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 Illusion Knitting, Shadow Knitting Japanese Fine Knitting, Optical 

Knitting, these are all names for the same technique that creates a 

design that can only be viewed from an angle. When the work is 

viewed straight on, it looks like stripped knitting. The technique 

requires a main color and a contrasting color used in alternating rows. 

The design is created by raised purl stitches worked among stockinette 

stitches and rows of stockinette.  You are in effect hiding the image 
within stripes. The visual effect seems magical as an image appears 

and disappears. 

 

The visual effect is due to the combined characteristics of stockinette 

(knit one row, purl next row, repeat) and garter (knit all rows) stitch. 

Stockinette forms a flat fabric, while garter stitch forms ridges with 

stitches that “stand up”. Illusion knitting expert designer Vivian Hoxbro 

says it is the shadow which a garter stitch casts over the stockinette 

that forms the design. 

 
Illusion knitting is not difficult. It is helpful to know how to read knit 

charts. Designers usually give instructions in both written and chart 

form, but not always.  Stitch markers keep track of the developing 

design. The ability to read a chart allows the knitter to double check 

work and move markers row by row.  

 

Some people find it easier to knit illusions from charts, while others 

prefer written instructions.  Whichever is best for you is fine, but for 

complex patterns it is a good idea to keep track using both.  Some 
designers chart every row; others chart only the pattern rows.  

Generally, charts are read from right to left and begin at the bottom. A 

good designer will always tell you exactly how to read the charted 

pattern. No matter what method, note that it always takes 4 rows of 

work to complete one row of the chart unless stated differently 

 

The objectives of this class are to comprehend the technique, and to 

learn how to work from an Illusion Knit chart while using markers to 

keep track of the design. This knowledge will prepare you to approach 

most illusion knitting projects on your own.  The introduction lesson is 

in the context of a simple checkerboard design on a square panel. The 

checkerboard pattern project is designed to learn the basics easily and 

to see results quickly.  



 

 

Method 

Let’s visualize how Illusion Knitting differs from other knitting—call it 

flat knitting—we are used to making on our needles. 

In the realm of knitting, a stitch pattern is described by the number of 

stitches in a sequence of operations (K, P, YO, SSK, K2tog) which are 

needed to produce one repeat or one row, and the number of rows of 

various sequences needed to produce one complete stitch pattern.  In 
Illusion Knitting, each charted pattern row is worked 4 times. 

 

To repeat, each line in the pattern’s chart represents four passes or 

rows of knitting. Right side rows are always knit rows, so rows 1 and 3 

are always knit. The pattern of Knit and Purl stitches on wrong side 

rows, and is established in row 2. Row 4 is also a pattern row but knit 

the purls and purl the knits. Row 4 is a negative image of Row 2. 

 

Think of every pattern row as a set that contains 4 passes across the 

needles, 2 passes (over and back) of each of 2 colors: 

  With the MC, knit across, and then work the pattern [of knit or 

 purl stitch] back. That was 2 passes in the MC. Now pick up the 
 CC and knit across, and work the pattern back as in the second 

 pass  but what was knit is now a purl stitch and what was a purl 

 stitch is now knit. That was 2 passes in the CC.  Now move on to 

 the next pattern row on the chart, which would be chart row 2.  

 

Here is the same instruction, but written out in knitters’ notation; fill in 

the blanks with color choices.  

Each pattern line requires 4 passes: 

 

Pass 1 (RS) with MC, Knit 

Pass 2 (WS) with MC follow the pattern from left to right, knit the 

_______boxes and purl the _____boxes. This row created the pattern. 

Pass 3 (RS) with CC, Knit 
Pass 4 (WS) with CC, follow the pattern from left to right again, but 

purl the ___________boxes and knit the ___________boxes.  

 

 

The Basics, a summary 

Designate Main Color (MC) and Contrasting Color (CC) yarn 

Each chart row is 4 rows of knitting 

Think of each chart row as 4 passes across the needle, 2 with MC and 

 2 with CC. 

The design is made with the CC yarn 

Set or reset markers on the second pass of each chart design row to 

 separate knit and purl sections.  



 

 

 

 

Yarn and needle choice determine gauge and density of the project. 

Use simple ply, non-textured yarn in contrasting colors. Yarns must be 

equal in weight. Learning is easiest on worsted weight yarn; the work 

goes quickly. Fingering yarn is generally used for garments. Gauge is 

very important to achieve for garment projects, so make a swatch and 
wash it and measure accurately.  In all cases, Illusion knitting seems 

to benefit from a needle a size or two smaller than that recommended 

for the your yarn’s weight because density lends some structure to the 

design. But you may want a softer hand for a blanket, throw or 

afghan, so in such projects it is better to use a needle appropriate to 

yarn weight or work at a loose tension. Select a needle size that gives 

you the gauge or drape your project requires. This is knitter’s choice.  

 

Edges 

The simple garter stitch selvedge edge treatment works well for flat 

projects like coasters, trivets, wall hangings, pillows and insert panels 

for traditionally knit garments.  A garment made completely in the 
Illusion technique needs elastic, slip-stitch edge stitches to look tidy 

and make assembly easier. Patterns will explain the selvedge 

treatment that will be required. 

 

 

 

 

 
Website Links 
Woolly Thoughts is a website dedicated to Illusion Knitting and wonderful artistic 
patterns. Imagine works of art (“Girl with the Pearl Earring”) or portraits (Elvis and 
Einstein) in shadow knit. They have some complex illusions for sale for a small 
fee and also the tutorials for turning photographs into illusion patterns. It is not an 
easy process, but worth persevering with for a special project. 
http://www.illusionknitting.woollythoughts.com/ 
 
A wonderful reference is Vivian Høxbro’s  landmark book, Shadow Knitting.  It 
contains patterns for every skill level, fine explanations and excellent 
photographs. Be sure to also download the errata from the publisher’s website 
before you knit, as some of the charts have corrections.   
 
Look for “shadow knitting” or “illusion knitting” either on Ravelry or Google to 
find more resources.  

 

http://www.illusionknitting.woollythoughts.com/

