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ABOUT THIS BOOK

Pattern cutting (also known as patternmaking and pattern drafting) is the art of producing a paper pattern from which a beautifully cut garment that fits well can be made. This book explores the process of flat pattern cutting, providing a thorough grounding in the skills that are essential for both designers and pattern cutters, combining basic knowledge about fabrics, styles and sizing systems with step-by-step instructions on how to create blocks and patterns.

In industry, pattern cutting is usually undertaken by a pattern cutter who is either employed directly by a fashion house or who works freelance. The fashion industry, like most industries, is changing rapidly; new technologies are introduced and impact on construction methods, trends are constantly updated, customers’ needs change as lifestyles evolve, and at the same time the fine line changes between what is acceptable and what is not.

In the 1980s when the Japanese designers (such as Rei Kawakubo of Comme des Garçons) started to showcase their collections in Paris, the influence of deconstruction began to evolve. The question was raised as to whether it was acceptable to wear garments with raw edges. Now this invisible boundary has been breached and many would no longer see the presence of a raw edge as an issue. In the same way there is no longer a right or a wrong answer to the correct fit of a garment. What is beautifully cut? What is beautifully made? What fits well? What doesn’t fit? Everyone has a different answer to each of these questions, and this book will not only assist you in developing your pattern cutting skills, but also open your eyes to the potential for experimentation in this exciting industry.

WHAT IS PATTERN CUTTING?

Flat pattern cutting means drafting the paper pattern ‘flat’ on a piece of paper, relying on the measurements of the human body as a guide. To achieve high accuracy you must be experienced in drafting the paper pattern first and then making it into a toile/test garment quickly and precisely. Another method of creating a design is called draping on the stand, or ‘moulage’: this is literally draping a piece of fabric directly onto the mannequin, using dress pins or adhesive tape to secure the material, in order to achieve the design of the garment without needing to gauge the shape on paper first. The final paper pattern would be created by taking the draped piece of fabric off the mannequin, laying it flat, then tracing its shape onto a piece of paper.

This book focuses on flat pattern cutting, though both are useful and interchangeable skills, each supporting the other. For example, patterns made by flat pattern cutting need to be made into toiles to test accurate fitting on the body or mannequin, and knowledge of how fabric hangs on the body is essential; those who primarily create patterns through draping must still understand the principles of flat pattern cutting in order to produce a set of professional paper patterns for storage, archive or mass production. Some pattern cutters find that it saves time to combine both flat pattern cutting and draping methods, and this is evidenced in constructing the convertible collar in Chapter 8.

THE ROLE OF THE PATTERN CUTTER

The role of a pattern cutter in the industry is primarily as a link between the designer/design team and the manufacturer/manufacturing process. For this reason, fashion students may see a pattern cutter’s job as removed from the creative process because the design team complete the designs of the garments and the pattern cutter’s job is to merely translate them into a three-dimensional form. This is entirely untrue.

A truly talented pattern cutter needs to produce accurate and speedy patterns for the garments designed, and this very process is not possible without the pattern cutter’s ability and talent to interpret a garment in terms of proportion, technical possibility, details, comfort, fit and – most importantly – an accurate eye for the ‘flair’ and the soul of the garment. Take the examples of John Galliano, Alexander McQueen and Yohji Yamamoto: their creations carry a unique signature in terms of cut, silhouette and shape because they were trained as pattern cutters as well as designers.

Recently, at the high end of the market, a new trend has surfaced; many designers and design houses are beginning to recruit for designers/pattern cutters. This means that candidates must together be capable of designing garments from generated ideas, create sketches, identify fabrics, produce working drawings, and understand pattern cutting (flat or draping) in order to create test garments which they can then follow through the sampling and production processes. As a result, fashion colleges all over the world are also starting to offer courses and training for creative individuals to join forces, namely designers/pattern cutters, or, indeed, courses for creative pattern cutters.

THE DESIGN PARTNERSHIP

The best balance in this partnership is achieved when the pattern cutter is flexible and open-minded while the designer understands the art of pattern cutting, exploring its possibilities and accepting its limitations. The key for the pattern cutter is always to know how to do things in various ways to be able to accommodate different companys’ systems, designers’ signatures or individuals’ aesthetic sense. After all, a good pattern cutter is a translator of ideas into fabric.

Pattern cutting is a collaborative process between the designer, pattern cutter and manufacturer in which accuracy is as essential as speed. In industry a pattern cutter needs to be able to produce as many accurate patterns a day as possible. A self-employed freelance pattern cutter may be the most expensive member of the production team. It is fortunate, therefore, that speed and accuracy can both be assured by taking a structured approach to drafting the pattern. The introduction of digital pattern cutting has also enabled pattern cutters to produce immaculate paper patterns that can be plotted and e-mailed instantly around the globe (see Chapter 11).

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

Chapters 1 to 5 follow one particular approach from design concept through to finished pattern. The essential first steps to cutting a successful pattern involve good preparation, and these are explored in Chapter 1 with new material on suppression techniques and understanding how flat paper patterns are translated into three-dimensional shapes to fit the human body. All the blocks in this book start with a set of measurements taken from a size chart found on here. However, they can also be based on a personal size chart, and a new Chapter 2 in this second edition offers detailed information on how to take these measurements accurately. Before starting work, the pattern cutter also requires a set of tools, and we will introduce these in Chapter 3.

In Chapter 4 we take the next stage of a structured pattern cutting approach – drafting a block – and learn how to draft blocks for a bodice, sleeve, skirt, dress and trousers. The block is a basic garment shape that can be used and adapted to make any pattern. Most pattern cutting studios will have a pre-existing set of blocks cut according to that company’s signature style and fit, so it is essential to understand the rationale behind the block before starting. The existence of such a block, however, will save time and provide an effective and accurate starting point. In Chapter 5 we then explore the process of drafting a paper pattern from a block, adding seam allowances and annotations to communicate your pattern cutting and construction directions to the manufacturer. A further addition to this edition, a new Chapter 6, looks at the purpose of making and fitting a toile (known as a muslin in the United States) for each of the blocks created in Chapter 4.

Having looked at one approach to the pattern cutting process, from the initial stages of the fabric and size selection through to the production of a block, paper pattern and toile, the following two chapters discuss how to use and adapt the block. Chapter 7 demonstrates how to modify a pattern – for example, by moving seams and darts – and it includes new material on pivoting a dart, adding pleats and tucks, converting a bodice block into a jacket block, and converting a one-piece sleeve block into a two-piece sleeve block. Chapter 8 then offers instructions for how to add styling features such as collars, openings and fastenings.

In these first eight chapters, the focus is on pattern cutting for woven fabrics, allowing the reader to build up a range of techniques that can be used to create and modify patterns, and troubleshoot problems. Pattern cutting for stretch fabrics, which involves a slightly different approach, is introduced in a new Chapter 9, with instructions on how to draft blocks for a skirt, T-shirt and sleeve.

Chapter 10 shows how a creative approach to the art of pattern cutting itself can act as the inspiration for garment design, and it explores a number of techniques, including extension, mirror imaging and repetition, which can be used alongside the foundation of the block. There is also a subtle reminder here of the importance of considering the characteristics of individual fabrics when it comes to generating creative possibilities.

Finally, in an updated Chapter 11, we look at how technology can be used in the pattern cutting process, simplifying some of the more mundane tasks and allowing for greater speed and accuracy.

Before you begin to cut any pattern, however, it is worth studying the contents of your own wardrobe to see how those garments have been cut. Studying people on the street is another good exercise; as a pattern cutter you can learn a great deal by observing how others dress. Setting aside the prevailing trends, try to look at clothes objectively and ask yourself why you like or dislike a particular garment. Does it fit properly? Is it too tight? Is it well cut? If so, how is it cut? Where have the darts been placed? What is the fabric? Is it well made? Does it flatter the figure? Why? What features are emphasized by the colour and drape of the fabric? If a certain part of the garment is not well cut or fitted, what could be done to tackle the problem? The aim of this book is to help you find the answers to many of these questions, and to gain an understanding of the theory of pattern cutting, as well as its practicalities.
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