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Cutting Fabric for Spirals

Tools for cutting fabric
Paper scissors; rotary cutter, ruler &  mat; double-sided tape (the permanent kind, not the removable kind); pins, 
safety pins or binder clips.

When cutting fabric for triangles in spirals, cut rectangular strips of fabric which will be trimmed down to 
triangles after sewing them to the foundation. This does waste some fabric, but the advantages are worth it: 

1) Cutting strips is faster and easier than cutting individual triangles. Leave the fabric in strips and cut off 
lengths as you sew, so small pieces don’t get lost.  Organizing is easy!

2) You’ll never accidentally cut a triangle backwards, because a rectangle fits either a “left” or a “right” triangle. 

3) If you scoot the fabric too far to the left or right when sewing it, you will still have adequate seam allowance, 
so you won’t have to undo and re-sew it.

4) The edges of your spokes will be smoother because the extra fabric gives you a “handle” to grasp when 
pressing, and you’ll press precisely on the seam line.

5) For small pieces, the extra fabric simply makes them easier to handle.

6) On long narrow triangles, the extra fabric provides stability to keep the points from wobbling. 

(If you really hate to waste any fabric, go to my blog for a fun, easy project to make with the cutaway scraps 
when you finish the mandala.)

If you cut all the fabric for all the spirals in the wedge at the same time, be sure before you start cutting that the 
individual pieces of the spirals are all marked to indicate which spiral they go in.  Otherwise you’ll end up with 
several pieces all having the same number and not know which spiral they belong to!  You might find it easier at 
first to cut and sew multiples of only one spiral at a time.

Prepare the cutting templates

Make a copy of each spiral on plain white paper.  Place 
strips of double-sided tape across the entire back of each 
spiral, 1/8 to 1/4” apart.  (Don’t stretch the tape as you stick 
it down, or it will cause the templates to pucker.  If you 
do get a pucker, slit the tape behind it with a small pair of 
scissors or a seam ripper.)

(Optional) Cut apart the spirals into individual spokes, 
centers and corners (if any).  (1A, 1B)

Gather all the fabrics for the spirals.  Square off one cut 
edge and lay them on the table.  Cut each spiral (or spoke of 
each spiral) into its separate triangles and center.  These are 
your cutting templates.  As you cut, stick each template to 
its corresponding fabric.  (2)

1A

1B
2
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Type A & Type B triangles

The base is not always the longest side of a tri-
angle.  In Type A triangles (blue) the longest side 
is the base, but in Type B triangles (red) the base is 
the mid-length side and the peak extends past the 
base.  Labeling the triangles along the base helps 
to distinguish Type A from Type B.  The 1/4” seam 
allowance should always be on the base side of the 
triangle; cut Type B triangles as shown in the dia-
gram above.

Now work with one fabric at a time.  Lay the fabric on the 
cutting mat with the squared edge toward you. The fabric 
can be folded in layers. (Be careful that the templates don’t 
fall off as you handle the fabric.)  

Lay the cutting templates with the base 1/4” from the edge 
of the fabric and 3/4” apart -- a generous thumb width is 
just right.  (See sidebar about Type A and Type B triangles.) 
Group the templates so that triangles of the same height are 
on the same strip.  (Don’t cut pieces larger than this -- the 
excess fabric gets in the way when sewing.)

Place the rotary cutting ruler over the templates, with the 
edge 1/4” above the peak of the highest triangle in the row.  
Keep the ruler parallel with the cut edge of the fabric.  (4) 

Cut a strip across the width of the fabric (WOF). Then, 
cut enough additional strips of the same width so that the 
number of layers of fabric equals the number of spirals that 
include that piece.  For example, for 6 copies of a spiral, cut 
enough WOF strips to have 6 layers of fabric. (5)  

Stack the strips, then cut apart the triangle templates leaving 
at least 1/4” of fabric beyond each end of each template.  
Pin or clip each group together.  If there are more than 
one spiral in your design, sort the pinned stacks of fabric 
according to which spiral each one belongs to.  Then, 
arrange the stacks in the order they will be sewn.  (If you 
are using a pattern as I wrote it, group them by letter and 
then by number: A1, A2, A3, etc., then B1, B2, B3 and so 
forth. A magazine may have numbered pieces differently.)

TIP: Arrange the templates alphabetically on the 
strips of fabric -- Spiral 1 A’s, B’s C’s, Spiral 2 
A’s, B’s C’s etc.  Then, you can cut the pieces 
off as you need them without having to move the 
templates.  
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If fabric is tight . . .

It is possible to cut templates to shape, but do it only 
if you need to conserve fabric.  Be extra careful to cut 
any reverse versions of templates correctly, otherwise 
you might waste precious fabric on mistakes.
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