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RODERICK KIRACOFE: QUILTS THROUGH AN ARTIST’S EYE
By Denise Gonzalez-Walker

Most of us know about the rich history of quilting, 
captured in books like Roderick Kiracofe’s The 
American Quilt: A History of Cloth and Comfort 1750-
1950, published in 2004. And there’s no doubt about 
the current state of modern quilting. But what hap-
pened in between 1950 and the mid-2000s, when 
modern quilting took off? Sure, there were traditional 
quilters and art quilters. But were there also quilters 
making functional, unique quilts that reflected a mod-
ern aesthetic, whether purposely or not?

That’s the focus of Kiracofe’s exhibit at QuiltCon, 
featuring quilts from his newest book, Quilts, avail-
able as an eBook or print-on-demand book through 
Blurb (for information on how to purchase this eBook, 
please visit the Modern Quilt Guild booth #106). 

I had the opportunity to talk to Kiracofe about his 
collection. What does he look for in post-1950s quilts? 
Which is his favorite of the ones he sent to QuiltCon?

“I’ve always liked the non-special quilts,” says 
Kiracofe. Searching eBay and thrift stores, he would 
look for quilts that appealed to his eye, where he 
could see a visual connection to fine art. He found 
himself captivated by certain themes, like simple one-
patches, or by the quilter’s decision to depart from a 
pattern. “They would start with a traditional pattern 
but make a sharp left turn with it, blocks veering off 

and they’re not making it in a traditional way any-
more,” Kiracofe says. 

The result, in many cases, is a quilt that looks more 
like a modern painting or collage, in Kiracofe’s eyes. 

The stories that accompany these quilts also add 
to their beauty. Though the makers are usually not 

known, the quilts show their mark. “One cannot 
divorce the maker, the story, that they were used,” 
Kiracofe says, noting that some of the quilts have 
lumpy batting, worn edges or other signs of daily 
wear. 

I can’t help but ask Kiracofe that age-old question: 
but is it art? 

“I think so,” Kiracofe replies, without hesitation. The 
quiltmaker “may have not felt like they were an art-
ist, or recognized themselves as an artist. They were 
just making quilts.” But in making their choices, put-
ting together fabrics in a way that made sense to 
them, that was expressive of them, these anonymous 
quiltmakers broke the rules of traditional quilting. “It 
wasn’t about trying to please others,” notes Kiracofe, 
but instead was about finding things or using fabrics 
that appealed to the maker. 

Kiracofe’s willingness to share his collection with 
QuiltCon came not only from his interest in modern 
art and modern quilts, but also from his perspective 
on quilt conservation. “I grew up in a family where the 
special things were put up in cedar chests, only to be 
brought out for a special occasion. And there were 
never special occasions that were good enough. So 
the elderly relative would die, and it would just go 
into another cedar chest, and be put away.” He’s 
become more relaxed in his attitudes.

While Kiracofe doesn’t use the quilts in his collec-
tion, he says, “There has to be a balance. I do want 
them to be seen and shown. It’s sad when things are 
made and put away, and people don’t really enjoy 
them.” On the other hand, Kiracofe recognizes the 
challenge of displaying or using quilts in everyday 
life. “Everyone wants to touch fabric. It’s a natural 
instinct. But if every quilt was touched a lot, you’d 

Quilts by Roderick Kiracofe available on 
blurb.com as an eBook or print version. 

“I’VE ALWAYS LIKED THE 
NON-SPECIAL QUILTS.”

 — KIRACOFE
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2004.14 from the collection of Roderick Kiracofe 

Photograph by Sharon Risedorph

The following quilts from 
the collection of Roderick 
Kiracofe are on display:

Quilt Approximate  
 year created
2004.08  1950-1975
2004.27 1975-2000
2004.46 1950-1975
2004.51 1950-1975
2005.29 1950-1975
2005.33 1925-1950
2005.53 1975-2000
2006.16 1975-2000
2004.14 1940-1960
2006.19 1940-1970

see the wear and tear.” Each quiltmaker, he says, 
has to find the balance between using and preserv-
ing their work.

One of Kiracofe’s favorite quilts, 2004.51, will 
among those displayed at QuiltCon. Kiracofe de-
scribes the four patch with clear affection, noting 
its imperfect rectangular shape, blocks that are 
askew, crude quilting, and wonderful back. “I’m 
intrigued by the backs of quilts. Sometimes more so 
than the front of them. Sometimes they are more 
painterly.” 

What does he want you to take from the exhibit? 
“I’ve never been a big believer in telling people what 
to see and what to think,” says Kiracofe. He hopes 
that people will make up their own minds, and take 
from it what they get. “A big part of this collection is 
challenging people to look a little closer, not make 
a rash judgment” and to be inspired to experiment 
more in their own work, Kiracofe says. 


