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I love using my own photographs in 

my work, remembering the experiences 

where they were taken and adding 

another layer to the narrative in my art. 

Photo editing is the first step in creating 

the patterns I work from and helping 

me select the right fabrics to make my 

images come to life. 

Lots of photo-editing software exists, 

from expensive, professional programs 

to free, online programs and apps, 

making photo editing accessible to 

everyone. The simple steps I am going 

to describe should be reproducible in 

most of these programs. 

InstructIons

Photo editing
1. Select a photo to edit and open the file 

in your photo-editing program. 

Determine the finished size of the 

quilt. Scale the photo to a size larger 

than the finished size to allow for 

selecting and cropping an area of 

interest. Create a selection window 

either the dimensions of the final 

piece or the relative dimensions. For 

example, for a final piece of 25" x 50", 

the relative size is 1 unit by 2 units. 

Use the crosshairs on the rulers to 

help create the selection box. Move 

the selection box around the photo to 

find an interesting composition, 

considering shadows, perspective, 

negative space, placement and scale. 

Crop the original photo to the size of 

the final piece.

2. The next step is to determine the 

relative values—the relative lightness 

or darkness of a color—in the photo, 

to help make fabric selections. 

Increase the contrast in the image 

to help separate objects and colors, 

helping the point of interest pop 

from the background. 

Note: In Photoshop: Image > Adjustments > 

Brightness/Contrast > Contrast = 47 
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Materials
• Original photographs 

• Photo editing program, such as 

Adobe Photoshop®, Photoshop 

Elements, and GIMP

• Fabric options

• Red Plexiglas® color evaluator

• Cell phone or digital camera with 

black-and-white filter capability

• Card stock

• Transparent tape
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3. In nature, the number of colors 

is infinite, one color blends into 

another. Next, use a filter to reduce 

the number of discreet colors in the 

photo. This will help determine how 

many different fabrics are needed. 

The number of levels is positively 

correlated with the number of 

colors; as the number of levels 

increases, the number of colors does 

as well. The more colors/values used 

the greater the “resolution.” 

Note: In Photoshop: Filter > Artistic > 

Cutout = Levels 6, Edge Simplicity 1 

4. The process of selecting fabrics can 

be simplified by transforming the 

color photo to grayscale. 

Note: In Photoshop: Image > Mode > 

Grayscale 

5. A full-size pattern can be printed by 

creating a grid of 8" x 10½" blocks 

and printing them individually on 

card stock. Trim and tape together.

Selecting fabrics
1. Look at the pattern and visually 

determine the range of values 

present. Based on this information, 

select a variety of potential fabrics to 

use, considering color families and 

fabrics that work well together.

2. Using one of several options, 

compare the values of the fabrics 

with those in the pattern. 

• Using a red Plexiglas color evaluator, 

examine the fabrics. Assemble them 

in order of value from lightest to 

darkest. Compare with pattern and 

make selections.

• Using a digital/cell phone camera, 

photograph fabrics and convert to 

grayscale in photo-editing software. 

Compare with the pattern and make 

selections.

• Many digital/cell phone cameras 

have grayscale filters built in. 

Examine fabrics through grayscale 

filter and assemble by value. 

Compare with pattern and make 

selections.  
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Martha’s Tips for Working with Photos
• It’s always great to use your own photos, but if you’re not a photographer, there 

are many open source photos available online. Also, many photographers will 

give permission to use their photos if you reach out and ask. Always credit the 

photographer in your work.

• A simple low-tech way to determine what part of a photo to use is by cutting 

a window of relative size in the middle of a piece of paper. Print out the photo 

that is being considered or hold the paper over the photo on your screen and 

move it around to help select your composition.

• Photo editing programs provide lots of options for filtering, adjusting colors, 

saturation, lightness, and many more variables. Play around with all of these 

scales and see what works best. Remember—always make a copy of the original 

photo before you start to edit it!

• The final edit is always up to you!

Inspiration photo
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