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Introduction

Draping is an art

“Draping” is the term for using fabric to create a design directly on a dress form, an essential skill for a fashion designer.

The French word for draping is moulage, meaning “to mold or sculpt.” Fashion designers are artists, giving physical expression to concepts as they work with form, space, and energy flow. Impact and emotion enter with the use of color and surface detail, but first a silhouette must be sculpted.

Learning to drape involves training the eye to recognize balance, symmetry, and a graceful line, and training the hand to dexterity in cutting, pinning, and joining complex curves.

Ultimately, success for designers and artists lies in finding their own unique style of expression. Draping is a skill that helps the individuality of the designer’s creative vision to emerge.

This book will include draping ancient forms of clothing, historical garments from artworks, costumes from movies, styles from past decades, and contemporary designs. At the beginning of each chapter are examples of early forms of clothing—often simple woven panels of cloth, wrapped, tied, or draped over the body. Understanding how a modern blouse or jacket evolved from these basic shapes makes it easier to conceptualize how to drape one. It is less intimidating when understanding that, for thousands of years, people have created beautiful, practical, transformational shapes from a simple length of woven cloth.

Many of the designs in the book are taken from the “Golden Age of Draping.” From the late 1930s through the 1960s, Hollywood costume designers used the unlimited resources from the studios to clothe their stars. After World War II, the couture ateliers blossomed. Balenciaga and Dior were just two of the many designers using new fabrics and techniques to produce beautifully draped and impeccably tailored couture clothing. Studying these classic, iconic styles teaches important basic techniques and hones observational skills. To create something new, one must know what has come before.

The value of learning to drape

When draping, the toile is a work in progress, continuing to evolve until it is taken off the form and turned into a pattern.

Draping a new design, rather than drafting a flat pattern is, for many, an easier way to develop the important skill of visualizing how a two-dimensional sketch moves into a three-dimensional form. The contours of the garment can be seen taking shape during the draping process, bringing immediate visual feedback—in contrast to pattern drafting, which involves guesswork, cutting, and sewing from the pattern before seeing the three-dimensional result.

Learning the basic skills means that draping can be done by anyone, just as our ancestors did with their simple tunics and robes.


[image: Illustration]

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.



Creating a signature look

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

Clothes are marketed today less for their fit and finesse than by a designer’s “look.” In fashion, it is crucial for a new designer to develop a signature style to set them apart. Furthermore, people want clothes that have a specific look because it helps them define their own personal style. They want clothes that not only fit comfortably but that express attitudes and sensibilities. Like the actor who cannot get into character without a costume, people need the right clothes to communicate who they are—to feel businesslike and assertive, perhaps, or relaxed and playful.

The first 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. The challenge is to use the skills to execute a creative vision, while retaining the essence of the original inspiration. In doing so, personal flair becomes apparent, driven by decisions on proportion and line, scale and volume, subtleties of shape, and placement of details.

Refining the drape and adjusting the final proportions becomes very personal; you work on it until arriving at a balance that you like. When it pleases your eye, it is done. When continuing to explore the looks that attract you, and express what is in your heart, your own style inevitably emerges.
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Yves Saint Laurent, a master of draping, created a new and unique fashion sense for women. His signature look is still sought after today.



Form follows function

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

Clothing has many functions, from basic warmth and protection to expressing states of mind such as confidence, sexuality, or contentment. It is important to understand a garment’s physical as well as nonphysical purpose. How a garment makes a person feel is as important as how it will make them look.

For example, one crucial draping skill is understanding grainline placement. A simple tunic cut on the bias, which molds softly to the body, will have a totally different feel to one cut with the grain placed vertically, which will provide angularity and strength.

It is also important to experiment with focal points to create emphasis and attitude, and to work with proportions and scale to sculpt a shape that evokes a specific emotion. The designer must be able to control the deeper energetic flow of the form they are creating and have clarity on how it will affect the wearer.

In carrying out the exercises 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 your finished garment.
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Draping comes naturally, especially when out of necessity. Here, these Inuits have artfully draped and sewn fur sections together for maximum warmth.



Draping today

Basic draping techniques have remained constant since the development of the padded dress form. However, in design studios around the world, technology is embraced to save time and money. Design firms have master pattern “blocks” that reflect their specific fit and sizing. These are used to produce new collections wherein the width of a pant (trousers) or the scale of a jacket is easily changed. 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? It is for designers to go beyond the rote process of developing a pattern that fits well and to use the sculptural process of draping as a springboard for creating something new and unique.

Sculptural draping—that intimate, hands-on relationship between designer, muslin, and dress form—is invaluable in facilitating the expression of the designer’s personal vision. By mastering draping the designer can aspire to elevate craft into art, creating things that are truly fresh and new.



Using this book

Draping: The Complete Course can be used as a curriculum guide for courses in draping, ranging from beginner level through to advanced. It is a thorough collection of the concepts and skills needed to be able to drape innovative designs, and to work in fashion design studios at the highest level. This book can also be used by the more experienced designer as a reference guide to key techniques. Listed objectives identify the skills and techniques presented in each of the chapters.

This book begins by introducing the most basic draping skills. While some of the exercises may seem detailed, and even tedious, know that to drape well takes practice. Just as an architect must understand the processes of building before designing a structure, the clothing designer must learn the building blocks of clothing construction before truly understanding how to create an original design.

The skills taught here are sequential, with new exercises continually building on the skills presented. Therefore, while it is fine to skip around between exercises and projects, be aware that areas covered in earlier chapters will be assumed knowledge in later chapters. Some of the exercises and projects are more difficult and are marked with a black diamond symbol. [image: Illustration]

Illustrator flat sequences are also included at the beginning of each chapter to demonstrate how the techniques presented can be used to create endless variations for new designs.
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When you see this icon within a QR code, scan it with your smartphone camera to watch a video demonstration of the draping technique. Refer to here for the full list of videos.





Preparatory skills and equipment

Although this book provides a complete introduction to draping and truing (transforming a drape into a pattern), a few beginner skills in pattern drafting and sewing will aid learning. Pattern drafting skills, for example, will help with understanding the truing process, while sewing skills will prove valuable when it comes to assembling a toile. Following are a few recommended skills that will facilitate the learning process and allow faster progress through the exercises. (Refer to Terminology on here for definitions.)

Pattern drafting skills

• Understanding grainline markings on patterns

• Knowing the difference between “seamlines” and “cutlines”

• Familiarity with basic seam-allowance measurements

• Being able to “walk” pattern seams (matching them up for sewing)

Sewing skills

• Basic knowledge of hand-sewing two pieces of fabric together with a needle and thread

• Hand-sewing a “thread trace” along a given line

• Machine-basting seams together to assemble a toile

• Familiarity with a steam iron

The dress form

The primary piece of equipment needed for draping is the dress form. Many variations of forms are available. Choosing the right one will depend on circumstances and needs.

The best of these forms are solidly mounted on heavy metal stands. Check the balance to make sure it is not top heavy, and that it rolls and turns easily. The form should be adjustable in height, and have shoulders that collapse inward to allow fitted garments to be easily put on over the top. Be wary of forms that are covered in fabric which is too tightly woven, as pins will not easily penetrate.

Look for a form with curves that look natural and not exaggerated. The Wolf brand dress forms used in this book are of a linen-covered “cocktail dress” style, which means they have slightly more bust and hip definition than standard forms. However, for most garments this definition is not necessary.

Standard dress forms commonly follow the measurements, or “specifications,” of commercial sizing. In a professional design studio, a small to medium size is often used. When a garment is finished, it can easily be graded up or down to produce larger or smaller sizes.

[image: Illustration]

Understanding dress form specifications, fit, and ease

Specifications—or specs—refer to a set of measurements for a dress form, a person, or a garment. Fashion firms and designers are characterized by the fit of their clothing, and use models and forms that reflect their particular sizing.

A designer whose market is young teenagers will have different specifications than a firm that specializes in clothing for older women. Designers must determine target specs for their standard-size fit model, and will also need different specs for the taller models usually used for runway shows.

When first learning to drape, having a form with specific measurements is not important. A form can be padded up to be made larger, and drapes/patterns can be graded down to a smaller size if necessary.

Once a dress form has been selected and target measurements determined, ease must then be considered. Fit ease is the extra fabric allowance that is necessary for a comfortable fit. A classic design will have a small, standardized amount of extra fabric around the body. A closely fitting knit garment will have no ease at all on the dress form.

Style ease is extra fabric that forms part of a design. See here and here for more detail.

Additional suggested equipment

• Stuffed arm: For sleeves and extended shoulders.

• Iron: Important for blocking and pressing muslin pieces.

• Sewing machine: Helpful for sewing toiles. Hand-sewing is also acceptable.

• Mirror: A wonderful addition to the design studio, to enhance observational skills.

• Half-scale form (see also Chapter 3.2 The Bias Cut, here).
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The bifurcated form is essential for draping pants. The form with one leg makes it easier to drape the crotch area, but harder to see a full finished drape.

The half-scale form is used for experimental draping.



Using a mirror

It is very useful to drape in front of a mirror. When learning how to study silhouette and shape, it becomes important to see it from a distance. With a mirror, it is easy to glance up and observe the drape from 4 to 5 ft (about 1.5 m) away, which is how we usually view clothing on others. A mirror also provides a good perspective check, allowing you to view your drape with fresh eyes, and to compare it to the sketch or photograph you are working from.


Choosing a dress form




Having a form with your exact target measurements is not necessary. Adjustments can be made by padding the form to make it larger, or grading down the muslin in the truing up phase. While it is good to have a quality dress form, use whatever your resources allow.



Preparing the dress form for draping

Tape the basic definition lines before measuring the form by pinning some narrow cotton twill tape as follows:

• Bust tape: Wrap the tape around the fullest part of the bust (the bust point), pinning the form. Allow the tape to follow the form at the center front. Keep the tape high in the back, parallel to the floor.

• Waist tape: The waistline will usually have a seam in the fabric of the form, making it easy to identify. If not, simply find the narrowest part and wrap the tape tightly around the waistline, pinning as you go.

• Hip tape: Pin the tape horizontally at the fullest part of the hip, keeping it parallel to the floor, at 7" (18 cm) below the waist.

Using a tape measure, follow the taped lines to determine the exact measurements of the form.

Enter the measurements into the chart, and calculate the adjustments needed.

A note on imperial and metric conversions: It is important to stick to using either imperial or metric measurements in this book; avoid mixing the two.


[image: Illustration]

This measurement chart can be used to compare the specs of the form used in this book to the one that you may be using. It can also be used as a template to compare your form with target specs you might need for draping clothing of a different size. Use the adjustment specs column to determine how much to pad up a form, or how much to reduce the pattern later in the truing stage.
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This form has been wrapped with felt strips to add 2” (5 cm) to the waist, which has been re-marked with a black tape. Note the correct pinning technique to attach the stuffed arm.



Grading theory

If the size you need is smaller than your form, make the adjustments after draping, in the truing stage, by grading the pattern down to a smaller size.

Grading is the process of making a pattern smaller or larger. Reducing or enlarging a pattern is not done by simply adding or subtracting from the side seams, but by using a complex series of adjustments that have been calculated by careful study of the human form. We differ more from bust point to shoulder than we do from bust point to waist, for example. Professional grading is now done by computer, but it is possible to use some simplified methods for cutting and reducing specific areas in order to adjust sizes.
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Pattern sections separated to grade to a larger size.
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Original with grade lines drawn on the pattern.
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Pattern sections overlapped to grade to a smaller size.



Draping tools and supplies

Draping, as with any artisan skill, has its tools of the trade. It is worth investing in tools that are of good quality and that fit your physical size. Having the right tools increases efficiency and will help these skills to become second nature, freeing you up to focus on the creative rather than the technical.

[image: Illustration]
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Tape measure Helpful to use when visualizing volume for muslin pieces and when checking measurements of the muslin while draping.

Scissors The most important tool. Choose carefully: You want scissors that are light enough to be comfortable, yet heavy enough to cut deftly through the muslin as you drape.

Yardstick Important for finding and marking 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.

Pins and wrist cushion A generous supply of pins will increase efficiency, and a wrist cushion is helpful in keeping the pins at hand rather than reaching for them while you are holding onto the muslin.

Styling tape Used for marking necklines, armholes, or any design lines on the muslin. Black or white twill tape is traditionally used, but a sticky drafting tape works well for a more temporary use. Red tape can be used for correction lines.

Red drafting tape: ¼" (5 mm) sticky tape, red or an alternate color, is useful for marking corrections.

Elastic Having elastic on hand in a few different widths—¼, ½, and 1" (5 mm, 1.5 cm, 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.

Muslins

There are various different types of muslin used throughout this book. Where possible, use a muslin type that will drape as closely as possible to the way the final-design fabric of your garment will drape.

Terminology note: “Muslin” in this book refers to the various weights of cotton broadcloth generally used for draping. In the UK, this same fabric is referred to as “calico.”

Standard muslin Medium-weight and fairly crisp muslin works well for most garments. It should be light enough to manipulate easily and hold its shape as you work. Observe in the photo little “breaks” on the folds, where it makes a sharp turn rather than a smooth roll. A softer muslin might not do that, but then it may not allow you to achieve as defined a silhouette as this crisper muslin.
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Silk/hemp blend This heavier muslin has a softer, smoother drape, which is evident in the way the folds roll. It is loosely woven and perfect for garments where the grainline needs to be visible, such as the block in Chapter 1.2 (see here). When draping on the bias, this muslin shapes over the curves of the form very easily because of its loose weave.

Muslin as an artists’ medium

Muslin is the traditional fashion industry standard used for draping, and for creating “toiles,” or fitting prototypes. Although it drapes differently from some final-design fabrics, it has many other positive qualities:

• It has stable, visible grainlines.

• It is light and easy to handle. It can be folded, creased, and cut easily on the form.

• The crisp hand maintains shape when draping, making it clear to see how pieces are fitting together and when they are balanced.

• It is easily obtainable and relatively inexpensive.

• The absence of color creates a neutrality that helps the designer to see silhouette and line, rather than the distraction of color and emotion.

Have a sense of generosity about your muslin; do not worry about ruining it. Tear it, mark it, experiment with it. Have enough on hand so that if something is not working, you can discard it and start over.


[image: Illustration]

Most importantly, muslin provides the blank canvas that the artist needs to create a new design. Its absence of color and texture provides a neutrality that helps focus on the shape and silhouette we are sculpting rather than color and emotion.
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Marking and truing tools and 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 fit and re-mark a seam.

Pencils—regular, red, and blue Used for drawing on the muslin after it is taken apart. The first 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.

[image: Illustration]

Tools for transferring the drape to a pattern

Pattern paper Pictured here are three different varieties that will all work well for taking your drape to a pattern: a semi-transparent vellum, standard graph paper, and brown craft paper.

Awl This small, pointed tool is useful for hole punching the ends of darts and any other markings needed in the middle of patterns.

Notcher This is the standard tool for making notches and crossmarks on the edges of the patterns.

Hip curve This is traditionally used to follow the curve from the waist along the hipline. Its universal shape is also useful in many other areas.

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

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




Terminology

The following are terms used throughout the book. Brief definitions are given here, and many will be explained further elsewhere in the book.


Abbreviations




CF = center front

CB = center back

SS = side seams



Diagrams

Flat sketches The two-dimensional line drawings that are made from photographs as a blueprint for proportion, seaming, and construction details.

Muslin-preparation diagrams The charts at the beginning of exercises and projects, featuring the measurements of the muslin pieces to be cut and the positions of the grainlines to be drawn in.

Fit and figure

Ease The extra fabric allowed in the fit of a classic garment. For example, if a 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 fit.

Style ease The extra fabric intended as part of the design, and in addition to the ease defined above.

Dart A wedge-shaped fitting device.

Dart intake The amount of fabric removed from the shape when a dart is taken.

Specifications (or “specs”) Refer to a set of measurements for a dress form, a model, or a garment.

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.

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

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.

Fit models Those who possess the target measurements for a certain sizing and are used for fittings. Dress forms at a fashion firm will match the specifications of their fit models.

Runway models These models are generally taller and more slender than the average population, and are used to model runway collections.

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.
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Crossgrain The weft thread direction.
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Bias line This runs at 45 degrees to the length grain and is the part of the fabric that has the most give.
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Selvage edge The bound edges on either side of the fabric. Most fabrics are woven at 45 to 60" (115–150cm) 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.

Truing and pattern drafting

Pattern blocks Simple, generic patterns that are used as the basis for extrapolating new styles.

Grading Adjusting a pattern to either larger or smaller sizes.

Cut line The outer-edge guideline of the pattern, where the fabric is to be cut.

Style line Placement of a seam line for the purpose of delineating a certain style or design.

Seam allowance The difference between the cut line and the sew line, which will vary from ¼" to 3" (5 mm–7.5 cm), from facing lines to side seams to hemlines.

Notches and crossmarks Crossmarks are made during the draping process, and then converted to notches when the pattern is made.

Walking the seams The system of matching up parts of the pattern to be sewn together.

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.
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Baste To hand-sew a stitch line to hold a seam together temporarily.
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Thread trace A hand-sewn straight stitch line used to mark seams or edges during draping or the marking and truing-up process.
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Catch stitch A useful stitch for holding together two pieces of muslin during draping in areas that may have some pressure on them.
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Tailor tack A stitch used to mark a single point on the fabric during draping and the marking and truing-up process.
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