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Traditions
Coverlets: 
A N  A M E R I C A N  A R T  F O R M

M A R I LY N N  C O W G I L L

ers’ narrow looms, and then seamed 
down the middle. Britain forbade cotton 
production in colonial America, and 
British-produced cotton was expensive, 
so coverlets were woven with either 
millspun cotton (if the weaver could 
afford it) or linen for strength plus wool 
for warmth. The wool was typically 
handspun and dyed with indigo and 
madder. After American independence 
and the rise of the American cotton 
industry, cotton largely replaced linen as a 
coverlet material. 

According to the National Museum of 

farmer, and he depends on you to run 
the household. Among your myriad 
duties is making all the textiles and 
clothing for the family, including 
coverlets for the beds. While a few 
households were wealthy enough to 
purchase coverlets from professional 
weavers, many were woven by women 
for their own households. It was an 
amazing feat, so what a gift that some of 
these coverlets have survived for us to 
cherish and study.

Early American coverlets were typically 
woven in two panels to fit on household-

Most people today don’t count a 
coverlet among our belongings. 

We are content with quilts and bed-
spreads, but in colonial times, no 
American householder would have 
bedded down without a coverlet, and a 
first coverlet was an important part of a 
woman’s dowry. In her book American 
Woven Coverlets, Carol Strickler tells 
us a coverlet is “a handwoven bedcover 
with loom-controlled pattern.” 

COLONIAL COVERLETS
Imagine this: You are a woman in the 

late 18th century. Your husband is a 

Inside the museum: Figured and fancy coverlets on exhibit.
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the American Coverlet, there were two 
main types of Early American coverlets: 
geometric and what was called “figured 
and fancy.” The geometric coverlets were 
often woven in overshot, which allows 
up to four blocks of pattern on a simple 
4-shaft loom, and could be woven by 
either home or professional weavers. 
The figured and fancy coverlets included 
floral, animal, and other motifs. These 
were woven by professional weavers on 
looms equipped with a Jacquard head, 
which used a punch-card lifting system.

COVERLETS AS ART FORM
When America entered the Indus-

trial Age, women no longer had to 
weave all their domestic linens. But 
some women, especially in the 
mid-Atlantic and Appalachian areas, 
continued to weave coverlets into the 
20th century. Why? Author Kathleen 
Wilson believes these were distinct 
creative art pieces made to be handed 
down to the next generations. Many of 
them, never used, were obviously 
considered precious heirlooms.

These coverlets were woven in a 
variety of weave structures—summer 
and winter, doubleweave, turned twill, 
and turned satin—but the majority 
were woven in overshot, which is 
considered distinctly American. Many 
old coverlet patterns existed in the 
weavers’ heads or were recorded on 
random scraps of paper, but a number 
of modern scholars have gathered 
them into books for our weaving 
pleasure. For example, in The Coverlet 
Book, Helene Bress details many 
patterns from her research with 
colonial coverlets.

THE NATIONAL MUSEUM 
OF THE AMERICAN 
COVERLET

A number of weavers and textile 
enthusiasts have amassed impressive 
collections of American coverlets. To 
showcase and preserve these collec-
tions, the National Museum of the 
American Coverlet was established in 
Bedford, Pennsylvania, in 2006. The 
museum collection includes both 

LEFT: An early geometric coverlet, probably dyed with indigo, madder, and other natural 
dyes. RIGHT: A geometric coverlet in overshot. 

geometric and figured and fancy 
coverlets, as well as old looms, 
spinning wheels, and other Early 
American weaving tools. Changing 
exhibits showcase these beautiful 
textiles, many of them gifted to the 
museum by avid collectors.

While other museums have coverlets 
in their collections, the National Museum 
of the American Coverlet specializes in 
and has coverlets on exhibit at all times. 
Collectors, museum professionals, and 
weavers can take advantage of the depth 
of the museum’s collection every fall at 
Coverlet College, a museum-sponsored 
event where coverlets can be seen up 
close, examined, and photographed. A 
draw for curators and collectors alike, the 
two-day symposium talks about all things 
coverlet. Collectors bring their own 
valued coverlets for examination and 
discussion by all participants. Program 
topics have included color and dyeing, 
fiber studies, the weaving process, 
regional characteristics, and the weavers 
themselves. 

Antique coverlets are a precious 
heritage for anyone who values goods 
made by hand. If you can find a 
collection at a museum near you, visit 
it and admire the time and creativity 

put into these beautiful textiles, or plan 
a visit to the National Museum of the 
American Coverlet sometime soon! 
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