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Additional Questions and Answers on Thread Sketching 

by Susan Brubaker Knapp 

 

Susan’s popular series, “Thread Sketching for Beginners,” continues in the August/September 2014 of QUILTING ARTS 

MAGAZINE. Here are additional frequently asked questions that did not make it into the pages of the magazine. 

 

Is thread sketching the same skill as free-motion quilting?  

Thread sketching requires the same visualization and brain/hand/eye coordination as free-motion quilting. But 

thread sketching is more about adding texture and filling in areas with color; quilting is about using beautiful 

patterns to hold the layers of the quilt together.  

Do you thread sketch the background?  

I like the way thread sketching creates movement and detail in the backgrounds of my pieces. And stitching the 

backgrounds is necessary to baste the piece together while thread sketching because big unstitched areas will 

cause the piece to distort. I often echo the thread sketched lines when I quilt the piece, using a slightly different 

thread color or a variegated quilting thread. (See the sky in “Agave.”) 

How do you achieve a sense of roundness on round objects?  

I use lines of stitch the way artists use pencil or pen lines. Round objects require slightly curved lines, not straight 

ones. And I build up these lines using “cross-hatching,” where the first set of lines goes horizontal, the next set 

goes vertical, and then additional sets of lines go at angles, until I’ve built up the stitching to the value I desire.  

(See “Cripps Pink Apple.”) 

How do you achieve a sense of depth?  

Shading and highlights are critical. The first thing to remember is that value is always more important than color. 

To increase the sense of depth, make sure to have a strong value contrast. For example, to show that one flower 

petal is in front of another, make the edge of one petal lighter, and the other petal darker. Most beginners to 

thread sketching are afraid to add the really dark values (dark purple or black, for example) and the really light 

ones (light pink or white). But without these extremes, the object will look flat. (See “I Didn’t Know Roses Had 

Hips.”) Don’t forget that on eyes, you have to add the glint of white to make the creature come alive.  

What about adding shadows?  

First, look closely at the shadow in your photo (if you are working from a photo). Is the shadow crisp and sharp or 

does it gradually fade out? What is the angle of the light source? If it is from the upper left, then the shadow will 

fall down and to the right. Remember that shadows are a darker shade of the surface on which the object is sitting. 

For example, if you have an apple casting a shadow onto a blue tablecloth, the shadows would be a darker shade 

of that blue color. I create lines that echo the contours of the object, and stitch in several directions (horizontally, 
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vertically, and then diagonally) to build up the darkness of the shadow. Where the shadow fades out, make the 

stitch lines farther apart. (See “Still Life with Three Fruits.”) 

How do you decide what thread color to use? 

In most things in nature, there are subtle color shifts. Most things are not a solid color. If the base fabric is red, for 

example, but the subject has tones of orange in it, you should add shades of orange and yellow thread. Add dark 

red thread where the color needs to go darker.  

What stitches and stitch length do you use?  

I only use a straight stitch, but I know others—who do heavier work I classify as thread painting—who use the 

zigzag stitch. And since my feed dogs are dropped when I thread sketch, the length of the stitches is determined by 

how fast the needle goes and how fast I move my hands.   

Why don’t you like fusible stabilizers?  

My experience with using fusible stabilizers when thread sketching is that as I add a lot of thread, the fusible pops 

loose, causing the surface to bubble up in places.  

Why not use a super heavy stabilizer so you don’t have to worry at all about draw-up, puckering, and 

wonkiness?  

If you use a heavier stabilizer, you can’t get as much loft when you quilt. The piece will be extremely flat and lack 

dimension.   

Why not use variegated thread?  

There are times that I use it in thread sketching, but usually I don’t, because I can’t control where the color will 

shift.  

What do you use in the bobbin?  

I use the same type and weight of thread as in the top. Using heavier thread in the bobbin makes it hard to get the 

tension balanced. I either match the color, or use a similar value in the bobbin as the top thread.  

How do you create the contours on the face of animals and people?  

Part of the reason I seldom do people is that I am not fond of stitching on faces in art quilts. It just seems texturally 

wrong somehow. (But that’s just me!) On animals, I thread sketch for detail, color, and shading and then quilt to 

add the dimension. For example, in “Friso,” I thread sketched heavily on the cat’s face but quilted lightly, only in 

and around places where I wanted to push areas back. 


