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I LOVE TO HAND QUILT, but 

repeatedly jabbing a delicate quilting 

needle through eight layers of fabric 

was just too hard on both me and my 

diamond quilts. The day I broke my 

last needle was the day I admitted 

the obvious: I had to learn free-

motion machine quilting. Now I’m 

hooked. The best part of my day is 

sitting down in front of my domestic 

machine, surrounded by all the facets 

of a diamond quilt, and pressing that 

little green button to set the needle in 

motion.

Humans are amazing pattern-

recognition machines. Our brains are 

wired to seek out patterns and then 

apply meaning to them. It’s simply a 

matter of survival. In fact, studies have 

shown that our brains attempt to create 

patterns even where none exist. We just 

can’t help ourselves.

As artists and quilt makers, pattern 

consumes us. Whether we create it 

through surface design, fabric piecing, 

or quilt stitches, we revel in the creation 

and manipulation of pattern.

The focus of my art is assembling fabric 

to create an image that sparkles and 

glows like a colored gemstone. The 

primary pattern I’m concerned with is 

achieved through the piecing process. 

However, there is always one more 

element of pattern that I must contend 

with: the quilting stitches. 

When I first started making my 

diamonds, I struggled with how I 

should quilt them. I didn’t want viewers 

to be distracted by anything that would 

move the focus away from the pieced 

image. Since quilting stitches have the 

potential to add an entirely new layer 

of pattern, I was concerned that my 

diamond images would be distorted or 

diluted by the quilting.

Many books written about free-motion 

machine quilting emphasize distinct, 

recognizable patterns: feathers, vines, 

flowers, clamshells, stars, angles, circles, 

and other shapes. I experimented with 

some of these patterns on my diamonds, 

but for a variety of reasons they just 

didn’t work. First, the patterns were 

too distinct. Instead of immediately 

recognizing the sparkle of the diamond, 

my eye would stop and recognize—if 

only for a split second—the circles or 

vines covering the facets. Second, the 

patterns were too directional. They 

competed with the visual line of sight 

I worked so hard to create with the 

placement of light and dark colors 

across my quilt. The last thing I wanted 

to have happen was for the viewer’s eye 

to be led away by a swirling vine when 

I’d worked so hard to create a dramatic 

ripple of light across the diamond.

Third, these patterns required a single 

thread color across many facets of 

my diamonds. I wasn’t happy about 

the results of a single overall thread 

color, since the white facets of the 

diamonds—intended to resemble the 

pure white light that makes a diamond 

sparkle—had to be absolutely free of 

any color. The black facets required the 

same absence of color. Fourth, these 

free-motion quilting patterns were often 

far too large to fit within the tiny little 

facets of my quilts. And finally, most of 

these patterns emphasized precision and 
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sameness. When our eye expects to see 

a pattern of a consistent shape and size 

throughout a quilt, we can spot even 

the slightest variance a mile away. How 

stressful is that?!

Enter wild-motion machine quilting. It’s 

a style of free-motion machine quilting 

that is …

• Random—Your eye isn’t stopped 

momentarily to try to figure out a 

recognizable pattern.

• Non-directional—Your eye isn’t led by 

the pattern.

• Small—It fits even the tiniest facet 

and I can change thread color 

whenever I want.

• Variable (inconsistent on purpose)—

My favorite thing about wild-motion 

machine quilting is you can throw 

precision and sameness out the 

window.

Here are examples of one of the patterns 

I use in my diamonds. It’s a flame-like 

pattern that winds around itself. It can 

be used to fill tight little points, as well 

as the largest facets. The best part about 

it is that it creates a shimmer of pattern, 

non-recognizable, so that the viewer’s 

eye can see through it to the facets 

beneath. (figure 1)

Another example of a wild-motion 

machine quilting is probably better 

known as “stipple” quilting. (figure 2)

I hope you’ll experiment with this wild 

style of machine quilting with your own 

work. You may learn to love it as much 

as I do! 
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