
Choosing a source for your inspiration is very subjective. 
Whatever you choose, it has to be something that you love,  
not a secondary image—for example an image out of a magazine  
or someone else’s work—but something that is your own work. 
You need to make it your own—it should be your image, your 
photograph, your video, or your drawing. If the image is your own 
first-hand inspiration, then you will have a strong base—something 
to look back to and rely upon later in the design process. 

skirtmaking

If you are stuck for inspiration, try this technique: Enlarge a favorite image 
or photograph. Increasing an image’s dimensions not only creates a larger 
area to look at, but the details that were tiny become larger and more 
abstracted. Take the photo and put it on a large piece of paper so there is 
space to look at it, with nothing else distracting the eye. First, look at the 
whole image and do a color study of it: Mix paint to match the photographs. 
Secondly, use a viewfinder (a piece of paper with a rectangle or square cut 
into the middle of it) to do a color study of a favorite area in the photograph. 
Examine the exact colors again—how many different reds are there in the 
world? Tomato red, fire engine red, rust red, apple red, radish red, terra-cotta 
red, traffic-light red, rouge red ….By focusing in on a smaller area, you will 
find it easier to mix the colors you need.

Shape and texture can be explored in much the same way. Looking at the 
minute details is crucial for this way of working. Study the detail, make a 
drawing of it, change the scale of it, and make a sketch from it, or on it.  
These marks can be transferred, quite literally, straight onto a textile, 
whether this is by drawing and painting straight onto the fabric, or screen 
printing and embroidering straight onto fabric. Texture can be represented 
by a certain quality of fabric—for example, PVC is good to represent a shiny 
painted surface, and mohair is good to represent a fluffy cloud, or a dog’s 
hairy coat.

Choosing fabric 
The type of material that you choose for your skirts will be integral to 
the final result and its success, or otherwise. Thick, heavyweight fabrics, 
like cotton twill or denim, will be tough and wear well. However, too many 
layers of weighty material will be challenging to wear. Conversely, expecting 
lightweight silky fabrics to support a complicated ruffle or embellishments 
would be foolhardy. Balance a sturdy layer, with a finer lining, or match your 
ambitions to the fabric you have in hand.

1 There are plenty of decorative 
fabrics available. Most shops will 
allow you to buy small amounts,  
or to take swatches away with you.

2 An artist’s studio is a fascinating 
place. A repository for found objects, 
inspirational photographs, sketches, 
and swatches, as well as current 
work in progress.
 
3 Fabrics can be found in all sorts of 
places, as well as traditional 
dressmaking sources. Markets can 
often provide unexpected finds, and 
Indian sari shops have beautifully 
colored lightweight silks. 

4 Stores that cater to particular 
disciplines may yield great finds. This 
particular shop is in London’s Soho, 
and supplies theatrical costumiers as 
well as the local burlesque shows. 

5 Thrift stores and antique markets 
are a treasure trove of inspirational 
finds, from costume jewelry to 
artificial fruits.
  
6 Work that is nearing completion 
can be hung in your work space while 
you decide what finishing touches it 
may require.

10

1 2

3 4

5 6

Inspiration 




