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INTRODUCTION
Creativity has always played a very important role in my 
life. As far back as I can remember, I have always loved 
doodling, painting, crafting … creating. Though I am not 
formally trained in art, I consider myself an artist. Longarm 
quilting became my preferred medium when I discovered 
it at the International Quilt Festival in Houston in 2000. 
The machines just sat there on display, eagerly waiting to 
meet their new owners, happily willing to be auditioned. As 
I tested the machines, I realized that longarm quilting was 
just like drawing or doodling. The fabric was a blank canvas, 
the possibilities endless.

I began quilting for others to supplement our income while 
staying home to raise our three children. My youngest child 
was just six months old when I began longarm quilting. 
I would work while he napped. I quilted as a business for 
six years and finished nearly 2,000 quilts for my clients. 
Looking back, it was practice with a paycheck, training for 
the future.

I fell in love with creating quilts for show after four years of 
“practicing for pay.” I soon realized that I simply didn’t have 
the time to raise a family, quilt as a business, and create quilts 
for show. I decided it was time to stop quilting for others and 
to devote my spare time to quilting as an art form. I’ve been 
creating show quilts for nearly a decade now, feeding both my 
creative needs and my competitive drive. Creating quilts for 
show has driven me to improve the technical aspects of my 
work while stretching my creativity.

Once all my children were in school full-time, I decided to 
give teaching a try and soon found that I had another passion 
to add to my collection. I love spending time and exchanging 
ideas with others who share my quilting obsession, which has 
led to another exciting accomplishment—this book. I hope 
that you enjoy the ideas that follow and that they help you 
discover your inner artist.  
Happy quilting!
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Getting Inspired

Developing the Eye of a Child
We can learn so much from the children in our lives. It is 
often said that parents will learn more from their children 
than they will actually teach their little ones. I have found 
this to be true. As the mother of three children, I am amazed 
by them daily and strive to be like them in many ways. Have 
you ever noticed the awe in young children’s eyes when 
they see something for the first time? They aren’t hindered 
by the daily rush and overpacked days as adults are. They 
constantly observe the small details in their world: colors, 
shapes, textures, shadows. And just as quickly as they allow 
themselves to be fascinated by these details, their minds 
absorb this information like sponges.

As an artist, developing a childlike eye and mind will  
greatly benefit your work. I am a firm believer in multi-
tasking and am guilty of overpacking my days and agenda. 
I am not suggesting that you spend an hour a day walking 
through the forest collecting leaves and acorns, though you 
may choose to do this occasionally for inspiration. But in 
the daily hustle and bustle of life, keep a childlike eye and 
mind as you perform your daily chores and duties. Both your 
natural and man-made worlds are swarming with beautiful 
shapes, textures, and colors, just waiting to make their way 
onto your next quilt!

Stop ignoring the beauty of your world in your daily routine! Develop a 
childlike eye, observing your surroundings with wonder and enthusiasm.

Finding Your Inner Artist
Quilting is an art form—that is a reality increasingly  
recognized and accepted. As a quilter, you are an artist. 
Your canvas is fabric, your medium is thread, and your 
paintbrush is a needle. Many quilters underrate their work 
and creative abilities, claiming to be “not artistic.” The truth 
is that the majority of quilters are drawn to the craft by 
their creative side (something they may or may not realize). 
Once we quilters accept that we are indeed artists, we can 
allow ourselves to grow creatively. For creative growth to 
happen, one must be inspired. All artists draw their inspira-
tion from somewhere. In this chapter, you will discover how 
to get inspired by both the natural and man-made worlds. 
You will learn how your own unique style can begin to 
emerge in your work.

You are an artist. Accept it. Own it. Create!
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The Natural World
Nature is a great place to start when developing your eye 
and absorbing design possibilities. One of the best qualities: 
It is 100 percent copyright free. You can begin right in your 
own neighborhood. As a multitasker, I love the benefits of 
exploring my natural world in search of new quilting ideas. 
Here are just a few of those benefits:

Taking a short walk provides you with exercise and loosens up those 
muscles that tend to become strained from tedious quilting.

Sunlight and fresh air can improve your mood and outlook, which aids 
in the flow of creative juices.

Observing and appreciating your surroundings can release 
stress, which can inhibit creativity.

If it is not possible for you to take a walk or hike outside (for 
health or other reasons), simply sitting on your front porch 
and observing your world is greatly beneficial to your health 
and well-being. You can also get inspired as you drive or 
travel (though you should be sure to focus on the road and 
remain safe). My car is practically my second home as I  
constantly deliver kids to and from school, practice, and 
other places. If something catches my eye, I simply pull over 
to examine it further.

Be sure to vary the time of day in which you set out on an 
inspiration expedition. Observe the angle of the sun and the 
way it affects the appearance of most objects. If you are on a 
mission to find awesome textures for fill designs, landscape 
quilting, and so on, you will be the most successful when the 
sun is hitting your subject from the side. This is referred to as 
side lighting and showcases an object’s texture beautifully.

On the other hand, if you are in search of the shape of a 
flower for a basic quilting design, begin your hunt when the 
sun is overhead and casts shadows directly on the ground. 
The shadow itself, free of details and texture, is where you 
will learn how to complete the shape in your quilting designs. 
Experiment with the effects of the sun by studying the same 
flower every three hours—you will be amazed at the signifi-
cant changes in its appearance.

Textures become beautifully evident when an object is lit from the side.

Shadows provide a useful map of an object’s outer shape, free of details 
and texture.
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The Man-Made World
The work of creative people can be inspiring—sometimes 
overwhelmingly so. To copy a design is to simply reproduce 
the original artwork of another. To get inspired is to become 
enlivened or influenced by another’s original artwork.

You have to be careful to familiarize yourself with copy-
rights so as not to infringe upon them. While some people 
find copying to be a form of flattery, others may take 
offense and/or even legal action. If you plan to closely 
reproduce the work of another artist in your own, contact 
her (or him) and ask for permission before you do so.

However, a plethora of inspiring shapes and textures in the 
man-made world may be free of copyright, such as those 
found in architecture, furniture, dishes, masonry, fabric 
design, fashion, home décor, and so much more. I have been 
known to become completely invigorated by the wallpaper 
in my dentist’s office, the carpet pattern in a hotel lobby, 
or the tiles innocently resting atop my table at a favorite 
restaurant. It is as though the designs are screaming, “Help 
me to become a quilt!” As you practice developing your eye, 
you will start to see quilts everywhere, and you may need to 
wring out your mind sponge, which will be overflowing with 
amazing motifs and border and fill designs!

Ornaments, not just for Christmas anymore …  
coming to a motif near you.

Don’t close your eyes until you have observed the details of 
your pillow or bedding fabric. After doing so, you might be 
visited by a creative quilt dream.

Jewelry, not just for adorning ourselves …  
use it as inspiration for designs to adorn your next quilt.
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Exercises for Capturing 
Inspiration
Though your mind sponge is completely capable of absorbing 
an overabundance of ideas that spark your creativity, it is a 
good idea to begin organizing this fabulous material. You will 
want to have an inspiration cache close at hand to refer to fre-
quently—especially when it’s time to put those ideas to work.

Photographs
Taking photos of your fantastic finds is a quick and easy way 
to record them. There is no need to purchase fancy photog-
raphy equipment because sharp, high-quality images are not 
necessary. You are creating a starting point and reference—
crisp details are not pertinent. In fact, most cell phones are 
equipped with a camera that is perfectly adequate. I always 
try to keep mine nearby so that I can conveniently snap  
quick shots of wallpaper, carpet, or perhaps restaurant tiles.  
I simply ignore the bewildered looks of other hotel guests as I 
record the floor in the lobby from two feet up.

As you accumulate photographs, you should begin organizing 
them. The simplest way to organize your photos is with your 
computer. Create a new folder where your inspiration can 
wait until you are ready to use it. If you use a film camera, 
when you process your film request a disk of your images so 
you can upload them to your computer. If you don’t get along 
well with computers, your printed photos can be placed in an 
album instead.

Sketches
I have a bit of a sketch pad obsession. Sometimes I purchase 
them, but my budget-buster side usually takes over, resulting 
in my perfectly suitable homemade versions. I usually buy 
copy paper by the ton and share it with my children. A plain 
white sheet of paper is an invitation for creativity that I 
enthusiastically accept.

These blank canvases must be kept close at hand. You never 
know when a commercial for area rugs will interrupt the 
nightly news, screaming, “I could be a block motif!” Just grab 
the sketch pad you keep on your end table and jot down your 
idea. Keep sketch pads in your purse, car, and nightstand 
drawer. Many artists are fortunate to be visited by designs in 
their dreams. If you are one of these lucky people, you will 
want to record your quilt dream immediately.

Take photographs of anything that evokes creativity. If the inspirational 
object is attached to a person, simply ask permission to photograph it. 
Most people are happy to oblige.

Sketch pads are a must-have for recording ideas that present  
themselves throughout day-to-day activities.
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Inspiration Box
Often, inspiration comes in the form 
of a three-dimensional item: a fabric 
swatch, a plate, a tile, and on and on. 
You need a convenient place to store 
these items where you can revisit 
them often. Organization and storage 
accessories are easily available, which 
will make the task easier. You could 
use a small plastic storage container, 
a lunch box, a photo storage box, a 
tin, a shoe box, an empty paint can, 
or anything else you can find that 
has a lid and plenty of space.

Bulletin Board
A bulletin board can be a very useful 
addition to your quilting space. 
Boards are available in a variety of 
sizes and styles, at reasonable prices. 
I change the contents of my bulletin 
board based on my current project.  
I refer back to my photos, sketch 
pads, and inspiration box, and then 
tack the items that relate to my  
current work onto the bulletin board. 
This practice lets me step back and 
view the design ideas from a broader 
perspective.

An “inspiration box” for storing three-dimensional items.

Install a bulletin board on a convenient wall for frequent glances. Fill it with all of the collected 
inspiration that is pertinent to your ongoing project(s).

Be very specific in your notes to 
yourself when you encounter an 
object that inspires you, or else 
when you revisit the object, you 
may find that you have forgotten its 
initial appeal. Or you could discover 
new details that interest you!
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Catalogs
Thumb through your favorite home décor or clothing catalog with a pen and a pad of sticky notes 
next to you. When you come to an item that captures your interest, examine it thoroughly, noting 
what specifically caught your attention. Was it the color, the shape, the texture, the dimension? 
Get more specific as you progress, making detailed notes to refer back to. Tear the page out of the 
catalog, stick your notes on it, and add the item to your inspiration box.

Subscribe to catalogs galore. Stores will be happy to oblige your request to admire their products. They 
don’t have to know that you don’t plan to buy. Your mailbox will become an overstuffed supply of new 
ideas awaiting you!

Subscribe to 
catalogs galore. 
Your mailbox 
will become an 
overstuffed supply 
of new ideas 
awaiting you!
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Inspiration in a Pinch
When you first begin the journey toward creating your 
own designs, you may encounter bumps in the road. There 
may be sections of your quilt that just don’t seem to be 
speaking to you. If a deadline is nagging at you and you 
can’t afford to set your work aside, it might be necessary to 
use available designs. Beautiful quilting designs that might 
suit your needs perfectly are easily obtainable and—when 
purchased—are completely legal to use in most applications. 
The predesigned quilting motifs of other artists can also be 
a great starting point for your own designs. Adding your 
own elements can make a design more appropriate for the 
given space as well as give it a touch of your own style. By 
combining your creativity with that of another, you begin to 
exercise your artistic side, which will lead to confidence in 
the design department.

Books of copyright-free designs are a great starting point for design creation and inspiration.

Even with the mélange of quilting designs at your 
fingertips, you still might require something more. 
Copyright-free design books, such as those produced by 
Dover Publications, have come to my rescue at times like 
this. Such books affordably provide designs for any subject 
matter or in any style you could possibly imagine. The only 
problem I have found when referencing these inspiring 
books is brain overload. Some books contain more than 
1,000 designs, all of them free of copyright.
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