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When my hands first made contact 
with a loom, it seemed the world 

and all its riches were at my fingertips. In 
the beginning, I chose practical projects 
to fill my new home with drapery, rugs, 
linens, and bedspreads. I think that 
subconsciously I must have known that I 
was mastering a skill and building a firm 
foundation in the knowedge I needed of 
the complicated, demanding designing 
and weaving process.

In 1968, the time had arrived for me to 
weave something to wear, and I turned 
out six yards of rosepath mohair fabric. 
The job of metamorphosing a flat fabric 
into a three-dimensional wearable coat 
daunted me, so I turned to a Baltimore 
tailor who fashioned a work of art out of 
it. This garment has deep inverted side 
pleats, a concealed front flap for bound 
buttonholes, and distinctive wrist details. 
It kept me warm at the World Craft  
Conference in the Peruvian highlands 
and made it possible for us to transcend 
language barriers as skilled weavers 

there recognized my craft, and I coveted 
their incredible ponchos. 

This July, more than forty years later, 
the mohair coat opened a retrospective 
show of thirty of my fashion designs 
at the Mid Atlantic Fiber Association 
(MAFA) conference at Gettysburg  
College in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.  
This garment is as fresh today as the day 
the fabric was woven, a testament to the  
lasting quality of handwoven fabric.

Expensive tailors don’t equate with 
limited budgets (and I preferred to spend 
my spare cash on yarn!), so I began to 
research ethnic clothing—quexquimitls, 
ponchos, tunics—often woven on simple 
narrow looms, requiring few or no cuts 
into the fabric, and easily assembled 
without the use of a sewing machine. 
The result was Weaver’s Wearables,  
published in 1989 with forty simple  
designs suitable for handwoven cloth.

The grace, fluidity, and comfort of the 
diagonal, or fabric bias, intrigued me next, 
and I began a side study of geometry and 

the Pythagorean theorem. It had long 
been an accepted myth that designing 
on the bias requires wide fabric. My  
experiments led to a series of tops, 
blouses, jackets, and tunics disproving 
that myth and the publication of  
Designer Diagonals, which includes more 
than twenty patterns for bias clothing. 

When you wear your own handwoven 
clothing, you wear your happiness. 
What Ernest Hemingway wrote about 
writing is just as true about weaving, 
“From things that have happened and 
from things as they exist and from all 
things that you know and all those you 
cannot know, you make something 
through your invention that is not a 
representation but a whole new thing 
truer than anything true and alive, and 
you make it alive, and if you make it well 
enough, you give it immortality.”  

Virginia West is the author of five books. A Cut 
Above and Finishing Touches for the Handweaver are 
currently available, and Designer Diagonals will be 
republished later this year.  

Virginia West: A Cut Above & Beyond

At left: Bewitching Bias Blouse, featuring stripes of Spanish 
lace in tussah silk, cut on the bias, Handwoven, May/June 
1991, page 76. At center: a chenille tunic from a simple, 
very versatile tunic pattern, Handwoven, May/June 2001, 
pages 30–33 (easy-sew, no waste but the neck oval). 
At right: The Swirl (Handwoven, January/February, 1989, 
pages 96–97 (from a bias pattern in Designer Diagonals).


