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introduction
“When all else fails, sew strips,” said my friend Helene when I had a bad case 
of blank design wall syndrome in 2001. She called it therapy sewing, and 
indeed, she was right. That day, I cut dozens of fabric strips from my stash 
of hand-dyed and commercial fabrics. Then I sewed my heart out, putting 
one next to the other without thinking about color or value or what went with 
what. The “sew don’t think” process made me feel immensely better—until 
the next day, when I was faced with a stack of strips all going in the same 
direction and looking rather clunky.

   Sew-don’t-think strips
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Out came the rotary cutter 
again. On impulse, I sliced, 
diced, added fabrics, and 
resewed the pieces every which 
way, repeating the process until 
the results made me smile.

 Slice, dice, and add fabrics.
Three of the pieces became a 
cheerful nine-patch. I put the 
rest into a box of blocks and 
strips left over from previous 
projects and forgot about them.

Forever Plaid by Rayna Gillman, 18˝ × 18˝, 2001
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Two years later, I came across the box and realized that 
the unused strip units were perfect additions to the piece I 
was making.

Dwellings by Rayna Gillman, 33½˝ × 41˝, 2003

The leftovers from that quilt 
went into the box, and every 
so often, I added more and 
put it away again. Over the 
years, every time my muse 
took a vacation, I sewed strips 
and threw them into the box 
without any idea of how I 
would use them. When I hit a 
creative low, I took them out, 
cut them up, remade them, 
and put them on the wall, 
designing as I went along.  
And almost every time, some-
thing magical happened.

Recently, faced with a pile of 
fabrics I couldn’t decide how 
to use or didn’t like, I chal-
lenged myself to stop printing 
for a while and sew, using only 
what I had on hand. I cut strips 
of my hand-prints and com-
bined them with hand-dyes 
and commercial fabrics. In no 
time flat, I had made three 
quilts that I loved. Wouldn’t 
you like to do the same?

In the chapters that follow, 
you’ll see how to make one-
of-a-kind units from strips 
and squares or rectangles, 
put them together in unex-
pected combinations, and 
design new work on the wall. 
Working “ad hoc” (don’t think; 
just cut, sew, and throw the 
results into a box until later), 
you’ll discover a new way of 
using what’s on hand to create 
exciting, original quilts.
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how to use this book
This is not a book about how 
to design an art quilt. There 
are lots of books that take you 
through design principles and 
ask you to apply them using 
specific exercises and projects. 
This is a book about making 
original quilts.

I say “original” rather than 
“art” quilts because I believe 
the word original better 
defines work you design and 
create yourself. It doesn’t 
always have to be “art”—
though often, it will be.

Perhaps you’ve dyed, dis-
charged, screened, and 
monoprinted yards of cloth 
in a class or in your studio. 
Or maybe you have been 
seduced by hand-dyes and 
hand-prints at a quilt show 

or on the Internet. The cre-
ative (or shopping) process 
has been fun, but the pile is 
growing, and you really need 
to use some of that fabric. In 
addition, you undoubtedly 
have a huge stash of commer-
cial fabrics. Can you use all of 
them together? Of course!

Hand-printed text, Indian batik,  
and solids

In this book, you’ll discover 
how to use your hand-prints, 
hand-dyes, commercial stash 
fabrics, and leftovers to make 
exciting new work—without 
patterns, without templates, 
and without worrying about 
straight edges, matching 
seams, or other technicalities.

Even if some of those fabrics 
are ugly, muddy, or blotchy, 
take heart! You’ll see how to 
make the most of them.

Use commercial prints, hand-dyes, 
and hand-prints together.

Use this book as a resource to spark your imagination and to 
create exciting work without overthinking. The many examples 
and photos in this book will help jump-start you in a new direc-
tion, with the “how to” evolving as you work and evolving 
differently for you than for anybody else.

You’re going to be sewing bits and pieces together into units 
and larger elements, most of which will be based on strips or 
squares with simple but quirky variations.

Square-based center panel 
with strips on each side
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Edges will be wonky; seams won’t be straight. 
You can add or delete as you go and not 
worry about making a mistake. Best of all, the 
no-rules, no-ruler (almost) way of working is 
unpredictable and fun.

Hand-dyes and hand-prints improvisationally pieced

No-ruler strips have a lot of possibilities.

Blah fabric becomes interesting in funky, improvisationally 
pieced rectangles.

I hope this book will inspire you to:

 � Work intuitively without planning ahead 
or worrying about where you are going.

 � Trust your eye and your instincts to 
guide you with color and placement.

 � Not worry about lines that aren’t 
straight or seams that don’t match.

 � Delete the word mistake from your  
creative vocabulary.

 � Cut without a ruler and use it only for 
trimming.

 � Feel free to combine fusing, raw edge, 
and piecing in one quilt—in other words, 
use whatever works in a particular spot.

 � Create directly on your design wall.

 � Combine hand-printed cloth with 
other fabrics to create original quilts 
that are yours, and yours alone.

As with my previous book, Create Your Own 
Hand-Printed Cloth, this is a process book that 
will take you on a journey where you can play, 
experiment, and make some detours on the 
way. The destination will be a surprise, but 
you’ll know when you have arrived.
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getting started
Like any pack rat, you probably have a stash of yardage, 
large pieces, and bags of small leftovers—strips that 
didn’t make it into a Log Cabin, odd-sized scraps left from 
a baby quilt, blocks that didn’t fit, random trimmings from 
squaring up your work, or last bits of fabric you loved and 
couldn’t bear to part with. In addition, you probably have 
some unfinished tops stashed away that you think you’ll 
finish someday.

get organized
If your sewing room looks like mine, with 
everything in a jumble, you might want to get 
organized before you get out the rotary cutter 
and rev up the sewing machine. Even if your 
workspace is neat, it might help to do a few 
things ahead of time.

Throw The BiTs  
inTo a Treasure Box
First, grab a large plastic box and toss in those 
small scraps and leftover strips. Leave room to 
add as you go along. Keep a couple of spare 
plastic storage boxes for the new units you 
will be creating with those scraps (and your 
other fabrics).

Small scraps and leftover strips
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Make a Pile  
of lefTover Blocks  
and unfinished ToPs
Put aside a pile of leftover blocks and unfin-
ished tops, because later you’ll work some 
miracles with them by reinventing them into 
new, contemporary work.

Leftover blocks and unfinished tops

sorT Your faBrics
Yes, sorting fabrics is time-consuming, but 
you don’t have to do it right this minute. After 
you’ve finished reading is time enough. For 
now, let’s see how to make the sorting process 
easier when you get around to it.

cuT inTo TheM
Yes, cut! As you are sorting, cut into each 
piece that is larger than a half yard. This is the 
moment of truth, because we tend to think 
some of our fabrics are so precious that they 
are too beautiful to use.

“Precious” fabrics
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We believe this of fabrics we’ve bought and 
especially of our own hand-printed cloth. We 
think, “It is one-of-a-kind. I will never make any-
thing so wonderful again.” Or, “I only printed a 
quarter yard. If I had known how it would turn 
out, I would have made a whole yard.” When 
we do print or buy more fabric, it usually ends 
up being another interesting or beautiful piece 
of cloth we can’t live without. But is there any 
point in saving fabrics for the great garage sale 
in the sky?

I promise, you can get over it. Cut a 6˝ strip 
from every half yard or more you’ve purchased, 
dyed, or printed. Put aside those strips and 
consider the rest fair game to be used. That 
way you’ll have a minicollection of your pre-
cious fabric if you ever need to fondle it or, 
perish the thought, use it again.

sorting commercial fabrics
You might already have your fabrics in neatly 
sorted piles by type: florals, batiks, abstracts, 
ethnics, solids, stripes, and so on. Perhaps you 
have grouped them by color, ranging from light 
to dark in each category. Or maybe you’ve put 
all the fabrics that “go together” (whatever that 
means to you) in one pile. Fabric manufacturers 
make this sorting process easy for us because 
they print fabrics that are coordinated by pat-
tern or color. Even so, it doesn’t hurt to shuffle 
them a bit, because it will help you see your 
stash with new eyes.

Manufacturer’s coordinated collections
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sort by value
Sorting by value without regard to color is an 
underrated and underused way to categorize. 
Taking a black-and-white picture with your 
digital camera can be a great help, because it 
is much easier to see value when color is not a 
distraction.

Sorting by value—Black-and-white photo shows these are 
all medium values.

sorting hand-prints
Hand-prints are a horse of a different color 
(if you’ll excuse the expression). Because 
hand-printed fabric is one-of-a-kind and not 
necessarily designed to go with six other 
fabrics from the same set, it’s a little more 
challenging to sort. If you don’t have any hand-
printed or hand-dyed fabrics in your stash, you 
can still use these methods of sorting for your 
commercial fabrics. Here are some suggestions 
that work for me.

sort by color
This sorting will be subjective—sorting printed 
fabrics that include a variety of colors is often 
a judgment call. Don’t overthink; sort quickly 
and by intuition. Don’t worry, you can always 
reevaluate when you’re done.

Sorting by color—some hand-prints grouped as blue-green
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