
The Story of the Diagonal Seamed Back 
or John’s Formula for Joan’s Trick 
 
John’s sister, Joan, called him one day because she had a piece of fabric which wasn’t quite long enough 
to cut in half and sew back together with a vertical seam to get a quilt back. Her idea was to cut the 
fabric in to two big triangles along the diagonal, offset the triangles along the diagonal cut to get the 
width she needed and then sew them back together. It worked great! 
 

 
 
There is a mathematical formula involved, and that’s where John came in. Try the example and study the 
diagrams and images. This is a cool trick to know. 
 
DIAGONAL PIECED BACK 
Here is why we like to use diagonal seams on our quilt backs. First of all, it saves fabric! Then, instead of 
having a straight seam with the bulk of the seam allowance all in the same spot as everything rolls up, 
the seam allowance rolls up diagonally along the back and isn’t in the same spot every time. Sometimes, 
with a really busy print, a diagonal back seam will be almost invisible. 

 
Before Joan came up with her trick, John sometimes just cut his back fabric diagonally and sewed in a 
wide contrasting strip to make the back wide enough. That’s one solution. 
 
WHEN IT MAKES SENSE TO USE A DIAGONAL SEAM ON THE QUILT BACK 
 
John’s method for diagonally piecing a quilt back, from one piece of fabric, is the most efficient way to 
make the back whenever the width of the quilt back in one and a half times, or less, than the width of 
the fabric you plan to use. For example, if the width of your back fabric is 44”, use John’s method 
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whenever the width you want your back to be is 66” or less. If you are using fabric that is 60” wide, use 
John’s method whenever you want your quilt back to be 90” or less. 
 
HOW DO YOU KNOW HOW MUCH BACK FABRIC YOU NEED 
 
It’s easy. John has calculated a simple formula to figure the yardage for you. Work through his example 
to get familiar with the formula and you will be able to figure the yardage for the diagonally seamed back 
of any quilt. 
 
Ready? Here is the formula and example. 

 
Example 1    Quilt top measures 48” x 60”. The backing should be larger than the quilt top to make the 
quilt sandwich.   
Add 7” to the WIDTH (3” on each side plus 1” for seam) for seam allowances and extended edges. 
Add 6” to the LENGTH (3” on each end)   
For this example, assume you want your quilt back to be 55” x 66”. The desired length of the back goes 
in to the formula as LQ=66. The desired back width goes in to the formula as WQ=55. 
 
For this example, the width of the fabric is 44”. This goes in to the formula as WF=44. 
 
Solving for LF (yardage required) 
         LF = 66 +66(55-44) 

   2x44 – 55 
 
         LF = 66 +   66 X 11     =  66 +  726     =  66 + 22   = 88 
       88 - 55         33 



 
For the length of the back fabric you will need 22 inches + 66 inches which equals 88 inches.  If the 
number does not come out to a whole number, it is better to round up to the nearest inch to assure the 
fabric will be big enough after sewing the seam.   
To find the YARDAGE for the backing, divide by 36 (36 inches=1 yard):  88” divided by 36 = 2.44 so 
round up to buy 2 ½ yards 
 
Look at this diagram to see how to cut the fabric on the diagonal.     
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Then to slide the right half down until you have the proper width for the backing as in diagram on first 
page.  (From the above calculated example, this width would be 55 inches to allow for the extra inch for 
the ½” seam.)  Measure from the top to bottom through the center to verify the backing will be long 
enough (Example: 66 inches)   Remember to handle gently since that seam is going to be on a bias that 
stretches easily.  Trim off the top and bottom ‘ears’ and sew the pieces together using a ½ inch seam.  
When the seam is sewn, press it open for a smoother back. 
 
WHAT IF YOU NEED A BACK MORE THAT ONE AND A HALF THE WIDTH OF YOUR BACK 
FABRIC 
 
 
For backs wider than one and one-half of your back fabric width, you’ll need two lengths of fabric. Simply 
cut two pieces of back fabric the length of your quilt plus 6”. Stack them one on top of the other, both 
face up. Cut a long diagonal slice off the side of the stack through both layers. Rotate the top fabric 180 
degrees and sew the two big pieces them together. John uses a 1/2” seam and presses the seam open.  
 

 
Now, here are images of a quilt back John just put together. Take a look at the steps, this isn’t hard, you 
just have to be careful of that long, long bias edge.  
 
Here’s to nicer quilt backs! 

Fold the fabric diagonally and cut along the fold using 
scissors. 
OR use a rotary cutter and mat to cut about 1/16” in 
along the fold (a little bitty narrow strip).  You will 
have to reposition the mat until the fold is completely 
cut. 



 

 
Here are the steps to putting the diagonal pieced back together. First follow the steps in the formula to 
get the right length of back fabric. Then fold carefully from a corner on one end to the opposite corner 
on the other end. Carefully lay the fold out on your work surface and, keeping everything smooth and 
without losing your diagonal fold, keep folding the package up along the diagonal fold until you have a 
manageable (about 24" wide) package.  
 

 
This is one of the fabrics from John's "Artifacts" collection for Benartex. Isn't it good looking? Again 
being careful, cut 1/4" away from the fold with your rotary ruler and rotary cutter. You will end up with 
two long triangles. Find the point where the two triangles' widths added together equal your desired 
width (remember to allow one inch for a 1/2" seam) and carefully pin the two triangles together. 
 



Pin and sew the triangles together. Use a 1/2" seam. Carefully press the seam open. 
 
Square up the back by cutting off the extra triangles at the top and bottom. Your back is ready, isn't 
that a great trick to add to your repertoire? 
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