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In her book The happiness projecT, 

Gretchen Ruben talks about her love for 

the phrase “X is the new Y” as in “40 is 

the new 30” or “sleep is the new sex.” 

Well, I’d like to coin my own version of 

that statement by declaring,“Black-and-

white improv is the new color improv.” 

Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue, 

but you get the idea. Anyone who is 

familiar with my work knows that I’m 

not new to working improvisationally 

and my book, Fresh QuilTing: Fearless 

color, Design, anD inspiraTion, featured 

several improvisational projects. 

However, along with their focus on 

freeform piecing, those projects also 

celebrated my love of color. So, it was 

rather surprising to me that, as I began 

to prepare to teach an improvisational 

quilting workshop, I found myself 

making all the samples primarily in 

black and white. 

Initially I did this because I felt that 

explaining the sewing process would be 

easier without having to concern myself 

with choosing colors, but eventually I 

realized that working this way had its 

own distinct advantages and made a 

process that felt very familiar seem new 

and updated without losing the energy 

that is inherent to improv.

The Simplicity 
Advantage
Perhaps the most obvious advantage to 

limiting the color palette so severely is 

that it allows you to see the structure 

of each block. Rendered in a rainbow 

of colors, the architecture of an 

improvisational block can become 

muddied. And working with multi-color 

prints is even more confusing! Freeform 

cutting and piecing blocks gives them 

energy, but the underlying building 

blocks can be difficult to see when your 

eye is also reading colors or patterns. 

Improvisational cutting has its own 

piecing issues, so limiting the palette 

creates the space to deal with these 

challenges. Freed from color decisions, 

you can put your energy toward figuring 

out how two disparately sized pieces 

can be adjusted, trimmed, or added to 

so they fit together. 

Black + White Improvisation
by Malka Dubrawsky

Sponsored by Bernina of America, eQuilter.com, FreeSpirit Fabrics, QNNtv

Materials
Pillow size: 22" x 22"

Fabric for pillow top

 – ¾ yard black 

 – ¾ yard white

 – 7–10 bright solids, 5" × 10" or larger

• Backing, solid color, ½ yard

• Muslin, 24" × 24"

• Zipper, 22"

• Batting, 24" × 24"

Host Susan Brubaker Knapp with Malka Dubrawsky
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Add Some Color
Lest you think that improvising with 

black and white means no color, this 

process allows solids in particular, but 

also stripes and prints, to shine. Using 

these fabrics in selectively, primarily to 

help the block components fit together, 

makes these spots of color or pattern 

all the more intense. As in traditional 

improvisation that is focused on color, 

the final product with this approach, 

despite being based on traditional 

blocks, has a distinctly modern aesthetic 

and visually works whether the block is 

standard or supersized.

What if you don’t love black and white? 

Adapt this technique, using two other 

contrasting colors. For instance, two 

shades of green with pops of orange, 

red, and brown would make a terrific 

alternative to black and white. 

By way of “warning,” all cutting is done 

freehand—with a rotary cutter but no 

ruler. If you are new to this process, take 

it a step at a time. I’ll walk you through 

it with guidance for what to do with the 

variations that improvisation brings.

InstructIons
1. From both black and white fabric, 

freehand cut 54 (7" x 2") strips. 

Note: You may have a few extra strips. 

2. Freehand cut 10 (7" x 2") strips 

from the assorted solid colors.

3. Sew a black strip to a white strip. 

Press seam toward the black strip. 

Make 48 black/white units.

NOTE: Don’t be too precise. Let some of the 

strips be a little off-kilter.

4. Sew 3 black/white units (6 strips) 

together to make a block. Make  

16 blocks. 

5. Add a solid color strip to 7 blocks.  

6. On a design wall, arrange the 

blocks into 4 rows of 4 blocks 

with the strips in adjacent blocks 

perpendicular to each other. 

7. Sew the blocks into sets of 4. Add 

additional black, white, or solid 

color strips as necessary to make the 

blocks align. (Figure 1)

8. Sew the 4 blocks together to create 

the pillow top. Add available strips 

as necessary. Press. 

Make the pillow
1. Layer the muslin, batting, and the 

pillow top, right side up. Baste.

2. Quilt as desired. Trim the muslin and 

batting even with the pillow edges.

3. Make the back. See sidebar “Inserting 

a Zipper into a Pillow Back” (next 

page).

4. Place the pillow front and backing 

right sides together. 

Tip: Leave the zipper open about halfway 

for easy turning after sewing.

5. Sew all 4 sides. Clip the corners. 

Turn the pillow right side out. 

stitchindye.com

 
• Because the strips and pieces are cut 

freehand, there will be different-sized 
parts in many, if not all of the blocks. 
When piecing two units of different 
sizes, add a strip or more of color to 
bridge the gap or trim one piece to the 
size of the second.

• Adding strips or trimming is an option 
for piecing together sewn blocks and 
entire sections. 

• When sewing together two pieces 
(whether patches, blocks, or sections) 
whose edges are not flush, maintain 
a ¼" seam allowance from the piece 
whose wrong side faces you. 

• When cutting squares and strips, 
don’t get caught up in following the 
measurements exactly. They are meant 
to be general guides. 

• When sewing together pieces where 
one edge is curved, place the pieces 
side by side, overlapping slightly. Cut 
the edge of the bottom piece to match 
curve of the top unit. 

• Outer edges will be crooked—this is 
improvisation after all. Despite this, 
these pillows are easily fitted with 
standard forms. Choose a form close 
to the finished size of your pillow. 
For instance, if your pillow measures 
18" × 20", choose either an 18"- or a 
20"-square insert. Both will work fine, 
just giving differing degrees of fullness.

Consider these improv tips
Figure 1
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I often use zippers in my pillow backings 

to make the forms removable, allowing 

me to replace flattened forms quickly 

and keep the pillow looking full. To 

craft a backing with a lapped (covered) 

zipper, begin with a polyester zipper at 

least the length or width of the pillow. 

For example, if your pillow measures 

18" square, you need a zipper 18" or 

longer. To trim a zipper, simply cut off 

the extra length; when trimming, keep 

the zipper pull within the boundaries of 

the project so it isn’t accidentally cut off 

and discarded. You can easily sew across 

the teeth of a polyester zipper and cut it 

with a rotary cutter or scissors. Follow 

these easy steps:

1. Cut 2 pieces for the pillow back, 

making each is as tall as the pillow 

and at least 3" wider than half the 

pillow width. 

2. Press 1¼" to the wrong side along 

one long edge of a pillow back. 

3. Pin the closed zipper to the prepared 

backing with the right side of the 

zipper against the pressed hem 

allowance. Align the top of the 

zipper tape with the top edge of 

the fabric and position the zipper 

tape edge ¼" from the raw edge of 

the pillow back hem. (Figure 2) The 

folded hem will completely cover the 

zipper from the right side. 

4. Attach a zipper foot to your 

machine, allowing the needle to be 

positioned very close to the zipper 

teeth. Begin stitching on the zipper 

tape at the bottom end, about 1⁄8" 

from the edge of the zipper tape. 

The stitches will both attach the 

zipper and secure the hem and 

will be about 1" from the pressed 

fold. Stitch toward the zipper pull, 

removing pins as you reach them. 

Stop 3" to 4" from the pull. Do not 

cut the thread.

5. Lower the needle, raise the presser 

foot, and slide the zipper pull past 

the presser foot into the previously 

sewn region. Lower the presser foot 

and finish sewing the zipper tape 

to the pillow back. By moving the 

zipper pull out of the way, you avoid 

creating a “bump” of stitching where 

the presser foot is pushed out of line 

by the bulky zipper pull.

6. Press ¼" to the wrong side along 

one long edge of the second pillow 

back. With right sides facing up, pin 

the pressed edge to the unstitched 

zipper tape, placing the fold close to 

the zipper teeth. Place the assembly 

on the sewing machine bed with the 

zipper pull and the previously sewn 

back panel to the left of the zipper 

foot. Fold the previously sewn hem 

out of the way. Begin sewing at the 

open end of the zipper, with the 

zipper pull still positioned lower on 

the zipper. 

7. Sew a few inches, stopping short of 

the zipper pull. Lower the needle and 

raise the presser foot. Slide the zipper 

closed, lower the presser foot, and 

sew to the end of the zipper tape. 

(Figure 3)

1

Figure 2

Figure 3

This easy zipper installation 
creates a clean finish for any 
pillow back.

Inserting a Zipper into a Pillow Back
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