showing 

a typical preparation method in which the pieces with raw edges are basted in place and later 

secured with what we call  needleturn applique. The green in this block looks to be the flat 

green that synthetic dyes produce. They often fade to a dun-colored tan. 

 

Appliqué style. If the quilt is the essential American folk art, appliqué is the 

characteristic American quilt. The appliqué quilt, so typical in America, is unusual 

elsewhere. Although needleworkers in other cultures decorate cloth by applying layers 

of fabric and some have combined the technique with quilting, the red and green 

American quilt with its distinctive repeat of floral forms is unique. When we see it in 

other countries, the influence is generally American. 

  

Like much else in American culture, the appliqué quilt is a recipe for the melting pot. 

Beginning with a stock of English bedding traditions, quilters added substantial parts 

of German design and contemporary decorative arts such as classical and patriotic 

motifs. They spiced the mix with images from diverse immigrant and native folk arts. 



  

In appliqué, patches are applied to a background fabric that remains visible as part of 

the design. There are two major categories for American quilts. The earlier is cut-out 

chintz or Broderie Perse, in which printed figures are cut from the original fabric and 

stitched to a different background. The later style is one in which the seamstress 

builds up her own designs in layers of colored plain or printed fabric. Caulfeild and 

Saward's 1882 English needlework book distinguished between Broderie Perse and 

"true appliqué with plain colord stuffs." I have in the past called this second method 

"conventional appliqué" to distinguish it from Broderie Perse. 

  

The technique is a centuries-old needlework style often combined with embroidery in 

clothing, hangings and other textiles. It appears as a minor technique in eighteenth-

century quilts, secondary to cut-out-chintz and piecing, most commonly in border 

designs made of swags and bow or leaves fashioned from plain cotton to accent 

chintz bouquets. 

  

Origins. Conventional appliqué blossomed about 1840. The subordinate technique 

became the primary decoration, completely replacing cut-out chintz within a few 

decades, so that after 1865, a cut-out chintz quilt is a rarity. Block-style appliqué 

designs appeared with no gradual evolution from the simple to the complex. Most of 

the traditional patterns made throughout the nineteenth century are traceable to the 

first years of the style. Few originated after 1865 and the end of the Civil War. It wasn't 

until twentieth-century pattern designers began reshaping appliqué that we see 

another burst of innovative design. 

  

Conventional appliqué has strong ties to the album quilts of the 1840s; early dated 

examples tend to be from Maryland, Delaware, New Jersey and Pennsylvania, the 

mid-Atlantic area also home to the impressive sampler quilts of the era. Inexpensive 

cottons in the 1840s appear to have democratized appliqué. The lower price of 

calicoes, small-scale prints, enabled more American women to take up the craft that 

had been the domain of the well-to-do. As cheaper calicoes replaced more expensive 

chintzes, conventional appliqué replaced chintz appliqué. 

  

Another important influence in the new look of appliqué quilts was the adoption by the 

Pennsylvania Germans of the bedding of their neighbors of British ancestry. While 

English-Americans patched quilts and wove coverlets and blankets, generations of 

Pennsylvania Germans persisted in filling home-woven ticks with straw and feathers. 

They maintained European bedding traditions until about 1830 when their wills, 

dowries and inventory records began listing quilts, according to Pennsylvania folklorist 

Jeannette Lasansky. Surviving quilts indicate they adopted the standard English and 

American pieced patterns, but did not take up the Broderie Perse technique. They 

preferred appliqué designs based on traditional German folk art motifs, a style that 

influenced the quilts of their neighbors. 

  

Dates of Popularity. The appliquéd, album sampler tradition faded away by the end 

of the Civil War, but conventional appliqué in repeat block format continued strong 



through the 1880s. About 1900, the appliqué technique almost disappeared. In my 

database of date-inscribed antique quilts I found 188 pieces using the conventional 

appliqué technique. The range was broad, from 1807 to the cutoff point of 1950. Only 

three were dated in the 25 years between 1900 and 1924. In the late 1920s, the style 

revived to flower again in the 1930s. 

  

Based on that data, conventional appliqué technique can be relied upon as a strong 

clue to date. Its presence in the body of a quilt (rather than as a border only) is a good 

indicator of a date after 1840. Although individual exceptions occurred, it was not a 

popular technique in the first quarter of the twentieth century. Thus, appliqué 

technique is a good clue to an antique quilt made between 1840 and 1900 or 1925 to 

1950. 

  

Clues You Can Count On 

  

1. Appliquéd quilts made in the classic red and green on white color scheme tend to 

date from 1840 to 1900. 

2. Appliquéd quilts in a more pastel color scheme tend to date from 1925 to 1950. 

2. Samplers featuring a variety of appliquéd blocks tend to date from about 1840 to 

1865. 



  

Week 11) Cut-Out Chintz or Broderie Perse Appliqué 

 

 

 Cut-out chintz design anchored with a blanket or buttonhole stitch. 

 

Terminology. The technique of cutting printed motifs from fabric and stitching them to a 

background has been traced back to seventeenth-century Europe. A number of 

surviving American quilts and unquilted bedcovers in the technique are attributed to the 

last quarter of the eighteenth century, and at least six date-inscribed example between 

1782 and 1799 are in the literature. The earliest (1782) belongs to the Winterthur 

Museum. The style became popular enough in the 1800-1825 period that English and 

American mills printed chintzes with figures specifically design to be cut out and stitched 

into quilt tops. 

  

The technique is commonly called Broderie Perse, French for "Persian Embroidery," a 

term used in 1882 by British writers Caulfield and Saward. Needlework historian Susan 

Burrows Swan believes it to be a late nineteenth-century name for a technique practiced 

between 1780 and 1830. Why an appliqué technique was called Persian embroidery is 

a mystery. Perhaps "Persian" meant "eastern" or "oriental" and referred to the Indian 

look of the chintzes. Because the term "cut-out chintz" describes the technique so well, I 

use it to discriminate the technique from conventional appliqué. 

  

The technique was a practical response to the expense and rarity of chintz, which in the 

nineteenth-century was defined as a large-scale furnishing fabric with or without a 

glazed surface. Quiltmakers snipped the flowers, trees and birds from the expensive 

fabrics and appliquéd them to light-colored cotton or linen, making the most of small 

pieces of fabric. It was also decorative, because it gave the quiltmaker the opportunity 

to redesign the chintz fabric to her own taste. If the print had a dark ground, she could 

lighten it up. If the flowers were packed too close together, she could isolate the roses 

or tulips she particularly liked. If the branches trailed randomly across the yardage, she 



could rearrange them into the oriental flowering tree of life that was so popular. She 

could collect flowers from several different pieces of yardage into a wreath or a basket 

and add a few parrots or butterflies for accent. 

  

Date-Inscribed Quilts. The technique has a definite correlation to date. It was the most 

common appliqué method in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, but fell 

out of use about the time of the Civil War, replaced by conventional appliqué. In the 

database of date-inscribed quilts, 67 cut-out chintz quilts ranged from 1782 to 1873. 

Only three of the 67 were dated after 1860. 

  

Further analysis of the cut-out chintz quilts in terms of block versus medallion format, 

indicates that seamstresses working before 1840 were far more likely to arrange their 

cut-out-chintz appliqué in a whole-top, medallion format, and those working after 1840 

were more likely to use the block. This change, like many others, probably came about 

because of the fashion for block-style album quilts that developed about 1840. 

  

What caused the demise of the cut-out chintz technique? Taste and trade restrictions. 

Furnishing with chintz became passé. In 1851, British female novelist George Eliot 

described a "chintzy and unbecoming effect." When furnishing tastes changed, the 

interest in chintz quilts faded.  

  

Trade restrictions played an important part in the change in taste. A cause of the Civil 

War was a Northern desire for more tariffs on imported fabrics to subsidize New 

England fabric mills. Southerners favored free trade because the South, which grew the 

cotton, shipped it to Europe to be woven into cloth and then purchased it as finished 

goods. Trade restrictions would cost Southerners. After the North won the War, 

Congress imposed tariffs (eliminated only this year) and European chintzes became 

even more expensive, too dear to make importation a viable business. 

  

American companies produced their own furnishing-scale fabrics, but they could not 

duplicate European quality. Chintz as a word came to mean something second rate or 

chintzy. American manufacturers didn't improve the quality of their chintzes, but they did 

respond to the negative connotations of the term by changing the name for furnishing 

fabric from chintz to cretonne. Creton is a French town known for producing a coarse 

hemp fabric. Cretonne then meant a coarse and inexpensive fabric with a touch of  

European glamour. American quilters, however quickly learned not to use cretonnes in 

their quilts. They were unreliable as well as unfashionable. 

  

A 1925 Farm Journal article described an antique medallion quilt as "Cretonne applique 

or patchwork" and advised readers who might want to imitate the look:  "Be sure to 

select a good chintz or cretonne that has fast colors." Few quilters, if any, were inspired, 

and cut-out-chintz never enjoyed the same revival that conventional appliqué did in the 

1930s.  

  

Regionalism. Cut-out chintz quilts appear to be an American innovation. Researching 

an article for Quilters Newsletter, I found no English chintz quilts made earlier than 



those in the U.S. Most of the British examples were made about 1820, decades after 

the first American versions. 

  

Recent quilt projects have discovered regional pockets where the style flourished. Cut-

out chintz quilts were especially popular along the central and southern coasts of the 

U.S. Quilters in tidewater Maryland and Virginia loved them, as did Charlestonians in 

South Carolina. New Jersey and Mecklenburg County in North Carolina produced them 

in abundance. Many New Jersey quilters made their chintz quilts rather late, in the 

1840-1865 period, favoring a block format. 

  

Technique. Close inspection of cut-out chintz quilts often surprises those who've only 

seen them in photographs. Many were appliqued with a tiny blanket stitch over raw 

edges. Rather than carefully cutting around each flower, most seamstresses cut a 

general shape. The secret is matching the background of the chintz to the appliqué 

background. From a distance the two blend and give the illusion of more detailed 

cutting. 

  

Clues You Can Count On 

1. Broderie Perse or Cut-Out-Chintz appliqué technique is a good clue to a quilt made  

before 1865. 

2. Block-style, cut-out chintz samplers were popular between 1840 and 1865. 

3. Medallion-style, cut-out chintz quilts tend to date from 1775 to 1840. 

  

  

Links. The International Quilt Study Center at the University of Nebraska Lincoln, has 

18 Cut-Out Chintz quilts in their collection. View them at 

http://www.quiltstudy.org/discover/search.html If the link doesn't work google 

International Quilt Study Center. When the home page comes up, click on "Search 

Collections" on the left. Go down the page until you come to "Advanced Search" and 

under that find "Style/Type." Browse until you find "Cut-out chintz (Broderie Perse)" and 

click on that. Click on "search" and terrific examples will appear. 

  

  



  

Week 12) Appliqué Stitches 

 

 

Two mid-20

th

-century blocks featuring black embroidery stitches used both functionally and 

decoratively. The floral is a detail of an iris from Eveline Foland's Memory Bouquet. The 

seamstress rather skillfully tacked her appliqué shapes with a blanket or open buttonhole stitch 

done with what appears to be two strands of sewing weight thread. She also embroidered the 

stems with a green satin stitch done with embroidery floss. 

The unidentified dog block is secured with a running stitch done with two strands of embroidery 

floss. The running stitch holds down the turned edges of the appliqué, but not very efficiently. 

You can see raw edges escaping at the tip of the ear. The patterns and the fabric tell us the 

blocks are probably from the 1930s, and so does the black embroidery. 

 

  

Functional Stitches. We can classify appliqué techniques in two ways. The stitches 

securing the applied pieces are either functional, an almost invisible technique, or 

decorative, a visible part of the overall design. Appliqué quilts are such an American folk 

art that nineteenth-century European needlework books don't describe the techniques 

used so the stitch names are mainly names in the vernacular.  Elly Sienkiewicz, whose 

teaching and writing revived the art of appliqué at the end of the twentieth century, is 

one authority for names for the various stitches, as her terms have become today's 

standard.  

  

Functional or unobstrusive stitches done with a sewing weight thread are generally of 

three types in antique quilts. The blind stitch is essentially invisible as it slips under the 

appliquéd piece and no thread is visible. The appliqué stitch, also called the tack stitch 

by Sienkiewicz, is a small visible stitch with most of the thread hidden behind the 

appliquéd piece. The blanket stitch or buttonhole stitch when done with a sewing-weight 

thread is also unobstrusive even though most of the thread shows. A blanket stitch is a 

t-shaped interlocking stitch. What differentiates the blanket from the buttonhole stitch? 


