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something until you do or pull 
something off (this is easily done).   

3. I can cut my creations into shapes and 
appliqué them onto something else.   

4. I can use my little itsy bitsy, teeny-
weeny stash treasures.  And I can 
experiment with many fabrics and get 
different effects. 

5. There are two sides to what you create--
one more dominant and clear looking 
and one more subtle.  I plan to make a 
reversible vest with some of my 
creations.  You can also liven up the 
subtle side by adding a few pieces 
directly onto that side. 

6. It’s a quick and easy playtime in my 
busy life.  I can leave the machine out 
and spend 5 minutes putting different 
weird materials on a piece of fabric and 
feel that creative surge of energy I'm 
giving myself--that is magic and fast!  

Materials to use for a base: 
• Duck/canvas cloth - the sturdiest 

(Joann's carries black duck cloth, not all 
stores do),  

• Fleece, felt, stabilizer - experiment! 

Types of materials to felt into the base:   
• Wool roving is usually used by spinners 

but works well on the Embellisher.  The 
look it creates is like that of felt, but way 
easier.  It comes in lots of wonderful 
colors or white, which you can dye.  You 
can layer the different colors and they 
combine to form a third color. 

 

• Any lightweight fabric seems to work 
pretty well—silk, organza, lame, netting, 
Angelina, ribbon, yarn, feathers, etc.  I 
find anything that has wire within it 
difficult to use and hard on the needles.  
Tissue paper and thin plastic can be 
integrated but I have found you need to 
put something like Angelina or yarn over 
it to hold it on.  Try whatever you have 
around—that is a lot of the fun! You can 
add any stitching, sequins, whatever on 
top of your creation for even more fun.   

In his book, “Pillows: Designer Sewing 
Techniques”, Christopher Nejman suggests 
duck cloth, and he is right. It is much 
sturdier for many purposes. He cuts shapes 
of various soft supple fabrics and needle 
felts each one, cutting off the rest of the 
fabric swatch when he likes the result. He 
applies Angelina over the top, and uses 
circular, zigzag stitches all over the fabric. 
Visit his web site to see his creations. 

I just got this machine so these pictures 
(right) show my first experiments. As you 
see, you can get interesting results—on both 
sides!  Switch back and forth, adding fabrics 
to each side, to get various “looks”.   

 

 
Here they are, appliquéd to a vest: 

  



The Virtual Costumer   Volume 8, Issue 1 -8- February 2010 

Resources 
Here are resources I found while researching 
needle felting and Embellisher options: 

• Single-barbed felters: 
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IkdGCiu
7Tzk 
http://gfwsheep.com/needlefelting/needlefelt
1.html 

• Hand tools: 
http://www.howcast.com/videos/3024-How-
To-Use-NeedleFelting-Techniques 

• Permanent needle felting adapters: 
http://www.crawforddesigns.net/catalog/cata
log.php?item=67&catid=25&ret=catalog.ph
p%3Fcategory%3D25 

• Sewing machine attachments: 
http://fembellish.wordpress.com/2007/03/15
/tool-trove-4-bernina-needle-punch-
accessory-set-also-called-decorative-punch-
tool/ 
http://sarastexturecrafts.blogspot.com/2008/
08/machine-embellishing-how-to-use-
your.html 

• Comparison of stand-alone machines: 
http://www.tryourdesigns.com/Felting_mach
ines.htm 

• General information on needle felting: 
http://www.tryourdesigns.com/FreeTutorials
.htm. 

Leanne McWaters is a creative wild-
woman wanna-be, with little free time. She 
loves creating wearable art, pastels, collage, 
mosaics, paintings, sculptures, – all of it! 
She is an active member of The Peninsula 
Wearable Arts Guild (PenWAG) and a new 
member of SiW. 

Ideas for Using Needle Felting in Costuming 
A pair of tutorials by Paula Scaffidi on Fiberella.com, a website devoted to textile arts, 

illustrate potential uses of needle felting for costumes. See the Resources page on the site for 
detailed instructions, and several movie clips that show the Babylock Embellisher in action. 
Thanks to Paula Scaffidi for permission to reference her tutorials and use of these images. 

  
Muraled Fabric Designs for Fantasy 
Costumes 

 Needle felting enables fantasy 
costumers to create unusual fabric designs 
that convey an otherworldly or artistic 
mood.  You can use an Embellisher to 
“paint” muraled landscapes onto a fabric 
base with colored fibers rather than dyes. 

Lightly sketch the scene you want on 
the fabric and decide what colors to use in 
each area.  Then take small bundles of 
colored roving or other fibers and punch 
them into the fabric using the Embellisher, 
much as you would with paints in a paint-
by-number picture. The fibers blend in soft 
lines where colors meet. You can optionally 
use pintucking to add dimensional lines. 

Decorative Designs for Historical 
Costumes 

 Needle felting enables historical 
costumers to create decorative motifs to 
embellish costumes with trims of leafs and 
other designs. The designs can be created 
directly on the fabric, or done separately and 
appliquéd afterwards. 

To create an autumn leaf, trace it onto 
stabilizer using a water-soluble pen.  Apply 
roving in the appropriate colors and punch 
in using the Embellisher. Then, punch in 
twists of perl cotton to create the veins. 
Finally, cut the leaf out, using scalloped and 
zig-zag scissors to get the various angular 
and scalloped effects.  A kit for this design 
is available on the web site. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IkdGCiu7Tzk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IkdGCiu7Tzk
http://gfwsheep.com/needlefelting/needlefelt1.html
http://gfwsheep.com/needlefelting/needlefelt1.html
http://www.howcast.com/videos/3024-How-To-Use-NeedleFelting-Techniques
http://www.howcast.com/videos/3024-How-To-Use-NeedleFelting-Techniques
http://www.crawforddesigns.net/catalog/catalog.php?item=67&catid=25&ret=catalog.php%3Fcategory%3D25
http://www.crawforddesigns.net/catalog/catalog.php?item=67&catid=25&ret=catalog.php%3Fcategory%3D25
http://fembellish.wordpress.com/2007/03/15/tool-trove-4-bernina-needle-punch-accessory-set-also-called-decorative-punch-tool/
http://fembellish.wordpress.com/2007/03/15/tool-trove-4-bernina-needle-punch-accessory-set-also-called-decorative-punch-tool/
http://sarastexturecrafts.blogspot.com/2008/08/machine-embellishing-how-to-use-your.html
http://sarastexturecrafts.blogspot.com/2008/08/machine-embellishing-how-to-use-your.html
http://www.tryourdesigns.com/Felting_machines.htm
http://www.tryourdesigns.com/Felting_machines.htm
http://www.tryourdesigns.com/FreeTutorials.htm
http://www.tryourdesigns.com/FreeTutorials.htm
http://www.fiberella.com/
http://fiberella.com/html/resources.html
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Textile Mill 
Recreates Period 
Fabrics 
Philip Gust* 

A small textile mill in upper New York 
recreates period fabrics for Hollywood 
costume designers, museums and the public. 

 Thistle Hill Weavers has been 
recreating period 17th, 18th, and 19th century 
fabrics, carpets, and trims for over 20 years.  
Located in upstate New York, about an hour 
west of Albany, this small textile mill 
recreates accurate historic reproductions, 

working from surviving examples, period 
weaver’s drafts, and documented patterns. 

Although they are small, Thistle Hill’s 
clientele includes costume designers for big-
budget Hollywood movies who require 
extremely accurate period fabrics for their 
historical costumes.   

Under the direction of owner/designer 
Rabbit Goody, they have worked on a 
number of movie and TV productions such 
as “Master and Commander”, “Indiana 
Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal 
Skull”, “Leatherheads”, “The Curious Case 
of Benjamin Button”, and “The Prestige”.  

Thistle Hill got their start in the film 
industry over 15 years ago 
when Goody was 
approached to work on 
“The Scarlet Letter”, and 
their clientele has grown 
steadily since then. 

According to Goody, 
“Working with the movies 
is always a process.  It often 
happens very quickly – a 
designer may want to move 
from an idea to an actual 
fabric in as little as a week – 
but there are many phone 
calls, emails, and sometimes 
visits back and forth as 

adjustments are made to get each fabric 
exactly right.  During the process, we try to 
remember that Oscars are awarded for 
costume and set design!” 

In addition to creating material, they 
provide advice on accurately portraying 
textiles in movies.  For example, a set 
designer on a biopic about John Adams 
asked for guidance about how to make an 
actress look convincingly like she’s weaving 
on an 18th century loom. 

The company also recreates historical 
fabrics, carpets, trims, carpets, and bed 
hangings for museums and historical sites, 
including Washington’s Mount Vernon, 
Jefferson’s Monticello, Van Buren’s 
Lindenwald, and Lincoln’s birthplace. 

Their web site describes their ability to 
produce custom short runs of as little as 18 
yards as setting them apart from other textile 
manufactures.  They say that the historic 
finishes they use to produce an authentic 
period look are unmatched by commercially 
manufactured material.  

A recently acquired Jacquard loom 
enables them to weave worsted damask, silk, 
and Figured Ingrain Carpet. 

Web Site Spotlight 

http://fiberella.com/html/resources.html
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0311113/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0367882/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0367882/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0367882/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0379865/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0421715/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0421715/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0482571/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0114345/
http://www.mountvernon.org/
http://www.monticello.org/
http://www.nps.gov/history/Nr/travel/presidents/van_buren_lindenwald.html
http://www.nps.gov/history/nr/travel/presidents/lincoln_birthplace.html
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Historic Figured Ingrain Carpet made on their 
new Jacquard Loom (photo courtesy Thistle Hill 
Weavers) 

Thistle Hill also offers custom 
historical carpet, drapery, upholstery, 
bedding, and trims for “special” homes.  
They can do anything from simply weaving 
custom fabric, to constructing an entire 
installation, complete with trim and 
functioning bed curtains.   

 
Venetian curved pie stair runner  (photo courtesy 
Thistle Hill Weavers) 

Goody offers consulting services to 
interior designers, and museums and 
historical sites. She has an encyclopedic 

knowledge of historical material, and 
maintains an extensive research library.  

The web site features galleries that 
present the different types of fabrics they 
can make, and includes close-ups that show 
the incredible details of their workmanship.  

 
Close-up of Thomas Jackson Diamonds diaper 
dimity in white cotton (photo courtesy Thistle Hill 
Weavers) 

The “New At Thistle Hill” page offers 
accessories and finished goods made by the 
company, including historic weave silk 
scarves, and carpet mats made of historic 
carpet patterns in period colorways. 

 
Historic carpet mat  (photo courtesy Thistle Hill 
Weavers) 

Historical costumers should check out 
their “Limited Time Specials” page, which 
features overruns of fabrics, including those 
from movies.  They are currently offering a 
selection of wools that can be used as 
blankets, window treatments, bed hangings, 
upholstery, runners, or area rugs.  Although 
not inexpensive, they are a unique chance to 
acquire small quantities of period fabrics.  

 
Mustard and ginger silk worsted drapery or 
upholstery fabric (photo courtesy Thistle Hill 
Weavers) 

Thistle Hill’s work with the film 
industry was recently featured in a 
Smithsonian.com article. 

To learn more about Thistle Hill 
Weavers, their fabrics, and their custom 
services for historical costumers, visit their 
web site. 

Philip Gust enjoys sci-fi and fantasy 
costuming, and has particular interests in 
props, special effects, and prosthetic 
makeup. He also costumes in historical 
periods, including Regency, Victorian, and 
early 20th C. 

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/Homemade-Clothes-for-Hollywood-Made-Movies.html
http://www.thistlehillweavers.com/

