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Appliqué
Stitching little pieces,

Memories and dreams

Fingers busy sewing

A life within the seams.
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Dear Reader,

Thank you for selecting Simply Successful Appliqué. I think you 

will agree that the most challenging part of traditional appliqué is 

to consistently and accurately turn the edges on appliqués so they 

have smooth curves, pointy points, and deep V’s. For years I’ve been 

fine-tuning a method for helping students get over the turned-edge 

hurdles without becoming frustrated or giving up in exasperation. 

I was looking for a way to get them to the fun part of stitching 

quickly and without the difficulty of turn-as-you-go appliqué. 

I wanted a way that would ensure their success and confidence 

without compromising the beautiful, distinctive look of traditional 

appliqué. I wanted them to love appliqué as much as I do.

In this book you will see surprisingly easy, precise techniques 

for getting great results by hand or machine. Filled with success-

oriented, visual step-by-step instructions, tips, how-tos, and 

projects, this book will provide you with skills and confidence so you 

can relax and enjoy creating beautiful appliqué right from the start.

I now find that the Simply Successful Appliqué techniques are so 

user-friendly, fast, and precise that I use them exclusively for my 

own appliqué, as do many of my students.

I wish you dancing needles!

♥ Jeanne

Introduction
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Tools
We live in a time of unprecedented choice when it comes to quilt-related supplies and materials. We surely would have been 
the envy of our great-great-grandmothers! But so many choices can be a bit overwhelming when it comes to selecting and 
deciding on just the right essentials. Where do you begin? How do you know which tools are must-haves and which are 
unnecessary gadgets?

The lists provided below are comprehensive. Not all the items are needed for every project. Most are readily available, and 
you may already have many on hand. The list is a starting place, with in-depth discussion relating to each item’s specific 
use contained in the chapters that follow. These are the things that I have come to rely on and that work well for me for my 
Simply Successful Appliqué techniques. Please see Resources (page 126) for product availability.

Essential Tools

A

B

C

D

E
H

G

F

J

I

Recommended Notions
A

BD

C

I

J

K
E

F

H

G

H

A Scissors: 4 ,̋ slim,  
with fine points

B Awl, also known as a 
stiletto

C Tweezers: with slanted, 
flat tips, not pointed

D Small glass bowl for 
liquid sizing

E Paintbrush: inexpensive, 
short handled (7˝), pure 
bristle, round artist brush 
in a size #1 or size #2

F Mechanical pencil: 
0.5mm lead size, Pentel

G Mechanical chalk 
pencil: 0.9mm chalk leads, 
Bohin

H White marking pen: 
Clover

I Embroidery hoops: 
4˝ and 5˝ diameter, round

J Sharpie Ultra Fine Point 
permanent marker: black

A Needles for hand 
appliqué: Piecemakers 
brand hand appliqué 
sharps, size 12

B Needles for machine 
appliqué: Microtex sharp 
needles size 60/8, or 
universal needles size 60/8

C Needles for hand 
embroidery: embroidery 
needle size 8 (for floss 
and #12 perle cotton); 
chenille needle size 22 
(for #3 and #5 perle 
cotton); chenille needle 
size 20 (for #8 perle cotton)

D Needle for trapunto: 
doll-making (soft sculpture) 
needle

E Sequin pins: 1/2˝

F Pearl-head appliqué 
pins: 3/4˝

G Silk pins: 11/4˝

H Long quilter’s pins: 13/4˝ 
with pearl or flower head

I Pincushion

J Thread conditioner: 
Thread Heaven

K Finger protector: 
Thimble-It or metal 
thimble(s)
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Supplies and Materials

A
B

D

CG

K J

M

H

L

F
P

N
O

I
E

Equipment

A

E

I

D

G

J

B

F
HC

I

A Thread for hand 
appliqué: YLI silk #100 or 
fine-weight cotton such 
as Mettler 60/2, Aurifil 
50/2, or DMC machine 
embroidery thread

B Thread for machine 
appliqué: Mettler Silk 
Finish 100% cotton No. 
50 thread for the bobbin, 
Sulky monofilament or 
Superior MonoPoly for 
the top thread

C Freezer paper:  
81/2˝ × 11˝ sheets

D Freezer paper on the 
roll: Reynolds

E Spray sizing (preferred): 
Magic Sizing Light Body; 
if this is unavailable, mix 
your own slurry from 
starch powder

F Clear, medium-weight 
vinyl: Quilter’s Vinyl or 
upholstery vinyl

G Clear transparency 
sheets: Xerox brand; match 
type of transparency with 
printer type (laser or inkjet)

H Clear page protectors

I Cotton swabs and 
rubbing alcohol

J Water-soluble 
basting glue: Roxanne 
Glue-Baste-It

K Washable school 
gluestick: Elmer’s

L Medium-weight 
interfacing: such as Shadow 
Block fusible lining from 
Jeanne Sullivan Design

M Nonwoven heavy 
interfacing: stiff enough, 
but softens with washing, 
such as Patch Back from 
Jeanne Sullivan Design

N Drafting tape

O Blue painter’s tape

P Plastic storage bags: 
assorted sizes with top 
closure

Other Masking tape 
(not shown)

A Hard pressing board

B Iron

C Iron rest: for safety

D Extension cord  
(if needed)

E Lapboard: preferably 
clear acrylic plastic

F Lightbox: or lapboard 
with work light beneath

G Work light: bright, 
true-color daylight bulb

H Quilter’s Tracing Bridge 
from Jeanne Sullivan 
Design

I Cutting mat, rulers, 
rotary cutter

J Spray bottle: with 
fine mist

Other Sewing machine 
with zigzag stitch: 
for machine appliqué 
(not shown)

Specialty Tools

A

B

E

F

D

C

A Circle template master

B Mouse pad: 3/8˝ thick

C T-pins: size 24 
(11/2˝ long)

D Bias tape maker:  
Clover size 6 (1/4˝)

E Nail care / cuticle sticks

F Toothpicks
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Preparation
Thomas Alva Edison said: “Genius is 1 percent inspiration and 99 percent perspiration.” I say: “Appliqué is 1 percent 
inspiration and 99 percent preparation!”

This chapter covers the foundational nuts and bolts of appliqué. Learning about all aspects of preparation will help you to 
avoid pitfalls and frustration. Knowing the whys, wherefores, and how-tos will bolster your confidence, ensure your success, 
and have you enjoying each and every step of the process.

Color Planning
Color planning for a project is an integral part of the joy 
and magic of appliqué. Taking a drawn pattern and intro-
ducing fabrics in all their colorful, textural glory is nothing 
short of amazing! A few very fortunate and gifted people are 
natural-born colorists. The rest of us are mere mortals, who 
are stopped dead in our tracks when faced with choosing 
colors. Nothing else can more quickly turn our excitement 
about beginning a new project into uncertainty. Instead, 
let’s turn these frustrations into fun.

Color Planning Inspiration
Nothing gets the creative juices flowing faster than an 
abundant selection of visuals. So, start collecting now! 
The sources for color inspiration are everywhere: mail-
order catalogs from flower, fabric, and clothing companies; 
wrapping paper; decorator fabric; posters; designer silk 
scarves; magazine ads; greeting cards; wallpaper books; art 
shows; galleries; storefront displays; calendars; and more. 
The list is endless, and I haven’t yet mentioned the Internet! 
Also, don’t forget your camera. I take mine everywhere I 
go, and I’m continually delighted by the wellspring of color 
ideas I find in everyday and natural surroundings. Every 
time you have a pictorial source, pop it into a file folder. 
Before you know it, you’ll have a rich personal resource 
just waiting to be tapped to get you started on your next 
appliqué project.

Color Planning Considerations
Color planning, fabric selection, and fabric auditioning are 
all related. Keep the following in the back of your mind as 
you begin to color plan an appliqué project:

•	 Select your background fabric color first (or near the 
beginning of your color planning). This is a good way 
to begin because you can then check that each fabric 
you add to the appliqué design will stand out against the 
background and won’t get lost. Selecting a background 
fabric that is either dark or light in value will make it 
easy to find contrasting fabrics for your appliqué motifs. 
Whatever your decision, background fabric should not 
compete for attention with the appliqué design.

•	 Keep a design exciting and interesting with a mix of 
elements in your color scheme that include light, bright, 
dark, and dull. For most of us, our natural inclination 
is to stay in the middle-value range of color; it’s our 
safety zone. Make a point of reaching outside your 
“same old, same.”

•	 Consider the scale, which, as it relates to fabric, refers to 
the size of the design that appears on the cloth. Prints 
of varying scale will help keep your appliqué project 
visually interesting. For example, regardless of color, if 
you were to select all tiny prints for your project, it would 
read as plain and uninspired. Variety and contrast are 
characteristics to keep in mind.
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Simply Successful Color Planning Approaches
Color planning can be approached in so many different ways—you’re sure to find a favorite that works for you.

Color Planning Approach 2: 
Fabric Toss
This approach is fancy free. Begin with 
the background fabric you want to use, 
tossing it down on the floor. Then, 
grab other fabrics and toss them on the 
background fabric. The color plan will 
take on a life of its own. It’s a process 
of toss and take until you’re happy with 
the combination. I like to stand so I 
can see the fabric choices grouped on 
the floor. This perspective gives me an 
accurate read on how fabrics relate and 
how the actual block will look.

Color plan developed with the fabric-toss 
approach. The results are the memory album 
(page 125).

If you’d like to give the fabric-toss 
method a try, refer to the master 
pattern to identify all the individual 
motifs, and then proceed to find 
fabrics for each.

Color Planning Approach 1: 
Coloring
Remember how much fun it was 
when you were a child to sit down 
with a box of crayons and color pretty 
pictures? You’ll rediscover coloring 
as a great way to approach a color 
plan for appliqué. Using photocopies 
of the master pattern will give you 
an opportunity to try out different 
ideas before you begin to pull fabrics 
into the equation. If you don’t like 
something, begin again, using entirely 
different colors. It’s only a piece of 
paper—there’s no risk taking. Also, 
give watercolor pencils a try. They 
can be used dry (like regular colored 
pencils) but can also be dampened with 
a brush or cotton swab dipped in water 
for a blended watercolor effect.

Reducing the size of the master pattern allows 
you to fit four to six images on a sheet of copy 
paper. The smaller size makes it quicker to 
color and refine ideas.

Color Planning Approach 3: 
Selvage Dots
This method is so easy that I almost 
feel guilty when I use it. Whether 
using fabric from your stash or from 
a quilt shop, search for a multicolored 
printed fabric that appeals to you. 
Don’t be biased by the subject matter. 
You don’t need to use this fabric in 
your project—just use it to help guide 
your color choices. Refer to the dot 
lineup on the selvage to help you 
develop the palette for your project. 
Every single color will marry well with 
the whole. Guaranteed, you’ll love the 
resulting color plan!

Select a printed multicolored fabric that draws 
you in. Then use the selvage dots to make your 
color plan.

One way to proceed is to select crayons 
or colored pencils similar to the dot 
colors and then color reduced-size 
copies of the master pattern (page 16). 
Another way is to make color photo-
copies of the actual fabric selvage 
that show the dots. Then cut apart 
the photocopied dots, using them as 
place markers: Move the dots around 
on the master pattern to identify your 
color choices for each motif. Enlist 
the help of tweezers to make it easier 
to move the paper dots. When you’re 
satisfied with the color plan, glue the 
dots in place. Make a color photocopy 
of the plan or take a digital photo for 
reference.
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Color Planning Approach 4: 
Fabric Collection
This is a fast and easy way to color 
plan. When fabric manufacturers 
introduce a new collection, the color 
palette has been developed so that all 
the fabrics will harmonize. By selecting 
fabrics from the same collection, you 
can be confident that your choices will 
coordinate well. Many times, a fabric 
collection will be offered in more than 
one colorway, just as you would find in 
wallpaper sample books.

The Internet is invaluable for exploring 
fabric collections. By searching for a 
specific fabric company, you’ll find 
their current collections and be able to 
view the various colorways. Another 
good source is quilting magazines that 
feature designers, new collections, and 
projects made from the fabrics—a 
visual gold mine. Local quilt shops 
also like to highlight their new arrivals 
in collections before placing them on 
display in their color groupings. You 
won’t go wrong buying several fabrics 
from the same collection to use as the 
common denominator for a color plan.

Sampling from Northcott’s Heaven Can 
Wait collection by Ro Gregg, from which the 
fabrics for my Hope Sings design (page 124) 
were selected. With all the prints and colors 
harmonizing, I didn’t need to concern myself 
with how the fabrics would relate.

Color Planning Approach 5: 
Clip Art
This approach can work wonders 
to unlock your creativity, and it has 
become one of my favorite ways to 
color plan a project. I call it clip art 
because it’s very much like using 
existing image resources to build a 
collage, but with fabric instead.

When color planning Springtime’s 
Promise (page 125), I began with a 
woven basket print that caught my eye. 
Then I chose the background fabric 
to offset the basket. I prepared the 
actual preturned fabric appliqués for 
the basket and placed them onto the 
background.

I proceeded to gather a lot of fabric 
prints, blenders, and textures from 
my stash. Then I began to clip small 
and partial flower motifs, a sampling 
of greens for leaves, and snippets of 
different fabrics that called out to me. 

In this way, I could easily move the 
clipped scraps around until the plan 
for color placement pleased me.

You can eye the approximate 
placement of the snippets (leaves, 
flowers, and so on) or work with a 
lightbox layered with a copy of the 
master pattern and background fabric 
on top. The pattern lines will show 
through for you to clearly see where 
the appliqués or snippets should be 
located on the background.

Using my digital camera, I took this photo of 
my final clip-art color plan. I then printed a 
color copy to use as a visual reference when I 
constructed the appliqués.

Other Color Planning Approaches
For those who are computer savvy, the Internet offers untold treasures for color 
inspiration: from art, poster, and travel sites to flower photography and garden 
design. Other rich color-planning idea boosters can be found on scrapbooking 
sites and with scrapbooking software.

With Electric Quilt software programs you can color plan by importing your 
scanned appliqué design image and then auditioning actual fabric images. Use 
your own fabric scans or import fabric images from the Electric Quilt digital 
library (numbering in the thousands). When you come up with a workable 
version, it’s easy to print a color copy to use for your visual reference.
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Selecting Fabric
When choosing fabric to interpret your color plan, you’ll find 
that the thrill is in the hunt. If you have a sizable stash, you can 
grab potential fabric candidates by the armful and try them out 
one by one. If you’re just getting started, a trip to the local quilt 
shop with color plan in hand will give you a good start. Online 
searches are great as well, but understand that the color you see 
on screen is not always the exact color of the fabric.

Auditioning Fabric
No matter which method or process you use to come up with 
a color plan, you’ll eventually get to the point where you’ve 
finished selecting your fabrics. You’re satisfied with how they 
look as you squint your eyes, look up close, and preview from 
across the room. You’ve looked at it from every angle and every 
time of day and night. Yes, you’re happy with the color plan! 
Well, don’t be surprised when some of your choices don’t quite 
work out. Sometimes fabric has a way of tricking the eye, and 
what looked great as a chunk of fabric doesn’t translate well 
into an appliqué patch on a project background. By setting up 
a dress rehearsal, called auditioning, you can accurately appraise 
the merits of your fabric choices. Simply clip out snippets of the 
chosen fabrics and audition them on top of the master pattern. 
It is only when the fabric takes on shape and sits accurately next 
to neighboring design elements that we can more predictably 
determine how the actual appliqué will appear when completed.

While you’re auditioning, you can easily adjust your fabric 
selection, color choices, or placement decisions and make 
changes before preparing and stitching the appliqués in place. 
It’s far easier and much more fun to dance bits of fabric around 
on a piece of paper than it is to unstitch an unhappy appliqué 
from your background.

A colored copy of the pattern serves as a guide when auditioning 
fabrics.

Tweet Treats, color planned, designed, and stitched by author

P
ho

to
 b

y 
au

th
or

Prewashing Fabric
The question of whether or not to prewash cotton fabric is often raised. My blanket answer is this: It all depends. If all 
the fabrics are cotton, just be sure to treat them all the same. If you prewash (a good idea for many reasons, but not always 
practical), then you should wash every fabric you plan to use in that project. Fabric finishes and residual dyes will also be 
removed during prewashing.

If you decide not to prewash, then that should be the rule for all. The reason is that if a quilt is washed and some of the 
fabrics shrink (because they were not prewashed) and some do not shrink (because they were prewashed), then you’ll likely 
end up with all kinds of bulges and distortions.

Of course, if the quilt won’t ever be washed, this won’t be an issue.
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Preparing Background Fabric
GATHER:
•  Scissors
•  Ruler
•  Embroidery needle
•  Background fabric
•  Thread to match  
background fabric  
(with a slight contrast)

•  Spray bottle with 
water

•  Gridded cutting mat
•  Hard pressing board
•  Iron

Determining the Size  
of the Background Fabric
The total size of the background fabric is determined by adding the 
size of the appliqué design, plus additional background to surround 
the appliqué (your personal choice), plus seam allowances, plus extra 
outside fabric allowed for shrinkage from stitching and trimming.

Example: The Hope Sings 
pattern has an appliqué design 
field of 111/2˝ × 111/2 .̋ Add 3˝ 
for background around the 
design (allowing 11/2˝ for each 
side). Add seam allowances 
totaling 1/2˝ (that’s 1/4˝ on each 
side). Add 3˝ more for fabric 
outside of the block (11/2˝ on 
each side). The total back-
ground fabric size is 18˝ × 18 .̋

Tearing Background Fabric  
for a True Square
For appliqué (unlike pieced quilting), I recommend you tear your 
background fabric instead of cutting it. Tearing woven cotton fabric 
guarantees the fabric will be on grain, ensuring that your appliqué 
work will lie flat and the finished project will hang straight.

To begin preparing the background fabric, even up the crosswise grain: 
Tear it selvage to selvage. Next, measure, clip, and tear the fabric to the 
background size you need for your project.

Checking the Grain
Examine the crosswise (from selvage 
to selvage) edge of your fabric. The 
pictured edge has threads coming 
from it, called checks. If you pull a 
check thread and it leads deeper and 
deeper into the body of the woven 
fabric, the fabric was cut off grain. 
Tearing will true up the edge.

Background fabric added to 
frame appliqué design

Extra background fabric

Appliqué design

Seam allowance

Determining the size of background fabric
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Stabilizing Fabric Edges
Tearing or cutting woven fabric interrupts the weave 
structure, causing threads to work their way loose from the 
edges. Stabilize the edges by removing about six threads 
from each side of the background, pulling them off gently, 
one by one. Alternatively, use a sewing machine zigzag stitch 
or serger to bind the edges, or use a bead of white glue or 
Fray Check to stabilize the edges.

Truing (Squaring) the 
Background Block
The goal is to prepare a background block that is a true 
square. The following instructions will ensure your back-
ground fabric is perfect for appliqué.

Place the block facedown on a pressing board. Bring up 
the bottom edge to meet the top edge, forming a rectangle. 
Check that all corners meet exactly, with the body of 
the fabric lying flat and the fold even. If all is well, your 
rectangle should look like the photo below, and you can 
then press a light crease on the fold with a hot, dry iron.

It’s likely, however, that something will be askew, even if you prewashed the 
fabric. One of the top corners meets the top edge perfectly, while the other corner 
droops. If you try to adjust both top corners to meet, the fold is not flat and the 
body of the fabric is twisted.

If the block does not naturally fold into a rectangle with all corners meeting up 
perfectly (and most will not), then do the following:

1. Identify the drooping corner. In this example, it’s on the left.  FIGURE A

2. Pick up the drooping corner to make the block drape on its bias. Spray the 
entire block with a fine mist of water on the front and back. Wait a minute for the 
fibers to fully absorb the water. Pull on opposite corners to stretch the block along 
its bias. Don’t muscle it too hard, but don’t be wimpy either. After doing this a 
few times you’ll get the hang of it.  FIGURE B

3. Return the block, facedown, to the pressing board, bringing up the bottom 
edge to meet the top edge. Wetting the fabric relaxes it, making it malleable. 
Adjust and manipulate the fabric, coaxing the corners to meet and the body to 
lie flat with an even fold. Heat press lightly along the fold.

A

B
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