The Carving Quilt Project - 2008

Thunder Bay Carvers club consists of about 80 members.  We are located in Thunder Bay, Ontario, Canada at the top of Lake Superior.   In the fall of  2008 the club celebrated its 10th Anniversary.  The Carving Quilt became our anniversary project.

Wood carving tends to be a rather solitary activity, so it becomes a challenge for a carving club to find projects which involve a whole group of people.  We found a solution to that challenge: quilt carving. Like many clubs, we often do small hand-held carving projects at our meetings. This has included such things as relief maple leaves, small bark houses and Santa ornaments. Early this spring, as we looked for creative ways to mark our tenth anniversary as a club, one member  suggested an idea he’d seen at a wood carving show in Florida – the carved quilt. After some research on the internet, our executive dove in and set up a process to get the whole club involved with the aim of having a big quilt done by the end of the year.

 

We hope that some of our experiences will be of value to other clubs also looking for an activity which gets many members working on the same piece of art all at the same time. First, find a common theme of real importance to as many members as possible. For us, our own city area provides a host of topics including landmarks, wildlife, history and sports. We published a big list of suggested topics, and determined that we’d avoid duplication by having everyone pick three topics of interest. Then a small committee met with members who’d chosen the same first topic to resolve final choices. We set a deadline of about six months for participants to complete their tiles. We also set some carving criteria while leaving room for individual creativity. Each tile was a basswood 6 inch square precut with a small bevel on both sides. All participants got two tiles, one for a practice piece, and one to submit. The submitted one would become the property of the club. 
We set up a series of free classes taught by one of our best carvers to help train our newer carvers in relief carving techniques. We’d decided early on that all completed tiles would be accepted and that such education was the answer to keeping a high standard of quality in the final product. A list was provided of carving teachers who agreed to give one on one help on request. 
We also set other specifications to develop a fairly uniform final look for our quilt.  These included a relief depth of not more than a quarter inch and not carving right to the edge of the tile to maintain that beveled border. After much discussion, it was decided that the final finish would be a clear natural satin Varathane, just to highlight the shadows and protect the wood. We felt that this approach worked well in achieving a consistent artistic balance.   We asked two of our best carvers to tackle two images we felt were a must on the quilt, our own club logo, and our most famous landmark, The Sleeping Giant. 
An assembly committee, headed by one of our best woodworker/ carvers, decided to use walnut mullions between the tiles and a frame of local black ash, all hot glued to an oak quarter inch plywood backing board. The walnut and ash were generously provided, planed and prepared by club members. The final quilt contains 41 tiles and is about 3 by 5 feet in size and weighs 28 pounds. Our assembly chair built a plywood case for protecting the quilt and also agreed to be the ‘quilt coordinator’ trusted with care and transportation of the quilt.

 

As the quilt neared completion, we turned our attention to publicity and finding display locations for the quilt. Our publicity chair got us great coverage with a front page colour article in the local paper, a TV news spot and a CBC radio interview. National magazine coverage is also in the works.
As for display we decided to have our first unveiling at a club meeting. After discussion with city officials, it was decided to have it first at the Thunder Bay Museum for our first public venue. It is “on tour” after that, with plans to show it at the Prairie Canada Carving Competition in March and also at the Thunder Bay Quilters’ Superior Quilts Quilt show May 8-10, 2009.

 

We envision a final public location for our quilt some day which will offer security, climate control and free access for the public. Our members and the public in general have really taken our project to heart. The process has strengthened friendships, connections and bonds within the club and with our public. There are so many to thank that I have refrained from naming names, for fear of missing someone. I believe that our democratic and inclusive approach, truly involving a high number of our members in decision making and education have made the Thunder Bay quilt experience a success.

