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Clothing reveals both the themes and the formal relationships
which serve a culture as orienting ideas, and the real or imagined
basis according to which cultural categories are organized . . . .
[ Consequently] the principlesof aworld arefound wovenintothe
fabric of itsclothing.t

Theworld of the Holdeman Mennonitesisoneinwhich cloth, constraint, and
creativity areinterwoven; it isrich in meaning, especialy asit pertainsto the
engendering of women and their material culture.2 Clothing, in particular, isa
vehicle for the expression of both conformity and deviance. The power of
bodily adornment has been made visible through acts of rebellion and
resistance® becausein the act of dressing, we negotiate the awkward territory
between theintensely personal andthesocially constructed layersof social life
that are filled with prescriptions and proscriptions. At the same time, an
analysis of dress alows us to examine male-female differences and the
strugglesinvolved in constructing gendered identities.*

Cloth functions both to constrain and liberate women in Holdeman
Mennonite society. This paper describes how the Holdeman Mennonites
dress code constrainswomen'’ sbodies. It will explore, by contrast, therole of
quilted cloth in this society in relation to quilting as a creative art form.
Holdeman women use cloth to create stunning quilts as a means of self-
expression. They use cloth both overtly and covertly to negotiate their way
through this patriarchal society; they simultaneously repress individuality
through clothing, then allow it freerein in quiltmaking, which may be seen as
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a form of collective resistance to the constraints imposed on them by the
patriarchs.

Historical Background

Holdeman Mennonites began arriving in Americain the el ghteenth century.®
Their roots are in the Reformation of the sixteenth century, when their
Anabaptist forebears organized disciplined communities of believers and
stressed literal interpretation of the Bible. Known as the ‘Plain People’ for
their avoi dance of fashionable clothing, Anabaptistswere branded as heretics
and frequently migrated to avoid religious persecution.

Dissension has been along-standing problem for the Plain People; the
Amish broke off from the main body of Mennonites in the late seventeenth
century before the migrations to North America began in the eighteenth
century. In spite of religious differences, the Plain groups often settled in the
sameareas. Differencesover interpretation of the New Testament, symbolized
by adoption of new styles and technol ogies, led to numerous groups, like the
Holdemans, breaking off from the Old Mennonite Church.

TheHoldemansareamong themost conservative of Mennonitegroups,
and see themselves as a reform movement in that they require members to
remain constant to old separatist traditionsthat other Mennonite groups have
abandoned. What links socia control and clothing norms is the historical
pattern of Mennonite separation fromtheworld. Holdemansbelievethereare
two kingdoms, the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of theworld. Although
they are here in the physical world, the Holdeman Mennonites believe they
belong to the Kingdom of God. They repeatedly state that they are in this
world, but not of it. Historically, theintegrity of their separationfromtheworld
was easier to maintain while they were physically isolated in remote
communities. However, that separation ended because of the population
pressures of an expanding nation and the resultant impacts of their own
interacting with outsiders on their cultural cohesiveness. The threat was met
by retaining many of their old traditions, including plain dress, which had
merely been a custom but became formalized in both proscribed and
prescribed codes. Separation became symbolic aswell asphysical.

Throughout Mennonite history, the clothing styles adopted by various
sects were similar to those of other Plain People in that they resembled the
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styles of the time but were very plain. Citing a philosophy reiterated by the
Holdemans, Jacob Krehbiel, anineteenth century Mennonite minister, stated
that “ excessive display in clothing manifests on the outside what ishiddenin
the heart.”® The Holdemans claim that alack of emphasis on external beauty
leads to the expression of spirituality.” To justify their distinctive dress, they
cite the Apostle Paul’s instructions that women should focus on spiritual
matters and show that otherworldlinessin modest and sober dress.

Resear ching setting and methods

Bend, atiny river town in Northern California, is a Holdeman Mennonite
farming community.® While most of the men are farmers, all of the married
women are housewives, and families averagefive children. Beyond Bend, the
community interacts extensively with other Holdeman congregations; they
are linked through marriage as well, since the Holdemans are religiously
endogamous. Approximately half of the young women leave Bend to marry
men from other congregations. The combination of endogamy, patrilocal
residence, and rarity of convertsleads to acommunity in which most people
are related (at least distantly) to each other as well as to the many expelled
Holdemans who continueto livein Bend.

The current study culminates eight years of ethnographic fieldwork
with the Bend congregation.® Data was gathered through participant
observation, casual interviews, and focused group interviews, and from
libraries and Mennonite archives. Before my ethnography little had been
published on the Holdeman Mennonites, who avoid publicity.l® Since rules
were passed down orally, codes of behavior had to be investigated through
gualitativetechniques. My fiel dwork included attendance at church services,
Sunday school meetings, school classrooms, weddings, pot-luck dinners,
youth group activities, quilting bees, and humerous informal gatherings in
women' shomes. | collected most of the datathrough 100 interviews: eighty-
eight percent of theadult women under the age of fifty, seventy-five percent of
the older women, and all of the young unmarried women were interviewed. |
alsointerviewed seventy-five percent of thelocal expelled members. Having
survived the expulsion process, these peopl e were acutely aware of the power
of social control in Mennonite society. Expulsionwasthe most severeform of
control used by the Holdemans to insure conformity to their social norms. 1
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Constraint, dress, and tradition

As a“amirror to the soul,” Holdeman Mennonite dress provides a visua
display of conformity and religiosity. Sociologicaly, it does more than this.
Dressand, by extension, the body, are the siteswhere different symbolic and
gendered meanings are constructed and contested; such symbols arise from
pressureto create consonance between physiological and social experiences.
While compliance with group norms or personal control is required for al
Holdeman Mennonites, for women of the community, constraintsinvolve both
formal and informal controls on almost every facet of life.? The church
community, through its men, regulates social roles and social activities. If
thereisno specific rule, then usually a custom dictates the correct procedure
for any activity. Diversity in any manner isfrowned on. Following traditionis
the rule, a requirement which leads to homogeneity in the community.
Nevertheless, the women experience a measure of ambivalence. They find
comfort in samenessbut yearn for variety, especialy in clothing and quilting.

Although Holdeman Mennonites as a group feel threatened by the
outside world, women in addition fed threatened by the men of the
community. Because the women's need for variety and self-expression is
reflected through subtle variations in their dress, clothing is a source of
conflict between them and the men. In thisconflict men exercisecontrol, with
ministers having the most power. Women, however, walk afineline between
obedience to the norms and self-assertion when they react to the control
exercised by men.

Plagued by anxiety, women maneuver in a subtle manner. Through
deviancefromthenorms, they attempt to changethedetail sof their traditional
dress. Indoing sothey confront the establishedimageand carefully fashionan
aternativetoit, resisting what appear to be overwhelming constraints. Subtle
changes in dress, then, function symbolically to establish solidarity among
women and to circumvent patriarchal control. In the years before marriage,
young women bend thedress code, and their motherslook the other way. Thus
thecontrol of women’ sclothing by ministersaswell asthewayswomen resist
it represent anegotiation of symbolic meaning of thematerial culture. Because
women know themeaningsinvolvedindressand do not blindly conformtothe
code, they become skilled practitioners at bending constraints through
nuanced alterations. From this perspective, neither social control nor
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collective resistance is clear-cut. These issues are negotiated in everyday
interaction in even the most tightly controlled communities.

Since resistance to change is characteristic of Holdeman culture, the
changes that do occur are minute. Neverthel ess the tension between agency
and constraint, or power and resistance, becomes apparent in these subtle
struggles over the symbolic meaning of women's dress, defined by the
Mennonite social body asit exerts control over women’ sbodies. Since strict
conformity isequated with religiosity, complianceto strict codes of behavior
is demanded. While a woman’'s level of religiosity cannot be objectively
perceived, symbols such as clothing are evidencethat sheison the“right and
truepath.” Appearanceisconstantly scrutinized and interpreted asameasure
of her relative level of religiosity. If the symbol of clothing is interpreted
negatively, she is defined as deviant and subjected to formal and informal
constraints. Women and their dress are controlled not only by the men but by
thecommunity at large. “When | put on Mennoniteclothing, | putonall of the
Church’srules,” said Becky, ayoung Holdeman woman.

The codification of non-conformist practices among many American
M ennonite groups began in the late nineteenth century, and because clothing
was considered symbolic of acquiescence to authority, rigid dress codes
resulted in several churches.®* From the early days of their church the
Holdemans have focused on maintaining strict boundariesbetween members
and outsiders, and adopted morerigid symbols of social separation than other
groups.* Oneof the specific concernsof John Holdeman’ sreform movement
of the 1850s was that Mennonites had begun to dress more like the external
society since their relocation to North America. Holdeman interpreted this
practice as symbolizing theloss of distinctiveness. Following hisbreak from
the larger body of Mennonites, he insisted his followers wear clothing that
indicated their conservatism and separation from the world. He prescribed a
dress code for women, characterized by along dress with a high neck, loose
bodice, and fitted waist. Jewelry, cosmetics, and the cutting and styling of hair
were prohibited.®

While for Holdeman men clothing has changed with the times, for
women the overall dress and adornment practices have stayed rather
consistent with nineteenth-century practices. Women wear shirtwai st dresses,
typified by awide, long skirt and afitted bodice with buttons down the center
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to the waist. There is generally a small collar and belt. Holdeman men, by
contrast, cannot beeasily differentiated from other non-Mennonitefarmersby
their appearance. Thereare no specific dressrequirementsfor men, other than
the expectation that they dress plainly. As R.W. Connell notes, patriarchal
soci eties perpetuate inequality by creating social categoriesin which afocus
on the body becomes central to the ideological construction of differences
between men and women.*® The Holdeman case supports Connell’s thesis.
While the Holdemans state that clothing, like al of life, has to be brought
under the scrutiny of New Testament standards, in reality only women face
that scrutiny. “Womenwear ablack head covering over uncut hair pinnedinto
a bun to symbolize the woman' s submission to God and her husband,” said
Mary, oneof the Holdemanwomen. Thehead coveringisaflat black scarf that
lookslikeacap when pinned correctly around the bun; it isthe most regul ated
item of women'’ sdress. Thewomen'’ sattireattestsnot only to separationfrom
the external society but to separation of the sexes. Thisimportant distinction
is rooted in the perception of natural gender differences that underlies the
Holdemans' patriarchal social system.

Baodily constraint and clothing

The Holdeman socia body controls the expression of identity through rigid
norms for dress and behavior. The wearing of traditional Mennonite dress
indicatesawoman’swillingnessto submit to the control of the church and its
dictates. Objective evaluation of a person’s commitment to the faith is
impossible, so symbolic measures are substituted. Those who stray from the
social normsare considered deviantsand castigated through both internal and
externa socia control. Whilebehavior in general isscrutinized, externa forms
of self-expression are most closely monitored. Because appearance is
considered the external manifestation of inner attitudes, visual cuesareanayzed
for signs of non-conformity. As Sarah explained about a friend’s expulsion,
“Shewasill, spiritualy ill. We could all seeitin her dressand her behavior —
shewasjust out of control.”

Atissueisconformity to social normsrationalized by religiousdogma.
What theHoldemansregard assignsof religiosity are, fromthe perspective of
thiswork, signsof socio-religiousconformity. Intra-grouprelationsinvolvea
hierarchy that evaluates conformity, religiosity, social embeddedness
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(involvement), and ultimately, the assignment of status. At the top of this
stratified system are orthodox members who conform to the norms, are
thoroughly enculturated, and are thought highly religious. They dress
modestly. Lower statusisaccorded to memberswho deviatefrom many of the
social norms and are therefore considered less religious. These marginal
members are often young women who have not sufficiently repressed their
sexuality. As they learn to control and repress it, they become more
enculturated, and there is a corresponding decrease in external constraints
imposed by the group.

Control of female sexuality is essential in Christianity; control of the
self isat the center of Christianity’ s ethic of anti-sexuality. Cultural attempts
to control the body and its urges only makesthem more powerful and morein
need of control.r” Because female sexuality is considered both powerful and
threatening to the society, women have been restricted from becoming
ministersin the most conservative Mennonite churches. Occasionally, older
women are allowed to minister, but they are very aware of the need to control
their dress. Agatha, a minister, stated that by wearing make-up and fancy
clothing, women “arouse men and keep them from concentrating on the
sermon.”*® |n the Holdeman community, strict control of female sexuality
begins during puberty when a girl’s clothing undergoes a dramatic change.
Girlsmay choosefrom avariety of dressstylesuntil puberty, whenatransition
occurs to the one style available to adult women. “The pressure increases
continually,” Judith explained. “ There is almost no restriction on little kids
clothing, but there’ s less choice as we get older so by thetimewe arein the
youth group [16 to married] there' s auniform. Thisisto control sexuality.”
Her sister, Beth, elaborated on thistheme when she said that “ clothing shows
sexual repression, because it has to change in adolescence; it has to become
morestandard beforeyou canmarry.” At thesametime, both sexuality andits
repression by the culture are regarded ambivalently. Girlsstart using clothing
for sexual display at the sametimeministersare overtly repressing sexuality.
Asthey sew their dresses, girlsusenumerousdesign detailsto call attentionto
thebody; moreovertly, they adjust the garment fit. Depending on how closely
thedresshugsthebody, it can either conceal or reveal femal e contours. While
older, orthodox women will wear the dress fitted loosely and wear girdlesto
control movement, young women do the opposite. They abide by the overall
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dress code but usethefit of the garment to show off their sexuality during the
brief time available (about three years) to find a husband. Y oung women
designdresseswith additional detailsto draw attentiontothebodice. A young
expelled woman stated:

Youwant to bemarried at eighteen. If you' renot married by twenty-
oneyou'reanoldmaid. . . soyou put moredetail inyour dresses,
and fit the bodice as tight as you can. One time a Mormon guy
asked me why the Mennonite girls make dresses with four lines
pointing at the breasts. Well, the darts really do call attention to
the bust!

John, anexpelled man, stated that “ Y oung women haveto keep their sexuality
under control, but also be attractive to the guys and still meet the letter of the
law.” They must carefully walk the line between modesty and immodesty.

Once ayoung woman has “caught aman,” said Rosanna, “there’ s no
need to put so much timeinto awardrobe. Besides, pregnancy usually comes
right away.” After the first pregnancy, said Leah, “They expect you to calm
down [her emphasis] — to dress more plain. And you' ve probably gained
weight with the baby, and if you don't be careful, you'll get fat and lazy and
then be out of control, and in trouble for that, too.” AsMary said, “It’sgood
tolook sexy, but only for your husband. But if you look sexually attractiveto
others, you'll get in trouble. Y our best friends will warn you to dress more
modestly, and ministers will attack you and look for signs of sin.” Through
awareness of thislevel of scrutiny, awoman exerts personal social control.
When friends and ministers speak with her about her inability to repress her
sexuality, informal social control measures are thereby enacted.

Because rigid conformity is the norm for the Holdemans, it does not
take much to be labeled deviant. Ministers continually watch marginal
members for behaviorsthat can be so interpreted. Thisresultsin an unequal
enforcement of the rules. Jane was orthodox, but her sister was considered
marginal. The sister recalled a visit from the ministers in which she was
criticized for many things, including the dress she was wearing and had
borrowed from her orthodox sibling. “ Janeworeit many timesafter | did, and
never wasreprovedfor it. | wastheonly onewhowas. Andit wasbecausethey
saw measathreat . ... The ministersalwayskept their eyeson me.” Janewas
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the plain daughter in the family, while her sister had a voluptuous body and
beautiful hair, which became a curse. Female sexuality is threatening to
individual men who may feel out of control themselves; it threatens the
patriarchy, and as Bryan Turner noted, must therefore be controlled.® Jane
explained why theministersexpelled her sister: “ Theministerswereafraid of
her — she is so pretty, and she wasn't willing to submit. They couldn’t get
anything onher, really, except for clothes, which waswhat they harped on, but
we often dressed alike and they never bothered me.”

The appearance of orthodox women clearly manifest personal control.
Emma, aminister’ sdaughter, ismarried to aminister and hasten children. As
a role model she diets and dresses plainly, and wears dark, solid-colored
dresses with no detail other than the required belts, collars, and buttons.
I nterestingly, she makeshand-worked buttonholesfor the buttons (asmany as
twelve per dress) that require weeks to complete. Although few women do
this, she says it protects her from accusations of “dressing fancy.” Hand-
worked buttonholes evidence her commitment to conservative dressand old-
fashioned ways while simultaneously calling attention to her plainness. This
use of old-fashioned behaviors as a means of asserting religiosity while
simultaneously drawing attention to it is not uncommon among orthodox
people, and can be a source of trouble if perceived as prideful behavior.
However, the use of these behaviors concurrently expresses Emma's
orthodoxy and high-status social |ocation.

Among the Holdemans, religious orthodoxy, lineage, and materia
wealth determine status. As with the Hasidic Jews in Williamsburg, New
York,® status in the community is reflected in ethno-religious clothing.
Charity is a minister's daughter whose mother is known for her highly
orthodox dress. When asked about her mother’s conservative clothing,
Charity stated that minister’'s families have to set examples. In her heart,
M other despises argumentsand confrontations. Theplain clothingisher way
of avoiding confrontations. “Interestingly, there can be pride in humility as
expressedin clothing. Following achurch service, | overheardaman say tohis
wife, “Mother, | believe we were the plainest ones there!”

Holdeman women are subjected to informal methods of social control,
ranging from gossip to reproval. Gossip is the most frequent variety of
informal control. Women spend much time in the company of their friends,
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with other members of the community as the main topic of conversation.
When shebreaksanorm, awoman knowsthetransgression will benoticed and
becomeacurrent topic of conversation. If that isineffectivein redirecting her
behavior, her best friendswill talk to her directly and utter their concern about
her spirituality as an expression of Christian love. Members are continually
aware of clothing and useit asagauge of aperson’ s submission to thewill of
thechurch. Indiscussing the expulsion of her aunt, Anharemembered, “ It was
so0 sudden. There were no signs that she was in trouble — no changes in her
behavior. Even her clothing was the same — I d have expected to see some
changes, like her dresses getting fancy or something.” Any signs of
individuality are seen as signs of regjection of group norms and values.
Naturally, the expression of individuality in clothing cannot be ignored. A
minister’s daughter, Judith, who left the church at nineteen but still livesin
Bend, concluded:

If your clothes are straight down the lines as to the rules of the
group, then everyone can see that you are submitting your will to
the church. The Mennonite dressiis like a uniform — it indicates
that you' re keeping everything under control. When you' re having
trouble with the [church’s] rules, your clothing can show it. This
iswhy everyone watcheswhat everyone elseiswearing and how
they are wearing it, because clothing shows acceptance of all the
rules of the church.

Intheory every Christian hastheright to monitor another Christian’ sbehavior,
butin practicehigh status(religiously orthodox) individualsreprovemarginal
and low statusindividual s. John noted that “those who reprove othersare of a
high status. Statusisdetermined by how much you believeinwhat the church
isteaching, and how verbal you areinexpressing that belief.” John’ ssister-in-
law remarked:

It's a status thing if you can criticize someone else’s dress for
being too loud, or worldly, or fancy, soif you can reprove someone,

you have power . . . but no one listens to anyone who hasn’t
established that power. I’ d buckle under to the ministersand their
Wives.

Women are reproved (by men) for various infractions, particularly clothing.
“Men do not get reproved very often: women arereproved by menin order to
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control them. . . but certain women do not get reproved,” said onemember in
a group interview. Her friends concurred. Women prone to reproval are
assertive, or from low-status families, and have not totally internalized the
social norms. Becausethey arenot suitably controlled onapersona level, they
are defined as deviant and subjected to constant scrutiny and informal
reprovals. However, if these are ineffective, formal measures are used to
encourage compliance. At thispoint, themarginal member generally getsinto
what is called “church trouble.” This term is used by the Holdemans to
describeformal social control.

As the most salient clothing symbol for Holdeman women, the head
covering isan extraordinarily powerful symbol of the control of their bodies
by the social body; it isimbued with great emotion and meaning. The head
covering representsawoman’ sacceptance of the patriarchal social structure,
and its symbolic power was especially apparent to expelled women who
immediately removed it when they | eft the church. They reported anincredible
senseof freedomwiththeremoval of the covering. (Often cutting of f their hair
followedthisaction.) Thehead covering’ ssymbolic power lastsalongtimein
the minds of ex-Mennonites. Judith left the church twenty years ago but
returnsannually tovisit her family in Georgia, and prior tothesedifficult visits
she has dreams about the head covering:

| have had dreams that | had to put the head covering back on —
it'slike ahorror dream. And | have woken up in horror . . . | feel
such pressure to do as they want. Before | go back to that

community, | haveto beinthat mold. .. .| think it'sfrom all of
the years of living around them and knowing that is what they
expect.

Socia control of the body isboth overt and covert in Holdeman society. The
ability of the body to visually represent numerous facets of the self is
acknowledged by the Holdeman Mennonites, who want their people to
experience a uniformly religious self. When that occurs, overt and formal
control measures such as reproval and expulsion are not needed, since
personal control isadequateto prevent conflict. Becky, who had been expelled
five times and wore fashionabl e clothing during that period, explained how
clothing illustrated integration of the personal and socia self, on the body:
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“When | grew to appreciate that God wants me in the church, | no longer
wanted worldly clothes. Eventually, putting on the Mennonite clothes and
head covering felt right.” She described a crisis of identity that was visually
apparent, with her clothes and body asthe focus of the conflict. Clothing can
symbolize not just group affiliation but enculturation of group norms.

Thereisno mindless subjugation of self in the Holdeman community.
While the women may appear submissive, their motivations are complex.
They reinforce the dress norms while al so resisting the image proscribed for
them by ministersthrough numerous subtle changesinthedresscode.? While
thereisovert submission, onacovert level thereiscollectiveresistancewhich
supports women's dissension. Women monitor their own and each other’s
behavior to protect themselves from men’s control. They simultaneously
protect themselves from male censure and fashion an alternative image to
counteract the one prescribed by men. Anindividual aloneis unable to bend
the rules, but women as a group can make small changesin the codes. While
sewing clothing that will lend itself toward self-expression is prohibited, no
restriction attachesto sewing itemsfor the home, particularly quilts. Because
quilting is a traditional activity with a functional basis, creativity here is
neither controlled nor repressed.

Creativity through quilted cloth

By working together, Mennonite women are able to balance the restrictions
imposed by ministerswith some measure of individual expression. Although
the needle arts with regard to sewing garments are constrained by the
community, creativity and individuality are not only allowed but celebrated in
another form of material culture, quilting. Becausethisform of self-expression
does not involve the body, it isless regulated by the patriarchy. The creation
of quiltsisthe one avenue of artistic expression allowed to Holdeman women.
It becomesan empowering form of femal e agency for womenwho find artistic
outlet in designing and creating stunning quilts. Here Holdeman women resist
the social control of their bodies.

Developed from afunctional need for warmth in the bedrooms of un-
heated houses during the Renai ssance, quilting originated in Europe and was
an activity generally pursued by the upper classes. When the Mennonites|eft
Europeduetoreligiouspersecution, they left most of their possessionsbehind.
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They camefrom apeasant background and thusdid not bring theart of quilting
to America; rather they learned to quilt from English women living alongside
them in the American Colonies. Fabric was scarce in the Colonies due to a
trade embargo by the British, who did not want the Col oniststo devel op their
own textile industry. Colonial women learned to make bedcovers from
remnants and used fabric; hence the American patchwork quilt was born.
Frugality and self-sufficiency, clearly established in Mennonite society prior
tothemigration to America,? allowed patchwork to fit neatly into their value
system. Although quilting began as a salvage technol ogy, with functionalism
adominant value, American quilters started experimenting with patterns and
techniquesto make visually exciting quilts. This happened by the nineteenth
century for most American quilters, but has only recently begun among
Holdeman Mennonites. The salvage aspect of quiltingisrapidly diminishing
asthe Holdeman quilters strive for aesthetic impact. As Susan Shantz notes:
“Whilequiltsliterally keep peoplewarm, they arelayered aswell with social
and symbolic warmth. Emotional warmthisembodiedinthe completed quilt,
sothat it becomes difficult to commodify —to trand ate the worth of the hand-
made object into dollars and cents. Like other products and work associated
with women, they have a substantial aspect of ‘gift labor’ . . . women are
supposed to labor out of lovefor their families and communities.” %

Creatingaquilt

There are three layers to a quilt — a quilt top (where the design resides), the
filling, and the backing. Thethreelayersarejoined together by hand stitching
with sometimes quite elaborate motifs. In constructing the quilt top, quilters
use two main techniques. The“pieced” quilt top iscomposed of small pieces
of fabric cut out in predetermined shapes and joined together in blockswhere
arepeating geometric design isachieved through the assembly of blocks pieced
together. Alternatively, the “ appliqued” quilt is made by cutting adesign out
of folded fabric, much like children cut paper snowflakes. The design is cut
into apiece of colored fabric, and the raw edges are turned under and stitched
down to the top of aplain background. Through color contrast, the designis
revealed. Freed from the limitati onswhich geometry imposes upon the pieced
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quilt, the applique technique allows for infinite variety in design. But the
appliquetechniqueisnot used by Holdeman quilters. “ It just makes no sense
to buy fabric, then cut it all up and sew it to another piece of goods — and
that’s doubly wasteful since one piece covers another,” said Rebecca. Her
sister Margaret added, “Well, the problem would be that the ministerswould
notice —it is such afancy way to make a quilt and would be asign of pride.
Not just because it's so hard to do, but because it's so different, and not
traditional.”

Historically, anumber of sourcesfor designswereavailableto quilters.
Some were simply geometric figures found in other places and timesand in
other mediums. Such designs as Baby Blocks, Nine-Patch and its many
variations, and the many star patterns are often found in architectura
decorations. Somedesigns, such asthe Wild Goose Chase, were direct visual
abstractions of objects and natural images, yet other patterns, like the
Schoolhouse, weredirectimages. A smaller number, of whichtheDrunkard's
Path is a good example, were visual representations of ideas. Most designs
were given names meaningful to the makersand drawn from thewholerealm
of their experience: among the prime sources of inspiration were nature and
religion.? This fina category of designs based on significant religious and
natural experiences was the prime source of inspiration for Mennonite
quilters. A well-known pattern from the Kansas plains, Turkey Tracks, is
occasionally seen in aHoldeman home. Ruth noted that “we call thisdesign
‘“Wandering Feet’ becauseit isbad luck to put thisquilt on the bed of ayoung
man, for fear he might wander away from the community.” The lessons of
Holdeman society arefoundin cloth.

Traditionally, Mennonites have readily adopted patterns from their
neighbors. Simpler designs, such as Nine Patch, Four Patch, and Pinwheel
werevery common. More complicated designs such as Baskets, Treeof Life,
Star of Bethlehem, and the Double Wedding Ring were exampl es of English
quilt patternsused by the groups. Holdeman quiltersuse print and solid cotton
fabricsof pastel colorsin most of their quilts. Bordersof Mennonitequiltsare
generally quite narrow, and the hand quilting wastraditionally intended to be
functiona rather than decorative. Today, though, it can be quite elaborate;
feather motifsin the stitching are most common.
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Quiltthemesoftenrunin families. Mary’ smother, Rebecca, generally
madefloral quiltswith large designssuch assunflowers. Mary explained that
shetoo prefersflower designs. In creating apieced quilt top, sheexplained that

as the mother, | get to choose the design, but | usually have my
girlscut out the pieces. First, | spend lotsof timethinking of what
| want the quilt to look like; as often as not | get the idea from
something here on the farm. The ideafor this one (referring to a
quilt in aframe) came to me when | was watering my flowerbed.
I noticed that the tulips were pretty much made of rectanglesand
triangles, so | figured piecing atulip quilt could be pretty easy!

Once she had designed the pattern, Mary sought the advice of her friendsand
sisters as to color choices. They poured out boxes of fabric scraps onto the
living room floor and sorted through them to get prints with vibrant hues, a
process that took an entire day. Mary later made another tulip quilt but
purchased all the fabric (in solid broadcloth, rather than prints) for thetop in
bright colors, which shereferred to as“crayon” colors.

It is customary for the quilt top to be pieced at home but quilted at a
quilting bee. Like most American quilts, the majority of Holdeman quiltsare
assembled in ablock pattern. (The block method is one in which arepeating
geometric design is achieved through the assembly of identical blocks later
pieced together to form the quilt top.) Most of the familiesin this community
haveat | east fifteen quiltsin use at atime. Holdeman women make more quilt
topsthan they can find timeto quilt; it is not unusual to have six quilt topsin
storage.

Quilting (inthe home) is saved for the winter monthswhen daily farm
work makesfewer demands on the agrarian woman. Because quilting frames
take up so much room, there is a concerted effort to finish the quilt quickly.
(The Holdemans do not purchase commercially available quilting frames
designed for asolitary quilter to work at for an extended period in aminimal
amount of space.) A quilting bee not only helps a woman to get her quilt
finished rapidly, it also satisfiesthe need for social contact for women whose
responsibilitiesconfinethemtothehome. Likemany Canadian and American
pioneers, Mennoniteshavetraditionally gathered to husk corn, build abarn, or
gtitch aquilt. These are all forms of mutual aid important in the preservation
of community.
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The social fabric of the community

Historically, quilting played a role in the social fabric of Mennonite
communities. Churches made quilts for appreciation gifts to people in the
community and for fundraising and missionary efforts. Aswomen met together
to quilt, they not only visited but assembled to reinforcethe values of Mennonite
life and thought.? In the Holdeman community, the quilting bee is often
referred to as‘ sewing circle.’

Sewing circleisaformal quilting bee held at the church once amonth.
During this day-long session, the women of the church and their pre-school
children gather to sew, gossip, and eat a spectacular meal. Quilts vary in
complexity, and several simple quilts produced for missions may be finished
in a day; these are yarn-tied rather than hand-stitched. Often, the focus of
sewing circlesisthe production of tied quilts for the needy, along-standing
Mennonite tradition.?® A traditional pieced quilt assembled with hand-
stitching may take several sessionsto complete, depending on the number of
women at the quiltings. The whole community of women come together at
sewingcircle. Not only isit abreak intheroutine of farm life, butitisaplace
to exchangeideas, patterns, and information. Creativity and individuality are
allowed freereign.

Thequilting frame, composed of four eight-foot pine boardson corner
supports, takes up most of the spacein aroom. To thisframethe quilterstack
inthequilt backing, ontop of whichthey lay thefilling andfinally thequilt top.
All threelayers are securely tacked to the frame and then basted. Finally, the
quilting design is drawn on with chalk or pencil. Templates or patterns are
used to draw the exact motifs that will be stitched. At this point, the quilt is
ready to be stitched and the quilting bee begins. Everyone has a place at the
frame, and | eft-handers such as myself are placed on corners so that the work
proceeds smoothly. #

Traditionally, Holdeman quilts have been made of cotton print fabric
scraps left over from sewing clothing, and as a result the designs were
somewhat random in appearance. Over time, quilters began to put blocks
created with scrapsbetween blocksof plainfabricinorder to makethedesigns
more apparent. Following that, borders and sashing were done in the same
fabric, further refining the design. Since the 1980s, it has been common in
Bend for Holdeman quiltersto plan, conceive, and design aquilt totally out of
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new fabric purchased intentionally for it. In this community, quilting is no
longer just a salvage technology, but has become a means of aesthetic
expression. Here, all Holdeman women quilt, even those who don’t enjoy
sewing and have seamstressesto make the family’ s clothing.

Creativity and quilting

“Sometimes it seemsthat all | do is rush about, taking care of Will and the
children. | so look forward to quilting, sincethat istime| can sit till. | love
quilting in the early spring, when all it doesisrain” (Ruth). Quilting hits a
chord of creativity in Holdeman women who might otherwisefed constrained.
“It seems like | have twenty dresses that look the same but are of different
fabrics. With quilts, each oneistotally different” (Martha). Rose hated to sew
clothes, and paid asister-in-law to make al thefamily’s clothing. Nonethel ess,
sheloved to quilt, for much the samereason cited by Martha. Shesaid: “1 love
planning my quilts, and often awakein the night with ideas that send meinto
my sewing room. | enjoy making them becausethey’real so unique—1 always
have at least ten tops waiting to be quilted.”

Since Sunday afternoonsare set asidefor visiting, the houseismade as
attractive as possible. Women wear their nicer dressesto church and put the
prettiest quiltson all the beds before visitors arrive for Sunday supper. “Y ou
haveto becareful not to betoo proud about your fancy quilts,” said Ruth. “It’s
clear that finequiltsshow that you haven’ t had idle hands, but you needtotake
care not to be prideful.” Aslong as a quilter assumes a humble stance, her
extraordinary needlework testifiesto her artistic skill and talent.

Outsidershave asked why the Holdeman M ennonites, who aredevoutly
committed to avoiding thefashionsof theworld, makebeautiful, eye-catching
quilts? Isit a contradiction that these plain and simple people, who disdain
fashion and prideful behavior, cultivate exquisite artistry in quilt making?
Thereisno denying that life in Holdeman Mennonite communitiesisrigidly
disciplined; all behavior isaffected by thereligioushbelief system and enforced
by strong social pressure. But theseboundarieshavedistinct advantages: there
issecurity in knowing the limits, and freedom within the boundaries. Among
these peoplebeauty ishandled gingerly. Thereisnoroomfor pridewithintheir
culture, and regulations on dress and lifestyle exist in part to squelch
temptations toward vanity. But the line here is delicate. In work, ajob well
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done is imperative, yet pride in that job is not tolerated. There are few
exceptions, but quilting is one of them. It is an avenue where awoman may
show off her skillsand abilities unashamedly. Quilting givesher avehiclefor
the expression of feelings otherwise restricted. Thisfreedom allowswomen
the opportunity for creativity in aworld of limited options. Through quilting,
utilitarian objectsare el evated through imagination, enterprise, andlovetothe
status of an original art form.

Why do Mennonite women who have so little free time because of
family pressures, devote much of that time to quilting? This apparent
incongruity isresolved when onelooks at the value of quilting as ameans of
self-expression. When | asked a grandmother why she spent so much time
quilting, she thought a moment and then answered softly, “I quilt for a
contented heart.” Although quilting is a form of self-expression, it is not
contrary to the Holdeman value system; indeed, their entirelife reflectstheir
religion. One afternoon, at a quilting bee at the church, another woman
reflected, “Making aquilt islike livin’ agood Christian life. . .. The Lord
sends usthe pieces, but we can cut them out to suit ourselves. And that’ sfree
will.”

Discussionsand implications

Constraints on Holdeman Mennonite women seem overwhelming. Yet, these
women were raised to suppressindividual needsandto yield to group control.
The community requires them to repress individuality and to submit to rigid
measures of control. Women's bodies are amajor source of conflict, and the
site of struggles between the patriarchal social system and women's agency.
In these struggles, not only clothing per seis negotiated. Dress isthe site of
conflict where symbolic meanings are negotiated and contested. Dress is a
metaphor; it isinterpreted asavisua symbol of the suppression of the self to
the demands of the community. Women's bodies become the focus of a
symbolic struggle over both personal and group identities—astrugglereflecting
how freedom and constraint go hand in hand.

Although constraint of women and their dress dominates gendered
discourse between Holdeman men and women, we also see freedom in their
material culture. Women not only overlook some deviations from normative
behavior, they actively find waysto circumvent the dress code; thusthey both
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reinforceand resist normative constraints. I n addition, women use quilting as
a means of self-expression. This art form is only minimally controlled,
probably becauseit isalong-standing tradition in the Holdeman community.
Skirting the dress code and quilting empower and build solidarity among the
women.
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