


This is a Quiltfolk Exclusive: 
a digital supplement to our 
print-only magazine. 

Quiltfolk is a keepsake 
quarterly that celebrates the 
people and the stories behind 
the stitches.

Quiltfolk is 100%  
advertisement-free.

To become a supporting 
subscriber, visit us at  
www.quiltfolk.com.



EDITOR I N CH I EF

Michael McCormick

EDITOR I A L DI R ECTOR

Mary Fons

CR E AT I V E DI R ECTOR

Janelle Frazier

COPY EDITOR

Jenny Bartoy

PHOTOGR A PH Y

Melanie Zacek

ARTICLES

05 Superstars
 The Ken Burns quilt collection 
 comes to Quilt House

21 Conversation
 Mary Fons interviews Ken Burns

Filmmaker Ken Burns at his home in Walpole, New Hampshire.  
Photograph courtesy of Tim Llewellyn Photography.





Superstars
THE KEN BURNS QUILT COLLECTION 

COMES TO QUILT HOUSE

BY Mary Fons

Want a bona fide superstar experience? If you’re a quilter, 
skip Hollywood. Forget Manhattan. Instead, head to Lincoln, 
Nebraska, for a quilt encounter of the celebrity kind. 

Uncovered: The Ken Burns Collection is currently on view 
at the International Quilt Study Center & Museum (IQSCM) 
through May 14, 2018. Twenty-eight of the 75 quilts in 
the Oscar-winning documentarian’s collection are having 
their first-ever star turn at Quilt House, the museum now 
celebrating its 10-year anniversary.
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Though A-list filmmaker Ken Burns likely won’t be in 
the gallery when you visit, the beloved director’s star 
power reverberates throughout the show. Each of the 
mid-19th- and early-20th-century quilts in the collection 
reflects Burns’s consummate taste, his thoughtfulness, 
and his palpable love and respect of the American quilt 
as art object.

But Burns isn’t the only source of star power in the gallery. 
A 12-minute special produced for PBS by NET Nebraska 
took a look inside Burns’s home when the quilts were first 
“uncovered,” and the spot has gone viral on social media. 
As a result, the curators of the show are getting celebrity 
attention too. 

But the true stars of the show — the celebrity guests long 
ready for their close-up — are the quilts themselves. Take 
it from us: Every last quilt in the show is red-carpet worthy.

ABOVE: Ken Burns, quilt collector. Photograph courtesy of Tim Llewellyn Photography. 
RIGHT: American Flag Red Cross Quilt, artist unidentified. Ohio, ca. 1918, 77 x 77 inches.
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Road to Lincoln
On Friday, Carolyn Ducey, curator of collections at the 

study center, gave Quiltfolk a personal tour of Uncovered 
before the doors opened. We were lucky to get a jump on 
the crowd — when we arrived, there was already a line at the 
door of the museum on the scenic University of Nebraska-
Lincoln campus.

“The exhibit has broken all our attendance records,” 
Carolyn said, shaking her head. “It’s been incredible. And it’s 
so great to talk to people who are coming to our museum 
for the first time and saying, ‘This place is amazing! I had 
no idea!’ We’re very happy.” 

Most quilt aficionados likely didn’t know that Ken Burns 
collected quilts — and this was more or less on purpose.  

ABOVE: Curator of Collections Carolyn Ducey. BELOW: Quilt House at the International 
Quilt Study Center & Museum in Lincoln, Nebraska.
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Rare finds and timeless beauty on view in the gallery. 
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Detail, Shoo Fly, artist unidentified. Ca. 1920-1940, 89 x 74 inches.
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In Burns’s words: “I make films for other people. I collect 
quilts for myself.” Some of the 75 or so quilts in his collection 
hang in his home in New York City, but most are kept in 
a barn on his property in Walpole, New Hampshire, in a 
space he calls “Quilt Alley.” Until recently, the collection 
had remained personal and private.

But while serving alongside Burns on the board of 
Nebraska’s Willa Cather Foundation, IQSCM Executive 
Director Leslie Levy was tipped off to the director’s passion 
for quilts.

“When Leslie was leaving the Foundation to come here,” 
Carolyn said, “she told Ken where she was going and he said, 
‘Oh, I have a quilt collection.’ Leslie thought, ‘I’m tucking 
that away for later.’” 

Shortly after Leslie joined the team, she suggested the 
museum get Burns on the exhibit list. But when might the 
show debut? The timing would have to be perfect. “For our 
10th anniversary, we thought it was time to pull the Ken 
Burns card,” Carolyn said. 

For Ken Burns, an early-20th-century Amish Bars quilt like this one is as modern as art can get. 

11



After a year or so of negotiating and finding time in Burns’s 
punishing schedule, a visit to Quilt Alley was planned. The 
NET Nebraska crew would be in tow to film the curatorial 
first looks, then document the planning and execution of 
the exhibit itself. 

Carolyn, Leslie, and Assistant Curator of Exhibitions 
Jonathan Gregory all feature prominently in the episode. At 
press time, there are over 1.7 million views on the video via 
NET Nebraska’s Facebook page and many thousands more 

on YouTube — which means Carolyn has been getting her 
share of star treatment. While in the gallery that morning, 
she was interrupted several times by adoring fans. 

“Oh! It’s you!” one woman exclaimed. “I feel like I know 
you!” Another said, “You are doing such wonderful things 
for quilts. Thank you.” 

Carolyn, gracious and warm to every person who 
approached her, is clearly taking her newfound celebrity 
in stride.

Lydia Neuman, head of exhibitions at the IQSCM, created harmony in the show by grouping 
certain quilts and selecting a deep, muted gray for the gallery walls. On the far wall, a rare quilt 
made in 1933 pays homage to Roosevelt’s National Recovery Administration.

12



Tumbling Blocks, artist unidentified. Ca. 1870-1890, wool and cotton, 77 x 75 inches.
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Center Diamond, initialed “L.S.” Possibly Pennsylvania, ca. 1920-1940, wool, 76 x 76 inches.
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Stars upon stars
As we walked through the gallery, Carolyn shared her 

expert insights about Burns’s quilts, some of of which hung 
on walls while others lay artfully draped or folded. “This one 
was behind a bed in the house and Ken was just petting it 
as he was talking about it,” Carolyn said as we beheld the 
ravishing Seven-Pointed Star. 

“We had other pieces we asked for, but there were several 
where he said, ‘I can’t do without it, I can’t part with it.’” 
For example, the Star of Stars quilt featured in a New York 
Times article about the exhibition in March didn’t make the 
trip. But don’t worry: Each quilt in the collection is somehow 
more remarkable than the next. From dazzling patchwork 
and bold appliqué to intricate quilting and piecing, it’s not 
surprising Burns had trouble parting with his quilts. 

To select quilts for the exhibition, Carolyn 
and Executive Director Leslie Levy visited the 
Burns residence in New Hampshire. 
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The exhibition features quotes from Burns tucked between quilts like Seven-Pointed Star  
(ca. 1880-1900) and likely Mennonite- or Amish-made Tumbling Blocks (ca. 1880-1900). 16



Sunburst, which hangs directly to your right when you 
enter the gallery, is a showstopper, an A-list quilt made 
between 1870 and 1910. A feat of color play and handwork, 
Sunburst is unlike any quilt you’ve seen before. “I love quilts 
like this,” Carolyn said, “because if you’re talking to someone 
about quilts having movement, this is a quilt where they go, 
‘Oh — yeah!’ It recedes and comes at you, it just pulsates. 
It’s very sophisticated.” 

A quilter herself, Carolyn acknowledged her attempts at 
this kind of Lone Star-style quilt weren’t nearly as successful. 
“I had to lop off the middle and seam it down,” she laughed. 
“I really cheated — and I gave it away as soon as I could 
because I never wanted to see it again.” 

Seven-Pointed Star and Sunburst are only two of the 
sensational quilts in the show, of course. To detail them 
all would take away from the pleasure of seeing the show 
for yourself, which you should make every effort to do. It’s 
that very sentiment — that not wanting to know everything 
— that is central to Ken Burns’s quilt collection. 

Hand-pieced and hand-quilted by an unidentified artist, Sunburst measures 89 x 73 inches and 
contains fabrics dating from 1870 to 1910. See detail next page. 
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As the director said, “It’s not that I’m interested in investing 
myself [in] every bit of minutiae about [a] quilt. More often 
than not, I’ve gotten it by stopping along the roadside at an 
antiques place and finding, buried beneath a pile of other 
things, some beautiful gem. It’s very difficult to track down 
the precise provenance of that quilt, so what you’re left 
with is the mystery as well as the beauty of it. And that, to 
me, is what it’s about.” 

“[For Ken,] it’s not about knowing who the maker is and 
knowing all the details,” Carolyn said. “His curator-assistant 
gathers that info of course, but he’s looking at and reacting to 
the design.” As Leslie Levy put it in the PBS special, “There’s 
something incredibly human and incredibly authentic about 
that and it means that Ken Burns is just like us.”  

And if our love of American quilts means we’ve got 
something in common with an Oscar-winning filmmaker, 
doesn’t that make us all superstars by association? Better 
get ready for your close-up. 

Rare finds and timeless beauty, Uncovered.
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Detail, Rose of Sharon. Ca. 1850-1870.
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Conversation
Quiltfolk Editorial Director Mary Fons recently 
had the pleasure of chatting with documentary 
filmmaker Ken Burns over the phone for an exclusive 
interview about his first-ever quilt exhibition.

MARY FONS: I just got back from Lincoln last night. 
[Uncovered] is such a wonderful show. We got to go into 
the gallery early and when I entered, I just started shouting. 
(Laughs.) It’s just that gorgeous.

KEN BURNS: Can I just tell you how horrible it is that there’s 
no way I’m going to actually physically see the exhibit? I’ve 
been trying since January. I just thought, “My schedule has 
got to let up, I can do this, I could just quick fly into Omaha 
and get back … “ Nada. It’s just my life. But I’ve seen the 
photographs. 

MF: It’s amazing.

KB: I had no idea going in. I thought “Oh, this is nice,” and 
I was complaining that I was going to be missing my quilts. 
[But] then I saw the [photos] and … I’m so happy that you 
loved it, is what I’m trying to say. (Laughs.)

Mary Fons enjoys the view.
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MF: I hear other museums have expressed interest in the 
show. Will it tour, then? People would love that. 

KB: I don’t know definitively. I sure hope so. I know there’s 
some interest in New England where I live, which means I 
might actually get to see it. But I can’t imagine anything 
better than what they’ve done in Lincoln. 

From the gray [wall] color; the language; the way they hung 
some; the way they let some lie flat; the way they overlapped 
some; the way they paired them. … It’s essentially validated 
everything I’ve felt about [the quilts’] importance, that I 
wasn’t collecting something the way people collect little 
figurines, that there was something extraordinarily telling and 
extraordinarily American about them. It fits in with my life’s 
work in a completely different way, a kind of visceral way.

MF: Our shared love of quilts is pure and simple and visceral. 
But when you take the long view of quilting in America, 

it’s actually pretty complicated. You have child labor in the 
North and slavery in the South that made the proliferation 
of cheap, abundant cloth possible in the 19th century. Does 
that complicated history affect our love of quilts? Should it? 

KB: No, I don’t think so. Because what you’re bringing up is 
very important, but in the end it is a superficial dialectic. I 
would rather say that the quilts are clean — but they’re not 
simple. They’re not simple at all. What they represent is the 
best kind of bottom-up history. 

Almost all of my work delves [into] slavery and race and 
the enduring consequence and horrific legacy of that up to 
this moment. Slavery is an aberration, full stop. I don’t want 
to take away from that, nor do I want to take away from the 
issues that have beset labor throughout our complicated 
history. But I think there’s something so direct that quilts 
speak to, [namely] human activity and human work, on a 
level that has, in some ways, always been free from and 
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also transcends the rather superficial — to me — dialectic 
of “between labor and capital,” as Marx would say. 

MF: So it’s okay that quilts can be complicated and simple 
at the same time. Like the way they can be purely works of 
art and women’s history.

KB: Because it’s women who are, more often than not, left 
as bystanders or presumed to be bystanders of history and 
not makers of it, it’s hugely important that our work give 
voices to women. Not in some sort of token gesture, but in 
acknowledging their centrality to the main narrative. And I 
think what’s so great about quilts is that I don’t really know 
what else represents us as cleanly as quilts do. 

I do collect a little bit of Shaker furniture. And there you’ve 
got a religious sect — what many people called “authentic 
Christianity” — that had as its central tenet equality of the 
sexes and was founded by a woman. So there’s something 

going on here! And I’m interested in that and in not 
overexplaining it either. I just look at a quilt and go, “Wow.” 

MF: And that’s enough.

KB: Sometimes it’s just a cigar. (Laughs.)

MF: Right, sometimes it’s just beautiful.

KB: Sometimes, it’s just a quilt, it’s just beautiful. That ought 
to be enough, you know? Like a sunset or a sunrise, it’s going 
to happen every day, there’s going to be another quilt.

MF: The exhibition features a quote about how you pick 
quilts, that you just fall in love with certain ones.  

KB: I was just sent a picture of another quilt, but I have been 
really ruthless lately, going, “Pass. Pass. Nope. No, no.” A 
couple of folks in my office sort of field these things. As 
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you can imagine, they’ve increased in intensity lately. And 
I have to say, “Nope, nope, nope.” And then something the 
other day was just like, “Woah.” It was just fantastic. 

MF: I’ve met tens of thousands of quilters in my decade 
in the industry and I have a theory as to why people start 
quilting, since most people don’t grow up doing it these 
days. There are two paths to it: joy or suffering. You start 
quilting because it’s a joyful occasion — a baby is born, 
there’s a wedding. Or you come to it the other way, like in my 
case, because of a catastrophic illness — I needed healing. 
It’s usually half and half when I talk to people about this. 
Do you ever see a quilt and think, “Oh, this was made out 
of pure joy,” or maybe you see a quilt and feel, “She made 
it because her life depended on it”? 

KB: Not in any sort of formulated, intellectual way. I would 
say that I am drawn to the power of these quilts to express 
something, some emotion. And clearly some are hugely 

joyful. There are a few I know you saw in Lincoln that are 
dynamic but dramatic at the same time. Whether there’s 
suffering attached to it, [I don’t know]. What I’ve done is 
kind of liberated my quilts from my need to actually know. 
I’m happy to know circumstances. I’m not trying to avoid the 
details of provenance, but at the same time, I’m perfectly 
content to just say, “This is doing what it’s doing.” I’ll give 
you an example. I’m a moviemaker, right? 

MF: Um, yes. 

KB: When I was growing up, nobody knew what the gross 
was of a movie. No one knew how much it cost, or how 
much the star got paid, or how much it cost to market it. 
And so a movie was a movie was a movie. And to me, a 
quilt is a quilt is a quilt. 

MF: That is such a good analogy, Ken Burns. 
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KB: Because I’m dealing with hugely complex stories in 
my own work, I’m not saying that [collecting quilts] is a 
refuge, [but] I think in some ways I feel lucky that my life 
is integrated, at least with regard to work, and play, and 
thought, and heart. Quilts are part of that. 

It’s not like saying, “Keep it simple, stupid.” My point is 
that [I would put] my neon electric Amish quilts … next 
to Piet Mondrian and say, “Okay, tell me which is more 
modern.” This guy came a hundred years before this guy 
— or this gal.

MF: Quilters were the first abstract artists in America. 

KB: Yes.

MF: I know our time is almost up, so just one more question. 
It’s fair to say that most quilters in America are not making 

quilts out of necessity today. We can buy a blanket at the 
Dollar Store and that’s way faster and cheaper than buying 
a quilt. Quilters are making quilts because it’s a hobby or 
it’s a professional pursuit. 

KB: It is satisfying an inborn curiosity about the aesthetic, 
which is in everyone — just as the farmer mows his field 
in a kind of strict pattern, just as gardens are tended with 
neatness. … You can buy that blanket and it can keep you 
warm — just like you could buy food that is just filling you up 
— but we look for something more. And that’s what it is [with 
quilts]. It’s our thirst for something bigger than ourselves. 
What quilts do is say, “Yes, this can keep you warm — and it 
can also do this.” 

MF: Exactly. Thank you so much, Ken Burns. 

KB: My pleasure. You made my day. Thank you. 
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Triple Irish Chain was given as a wedding gift to Frank Schoenberger from his mother in 1890. 
The exquisite quilting features wreaths, feathers, and a Cathedral Window motif in the red and 
navy patches. 
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