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Creating a signature look

The ultimate goal of training in the skills of draping 
is to strengthen original expression while creating 
new silhouettes.

Clothes are marketed today less by their fi t and fi nesse 
than by a “designer’s statement.” In fashion, it is 
crucial for a designer to develop their own style. 
Having this “signature look” sets a designer apart. 
Further, it helps the women who wear it defi ne their 
own personal styles.

Today’s woman wants clothes that not only fi t 
comfortably but that help her express her attitudes and 
sensibilities. She wants her clothing to say something 
to the world about who she is. Like the actress who 
can’t get into character without her costume, a woman 
needs her clothes to help her excel in the corporate 
world, relax into a yoga posture, or feel glamorous for 
a special event.

The fi rst step in creating a signature look is to anchor 
a creative vision before beginning to drape. The 
inspiration can come from a sunset, a painting, a 
photograph of another design, or simply a feeling or 
attitude that you want to express. 

Top: Creating beautifully 
draped clothing requires 
developing an eye for 
perfect composition. In Sir 
Lawrence Alma-Tadema’s 
The Frigidarium (1890), 

details are adjusted to 
bring the proportions into 
balance.

Above: Yves Saint Laurent, 
a master of draping skills, 
created a new and unique 
fashion sense for women. 
His signature look is still 
sought after today.
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If you have the skills to execute your creative vision, 
your personal fl air becomes apparent, driven by your 
decisions on proportion and line, scale and volume, 
subtleties of shape, and placement of details. 

Refi ning the drape and adjusting the fi nal proportion 
becomes very personal; you work on it until you arrive 
at a balance that you like. When it pleases your eye, it 
is done. When you continue to pursue and express the 
looks you connect with and that attract you, your own 
style inevitably emerges.

Form follows function

“Form follows function” is basic design theory. If the 
designer is clear on the function or purpose of their 
design, the many choices to be made during the 
draping process will fl ow more naturally. 

Clothing has many functions, from basic warmth and 
protection to attraction and seduction. It is important 
to understand the garment’s physical as well as 
non-physical purpose. How a garment makes a woman 
feel is as important as how it will make her look.

A crucial draping skill is understanding grainline 
placement. A simple tunic cut on the bias will have a 
totally different feel to one cut with lengthgrains 
placed vertically. The designer must be able to control 
the deeper energetic fl ow of the form they are creating 
and how it will affect the wearer. In this book, you will 
practice discerning the emotional tenor of a design and 
explore ways of making sure that mood or tone is 
present in the fi nished garment.

Draping today

Basic draping techniques have remained constant 
since the development of the padded dress form and 
its continued popularization by the Wolf Form Company 
in the early 1900s. 

However, in design studios around the world, 
technology is embraced to save time and money. 
Design fi rms have master pattern “blocks” that refl ect 
their specifi c fi t and sizing. These are used to produce 
new collections in which the width of a pant or the 
scale of a jacket is changed by simply manipulating 
these blocks. Digital patternmaking allows companies 
to churn out dozens of variations in short order. 

So what, then, is the enduring value of draping by hand 
in this brave new world of digital fashion? 

The challenge is for designers to go beyond the rote 
process of developing a pattern that fi ts well and to 
use the basic concepts of darting and seaming as a 
springboard for creating new and unique forms.

Much of contemporary design is not about the perfection 
of the classic couture of the 1960s. It’s about twisting, 
wrapping, tucking, and cutting asymmetrically, reminding 
us sometimes of early forms of clothing.

When a designer is aspiring toward an innovative 
silhouette, they need to experiment with focal points 
to create emphasis and attitude, and work with 
proportions and scale to sculpt a shape that evokes 
a specifi c emotion. 

To create something truly fresh and new, the intimate, 
hands-on relationship between designer, muslin, and 
dress form is invaluable in facilitating the expression of 
the designer’s personal vision. 

It is now possible to have the best of both worlds: the 
inspiration that comes from the purity of the simple 
draped panels together with the classic draping skills 
that were perfected in the Parisian ateliers. Both serve 
to turn the art of sculptural draping into something 
magical and new. 

In the clothing created 
by the Inuit, the design 
purpose is clear: to keep 
out the cold.

            When you see this icon, refer to 
the DVD that accompanies the 
book for video demonstrations 
of draping techniques.
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Tools and 
preparation
Draping, as with any artisans’ skill, has its tools of the 
trade. It is a worthwhile investment to fi nd tools that 
are of good quality and that fi t your physical size. 
Having the right tools increases effi ciency and will help 
the skills to become second nature so you can focus on 
the creative rather than the technical.

The dress form 
The primary piece of equipment needed to begin draping is the dress 
form. Many variations are available. Choosing the right one will 
depend on your circumstances and needs. The best of these covered 
forms are solidly mounted on heavy metal stands. Be careful of forms 
that are covered in fabric that is too tightly woven, as pins will not 
easily penetrate.

Standard dress forms usually follow the measurement specifi cations 
of commercial sizing. In a professional design studio, a small to 
medium size is often used. When the clothing is fi nished, it can 
easily be graded up or down for larger or smaller sizes. 

The Wolf Form Company forms pictured in this book are high-quality 
linen-covered “cocktail dress” forms, which have more bust and hip 
defi nition than standard dress forms. They are adjustable, meaning 
they are easy to move up and down, and the shoulders collapse 
inward to allow garments to be put on over the top. They roll and 
turn easily.

Before using the form, you will need to defi ne the bust, waist, 
and hips. The best way is to use a cotton twill tape, ¼–½" 
(0.5–1.5 cm) wide, and pin it around the form as follows:

   Bust tape Start at a side seam and wrap the tape around the 
fullest part of the bust (the “bust point”), pinning every few inches 
(7.5–10 cm) all the way into the form. Allow the tape to follow the 
form at the center front. Keep the tape high in the back, parallel to 
the fl oor.

   Waist tape The waistline will usually have a seam in the fabric, 
making it easy to identify; but if not, simply fi nd the smallest part 
and wrap the tape tightly around the waistline, pinning as you go.

   Hip tape Hip measurements are usually taken 7" (18 cm) below the 
waist. Starting at a side seam, pin the tape horizontally keeping it 
parallel to the fl oor, at 7" (18 cm) below the waist. 

Preparatory skills

To make full use of the information in this book, it is recommended 
that you have mastered some basic sewing skills (see “Terminology”), 
and have some experience with pattern drafting, which is used in the 
“Marking and  Truing” sections of each chapter to create the pattern 
for the garments draped. 
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Muslins 
Muslin is the traditional garment industry standard used for “toiles,” 
or fi tting prototypes. It drapes differently from the fi nal fabrics of most 
of the garments being made in this book, but it has other very positive 
qualities.

First and foremost, it has a stable grainline that can be easily seen. 
Where more loosely woven fabrics will stretch and pull out of shape 
when draping, the muslin’s grainlines will remain perpendicular. It is 
light and supple, easy for cutting and folding and creasing with your 
hands. The crispness makes it clear to see how the pieces are fi tting 
together and when they are balanced. 

Fairly inexpensive, it is your artists’ medium; it is good to think of it 
as paper. It is not too precious—don’t get too attached to it, or worry 
about ruining it. You can tear it and mark it and experiment with it. 
Have enough on hand so that if something is just not working, you can 
discard it and start over. 

An important skill for a designer to master is the ability to visualize. 
This means being able to see what a sketch will look like as a fi nished 

garment, and what a muslin drape will look like in the fi nal fabric. 
Silk charmeuse has a lovely, soft hand, for example, yet is diffi cult to 
handle in draping. If the design is fi rst draped in muslin, the balance 
can be achieved more easily. With some practice, you will learn 
to visualize how the garment will look in the charmeuse after it is 
draped in muslin. 

There are four different types of muslin used throughout this book. 
While it is not necessary to work with such a variety, it is helpful to 
understand their different qualities. Where possible, use a muslin 
type that will drape as closely as possible to the way your fi nal 
garment fabric will drape.

Understanding your form’s measurements
Measure your form and keep the measurements at hand. That way, 
if you are working on a garment for a specifi c size, or customizing it 
for an individual, you can determine how you may need to adjust your 
form. If you are draping something for a larger size than your form, it 
is possible to pad the form to reach the desired measurements. The 
best way to do this is to simply cut strips of cotton felt approximately 
5" (12.5 cm) wide and wrap and shape the form until it reaches the 
measurements you need. 

If the size you need is smaller than your form, you must allow for that 
by draping the form more tightly or make the adjustments later in the 
truing stage.

The bifurcated neck-to-ankle form
The bifurcated neck-to-ankle form is necessary for draping pants. 
Some forms are available with only one leg, which makes it a little 
easier to drape the crotch area, but harder ultimately to see the 
full drape. 

This style of form is also useful for full-length designs where the 
shape of the leg needs to be considered.

Draping in front of a mirror

It is very useful to drape in front of a mirror. As you learn how to 
study your silhouette and shape, it becomes important to see it from 
a distance. With a mirror, it is easy to glance up and observe your 
drape from 4–5' (about 1.5 m) away. It is a good perspective check, 
allowing you to view your drape with fresh eyes and again compare 
it to the sketch or photograph you are working from.
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Silk/hemp muslin This muslin, while slightly heavier than the 
cotton twill, has a softer, smoother drape, which is evident in the 
way the folds do not “break” at all. It is loosely woven and perfect for 
garments where the grainline needs to be visible, such as the bustiers 
in Chapter 1.3. In Chapter 3.3: Draping on the Bias, it smoothes and 
shapes over the curves of the form very easily because it has such a 
heavy drape.

Cotton voile The lightest of the muslins used in the book, this voile 
is loosely woven, semi-transparent, and has a very crisp hand. Used 
in Chapter 2.2: Blouses, it is the perfect weight for the large puffed 
sleeve. Thin and light, it has enough body to hold shape and works 
well where multiple layers of fabric are being used. 

Cotton twill This softer but weightier twill reacts quite differently 
from a standard muslin. Observe how the folded edges are rolling 
more smoothly and the entire piece looks more substantial. It does 
not have the crispness that the standard muslin has, but because it 
is heavier, it will hold a larger silhouette. This is a perfect muslin for 
garments such as coats and jackets. 

Standard muslin This medium-weight and fairly crisp muslin works 
well for most garments. It is light enough to manipulate easily and 
holds shape as you work with bodices, skirt shapes, and sleeves. 
Observe how in the center of the folds there are little “breaks” in the 
fold where it makes a sharp turn rather than a smooth roll. A softer 
muslin might not do that, but then it will not allow you to achieve as 
defi ned a silhouette as this crisper muslin. 
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General supplies
Tape measure Helpful to use in visualizing volume for muslin pieces and 
also to check measurements of the muslin while draping.

Scissors Your most important tool. Choose carefully: you want a scissor 
that is light enough to be comfortable, yet heavy enough to deftly cut 
through the muslin as you drape.

Yardstick Important for fi nding and marking the grainlines.

Right-angled ruler Necessary for checking that the length- and 
crossgrains are at right angles.

Clear graph ruler The transparency and grids of this ruler are helpful 
when marking grainlines and seam allowances on the muslin.

Soft lead pencil Test the pencil on the muslin you are using and choose 
one that is soft enough to make a clear, visible grainline, yet not so soft 
that it smudges the fabric.

Marking and truing supplies
Chalk—two colors Used for marking seams when turning fronts 
over backs, hems, etc. Having two colors will help you to color-code if 
you adjust fi t and re-mark a seam. 

Pencils—regular, red, and blue Used for drawing on the muslin 
after it is taken apart. The fi rst line drawn is with regular pencil. A 
correction line will be in red, and a further correction will be in blue. 

Carbon paper Used in truing up when lines need to be traced 
through to a second piece of muslin or onto the reverse side of 
the muslin.

Tracing wheel For use with carbon paper to trace lines onto a 
second piece of muslin or onto the reverse side of the muslin.

Needle and thread When marking a muslin, sometimes a pencil is 
not enough and a basted line needs to be made using a needle and 
thread to allow for a more precise marking.

Draping supplies
Pins and wrist cushion A generous supply of pins will increase 
effi ciency, and a wrist cushion is helpful in keeping the pins at hand 
rather than reaching for them while you are holding on to the muslin.

Twill tape—black and white Used for marking necklines, 
armholes, stylelines, etc.

Sticky tape—black and red Used as above, but with a more 
temporary use. Red is used for correction lines.

Elastic Having elastic on hand in a few different widths—¼, ½, 
and 1" (0.5, 1.5, and 2.5 cm)—will help when gathering sections 
of muslin.

Hem gauge For measuring hems in relation to the cage of the dress 
form, and for checking sections of a garment that call for uniform size.

Additional rulers
Small graph rulers Useful for marking seam allowances. Their 
transparency makes it easy to see the sew lines as you mark the 
cut lines. 

Clear French curve Because this curve goes from convex to 
concave, it is essential for areas, such as the waistline, that follow 
that trajectory. This curve is also useful for truing up armholes and 
small curves. 

Hip curve Traditionally used to follow the curve from the waist along 
the hipline, its universal shape is useful in many other areas.

Hem curve This curve is the general shape of a skirt hem as it travels 
from the center front in a soft curve up toward the side seam.
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Terminology 
The following are terms used throughout the book. 
Brief defi nitions are given here, and many will be 
explained further elsewhere in the book.

Princess line The vertical line that 
divides the torso in half from center front 
to side seam. Usually it begins at the center 
of the shoulder, but it can also curve out 
from the armhole.

Muslin
Grainlines These refer to the direction 
of the threads. Woven fabrics consist of 
two threads interlaced at right angles. 
The vertical or “warp” threads run parallel 
to the selvage. The horizontal or “weft” 
thread runs crosswise. 

Lengthgrain The warp thread direction, 
sometimes called the straight grain.

Crossgrain The weft thread direction.

Bias line This runs at 45° to the lengthgrain 
and is the part of the fabric that has the 
most give. 

Selvage edge The bound edges on either 
side of the fabric. Most fabrics are woven at 
45–60" (115–150 cm) wide.

Blocking the muslin To stretch, pull, and 
press the muslin until the warp/vertical and 
weft/horizontal threads of the weave are 
perpendicular and the edges are straight.

Stitching
Sew line This is referred to in draping and 
in truing up, and is simply the stitching line 
that will be used to join the seams.

Baste To hand-sew a stitch line to hold a 
seam together temporarily.

Thread trace A hand-sewn straight stitch 
line used to mark seams or edges during 
draping or the marking and truing-up process.

Catch stitch A useful stitch for holding 
together two pieces of muslin during draping 
in areas that may have some pressure 
pulling on them. 

Tailor tack A stitch used to mark a single 
point on the fabric during draping and the 
marking and truing-up process.

Abbreviations
CF = center front

CB = center back

Diagrams
Flat sketches The two-dimensional line 
drawings that are made from photographs 
as a blueprint for construction and grainline 
confi guration.

Muslin-preparation diagrams The 
charts at the beginning of each project 
with the measurements of the pieces of 
muslin to be cut. If the measurements of the 
form you are using are different from the 
standard form used here, simply adjust the 
dimensions of the muslin pieces up or down. 
The measurements of the pieces have an 
allowance of several extra inches, so unless 
your form is 3" (7.5 cm) different, the pieces 
will work.

Fit and fi gure
Ease The extra fabric allowed in the fi t of 
a garment. For example, if the waistline 
measurement is 26" (66 cm) and the skirt 
waistband measurement is 27" (68.5 cm), 
then there is 1" (2.5 cm) ease in the skirt/
waist fi t.

Bust point The fullest part of the bust.

Waistline The narrowest part of the waist 
area on the form.

Hipline The fullest part of the hip, usually 
considered to be 7" (18 cm) down from 
the waist. 

High hipline This measurement is taken 
about 2–3" (5–7.5 cm) down from the waist 
at the hipbone where casual pants, such as 
jeans, often sit.

Step 1 Step 2





1Beginning
Draping 
1.1 Draping the Woven Panel
1.2 Dresses
1.3 Bustiers

Section 1 works to develop your skills of observation as each fashion 
design is studied in terms of its composition—the specifi c balance of 
silhouette and proportion. 

Photographs of the draping projects will be analyzed in terms of grainline 
placement and construction, then translated into working “blueprints”—
fl at sketches from which to drape. 

Basic draping skills are introduced, such as preparing the form and muslin, 
pinning, trimming, clipping, marking and truing, and presenting a fi nished 
toile or muslin.

You will learn to identify a designer’s intended mood and tone and further 
defi ne the attitude of a garment by using a muse to place the design in a 
social context.





.1
Draping the 
Woven Panel

1
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The earliest clothing was probably made from leaves, 
grasses, and bark or, in colder climates, animal skins 
and furs.

History

The development of weaving must have heralded a 
giant leap in the sophistication of a civilization. As the 
techniques developed, woven panels were wrapped, 
draped, and tied over the body. Simply creating the 
fabrics would have required so much time and effort 
that cutting the cloth was unrealistic.

Since few ancient fabrics have survived to the present 
day, only the artistic renderings of garments on pottery 
fragments and murals suggest what early clothing 
might actually have looked like. Some of the oldest 
garments that we can see and study are those depicted 
on ancient Greek and Roman sculptures and vases.
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These early garment forms—the chiton 
and peplos of the Greeks, and the toga 
worn in Rome—were simple basic 
shapes; many were woven panels of 
varying sizes. However, the draping 
was sometimes elaborate. It is 
thought that a nobleman in full 
dress would have been 
accompanied by a servant to 
help keep the drapes properly 
adjusted. In all their variety, 
these garments appear to 
be very comfortable, their 
relaxed, elegant style echoing 
the Greek ideal of freedom. The 
fabrics of fl ax (linen) and wool 
must have been very fi ne to drape 
with the beautiful folds seen in 
sculptures and paintings.

Garments became increasingly 
complicated as craftsmanship and 

technology developed and new fabrics became 
available. Yet from time to time there has been a 
return to simplicity, a refreshing revival of this more 
natural style. 

In the modern era, garments made from draped 
square-cut panels appear in the artwork of 
Alphonse Mucha and Maxfi eld Parrish. Isadora 
Duncan, the founder of modern dance, was 
famous for wearing her version of a tunic. In 
the fi rst half of the twentieth century, the great 
Italian textile and clothing designer Mariano 
Fortuny made exquisite, timeless garments from 

two rectangles of pleated silk.

The draping projects in this chapter are variations 
of these classic tunic forms and, because of their 
simplicity, are excellent exercises for developing 
an eye for proportion and balance. Finding the 
symmetry and adjusting the gathers of these 
pieces teaches sensitivity to handling fabric, 
a skill that takes practice.

Far left: This huipil from 
the Triki, a mountain-
dwelling tribe in Oaxaca, 
Mexico, is a square-cut 
garment that exhibits 
a traditional weaving 
style over two centuries 
old. It consists of three 
rectangles, fi nished and 
ornamented with colored 
ribbon. The drape is 
symmetrical and graceful.

Left: Preserving the 
integrity of the square-cut 
woven panel gives the 
most natural form to a 
drape. There is a majestic 
quality in its simplicity.

A contemporary design 
using the simplicity of 
two rectangles by Karolyn 
Kiisel for Tara West Spa-
wear, made of hemp/silk.
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Exercises
Preparing the 
muslin
All woven fabrics consist of two threads interlaced at 
right angles. The vertical (warp) threads run parallel to 
the selvage edge and are called the “lengthgrain,” or 
sometimes the “straight grain.” The horizontal (weft) 
thread runs crosswise on the fabric and is called the 
“crossgrain.”

In the weaving process, the warp threads are usually 
set up tightly on the loom fi rst and then the weft 
threads criss-cross back and forth, fi lling in the fabric. 
The warp threads, therefore, are usually stronger, and 
the fabric has the strongest drape when hung vertically.

Understanding grainlines

It is important to understand how the set of the grainlines can affect 
the look of a garment. Their direction determines the energy fl ow. The 
reason square-cut garments like tunics look so elegant and regal is 
because the grainlines are perfectly balanced.

Tearing the muslin                                                             
    

To prepare the muslin for draping, the pieces are torn to 
predetermined measurements. Tearing the muslin is more accurate 
than measuring and cutting with a scissor because the original 
perpendicular grid of the warp and weft threads of the muslin often 
becomes distorted during shipping. Even when measuring from the 
selvage edges, it is not possible to be certain that the threads are 
running parallel to the edges of the fabric.

Muslin preparation

12"

36"

cut

cutcut

cut

36"

12" 1"

CrossgrainLengthgrain

Bias

24"

24"

24"

24"
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Step 1 

First the selvage edge must be removed. 
When the fabric is fi nished on the loom, the 
tighter weave of the edges, while serving 
to keep it from unraveling, will sometimes 
restrict the drape of the fabric. If the fabric 
is steamed and/or pressed, the edges pull in 
and cause the fabric to pucker. 

   Tear selvage edge off by clipping in about 
½" (1.5 cm), grasping edge fi rmly and 
pulling it sharply down length of fabric.

   Now mark desired measurements of 
the muslin, clip edge, and tear both the 
lengthgrain and crossgrain directions.

   It is helpful to fi rst draw a small 
lengthgrain for reference so that you do 
not lose track of the direction.

Step 2    
    

After the fabric is torn to specifi c 
measurements, it must be “blocked.” 
Blocking the fabric is the means by which 
the warp and weft threads are pulled 
back into their original shape, exactly 
perpendicular to each other.

   Create a grid by drawing vertical and 
horizontal lines on graph paper. You do not 
need to draw the exact size of the piece; 
a right angle will suffi ce to align the fabric 
and check that it is square.

   Where the muslin does not form a 90° 
angle, grasp it fi rmly with both hands, and 
pull and stretch it until it returns to its 
original shape.

Step 3    
    

 

Now the muslin must be pressed. When 
pressing muslin, it is important to handle it 
gently so that it remains smooth and even. 
A bit of steam is fi ne; the muslin may also 
need to be steamed later during the truing-
up process and it is preferable to let it shrink 
before you start draping. If you use too much 
steam, however, the muslin will pucker and 
become unusable. 

Sponge any deep wrinkles in the muslin with 
a damp cloth, rubbing out the creases. 

   When pressing, move the iron in vertical 
and horizontal directions only. If the muslin 
is pressed on the diagonal, or bias, grain, 
you will pull the threads out of alignment 
and cause the fabric to stretch.

   After pressing, check the muslin again on 
the grid paper to see if it has torqued; if 
so, pull and stretch it again until it goes 
back into right angles at the corners.

Press on lengthgrain or crossgrain

DO NOT press on the bias

crossgrain

le
ng

th
gr

ai
n
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Marking grainlines

There are two methods used in this book 
to mark grainlines:

   Mark using a medium soft pencil or 
tailor’s chalk and a yardstick and graph 
ruler to draw the lines on the muslin.

When this method is recommended, 
you will see a pencil symbol. 

   Mark with a “thread trace.” If you want 
to reuse the muslin pieces, are working 
with a fabric that will later be sewn 
into a garment, or prefer working with 
needle and thread, this method can 
be used. 

When this method is recommended, 
you will see the needle-and-thread 
symbol. 

Mark only the lines on the fabric—no 
measurements or other notes are 
necessary. Be accurate and precise. After 
draping, your pattern will be made with 
these muslin pieces.

Neatness is important: when draping, it 
is essential to be able to concentrate on 
the shapes you are creating. Superfl uous 
lines and marks will be distracting. 

Marking grainlines with pen

Another method is to mark the line with 
a “disappearing ink” fabric pen. Test to 
make sure it works as it should, and also 
that it lasts long enough for you to fi nish 
the drape and transfer it to paper.

Thread tracing                                                                                                         
        

    First locate the grainline. Measure in from the sides of the muslin piece and mark it with a 
pin line or tailor tacks. Place the pins perpendicular to the sew line, and use the entry point 
of the pin as your line demarcation.

   Lay the graph ruler or yardstick an even ½–1" (1.5–2.5 cm) from the pin or tailor-tack line.
Leaving the muslin on the table, pull the needle and thread through the fabric, using very 
large stitches.

    It can help to place weights on the ruler or yardstick to keep the fabric from moving while 
you stitch it.

Step 4    
    

Now you are ready to mark the grainlines 
on the muslin. On the fi rst piece, use 
a soft pencil or tailor’s chalk to mark 
the lengthgrain, which is parallel to 
the selvages. On the second, mark the 
crossgrain, which runs across the width 
of fabric.

   Make two or three small marks on the 
muslin using the given dimensions, 
measuring in from the left-hand edge.

   Line up the graph ruler or yardstick with 
the marks, and draw the line needed.

Use this method for the fi rst two pieces.

Step 5

On the third piece of muslin, draw the bias 
line. The “true bias” of the fabric is the 45° 
angle to the length- and crossgrains. The 
bias line is traditionally marked with double 
parallel lines.

   Find the true bias using a right-angled 
ruler and a graph ruler. Position the right-
angled ruler against one of the edges of 
the fabric and mark equal distances from 
the angle point. For example, mark 8" 
(20 cm) from the point, going along the 
crossgrain and along the lengthgrain.

   Line the graph ruler up with the two points 
and draw in the bias line, a 45° angle.

    For bias lines, two parallel lines are used, 
11⁄⁄88" (0.5 cm) apart.

The muslin-preparation diagrams on the 
following pages all contain measurements 
that will help you position the muslin on 
the form. The pieces are all oriented with 
the lengthgrain going up and down, and the 
crossgrain going from side to side.

1
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Pinning

Make sure you have a good supply of pins 
nearby or on a wrist cushion.

The pins are not placed at a 90° angle to 
the form, but at an angle tilting upward. 
This holds the fabric securely in place. 
If you are supporting a heavier weight 
of fabric, sometimes instructions are 
given to “anchor-pin,” or place two pins 
in a “V” position, which holds the fabric 
more securely. 

Draping the 
three grains
This exercise will train your eye to see the difference in 
the three grainlines. Use the three pieces of muslin 
that you prepared for pages 20–22. As you work, try to 
feel the difference in how the muslin drapes, even as 
you fi rst pin the pieces to the form. If you do not have 
three forms, pin the three prepared pieces of muslin to 
anything you have available so you can study all of 
them at the same time.        

Lengthgrain

   Holding lengthgrain piece of muslin in 
two places at the top, center grainline by 
aligning it with center front line of form. 

   Pin muslin evenly at two areas above 
the bustline and smooth out drape with 
your hands, studying how fabric is falling 
across form.

Crossgrain

   Grasp edge of crossgrain piece of muslin 
with the 1" (2.5 cm) lengthgrain running 
horizontally and the crossgrain line falling 
vertically, and align crossgrain line with 
center front of form.

   Pin areas above bust and observe how 
fabric is draping.

Bias grain

   Drape the bias piece of muslin on the 
form, with the double bias line lined up 
along the center front of the form and 
hanging vertically.

Analysis 
The lengthgrain piece forms two strong drapes 
as it fl ares out from the bust to the hip, the 
natural drape of a balanced square. The sides 
drape with a straight, vertical fl ow.

The crossgrain piece appears slightly wider at 
the hip and doesn’t seem to fall quite as easily. 
The side areas seem to stand out more. This 

is because the stronger lengthgrain is running 
horizontally and wants to push the fabric out.

The muslin cut on the bias grain has the most 
give and so forms drapes that are softer and 
less defi ned than those on the lengthgrain or 
crossgrain. The fabric gently fl ares out at the 
sides, creating a cascade effect.

From the strength of the lengthgrain to the soft 
drape of the bias, these different qualities will 
translate into garments as you drape. Learning 
to use these grainlines to your advantage will 
help you to achieve specifi c looks. 
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Muslin preparation

Visualizing muslin 
vs. fabrics
A fashion designer’s skill of visualization comes from 
familiarity with all types of fabrics and how they drape. 
When selecting fabrics, a designer will pull, stretch, 
and smooth the fabric; pin it onto a form to see how it 
falls; and hold a length to the body in the mirror to see 
how it moves.

Train your eye to see how different fabrics drape, and 
how they drape differently from muslin, with this 
exercise. Drape several types of fabric onto a form 
using as inspiration this contemporary dress by 
Michael Kors. First, drape each fabric over your hand, 
taking a moment to study its qualities.

   Align CF line of muslin with CF of form. Pin at shoulders about 
midway between neckline and outer shoulder point. Find the spot 
where, in the photograph, the snakeskin leather piece sits at the 
shoulder line.

   Now try pinning fabric 1–2" (2.5–5 cm) further toward side of 
muslin piece but at the same point of the shoulder, allowing fabric 
to drape in CF.

   Continue moving fabric toward center; watch how drape forms as 
you pin further and further toward sides of fabric.

   Look for the optimum spot where CF neckline drape is low, as in 
the photograph, but you still have enough fabric left on the sides to 
create the pretty drape that hangs at the armholes. Pin or tie a twill
tape at the hips, if it helps you to fi nd the right drape.

20"

30"

40"
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Draping in different fabrics
Using the muslin-preparation diagram, 
prepare these additional fabrics: linen, silk 
crepe de chine, chiffon, and a knit. If you do 
not have these easily at hand, use whatever 
you have—even a silk scarf will do! Do not 
worry about making the drape look exactly 
like the garment in the photograph. This 
is an exercise in observing how different 
fabrics drape.

Why drape with muslin?

If muslin is stiffer and drapes quite 
differently from other fabrics, why use it 
for draping? The answer is that muslin 
has a stable grainline and is easy to 
work with. Also, its absence of color 
creates a neutrality that helps you see 
the silhouette you are sculpting, providing 
a blank canvas upon which to create a 
design. As you experience the qualities 
of different fabrics, you will begin to 
instinctively sense how a fabric will 
behave in comparison to the muslin. 

Linen

The linen drapes most similarly to the 
muslin. It has a loosely woven grain and so 
a softer drape than the muslin, but still has 
a lot of body. Both muslin and linen tend to 
“break” at the center front, making a sharp 
bend or crease instead of fl owing evenly 
around the curve of the drape. 

Crepe de chine

The crepe de chine falls very differently. The 
center front drape has a softer look and falls 
into more folds than the linen or muslin. 
The drapes at the side armhole area tend to 
fl utter rather than just sit. 

Chiffon

The chiffon is even softer than the crepe 
de chine, but it has a bouncy quality. 
Although it hangs beautifully, it is more 
diffi cult to handle. 

Knit

The knit drapes the closest in look to the 
Michael Kors dress. Knits tend to hang in a 
heavier way. The sense of gravity pulling the 
fabric down creates the sensual look that 
Kors seems to have intended.
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Dance tunic
This tunic—a dance costume for an opera—
is based on a Greek chiton. It is made from two 
rectangles, held together at the shoulders by metal 
brooches. Traditionally, the tunic would have a belt, 
but because this is a modern dance costume, the 
waistline can be drawn in with elastic. The lines are 
angular and vertical, so both pieces will be cut on the 
lengthgrain. The fl at sketch indicates the waistline 
construction, shoulder closures, and the proportion 
of the ornamentation at the neckline.

Visualizing the volume 
After the fl at sketch is done, the next step is 
to map out the muslin-preparation diagram, 
deciding the approximate size of each of 
the pieces. 

Try using a muse for this process. Visualize 
Isadora Duncan dancing in this tunic. Imagine 
the volume of fabric she needs to give her 
full freedom of movement, but note that too 
many gathers at the waist will tend to widen 
the silhouette and weight her down visually. 

Familiarize yourself with the fi nal fabric by 
draping some of it on the form as shown. 
The Lycra chiffon used here is light and airy, 
yet the small percentage of Lycra (a heavy 
fi ber), gives it some weight and defi nition. 

   Pin the fabric to the form at the shoulders 
and let it drape to the fl oor. 

   Tie a piece of twill tape or elastic around 
the waist to imitate the construction.

   Study the proportions of the sketch and 
note down some target length and width 
measurements for the tunic. 
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Step 1     

   Pin muslin to CF of form, lining up CF 
pencil line with CF of form, and aligning 
upper crossgrain with bust tape and lower 
crossgrain with waist tape. Pin to just 
above waist. Anchor-pin at top CF.

   Pin across shoulder areas about 3" (7.5 cm) 
below neckline.

Step 2 

   Pin back piece to back of form, lining up 
CB pencil line with CB seam of form, and 
aligning crossgrains with bust and waist 
tapes of form. Pin to just above waist (not 
shown). Anchor-pin at top CB.

   Pin across shoulder a few inches (about 
7–10 cm) below neckline, keeping 
crossgrain lines horizontal.

Step 3 

   Tie a narrow length of elastic or twill tape 
around the waist. The penciled waist 
crossgrain should be right under elastic.

Muslin preparation

9"10"

17"

1"7"

BackFront

40"

17"24"

40"
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Step 4 

   Keeping penciled crossgrain parallel to 
waist, adjust gathers of muslin by grasping 
fabric above and below elastic and pulling.

   Repeat for back.

Step 5 

   Add blouson effect by pulling up top front 
and back waist crossgrain to a few inches 
(about 7–10 cm) above waist elastic and 
letting excess fabric fall over waist elastic.

Pinning two pieces of 
muslin together

When pinning two pieces of muslin 
together, try to create the smoothest 
look possible, by placing the pins 
perpendicular to the seamline. 
When studying the shape of the 
whole garment, you do not want to 
be distracted by clumsy pinning and 
wrinkled seams. 

Step 6     

   Pin side seams together. Side seam 
allowances are 1" (2.5 cm), so fi rst gently 
crease 1" (2.5 cm) under on front section 
and lay it on top of back section, about 
1" (2.5 cm) in.

   If you need to, lightly chalk the 1" (2.5 cm) 
line to make it easier. 

   Start at matching waistline crossgrains, 
turning front over back, working down 
toward hem.
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Step 7     

   Turn up hem of tunic by leveling it against 
one of the bars on the cage of the form.

   Place pins perpendicular to edge of hem.

   Check drape against sketch for proportion.

Step 8 

   Release CF pins and experiment with 
how the CF drapes by moving shoulder 
area toward neck and then toward 
shoulder. Observe the difference in the 
way the CF drapes.

   Now compare your muslin with the 
photograph. The muslin, of course, is 
draping much more stiffl y, but you should 
be able to see clearly from the muslin 
whether or not the balance and proportion 
are correct.

   Finalize the position of the shoulder 
placement and pin.

Use a mirror to check the drape

At this point, give yourself a “perspective 
check.” Look at your drape in the mirror or 
from a distance, study the silhouette, and 
adjust it until you feel it is correct. 
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Draping project
This statue is known as Diana of Versailles, a Roman 
copy of a Greek statue of Artemis, goddess of the 
hunt. She is an archer, running through the woods with 
wild animals. Her garment has a comfortable, relaxed, 
utilitarian feel, its short length giving her freedom of 
movement for her hunt. 

In the photograph, Diana appears to be wearing either 
a single garment folded up or a top and skirt. Based on 
research of garments from this era, it would be an 
ankle-length garment, pulled up to knee length. 

The waist has an odd double wrap in the front, which 
indicates the waist and shoulder sash may have been 
one piece. However, you can simplify your drape into 
three basic pieces: tunic, waist wrap, and shoulder 
sash. The hypothetical purpose of the garment is a 
costume, not an authentic reproduction. 

First, draw a sketch of the fi nished look of the garment 
to get the proportions right. Then make another set of 
sketches determining the number of elements: front, 
back, waist wrap, and shoulder sash.

Waistband

Shoulder sash

Waist wrap

Tunic with
fold over

Halfway
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Visualizing the volume
The actual fabric depicted in the sculpture is 
either lightweight linen or wool. It has a lot 
of lines and folds, which means a substantial 
amount of width in the rectangles. Estimate 
the maximum amount of fabric you think you 
will need.

Step 1 

   Pin muslin to CF of the form, lining up CF 
pencil line with CF of form, and aligning 
upper crossgrain with bust tape and lower 
crossgrain with waist tape. Pin to just 
above waist (not shown). Anchor-pin at 
top CF.

   Pin across bust area and to side seam 
below armplate. 

   Note that length grainlines have a strong 
vertical look. Notice in the photo how the 
vertical lines of the fabric folds support 
this strong grainline.

Step 2 

   Pin the back piece to the back of the 
form, lining up the CB pencil line with the 
CB seam of the form, and aligning the 
crossgrains with the bust and waist tapes 
of the form. Pin to just above the waist. 
Anchor-pin at top CB.

   Pin across shoulder a few inches (about 
7–10 cm)  below neckline, keeping 
crossgrain lines horizontal and wrapping 
muslin over shoulder.

Muslin preparation A

Blocking the muslin

Prepare the muslin, and don’t forget to 
block and press it as on page 21.

17"

10"
9"

16"

5" 5" 6"

Waist wrap

Shoulder sashBackFront

60"

60"

60"

45"
16" 16"

10"12"
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Step 3     

   Pin side seams together wrong sides out 
from waist crossgrain to hem.

   To pin front seam allowance over back at 
the side seam, fi rst pin smoothly (with pins 
vertical) from waist to hem.

Pinning smoothly

Take the time to pin accurately and 
smoothly, pins perpendicular to the 
seams (left) rather than parallel (right). 
You want your tools to recede so 
that you can focus on the shape you 
are creating. 

Step 4 

   Lightly chalk pin line on both back and 
front pieces with a broken line.

   Crossmark every 10" (25 cm) or so. The 
crossmark is a horizontal line that is drawn 
on both front and back pieces to help 
when realigning two sections after they 
are separated.

Step 5 

   Remove pins a few at a time, turning front 
over the back at side seam and repinning 
with pins placed horizontally.
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Step 6

   Tie a narrow length of elastic or twill 
tape around the waist. Penciled waist 
crossgrain should be right under elastic.

Step 7 

   Anchor-pin below bust and at side seams 
to hold fi rmly in place and remove pins 
from below waist. 

   Pull up to create a blouson effect until 
desired proportion is reached and hem 
of garment is parallel to bars on the 
cage of the form.

Step 8 

   Drape waist wrap at waistline, scrunching 
in folds as in the photograph and wrapping 
one of the ends over into the waist.

   Drape bodice by unpinning front and 
bringing side area toward CF. Adjust 
front and shoulder drape and pin fl at 
to shoulder.
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Step 9

   Drape shoulder sash by slipping long 
rectangle under front and back waist wrap 
and folding into pleats.

   Now check against the fl at sketch on p. 30. 
Holding the fl at, step back to a distance 
where the lines of the fl at match the lines 
of the drape and check your proportions.

Step 10

   The drape proportions look the same, 
except perhaps in the width. It is not as 
full as in the photograph.

   Since there is extra fabric at CF, try 
shifting this toward the side and note the 
difference it makes in the front drape and 
the volume below the waist.

Marking and truing
There are various ways to mark your muslin 
before taking it apart and making the 
pattern. One is to simply mark with a pencil 
or chalk all the seams and intersections; 
another is to “thread-trace” a line. To 
thread-trace means to stitch a long running 
baste along a fabric area to indicate a line 
on the muslin. The thread trace is done on 
both sides of a seamline so that when the 
muslin is taken apart, the line is evident on 
each piece. 

Step 1

   Pencil or chalk-mark pinned areas: 
shoulders and side seams. 

   Crossmark once or twice at shoulder and 
every 4–5" (10–12.5 cm) at side seam.

Step 2 

   Pencil or chalk-mark lines made by elastic 
at the waist.



036

Choosing a fabric to check the pattern

When checking a new, full muslin, often a fabric is chosen that is 
closer than muslin to the drape of the intended fi nal fabric. In this 
case, the “voile” muslin will be used; it has been washed to imitate 
more closely the look of the garment in the photograph.

Step 3 

   Thread-trace the sash where it hits the 
waist front and back.

   Thread-trace the new CF and new CB 
(not shown).

   Thread-trace the waist wrap along the 
edge where it folds to the inside.

   Remove the shoulder sash and waist 
wrap, lift the folded piece, and mark 
the new waistline where it is hitting 
the elastic.

   Carefully remove the pieces from the form 
and press gently to fl atten out.

Since this fi nished piece is the pattern, the 
only lines that need to be marked are the 
side seams and the new waistline.

   Side seams will be totally straight with 1" 
(2.5 cm) seam allowance.

   The new waistline will be 22" (55 cm) up 
from the hemline.

   Cut the new muslin as indicated in Muslin 
Preparation B.

   Sew side seams from the upper waistline 
(before the blouson) and the shoulder 
seams, then redrape on form, following 
Steps 1 through 10.

Analysis
Comparing the photograph on page 31 with 
the drape reveals a fairly accurate match. 
The proportions are very similar, the lines of 
the diagonal drapes above the waist have 
the same angles, and the general volume 
of fabric is about the same, although it is a 
little hard to tell from the sculpture because 
of the movement of the skirt and shoulder 
sash. It is also diffi cult to know how much 
the artist idealized the drape of the fabric; 
it must have been an extremely thin, fi ne-
quality fabric to drape with such fl ow.

The waist sash of the drape is not as wide 
as the statue’s, perhaps succumbing to that 
modern fashion imperative, the desire for 
a narrow waist. The center front neck area 
on the drape is larger than the drape in the 
statue, and the right bodice of the statue is 
pulled more tightly. It may be that Diana’s 
quiver strap is pulling the garment toward 
the back.

The sense of freedom and ease and the look 
of a utilitarian hunting garment have been 
achieved. It would be interesting to construct 
the garment with a very fi ne silk mesh, to 
see if that looked closer to the fi ne folds in 
the marble statue.

22" 22"

6"15" 15"

Waist wrap

Shoulder sashFront Back

Muslin preparation B
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30" 30"
12" 10"




