
© F+W Media, Inc. All rights reserved. F+W Media grants permission for any or all pages in this document to be copied for personal use.  •  quiltingartstv.com  •  quiltingcompany.com

series 2100

These improv blocks are based on the 

traditional Log Cabin, but have a more 

contemporary feel. The strips are usually 

different widths, and some strips include 

multiple fabrics in a scrappy style. 

I keep scraps from other projects 

organized roughly by color in baskets 

in my studio. That way I have the 

raw materials close at hand when 

I’m ready to create new blocks. My 

improvisational process has no rules 

and no patterns, so my creativity is free 

to blossom. 

To start, I decide on the color recipe 

I want to use, whether it’s warm reds, 

cool blues or greens, or an anything 

goes riot of color. The only other 

decision is what size I want the finished 

block to be. 

I use improv blocks in a variety of ways. 

Sometimes I create one large block 

and set it off-center with asymmetrical 

borders. Or I make smaller blocks and 

sew them together into rows with an 

asymmetrical background. Another idea 

is to make smaller blocks and set them 

with curved strips, either vertical or 

horizontal or both, as the background. 

Useful block sizes are 31/2", 61/2", 91/2", or 

121/2" squares unfinished. You can also 

make your blocks rectangular if you 

wish. 

My book, Artful improv: explore 

Color reCipes, Building BloCks & 

free motion Quilting, has lots of ideas 

and inspiration for making your own 

original improvisational quilt. 

InstructIons
1. Decide on your color recipe. 

Tip: Use a variety of values in each color 

family to add interest. For example, red 

includes true red, red-orange, and red-violet. 

2. Think about your accent fabric. 

It can be a lighter or darker value 

of one of your main colors or be 

another color all together. I often 

use a complementary color—one 

that is on the opposite side of the 

color wheel—for my accent to add a 

“spark” to the design. 
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Materials
• Scraps in your desired color recipe

• Accent scraps for the “spark”

• Rotary cutting supplies

• Ruler, 6" square, plus a larger one if 

your block is larger

• Iron and ironing board

• Neutral thread

• Sewing machine
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3. To begin, cut a square block for your 

center. I like to start with a roughly 

2"–3" square, depending on the 

desired size of my finished block. The 

smaller center square is best for a 6" 

block and the larger center is better 

for a 9"–12" finished size block. 

4. Cut a slight angle on 1 side of the 

center block. This initial angle helps 

establish the improv nature of the 

block and make your finished design 

more interesting. Of course, if you 

like your lines to be straight, that’s 

fine, too. 

5. From your scraps, choose another 

strip and add it to 1 side of your 

center. Don’t overthink it—just 

choose a fabric that is a different 

color or value than the center. 

6. Moving counterclockwise around 

the center, add another scrap to 

the unit you just created. It’s not 

necessary to square up the block 

after each addition, just trim the 

edges as needed to get a consistent 

seam allowance. I generally aim for 

a ¼" seam allowance, but it’s fine to 

go slightly less if necessary to add a 

very narrow strip. 

Tip: As you add strips to your block, 

consider how the lines and shapes are 

interacting. Are your lines interesting? Do 

you have enough contrast in your colors? 

Have you added a variety of widths in 

your strips? 

7. After completing the first round of 

strips, continue adding strips for the 

second and third rounds using your 

color recipe and your accent scraps. 

8. Consider sewing smaller scraps in 

your basket together into a strip to 

create an accent line for your design 

in the second or third round. This 

scrappy strip can add interesting 

lines and shapes to your design that 

you couldn’t have planned ahead of 

time—especially if some of them are 

sewn on an angle. Your accent color 

can be part of this scrappy strip.  

9. When the block is the size desired, 

square up the edges and it is ready to 

use in your quilt.

Improv blocks have many uses. Use 

your imagination to make your quilt 

your own!  
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Close-up of an improv block
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