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Foreword

I am delighted to be writing these introductory words for this new edition of The Gentle Art of Quilt-Making. It has always been one of my personal favourite books, and it is immensely gratifying to see that it is still as fresh as when it was first published. What it also demonstrates is that these simple, colourful, large-scale quilts repay all the investment in time and materials over many years of enjoyment and use. The quilts you see in the book have, for years, been scattered about on our beds and settees, and in our now-adult children’s homes, and are all still warming, comforting and, importantly, brightening up rooms.

Of course, a few things have changed in the meantime, the most obvious being the availability of the fabrics I used. Nevertheless, I have kept in all the original details because one of the great advantages of the internet is that the designs can be looked up if necessary. Another change is the fact that many of the fabric sellers and businesses I recommended no longer exist, while others may have moved, gone to online selling only, or have new restrictions on where in the world they will ship. It is a rapidly changing market, so my advice is to do some local research to locate, if you can, the best suppliers. I have included a few names and recommendations at the back of the book but, if at all possible, I would advise buying in person so that you know exactly what you are getting.

Ultimately, the messages of the book have not changed. Keep it big, bold, and colourful, and do not worry about perfection. Think minimum effort and maximum effect, and you’ll create beautiful quilts which will last for years.

Jane Brocket, 2026
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Introduction

This is a book about quilt inspiration: where to find it and how to use it. It is for anyone who has ever wanted to make stunning, imaginative quilts with the minimum of fuss, no matter how basic your sewing skills or how limited you are by time and space. Far more important are enthusiasm, beautiful fabrics and a good measure of inspiration – which is all around us.

My aim is to inspire trust in simplicity of design and technique, and to instil the confidence to create meaningful, personal quilts. The fifteen simple yet effective quilt designs here show you how to create big effects with little effort, using plenty of wonderful fabrics. Whether you are a seasoned quilter or a complete beginner, I hope that The Gentle Art of Quilt-Making will encourage you to make simple, vibrant quilts and to dispense with concerns about complexity, perfection, rigid designs and knowledge of special techniques.

I was inspired to make quilts long before I actually made one. I saw, admired and envied many quilts in galleries, exhibitions, books and friends’ houses, but did not think that I was capable of making one of my own in a way that pleased me and gave me the results I wanted. My fear of doing things ‘wrong’ or in the ‘incorrect way’ held me back for years until I had a perception-altering conversation with my friend Lucy.

It was a cold winter’s day and we were having a cup of tea by the wood-burning fire in Lucy’s cosy parlour, and I was telling her how much I loved quilts and how much I wanted to make one, but that I was convinced it was all rules and regulations and that I thought it would be too difficult. ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Jane,’ she said in exasperation, ‘all you have to do is cut up some fabric and sew it together!’

Although she didn’t realize it at the time, her throwaway wise words would stay with me – I’m especially reminded of them when I find myself on the brink of over-complicating the quilting process – and the more I thought about it, the more I knew Lucy was right. She had finally made me see that I, with my imagined difficulties, was turning something that has been done in a matter-of-fact way by people over the years into something mysteriously complicated that could only be done by a few gifted individuals. Instead, I began to adopt a can-do, simplified approach to patchwork and quilting, and as soon as I let go of the ideas of perfection and right and wrong ways of doing things, quilts were no longer a dream, but a real possibility.

The first step was to go on a weekend course at which I learned the absolute basics of cutting out fabric and sewing it back together. I learned how to use a rotary cutter, quilting rulers and a self-healing mat, how to handle fabric, how to machine piece, bind and finish a quilt. And, crucially, I came away with a new-found confidence about the quilting process and the many, many quilting possibilities.

My first three or four quilts were experiments with my newly acquired techniques following simple designs in very clear ‘how-to’ books. However, I soon found myself deliberately moving away from what I call the ‘jigsaw’ approach (in which pieces of fabric are slotted into a frame rather like the pieces of a puzzle) to a much more colourful and personal approach that expresses the inspiration I find all around me, and uses beautiful fabrics rather than complicated designs to create impact.





This has been my approach ever since, and I still have not run out of inspiration or ideas, and nor am I likely ever to do so. As a result, my quilts are most definitely not heirloom quilts, but are instead practical quilts that I have enjoyed making and truly like, quilts that are warm, useful, visually pleasing and packed with thoughts and associations. This is private, personal quilt-making as an absorbing creative pastime with lovely results, rather than quilt-making for show or competition.

This book encapsulates my quilting philosophy of seeking inspiration and using it to make colourful, meaningful quilts. It is for anyone who’s ever hesitated on the threshold of a fabric shop, or swooned over fabrics but not known what to do with them, and for anyone who wants quilting to be a simple, worry- and stress-free process with a significant element of enjoyment and playfulness. My aim is simplification, not complication, and I spell out in the text that accompanies each quilt how to interpret and express inspiration. In doing so, I hope to encourage anyone who so wishes to ignore the tyranny of perfection and to have a go.

I hope to reassure tentative quilters (always remembering that I once was one) that quilting is easy and incredibly enjoyable, that anyone can do it in an ordinary home environment and without a dedicated room or table or design board, and that you don’t need hundreds of expensive fabrics. And I would like to convince you that, with a few fabrics and a small number of specialist tools, you can create gorgeous quilts that reflect something of their maker’s personality and individuality, quilts that give pleasure both in the making and the finished article. I would also be pleased to know I have inspired someone to take a few risks with colour and pattern, and to experience the excitement and pleasure of creating a simple but beautiful quilt by making individual decisions and not simply by following step-by-step instructions.

So come with me and venture into a world of colour and pattern, memories and associations, warmth and comfort and, above all, inspiration. You may find that this is a book of surprises; that every quilt tells a story, that you can do it, that basic patterns can be supremely clever (which is why they have been around for so long), that making lovely quilts is not difficult, and that the results will be something of which you can be justifiably proud.

I hope this book will inspire you to quilt just as I have been inspired to quilt by so many wonderful colours, fabrics, places, patterns, gardens, exhibitions, quilters and quilts.

Jane Brocket, 2009
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Every quilt tells a story

One of the great pleasures of doing anything repetitive by hand, whether it’s knitting, making bread, chopping onions or sowing seeds, is that the rhythm of the action allows your mind to wander. Now some people may find that their mind just stays a blank in a kind of suspended animation, or maybe they use the time to compile their shopping lists or think about work or plan their next novel, but I know that many quilters (and stitchers and knitters) value the quiet moments of being with their hands, textiles, needles, threads and machines; and enjoy letting their mind roam freely in association with what they are making.

This is how quilt stories or narratives are developed. Once you have mastered the basics of quilting (and I do keep all the basics very basic), you will find you have the confidence to relax and enjoy the processes instead of worrying about adhering to rules, complicated techniques and other complexities that can dominate the mind. If you choose to take simple, timeless and often childlike quilt patterns and frameworks, you can play with them and fill them with colour, vitality and stories. The result will be a quilt that can be enjoyed over and over again in the making, the telling and the using. Once I had made a couple of very simple quilts, learned the basics of cutting and piecing, and overcome my nerves as I made my first tentative steps and stitches, I found it was possible to start enjoying the process, and it wasn’t long before I was putting a layer of meaning into the sandwich of my quilts.

I realized that every decision I made, whether small or large, was made for a reason. I started thinking about why I liked certain fabrics and the associations they stirred in me, and why I’d decided to put them in one order rather than another, and what it all made me think of. So the Hydrangea quilt began as an ‘inky’ quilt because the fabrics I had put together were, I thought initially, like dark inks; but as the quilt grew, and more deep pinks and magentas crept in, they persuaded me that it was more like a quilt of hydrangeas growing in strips by walls or in borders in Brittany and Normandy.

Or instead I might take a source of inspiration and apply it to the quilt, weaving a story into the making. The Lisbon Tile quilt is infused with memories of wandering around the city in May, noticing and admiring the incredible number and variety of the tiles. And the Floral Frocks quilt arose directly out of an exhibition I visited, which in turn brought back many memories of summer dresses.

The idea of quilt stories or narratives is as old as quilt-making itself. Quilters have always come together and told and retold stories as they stitched, and there has never been a time when individual quilters did not stitch stories, memories, hopes and wishes into their quilts. Think of quilt bees, community and collaborative quilts, friendship quilts and wedding quilts, quilts for children who are leaving home and quilts that use old family fabrics – and the ways in which all these create textile narratives of histories, lives and places.

Investing your quilt with a story is a lovely way to feel connected both with the sources of inspiration and with the quilters of yesteryear, and it makes the process far more meaningful, personal, enjoyable and imaginative, and far removed from the ‘jigsaw’ approach of simply placing pieces of fabric in a preset pattern. It may also be a little more risky, but it’s worth the gamble every time.

Each quilt in this book comes with a story, and every time I look at one of them I am reminded of what inspired it. And that is a lovely feeling.

[image: A painting of a woman knitting in a sunlit room with large windows overlooking a lush garden.]





An important note about fabric quantities

I call it relaxed, but others may call it haphazard – my personal approach to buying fabrics is far from scientific. I rarely buy all the fabrics for a quilt in one go (whether from a shop or website), as I like to collect the fabrics over a period of time and from different sources. This means that I have never been aware of the exact amounts needed for a quilt top: I simply get out the fabrics that I have collected and start from there. This method may sound chaotic, but in fact it allows for a much more enjoyable, liberated approach to putting a quilt together because I can add or take away fabrics that do or don’t work, and I don’t have the fear of running out of a fabric if I make a mistake.

There are several reasons for working this way, and they are based on my belief that quilts should be made with available fabrics, adapting and improvising along the way, and not be a slavish copy of a pre-set pattern. This may initially cause you jitters if you have never worked this way before, but I assure you that if you relax and let the quilt grow organically according to the fabrics and the way the burgeoning quilt looks, you will soon know when to carry on adding and when to stop.

When I started making quilts, I was terrified about making mistakes when cutting and thus wasting fabric, and I always bought more than I thought I would need. If a design stipulated a frighteningly exact amount, I could guarantee that this would make me so nervous that I would cut the fabric the wrong way and end up with a useless piece. Buying in rounded-up amounts was the best way to feel comfortable about having sufficient quantities and therefore about making a quilt, so I adopted this flexible approach to calculating fabric requirements and still always buy more than I expect to use – not a great deal, but always rounding up to the nearest half-yard or half-metre.

(I have learned that there is no such thing as wasted fabric, just fabric waiting its turn to be in a quilt or, if the pieces are really small, waiting to be turned into dolls’ clothes.)

I tend not to plan too far ahead when I begin a quilt and I don’t keep to standard bed sizes (i.e. UK single, double, king size). Instead, I make my quilts according to the fabrics and time available and let them grow naturally. So my quilts may end up wider or longer, narrower or shorter than commercial bedding, but this does not worry me. If you do want a quilt to fit a certain size of bed, take some measurements before you begin and consider whether you want the quilt to hang down over the sides and cover the pillow.

Here are some guideline sizes for the quilts in this book, although there is nothing to stop you enlarging or reducing any of the quilts simply by increasing or reducing the number of strips or squares or blocks:




	Quilts for double or king-size beds: Tulip Field quilt, Green, Green Grass of Home quilt (made larger), Floral Frocks quilt (made larger), Sample Book quilt.

	Quilts for a single bed: Green, Green Grass of Home quilt, Lisbon Tile quilt (made larger), Hydrangea quilt, Floral Frocks quilt.

	Smaller quilts for use on sofas/armchairs/children’s beds/by the fire/in hammocks/keeping warm outside/on car journeys: Russian Shawl quilt, Postage Stamp quilt, Suits and Ties quilt, Lisbon Tile quilt, Charming Chintz quilt.



Please note that the fabric quantities given for each project in this book can be increased or reduced according to the size of quilt you want to make.


Quilt tops

The amount of fabric needed for the top of a quilt varies markedly according to the design, as you must always allow for a ¼in (6mm) seam allowance all around on everything you cut – so, for example, if you are planning to make a quilt with squares measuring 4in (10cm) when finished, you need to cut the fabric into 4½in (11cm) squares. It stands to reason that a quilt made up of small squares will need more fabric than one made of huge strips or squares, simply because you have to allow for all the seams. Generally speaking, though, you will need a total of 4–5 yards or metres for a quilt for a single bed and approximately 6 yards or metres for a quilt for a double or king-size bed.



Backing and binding fabrics

It’s far easier to calculate accurately the amount of fabric needed to back or bind a quilt after the quilt top has been made, especially if you adopt the ‘go-with-the-flow’ approach to building up a quilt, which means you don’t know before you start exactly what size the finished quilt will be.

I rarely buy fabric for either backing or binding before starting a quilt (see Decisions



To calculate backing fabric






	When calculating how much backing fabric you will need, allow for it to be 3–4in (7.5–10cm) bigger all around than the quilt top, as it can be very tricky manoeuvring fabric once it’s in layers, and the chances of getting the corners and edges of the quilt top and the backing fabric perfectly aligned are virtually nil.

	If you are planning to get someone to machine quilt the quilt using a long-arm quilter, you need to make the backing 4in (10cm) bigger all around than the quilt top.

	If the fabric is plain or has a very small repeat pattern (e.g. polka dots), you do not need to worry about matching the seams on the backing exactly. If the fabric has a large repeat, you will need to allow extra fabric to accommodate the matching of the pattern across the back (unless, of course, it does not bother you if it is mismatched).

	Make the calculation by taking the length of the quilt plus the extra allowance and dividing that by 36in if working in yards, and 100cm if working in metres, to get the amount of fabric needed for one length of backing. Double or treble this according to the width of the quilt and the backing fabric; quilts up to 74in (188cm) wide will need two full widths. For example, for a quilt 72in (183cm) long and 60in (152cm) wide, to be backed with a spotty or stripy or small repeat design, you’ll need 72in (183cm) + 8in (20cm) = 80in (203cm) x 2 widths = 160in (406cm) in total, which I would round up to 4½ yards or metres.

	If there is a large repeat, you need to add the size of this to the calculation. For example, for a quilt 72in (183cm) long and 60in (152cm) wide, to be backed with a fabric with a 10in (25cm) repeat, you’ll need eight repeats per width, plus the excess, so 80in (203cm) + 8in (20cm) = 88in (223cm) x 2 = 176in (446cm) in total, which I’d round up to 5 yards or metres.

	Finally, if the width of the quilt exceeds two full widths of backing fabric, or you haven’t got quite enough fabric going lengthways and you are reluctant to buy another width simply for the sake of a few inches, you can use a strip of contrasting fabric or fabrics at one side or at the top or bottom of the backing. I do this regularly; it adds interest to the back and uses up smaller pieces of fabric from my collection (see Tulip Fields and Green, Green Grass of Home quilts).



[image: Floral quilt with vibrant pink, orange, and yellow flowers on a bed, accompanied by two pillows, showcasing quilting craftsmanship.]


To calculate binding fabric



	To work out the length of strip, you need to go all the way round the quilt, measure the full perimeter of the quilt (i.e. top, bottom and two sides), and add an extra allowance of 6–8in (15–20cm). For example, with a quilt 60 x 72in (152 x 183cm), multiply 60in (152cm) by 2 and 72in (183cm) by 2, then add together to get 264in (670cm). With the extra 12in (30cm) allowance, the total comes to 276in (700cm).

	Divide the outside edge measurement plus allowance by 42in (106cm) – the average width of a pre-washed quilt fabric, but if your fabric is narrower then it’s important you put this width into the calculation – to give the number of strips needed, i.e. 276in (700cm) divided by 42in (106cm) = 6.6, so you’ll need to cut seven strips.

	Multiply the number of strips by the width of the strips, in this case 2½in (6cm), to find out how much fabric you require. So seven strips x 2½in (6cm) wide = 17½in (42cm), which can be rounded up to 20in (50cm) to allow for shrinkage when pre-washing.
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