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Sandra Brownlee: A Wondrous Devotion

In two deeply investigated bodies of work—woven mark-making and tactile 
notebooks—Sandra Brownlee has built a world entire. Her immense capacity for 
wonder—wonder experienced in the tactile, material, and visual world around 
her, and in the inner life of the mind’s eye—is revealed through her devotional 
practice, where delight meets definition through a decades-long commitment to 
improvisational response. 

Brownlee’s early years were those of a young girl in 
a port city, where foreign travelers and exotic goods 
from far-flung places intermixed with daily life in 
the Maritimes. Raised near Halifax, in Nova Scotia, 
Brownlee recalls her impressions of those days as 
powerful evidence of a world full of sensory treasures. 
Imagined lands glimpsed through the sights and 
smells of the dockyard and watching sense made from 
non-sense by the harvesters at the city dump became 
foundations for her understanding. Through the 
inextricable dualities of exotic and familiar, here and 
there, order and chaos, she sensed her self as both part 
of a harmonious whole and defined, distinct.

Brownlee’s characteristic woven work began in the early 
1980’s with the Unusual Animals series. Highly detailed 
imagery of fantastic beings surrounded by deeply 
complex environments of patterned marks are finely 
woven in a restricted palette: black mark-making on a 
white ground, the marks made with the supplementary 
weft technique overlay/underlay. The form permits a 
stream-of-consciousness approach to mark-making at 
odds with the otherwise strict confines associated with 
weaving. “I think of my weaving as weaving, drawing, 
and handwriting. Tactility leads to movement and 
movement translates into form. When I’m weaving I’m 
always inventing, improvising, making a mark, then 
seeing and responding.”

Seeing these weavings is witnessing thought in action; 
the improvisational woven lines, dots, and shapes 

move as fluid as the written word. Brownlee’s intensely 
detailed marks cleave together to form a language, 
a secret interior grammar of the mind. We cannot 
“read” it, but the relationship of forms, of negative 
and positive space, creates its own logic with a deep 
feeling of sense, as if built over generations, a miniature 
civilization developing.

UNUSUAL Animals Series, #5 weaving, supplementary weft pick-up, linen & silk, 14 3/4” x 

14 3/4”, 1984, collection: Jann Rosen-Queralt, photo credit: Jack Ramsdale

Deluxe Edition of DEPARTURES and RETURNS, SANDRA BROWNLEE, 2009, Sandra Brownlee and Sarah Bodine, Sans Serif Studio, hand bound book with woven and stitched components 

including one of a kind, supplementary weft pick-up weaving in pocket, 7 1/2” x 6”, collection: artist, photo credit: Keith McLeod 



As her weaving practice gained critical acclaim, 
Brownlee’s teaching career became more demanding. 
She traveled more, and was away from her loom; other 
than summers, there were no long stretches of time for 
the labor-intensive weaving process. By the mid-1990s, 
she needed a new outlet for making, and so began a 
visual and material journal that soon became much 
more. Fully realized works, the Tactile Notebooks build 
a bridge through her mind and hand from the material 
world to the page.

While the imagined microcosm of Brownlee’s woven 
works reflects intense focus inward, the tactile 
notebooks are gathering places for a closely examined 
celebration of the outside world. With pages comprised 
of different materials—scraps of fabric and parts of 
garments, collaged images and paper weavings—each 
book combines the stuff of daily life with stitched 
text. In some cases, textile pages are lifted from the 
books, becoming individual works. A red satin page 
is heavily stitched with a cacophony of buttons; a pair 
of gloves becomes a statement of being in action, the 
embroidered hands declaring, “I celebrate my life!” The 
notebooks, like the weavings, are the results of a process 
of recording experience and generating response. When 
working on a spread of two pages in an open notebook, 
Brownlee says, “I put something down on the left-hand 

page, and something grows out of it on the right. If I 
had the same thing on the left page every day, the right 
page would always be something different.”

Now, the weavings and tactile notebooks are 
simultaneously evolving. In her latest woven series, 
Weavings Remembered, Brownlee is sitting down at the 
loom with an intention to revisit the Unusual Animals 
works. Rather than recreate the exquisite details of 
those pieces exactly, she uses the earlier weavings as a 
springboard for new marks to become, incorporating the 
memory of the past with what she has learned since then, 
growing new motifs, exploring divergent figure/ground 
relationships. In 2009, Brownlee worked with designer 
Sarah Bodine of Sans Serif Studios to create Departures 
and Returns, a limited edition catalog of her works, that 
maintains the intimacy and freshness of her one-of-a-kind 
notebooks. In both series, Brownlee honors the cherished 
journey of the senses through a deep connected knowledge 
of process and material, creating a microcosmic creation 
cycle through a wondrous devotion. 

Mary Smull

Mary Smull is an artist, writer, and curator living in Philadelphia, 
PA. She is the founder of the Society for the Prevention of Unfinished 
Needlepoint, a member of the artist-run project space Grizzly Grizzly, 
and teaches at Maryland Institute College of Art.

(top) WORLD IN HER HANDS, 2000/2009, photographic transfer, hand sewn text, button embellishment, silk, hemp & linen fabric, sewing thread, cotton 

batting, plastic and metal buttons, mounted textile in metal frame with Plexiglas, 18 1/2” x 25 1/2”x 2”, collection: artist, photo credit: Keith McLeod

(left) Weavings Remembered, #1, 2011, hand controlled supplementary weft pick-up, mercerized sewing thread, 78” x 11 1/2”, photo credit: Jack Ramsdale

SHELF with TACTILE NOTEBOOKS, 1982-2009, Painted wood shelf with assortment of tactile notebooks, 14 1/4” x 37” x 10”, collection: artist, photo credit: Keith McLeod 


