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Thinking of the links between the 

family ancestors of my husband and 

myself (both in terms of the years 

separating us and the genes we share), 

I created a new twist on the familiar 

family tree. Using fabric I had printed 

with the names of family members 

from the 1600s to today, I created 

raw-edged appliqué portraits of my 

family including my husband, 3 adult 

daughters, family dog, parrot, and 

myself circa 2011. Instead of names 

falling from the tree, both background 

and foreground spaces are filled with 

names of family members, 

a visual DNA of who we are 

and who came before us. 

Follow this step-by-step 

process to create your own 

family tree quilt using a 

favorite photo.

InstructIons

Create family name fabrics
1. Assemble family names. Decide 

whom you want to include: parents, 

siblings, grandparents, aunts, 

cousins, and so on. 

2. Type the names into a Word 

document on your computer in 

whatever order makes sense to you. 

For example for Mother’s side of 

family I typed: Our Family Tree * 

Mother’s Name * Father’s name * 

Child#1 * Child#2 * Mother’s 

Sibling#1 * Mother’s Sibling#2 * 

Mother’s Mother * Mother’s Father 

and so on down the line. When a new 

branch of the family was added, I 

began again. In the end, the order 

makes little difference how you 

arrange the names, but I found it 

easier to have an organized plan to 

manage the many names. Proofread, 

proofread, and proofread again. You 

don’t want overlook anyone you 

meant to include!
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Materials 
• List of your family/ancestor names 

• Family names printed onto fabric 

yardage using a commercial 

fabric printing company such as 

Spoonflower (amount of yardage 

depends on size of your project)

• Family photo

• Freezer paper

• Fusible web

• Fabric for tree

• Batting

• Backing fabric
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What kind of fabric? How much? 
It’s your choice. I had my family names printed 

on Kona® Cotton. Decide your finished size and 

estimate how much fabric you will need. I like to 

use the same background (larger font) fabric for 

both the front and back. The back will not have 

appliquéd figures on it, so all the names can be 

viewed without interruption. 

Tip: For a 26" x 36" quilt I used 2 yards of large font 

fabric and 1 yard each of medium and small print fabric. 
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3. Follow instructions to create a 

document with the names according 

to the requirements of the textile 

printing company you want to use. 

Repeat the names many times, border 

to border, to fill the size of fabric you 

are using. The estimated size of your 

finished quilt will determine how 

much fabric you will need. 

4. I printed the names in 3 font sizes in 

same color family. A larger font size 

for background, a medium size for 

the clothing on figures, and a smaller 

size for faces, hands, legs. 

Tip: Pick a favorite color plus white. For 

my daughter’s family tree quilt, I chose 

variations of teal and white. My family 

tree quilt is blue and white.

Make pattern from a family photo
1. Use a favorite family photograph 

that shows family members all 

together. Trace and draw an outline 

of the people in the photograph. 

Enlarge it to the size you want 

for the final quilt. My figures are 

grouped together holding small 

children but you may use a photo 

where figures are not touching. My 

figure grouping measures 18" x 9".

2. Make a line drawing of the figures in 

the enlarged photo. Use a light box, 

an iPad drawing app, or a sunny 

window. Iron a 

sheet of freezer 

paper on top of 

the line drawing. 

Trace the body 

shapes onto the 

freezer paper. 

Each shape will be 

cut separately. I do 

not add any facial 

details (eyes, 

noses, mouths) as 

I want the names 

to be the main focus. Cut out the 

person’s clothing from the medium 

font fabric. (The largest font will be 

for the background.)

Fabric placement
1. Pick a darker color fabric for faces, 

arms, hands, or any skin that shows. 

You may choose to use the smallest 

font fabric you have printed or any 

solid, small print, or batik. 

2. Fuse fabric (both medium- and 

small-printed fabric) before ironing 

freezer paper templates onto the 

fabric. Place templates in different 

directions on the fabric. For 

example: place a main shirt template 

horizontally on fabric, and then 

place a sleeve template at an angle. 

If each piece is a different angle, 

the pieces will “read” better when 

completely assembled.

3. Trace the figure shape onto your 

batting, then cut it out. Assemble 

and fuse each person’s body parts 

on top of the cut batting. Use your 

original line drawing as a reference to 

assemble the pieces before you fuse. 

Assemble the figures and quilt top
1. Raw-edge machine appliqué the 

body and clothing parts piece by 

piece with a small blanket stitch. 

Once all the inside seams are 

stitched, stitch all outside edges as 

well. You are creating a “mini person 

quilt” that will later be added to the 

background. It will “sit” on top of 

the background, which is quilted 

separately. Do this with each person 

or family group.

2. Design a tree that will be part 

of the background. I chose a 

monochromatic color palette with 

white fabric for the tree. Pick what 

you think works best with your 

color choices. Remember you want 

the Name Fabric and Figures to be the 

main focus. Use the same process 

of stitching the tree shape to cotton 

batting, adding hand embellishment 

and stitching as desired.

3. Using your larger font fabric, create 

your background piece. Make a 

partial quilt sandwich with the top 

layer (Large Font Name fabric) 

and middle layer (batting of your 

choice). Using a meander stitch, 

attach the 2 layers together. This 

quilted layer will be the background 

for the figures and tree. 

4. Raw-edge machine appliqué the 

edges only of the figures, tree, and 

any pets (optional) to the large font 

fabric. Because each figure and tree 

is essentially a mini quilt (already 

having been batted), they will sit 

higher on the quilted background.

5. Fuse the background fabric to the 

back after the stitching of the figures 

and tree is complete. I like to have 

a clean back with all the stitches 

covered, so a fused back fabric 

accomplishes that. 

6. Square the edges to the desired size. 

Finish the edges as desired: binding, 

envelope, facing. 

sherrykleinman.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Detail of quilt
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