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Just because it looks funny doesn’t mean  
it’s not well-designed
by Pam RuBert

Recently, I was invited to be 
the juror for the SAQA exhibi-

tion titled A Sense of Humor, which 
premiered at Houston’s International 
Quilt Festival in October 2009. The 
theme of the show was “Laughter 
makes the world go round.”

I didn’t set up criteria for design or 
humor before I viewed the submis-
sions, preferring to keep an open 
mind and to evaluate each work on 
its own merit. However, as I wrote in 
my juror’s statement, I did have the 
following standard that I expected 
the artists to reach:

“To create humorous art, an art-
ist must do more than tell a joke.
The message must carry the flavor 
and personality of the artist. Artis-
tic choices and techniques must be 
brought together and honed into a 
cohesive experience.”

The quilts I selected for the show 
ranged from figurative to abstract. 
Some incorporated words to express 
humor, others relied solely on visual 
humor created through imagery, and 
still others communicated humor in 
the form of a playful and experimen-
tal approach to materials and tech-
niques. Unfortunately, from digital 
images, it can be difficult to evaluate 
stitching, construction, and texture, 
all of which are essential elements 
of quilt art. Therefore, many of my 
choices were based largely on color, 
composition, and visual impact.

One wonders what Herculean feats 
were required for Laura Wasilowski 
to create Threading the Needle, but we 
can appreciate her gentle humor at 
approaching the task. By placing the 
ball of twine to the left and allowing 
it to break out of the picture-frame, 
she emphasizes an exaggerated 
contrast between its large size and 
the tiny camel. This off-center 
composition is more dynamic than 
a symmetrical one would have been 
and also creates an active negative 
space — a much more interesting 
effect than had she merely floated the 
foreground objects in the middle of 
an empty background.

One loose strand of twine squiggles 
along the edge of the quilt, lead-
ing the eye up to the camel which, 

though small, is the most important 
icon — then down the strong diagonal 
needle, and then back to follow the 
path of the rambling twine again.

She chose a triadic color scheme —  
purple, green, and orange — using 
cool, dark purple shades in the 
background. This makes the warmer 
and brighter orange and green colors 
in the ball of twine visually pop out, 
giving the ball a three-dimensional 
feeling and the quilt more depth. 

The smaller, busier texture of 
the woven orange and greens that 
make up the ball randomly changes 
direction, communicating an artistic 
rather than literal expression of what 
string or yarn looks like rolled into a 
ball. High contrast and the changing 
diagonals of the woven patterns make 
this area more active than the larger 
but more muted grid-based pattern 
of purple stripes in the background. 
Wasilowski has used all these tech-
niques to give organizational struc-
ture and sharp definition to an image 
that appears simple but is actually 
quite complex. With less skillful 
handling, it could easily have become 
chaotic. 

Joan Sowada’s Late Bloomer Learn-
ing to Surf also uses composition to 
create lively imagery. The exagger-
ated woman strikes an animated pose 
that is humorously reminiscent of a 
skater or surfer’s pose. Her posture 
emphasizes her eagerness to lean 
forward into new technologies, while 
at the same time looking slightly 
off-balance. 

The patchwork construction of 
the background draws inspiration 
from the tradition of crazy quilts, but 
Sowada’s dark-to-light organization 
also enhances the emphasis placed on 
her character’s having risen up out of 
the darkness and moving towards her 
leaning pile of high-tech tools. 

Composition and design

Threading the Needle
55˝ x 30˝   ©2009 Laura Wasilowski
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These tools and playthings are 
composed of dark fabrics. The angle 
of this dark tower of tools looks 
precarious and at the same time visu-
ally balances the dark diagonal of 
the lower right corner. The woman’s 
legs are oddly shaped and of a light 
color that contrasts with that same 
dark corner, helping to emphasize 
the woman’s movement and adding 
visual depth to the quilt. 

All of these design elements fill the 
entire pictorial space and keep the 
eye moving throughout the composi-
tion. As a finishing detail, Sowada 
chose to bind the quilt in an irregular 
shape, one that echoes the upward 
and forward-leaning motion of the 
woman.

In The American Dream, Laurie 
Brainerd uses text not as a label 
or title, or in a cartoon balloon to 
indicate speech, but as an artistic ele-
ment. In a primarily black-and-white 

composition, she highlights the main 
theme words with red, then repeats 
that red in small, irregular spots 
of color that keep the eye moving 
around the entire composition. 

The repetition of almost identi-
cal images of a house with a two-car 
garage creates an interesting balance 
between the pleasant structure and 
stability of block quilts and the bor-
ing repetition and the anonymity of 
a suburban subdivision that has too 
much conformity. Words that wrap 
around the houses are made up of 
a mixture of typefaces of different 
sizes, weights, and densities. Brainerd 
turns the words into design elements 
that add visual interest while at the 
same time conveying poetic hints 
of personal associations that may or 
may not go along with the archetypal 
theme of the American Dream.

The gray-black border is wide and 
proportioned to balance nicely with 

the white interior central image. The 
border cloth color imitates asphalt 
and is stitched in a pattern that 
vaguely alludes to a road map of 
house lots in a subdivision or to  
automobile tire treads.

With more space and time, I would 
love to write about each of the art-
ists in the show and how they have 
successfully created humorous art 
that is well designed and a pleasure 
to explore. I hope you all have the 
opportunity to view the entire exhibi-
tion, either in person or through the 
catalog. 

SAQA professional artist member Pam 
RuBert creates humorous art quilts and 
drawings. She lives in Springfield, Missouri 
and her web site is www.pamrubert.com. 

The American Dream
35˝ x 26˝     ©2008 Laurie Brainerd

Late Bloomer Learning to Surf
43˝ x 28˝    ©2008 Joan Sowada


