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Hear the Birches Whispering art quilt, 24" x 36" (61 x 91cm). Nature feeds my soul and much of my art quilting is inspired by it.





An Introduction to Art Quilting


Thank you for choosing Art Quilts Made Easy and for inviting me to teach you the skills of art quilting through creating these projects. My goal is to add value to your life with what I share. Art Quilts Made Easy will enhance your knowledge by answering the question, “What is an art quilt?” and will increase your skills by giving you easy steps to get you started in this beautiful quilting style.


I’m putting my background as a longtime educator to work and sharing the best of the best and most successful techniques of art quilting with my readers. You don’t need to be an artist or know how to draw to be successful at creating an art quilt. With creativity, fabric, and the right tools, you’ll be ready to get started. I’ll teach you how to turn your inspiration into a design for an art quilt and how to plan and map these designs. I’ll share some simple artistic rules and tips to consider and explain the basic tools you’ll use and the step-by-step process from top to bottom. Finally, I’ll show you some options for finishing your art quilt projects.


Following my steps to create a collage art quilt will allow you to learn some tips and techniques to make art quilting much easier. Creating the step-by-step projects in the latter part of the book, six animal projects and six floral projects, will allow you to practice and improve your techniques. You’ll end up with the tools and knowledge you need to create, experiment, and develop your personal style.


Definitions


Art quilting is a relatively new form of quilting, and the terms used to describe art quilting can be a bit confusing. When people ask me what I do, I jump into teacher mode to start defining my artform. My long answer is, “I am a collage landscape art quilter in the categories of fiber arts or textile arts.” My short answer is, “I’m an art quilter.” But what exactly does that mean? The following definitions will be helpful as you continue working through the book.


Fiber Arts/Textile Arts—Fiber arts and textile arts are both basically fabric artwork; the terms are used interchangeably. Fiber art can be defined as fine art that uses textiles such as fabric, yarn, and natural or synthetic fibers. Techniques used can include quilting, embroidery, collage, knitting or crocheting, macramé, weaving, dyeing, or any other techniques involving textiles. Different types of fiber art quilting include horizontal stripes, confetti or impressionist, mosaic with tiny squares, and collage with various-sized pieces. If the art is based on textiles, it can be considered a fiber art.


Art Quilter—A quilter using both modern and traditional quilting techniques to create fabric artwork based on ideas and images rather than the repeated pattern of blocks found in traditional quilting.


Landscape Art or Landscape Art Quilting—Landscape art is a representation of natural scenery in art. The art may include mountains, water, fields, forests, flora, or fauna, and it may or may not include man-made structures or people. Landscape quilters use manufactured and hand-dyed fabrics. It is possible to add fabric painting and collaging techniques to produce a landscape art quilt. A pictorial quilt is another name for a landscape art quilt.


Collage—“Collage” comes from the Greek-based French word coller, meaning to “stick on” or “glue.” Collages can be created from a wide range of materials, the most well-known being paper. For collages in art quilting, we use fabrics with fusibles applied to the backs of the fabrics. The word “appliqué” is very similar to the word “collage.” Appliqué also means to decorate with pieces of fabric to form pictures or patterns. However, in the quilting world, appliqué often refers to applying pieces of fabric with rolled edges.


The term collage is both a work of art (noun) and a technique (verb) that you actively do; I collage (verb) to make an art collage (noun). The definition I like best is from the Tate Galleries’ website, www.tate.org.uk. A collage is defined as a “work of art in which pieces of paper, photographs, fabric and other ephemera are arranged and stuck down onto a supporting surface.”


With this in mind, collage art quilting uses small pieces of fabric (raw-edged or sometimes folded) grouped together to form a quilt top. It is a form of fiber art that looks like painting with fabric because the layering process and the final result are similar. For the purposes of this book, think of collage art quilting as painting with raw-edged fabric.
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Reaching Upward, Panel #1 art quilt, 28" x 36" (71 x 91cm). Landscape art quilting uses fabrics to create intricate scenes.
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Every day I wake up at 4:00 a.m. and run to my design room to explore new fabrics, techniques, and design ideas.





My Style of Art Quilting


Historically, most quilts were constructed for the purpose of usability. Variations of quilting patterns and methods for traditional quilting have been around for a lot longer than patterns and methods for creating collage art quilts. After a small bit of research, I found that there were some surges in creating art quilts in the 1950s and 1970s. This is not a book about the history of art quilts, however. I only mention it because when I started to make collaged landscape art quilts in 2014, I only found a handful of books I could purchase for reference and instruction. In my galleries, shows, and art quilting classes, people often comment that they are seeing and experiencing art quilting for the first time.


I love being in my design room creating art quilts! Since 2014, through almost daily creation and construction time spent exploring art quilting techniques, I have enhanced my skills and knowledge. Each time I teach a class, other quilters also share their tips and tricks with me. My style has developed from my passion for design exploration, my love of fabrics, and my unorthodox approach to learning new things. Since my retirement from education in 2014, I’ve been constantly working to perfect my creation techniques and my methods of teaching and sharing the joy of art quilting.
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A few of my longtime friends joined me when I taught my first practice class in 2016.





I taught my first practice class in July 2016, and I’ve taught at least one class every other week locally since summer 2017. My time in my design room feeds my soul, but I truly love the looks of accomplishment and self-pride on the faces of those in my classes.


So, after all that, what is my style of fiber art? Art quilters vary in the techniques they use, but my methods involve:


• “Painting” with fabric; each art quilt resembles a painting and is a totally unique work of art


• Pictorial quilting


• Improvisational design and creating without an original pattern to follow


• Interpreting ideas, feelings, scenes, or objects


• Sizes of art quilts that range from very small to very large


• Three layers building a quilt sandwich: (1) a cotton backing, (2) a piece of quilt batting or fusible fleece in the middle, and (3) a decorative top layer


• Collaging with fusible interfacing atop a background layer—applying small fabric pieces backed with adhesives


• Raw edges on each piece of top-layer fabric (not rolled under)


• Mostly cotton fabrics used for the quilt tops—some manufactured fabrics and some hand-dyed, some traditional quilting prints and some “landscape quilting” prints


• Using a basic home sewing machine for fussy machine stitching (not free motion, though it can be) with thread colors that accent the beauty of the fabric pieces and colors


• Different amounts of machine top stitching/ thread painting to enhance the piece


• Adding fabric paints or inks to achieve desired effects with color


• Trimming the art quilt with a rotary cutter for a raw-edged finish, sometimes adding a binding or sewing the art quilt into a wide border


• Often gluing art quilts to fabric-covered stretched art canvases for ease in hanging
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There are three layers that make up a standard quilt sandwich for an art quilt.
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I often use raw edges in my art to create more natural shapes for items like trees, leaves, plants, and flowers.
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An example of some of the thread painting or “fussy stitching” I add to my art quilts.





Ensuring Art Quilting Success


Collage art quilting tends to look very difficult. The biggest hindrances we encounter when trying something new are usually not a lack of knowledge or lack of materials. Our major stumbling blocks are often mental.


Fear can get in the way—We usually feel apprehension and anxiety about trying something new. Art quilting will teach you a lot about your fears and how best to give your mind a creative space to be artistic. We expect a lot from ourselves and tend to want to “get it right” on the first try. A reassuring pottery teacher I once met used an analogy that went something like this: “Your piano teacher wouldn’t expect you to play a piece from Bach or Beethoven on the first day of class, so you and I can agree not to expect a Michelangelo or a Van Gogh to start.” Meaning don’t expect a masterpiece on your first try! Taking risks is how you learn new skills. Bottom line: Will yourself to be a risk taker.


Sometimes we sabotage ourselves—What keeps you from engaging in actual creative time? When I’m unsure about how to solve a problem I’ve encountered with a project, I start engaging in avoidance activities. If I go out to get a cup of coffee, I take time to scour the sink while I’m in the kitchen. When I finally wander back into my design room, I’ll notice a stack of fabric for another project that needs backing. Pretty soon my entire block of quilting time is gone. I engage in all manner of time-wasting activities while feeling guilty about the lack of forward movement on my main goal. When I notice this happening, I try to stop and ask myself a few questions to get back on track:
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The completed October Twist art quilt, 18" x 18" (45.7 x 45.7cm). Mounting an art quilt on a stretched art canvas provides a nice finish that makes it easier to display.





• Do I need to take a step back and allow my brain time for problem solving, or do I need to just dive in and try something new to see where it will take me?


• Do I need to stop and tidy my design area to give myself more room to create, or am I using that as a delaying tactic?


• Is a different design project calling me, and would I rather be working on a something else?


• What will free my mind and give me the space I need to create?
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Sometimes problems present opportunities. Without the trouble I had with this piece, I wouldn’t have tried adding ink, something that improved the finished work.





Don’t forget to ask yourself when you get your best work done. We all have rhythms, and most of us know if we are morning people or night people. We know when we are most alert and energetic. Since I’m a morning person and design work takes a lot of concentration and energy, using early morning hours for my creative time achieves the most rewarding results. I plan early hours for intense design time and save afternoon hours for work that is more routine, like backing fabrics with adhesive, cutting battings and backings, or organizing materials. You can arrange your time to best suit you.


We see mistakes as failures—Learning this art form is very forgiving since it doesn’t require exactness and mistakes can even turn into unexpected blessings. Learning comes from your successes and from your mistakes. Having to figure out how to solve a problem can result in some of your prettiest and most satisfying achievements. You’ll experience false starts, hesitations, times you may need to walk away for a while, and times you may need to seek advice or suggestions. This book provides guidance on how to avoid or “fix” some common mistakes, but growth always requires discomfort. Art quilters often must make mistakes and work outside of their comfort zone to create amazing new things.


Working without a safety net can be daunting—In traditional quilting there are concrete, step-by-step patterns (safety nets) to follow. Art quilting does have some step-by-step procedures, but it’s more improvisational in nature. You might want to page through the entire book (as a guide) before you get started, but I encourage you to just dive in. Select a project. Try working through it one step at a time. You may not always feel like you know exactly where you are going, but you should trust yourself, your tools, and the process. Art quilting is a journey, not a destination. In trying the projects, you’ll gain the confidence and knowledge needed to design your own art quilts. Two promises: You will have fun and it is easier than it looks.
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Reaching Upward, Panel #11, 28" x 36" (71.1 x 91.4cm). When creating art quilts, I always trust that the next step will appear. I “listen” to my materials, and these fabrics seemed to want to become water, earth, and autumn trees.
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Chapter 2
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My first art quilt wasn’t perfect, but I loved how it captured my vision.
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Here you can see the final art quilt images next to the original photo inspirations.
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Kruszing Through the Seasons, each piece approximately 9" x 9" (22.9 x 22.9cm). The finished product combines all four pieces into a whole by adding fabric borders with additional fussy-cut details.





Design Inspiration


The first art quilts I ever saw showed beautiful shorelines. Soon after seeing them, my family and I decided we wanted to hang a new picture over the fireplace of our Saugatuck/Douglas Beach house. I knew I needed to create an art quilt of a land-and-water scene for this purpose. I had no idea what I was doing, assembled the art quilt in the hardest way possible, and would now call it a “Charlie Brown” attempt. Yet, I loved it! I loved the subject and the act of creating that first collaged art quilt.


After that first attempt, I made a beach scene from a tutorial in Ann Loveless’s Landscape Art Quilts, Step-by-Step, which gave me some actual practical guidance for creating art quilts (thank you, Ann). It was all well and good to create an art quilt from someone else’s tutorial, but I wanted to see if I could use some of these new skills to create more of my own art quilt designs. Here’s where I had to deal with the topic of inspiration. What was worthy of the time I would devote to creating more art quilts? What did I love enough? I knew I was always drawn to sets of scenes. Could I, perhaps, make art quilt scenes from each of the four seasons? I started searching for reference pictures. By searching the internet, I found pictures of a cardinal in a tree and a dahlia to inspire the winter and summer scenes. While scrolling Facebook, I saw photos of a spring trillium and a harvested field shared by Sandy Young, a local photographer. I requested and received permission to use Sandy’s shots as inspirations for the spring and autumn scenes.


In these beginning steps on my journey as an art quilter, I hit on the useful technique of gathering inspirational reference pictures around me as I design an art quilt. That has been essential to creating more realism in my art quilts.
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Inspiration: A gorgeous flower box outside Blueberry Haven in Grand Haven, Michigan.
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Result: Blueberries and Bliss art quilt, 11" x 14" (27.9 x 35.6cm).





What can spark an idea for an art quilt?


• a scene in nature


• a photo in your own gallery


• a picture on an internet site


• a greeting card


• a piece of artwork


• a beautiful piece of fabric


• a story or a poem


• a social issue


• something close to the heart


Inspiration for an art quilt can begin with appreciating the beauty of a flower in the landscaping outside a business or a restaurant (snap a picture!) or in seeing a picture of a fall scene your friend posted on Facebook (ask to use it!). Perhaps a piece of fabric in a quilt shop catches your eye. The seed of an idea can start with a painting on the wall at the doctor’s office. Germination begins. An idea for an art quilt is born. Visual representations like these spark the seeds for art quilts. Life can be breathed into an art quilt inspired by a story or a social issue. Something that touches your heart could point you toward wanting to turn that feeling into an art quilt. If you are deeply moved by a subject or a topic, that is a great inspiration for an art quilt. The following pages include a few examples from my own life and art quilting experience. They also outline some guiding steps that will allow you to visualize the things that stir you and develop them into art quilts.
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Inspiration: A beautiful piece of vibrant teal fabric.
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Result: Touch of Teal on the Lakeshore art quilt, 24" x 36" (61 x 91.4cm).
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Inspiration: The impressive northern Napali coastline on the island of Kauai in Hawaii.
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Result: Napali Coast Kauai art quilt, 11" x 14" (27.9 x 35.6cm).
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Inspiration: When I saw this beautiful poppy fabric in a quilt shop, I purchased it, knowing it would be used in an art quilt someday in the future.
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Inspiration: My friend Kim’s photo of rainy Las Vegas and a reference picture of a couple under an umbrella.
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Result: Red Poppies art quilt, 18" x 24" (45.7 x 61cm).
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Result: Las Vegas art quilt, 16" x 20" (40.6 x 50.8cm).





Save Pictures of Your Favorite Subjects


• Take pictures of things that inspire you. In your electronic or physical photo gallery, create a folder labeled “Future Art Quilt Ideas.”


• Collect pictures from books, magazines, or Facebook and save them in a folder, album, or in an electronic file.


• Create a spot in your work area for collecting seed ideas (pictures and pleasing fabrics) that might bloom into future projects.


How to Search for More Pictures


I may already have one picture of my subject, but more is better. To find additional reference pictures or to conduct a study on your topic, it’s helpful to do an internet search. Try these steps for image searches:


• Open a search engine


• Type in a search term like “cattails”


• Click on “Image” to look at all the pictures


• Try including the word “painting” in your search (for example, “cattail painting”)


Conduct a Study and Surround Yourself with Images


When I want to create a new art quilt, I have learned that using reference pictures or conducting a study on my subject is essential. In the world of art, a “study” is looking at your subject in real life or looking at drawings, sketches, pictures, or paintings of your subject. A study can include drawing, sketching, and taking notes in preparation for creating your piece of art.
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