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My portrait technique, which 

I call ‘material matrix,’ is 

inspired by the work of the 

contemporary painter Chuck Close. 

When viewed up close, his images are 

clearly made with grids of colors. But 

when his work is viewed at a distance 

(his pieces are quite large) the eye 

merges all of the separate components 

together and creates a unified image. 

My friend, quilter Therese May, and 

I had played with the idea of doing a 

collaboration based on his work. We 

were in the process of deciding how 

we would do this when my art quilt 

group challenged its members to create 

self-portraits. I decided to go for it and 

create a self-portrait inspired by Close 

as my challenge piece.

The challenge, of course, was to make 

the leap to a fabric interpretation, which 

I decided to do by using wonky piecing 

and all manner of fabrics—hand-dyed 

and commercial cottons, including 

prints. While the process is somewhat 

unpredictable, the end result depends 

not on trying to duplicate a photograph 

precisely, but instead on being creatively 

loose and taking risks that can result in 

magical things.

After studying Close’s work, I began 

by taking a digital photo of myself and 

applying a grid over it. This is the only 

time I used a computer in this process. 

I determined that 2" squares were the 

perfect size to work with, and that I 

wanted the finished quilt to be 80" 

square which meant 1,600 squares. 

Although it seemed like an impossibly 

large number, I only hesitated for 

a moment. Before I knew it I was 

collecting and cutting fabric. 

I worked from top to bottom, left to right, 

assembling blocks of 16 squares each. I 

used sticky notes to isolate the block I 

was working on in the photograph and to 

guide the interpretation of each individual 

gridded square with fabric. When two or 

more objects were within the grid, I did 

some unconventional piecing to create 

the effect. This is where the wonkiness 

comes in. The wonky piecing gives the 

image movement and allows the magical 

blending of colors and shapes when the 

piece is viewed from a distance. For me, 

there is something very exciting about 

approaching quilt making in this manner. 

Some squares contained up to five 

pieces of fabric, so I made a template 

from cardboard with a 2" window to 

help determine where to cut and sew. 

I worked systematically, sewing the 

16 squares into blocks, then sewing 

the row of blocks together. I always 

returned them to the design wall so I 

could stand back and view my progress 

by squinting or using a reducing glass to 

spot any problems with color, value, or 

placement. 

In ‘Self Portrait,’ the biggest challenge 

was working with the facial features. 

As an illustrator, I knew that they can 

be a challenge, so I called upon past 

experiences to make decisions about 

when it was appropriate to break the 
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small squares into pieces—

and when it wasn’t. It was the 

place where I followed the 

photo as faithfully as possible 

and persevered until the face 

looked right. In contrast, the 

hair allowed me to use lots of 

prints, especially of words and 

letters, which appealed to me 

because I am fond of letterforms. 

It was satisfying to use so many 

unexpected fabrics in this quilt. 

‘Matteo and the Amaryllis’ 

was my second foray into this 

technique. I chose a photo of 

my son taken on a vacation as it 

was an image I thought would 

adapt well. I wanted to create a 

profile and include a wider color 

palette, especially opposites 

on the color wheel. I cropped 

the photo close to enhance the 

composition. When working 

on the profile, I kept the fabric 

choices and shaping quite literal, 

and then loosened up with the 

background and flower.

I quilted these pieces on my 

Gammill® longarm machine, 

using free-motion quilting. 

Thread colors and quilting 

lines define the images and 

give texture to the quilts. In the 

background of the self-portrait I 

quilted the names of my family, 

and some of my favorite things. 

Writing with quilting is my 

signature style. As I have so often 

looked at quilts and wondered 

about their maker, I like the 

idea that many years from now 

someone can look at my self-

portrait quilt and know a little 

something about the woman 

who made it. 

I continue to make quilts in this 

technique, and am presently 

working on a 70" image of an 

octopus. Teaching classes and 

lecturing to guilds keeps me 

happily traveling. I belong to 

several groups, including Artistic 

Alchemy—three women who are 

my creative sisters and whose 

talents dovetail each other’s 

so well. It is invaluable to me 

to have creative, like-minded 

friends as a support and a 

sounding board.”   

sandrabruce.com 
 

“Self Portrait” • 80" × 80"

“Matteo and the Amaryllis” • 40" × 55"
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