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Dedicated to my husband, Robbie Wolfson.
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Encadenamiento / Women Chained to Parliament Gates

Chilean arpillera, Anonymous, 1980s

Conflict Textiles collection. Provenance Arpillera collection, Kinderhilfe, Chile/Bonn

Photo Martin Melaugh, © Conflict Textiles https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/conflicttextiles/





Michelle Obama:

“The difference between a broken community and a thriving one is the presence of women who are valued.”

State Department Women of Courage Awards 2009.
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INTRODUCTION

I am often conscious of the fact that my main motivation for choosing holiday or travel destinations is not especially influenced by the promise of constant sunshine, or by incomparable cuisine, but more often deeply connected to being able to witness local craft practices and cultural traditions. Although frequently regretting not having an additional suitcase to accommodate my magpie habits, I have long delighted in collecting what I consider to be the most aesthetically interesting objects and artefacts, including Yoruba tribal beadwork, Rajasthani textiles, flamboyant Portuguese pottery, Middle-Eastern metalwork, and hand-painted Dutch Folk Art.

Much of the work requires outstanding patience and attention to detail, and a respect for traditions and methods which have been preserved for generations, often within strong feminocentric cultures. With locally available materials, and patterns and motifs commonly informed and influenced by fascinating histories, the makers’ hands fashion and tell their stories in their chosen medium. Their distinctiveness and hand-made charm, usually accompanied by an intuitive sense of colour and form, frequently make the pieces irresistible!

Virtually on our way to Mexico, the advent of the Coronavirus stopped us in our tracks. I had, of course, intended to visit particular collectives and co-operatives, and enjoy occasionally translated in-depth conversations with so many of their artisans: weavers at their backstrap looms, embroiderers, spinners, potters. Inhaling the vibrant atmosphere, I anticipated being able to examine a whole range of unique textile articles and handcrafted items, and observe them in the very process of their making. The considerable limitations that arose once the pandemic took over, not least of all becoming ill with the virus myself, forced my reliance upon the good will and co-operation of people at a geographical distance, providing me with the stories of their craft. As with other enterprises featured, I hope that I have somehow managed to do justice to a region so steeped in ancient tradition, with such a phenomenal wealth of creativity, and with so many exemplary women.

It has gradually become clear to me that much of the work I collect and enjoy has been made by women, sometimes individually, but very often within female co-operatives and collectives. Particularly whilst I was travelling around the Western Cape in South Africa, I became increasingly interested in the back stories of both the women themselves, and the development, and social and economic impact of their initiatives. This naturally led to my interest in investigating the narratives surrounding the making of craft by other indigenous communities, and in certain individual female artists and craft practitioners, whose work somehow connects with issues of empowerment.

I was reminded halfway through researching and writing this book that its title echoes something of my own story. Having suddenly lost my mother just days before my tenth birthday, and having experienced a lengthy and difficult divorce process in my early forties, creativity has been the constant in my life, sustaining me both emotionally, and, as a single parent, economically too. Creativity is at the very core of being human, and is the trait that is at the heart of imaginative and innovative thinking, and some of civilisation’s most significant achievements.

Albert Einstein talked about the importance of “awakening the joy in creative expression”. During my practice as a textile artist over the last 30 years I have continually witnessed in others both the creatively and socially therapeutic power of facilitated creativity. In many of the workshops I have run it is thanks to that creative buzz, involving busy hands and unleashed imaginations, and a process I have come to regard as the “mindfulness of making”, that intimate and easy conversations amongst women who were not previously acquainted are so readily enabled.

My own practice is somewhat process-driven, with an interest in the behaviour and manipulation of fabric, and its construction and transformation. It often utilises reclaimed and recycled fabrics, threads, objects and artefacts. Much of the work included in this book is partially a reflection of my long-held interest in folk art; and, admittedly, my ability to be constantly seduced by colour, pattern and texture! But in every case the work also exemplifies my interest in the skills and making methods of the artists and artisans, and indeed the stories behind the work.
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Fresh interpretations are sometimes inspired by traditional skills which have a lengthy history.




INTRODUCTION

In the first part of the twentieth century, suffering from a legacy inherited from the Victorian era, craft skills, such as weaving, sewing, embroidery, and quilting were regarded largely as women’s domestic pastimes, and remained undervalued and marginalised. Still associated with a class of stay-at-home women with leisure time on their hands, it took several decades for attitudes to change, for the boundaries between “fine art” and craft to blur, and for textile crafts to be given the same respect and recognition as other “fine art” media. In the past, it would be true to say that women’s cultural contributions had been largely sidelined and overlooked. However, today, women have achieved a significantly increased visibility within the field of art, craft, design, and the creative industries generally. The number of museum and gallery directors and curators, and consequently perhaps, the number of exhibitions featuring female artists and craft practitioners, has grown, and become increasingly embraced and accepted by the art world.

With a new fascination in the qualities of fabric, and a desire to explore their aesthetic rather than utilitarian potential, the 1960s and 70s revolutionised fibre art, sometimes applying boundary-pushing media and methods. Since the 1980s, influenced by postmodernist ideas, the medium has found an increasingly conceptual voice. Reaffirming handicraft and needlework as permissible art practice, textile processes such as knitting and crocheting started to become employed as both material, and subversive, feminist tool. In the 1990s Louise Bourgeois began creating autobiographical work, which incorporated and re-purposed her own clothing and that of her friends; transforming and investing essentially decorative items with powerful and personal meaning. Defying popular notions of scale and application, Portuguese artist Joana Vasconcelos, who represented her country at the 55th Venice Biennale in 2013, creates large scale, vibrantly coloured, sculptural structures and site-specific works, which include an expansive vocabulary of textile processes, such as tassel making, knitting, crochet, beading, and braiding.

“Necessity is the mother of invention”. Creatively speaking, and with their “folk art” origins, there are many examples to illustrate this adage. The elaborate exterior decoration of Poland’s Lace Pavilion for Shanghai Expo 2010 was inspired by Polish papercuts or “Wycinanki”. Made predominantly by female peasants, during the last half of the nineteenth century, using sheep-shearing scissors to depict scenes of daily life, the craft represented the sole affordable means of decoration for their homes. The Benedictine nuns on the Croatian island of Hvar extract and spin the fibres from the agave plant and, earning a valued extra source of income from their craft, remain the only people creating “aloe lace”. Historically, both the Quilters of Gee’s Bend and the Freedom Quilting Bee created their wonderfully intuitive and influential work, now highly collectable and impacting positively on the socio-economic status of poor Black American communities.

Fresh interpretations are sometimes inspired by traditional skills which have a lengthy history. As well as referencing certain traditional and cultural practices, many of the artists and makers featured create or facilitate work that addresses particular or varied agendas. These include responses to local cultural patterns and inter-generational practices; employing processes which embody “slow” and “mindful” ideals; ecological productions which explore inventive ways of recycling; and collaborations with communities, which act as creative interventions, protest “performances”, or tackle questions of race, gender, and class, and powerfully address issues of homelessness, displacement, and sex trafficking. Prompting dialogue around a range of political issues, women participants are given a voice. Some works have narrative, informative content, which occasionally implies a level of catharsis for the maker.

Some of the works illustrate craft’s role as a means of collective engagement, which has the capacity for accessing healthy dialogue, restoring a sense of meaning and quality to life, and improving self-esteem. Research has proven its effectiveness during illness, as a means of coping with discomfort and other symptoms; and in bereavement, facilitating expressions of anxiety and loss. Social bonds and a sense of community are fostered in situations where women are sharing creative skills and ideas, and perhaps in the telling of personal and family histories, whilst involved in the art of making together. In this arena, the imagination also has a greater capacity for empathy, prepared to challenge assumptions and respect differences.

With increased awareness and concern for sustainable, eco-friendly practices, there is an ever-growing interest and demand, both domestically and internationally, for hand-crafted products. The connection between the maker and the work made is apparent. It would be difficult not to acknowledge the artisanal excellence, painstaking care and time taken, and the emotional dimension of that process. Often creating original and unprecedented forms of contemporary craft, they are a celebration of female inventiveness and aesthetic sensibility.


KIHNU and MUHU TEXTILE TRADITIONS

Kihnu, an island which is a one hour ferry journey across the Baltic from the mainland of Estonia, has a long history of maintaining a strongly matriarchal society, where textile traditions have their own specific narrative within the culture. The income of the male population is mainly derived from seafaring occupations and building work, so that textile crafts are solely down to the endeavours of the womenfolk on the island, mainly for functional necessity, but also somewhat for their creative fulfilment.

Kihnu knitting and embroidery “meisters” are world-famous; their handicraft traditions, as well as their culture, are listed by UNESCO. Many knitting patterns for the socks, gloves and “troi” (gansey sweaters) worn by the fishermen, are extremely old, containing symbols which protect against illness or avert the evil eye. Comparably, rag rugs made by British fishermen’s wives contained symbols serving a similar purpose. Creating a clothing collection for the dowry chest is vital women’s work, and it is only through this that they prove their worthiness for marriage.

From three months old, babies are dressed in typical folk costume – a woven woollen skirt, bearing different band widths of bright colour. From then on, throughout life, the status and circumstances of a female are communicated, like verbal language, by the selection and arrangement of coloured stripes within the woven skirt length. The presence of black and dark colours denote mourning, both for the loss of a family member, and the leaving of the childhood home for marriage. By contrast, the predominance of bright reds, neon pink, yellows and whites worn throughout childhood, young womanhood, and motherhood, symbolise joy and stability.

Aprons worn over the skirts, obligatory for a married woman, are made from predominantly red cotton fabrics, which are now imported from the US, and are printed with a profusion of floral and paisley motifs, in a multitude of different designs. Patterns and colours multiply in the accessorising of the neatly fitting cotton blouse, the oft adopted headscarf or neckerchief, and occasionally socks or stockings bearing naturistic motifs. For more ceremonial wear, festive blouses, caps and hats display stunning examples of colourful embroidery, richly embellished with beads and sequins, bobbin lace and crochet. The juxtaposition of vibrant patterns and stripes in everyday costume is reflective of a strong feminocentric society, which is persistent in guarding and protecting its culture and heritage, and indeed its textile traditions.

“Our folk costumes are very much alive and everybody needs new ones, especially if you have girls in your family in cold and long wintertime, the result gives so much satisfaction! And of course, if you all the time busy with something, it’s additionally good for everybody’s mental health.”

MARE MÄTAS
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The woven striped skirts of daily Kihnu dress.

Photograph © Robbie Wolfson.
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Muhu traditional knitwear patterns.

Photograph © Robbie Wolfson courtesy of Muhu Museum.



The Estonian island of Muhu bears many cultural similarities to Kihnu, in terms of its women being the chief members of society, due again to male absence for significant portions of the year. Aside from taking over many tasks which would have traditionally been regarded as men’s work, through the end of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century, women used every free moment for knitting and needlework. Socks and stockings were sometimes knitted as the women walked, and embroidery done as they ploughed the fields during the horses’ periods of rest! With no water to clean their hands whilst performing their tasks, they spat on their fingers to clean them. Because homes were dark, the women relied on the bright outdoor sunlight for doing their handiwork.

In the early 1900s the population was almost 8,000 people, and particularly for poorer inhabitants of the island, with little farmland to tend, handicraft was their sole means of income during the winter months. When the German troops occupied the Estonian islands in 1917, Muhu patterns were more sober, and mainly geometrical. Gradually, girls learnt and became influenced by the brightly coloured and exuberant floral embroidery and knitting patterns seen during their time spent on the western coast of the mainland. Reliant on aniline and chemical dyes for their bright palette, these styles now typify the island’s handiwork.



SUZANIS

From the Persian word “suzan”, meaning needle, the suzani is a hand-embroidered dowry textile, originating from the nomadic tribes of Central Asia. Until the early 1990s, the craft faced possible extinction, caused by industrial manufacturing; and then faced another crisis during Soviet rule, when their own symbols were imposed as a substitute for ancient traditional patterns.

Women are greatly respected within their community for superior embroidery work, and upon reaching a certain age, a girl would be taught the art of embroidery in preparation for the creation of her dowry. Traditionally, grandmothers passed on the family’s embroidery designs before death, believing that their secrets would be shared in dreams, if death came suddenly. In the collaborative pre-marital creations of mother and daughter, suzanis recount feelings of motherly love, the wish to bestow blessings for a daughter’s future and protection from the evil eye within the first 40 days of married life. A small fault or unfinished area, symbolising man’s fallibility and the mother’s wish for her daughter’s continuation of the embroidery, is always a mark of the textile’s authenticity. Dowry pieces are included in the wedding ceremony, as headdresses and awnings, before decorating the wedding chamber.

Ultimately, in their protective roles as talismans, suzanis are used for wrapping belongings, as prayer mats, and for personal and domestic adornment. Typically consisting of more than one panel, with each panel embroidered on narrow portable looms and sometimes stitched with friends or family members, before being assembled to form the suzani. Designs, both in colour and pattern, are dramatic and bold, displaying balance and harmony, and use four different stitches, worked in silk or cotton threads. Depicting an ideal universe, and believed to embody magical powers, transmitting health, joy, fertility, prosperity and hospitality, motifs include floral forms, pomegranates, fishes, birds, suns and moons.

Since Uzbekistan’s independence in the 1990s, and significant market increase, young girls are welcoming new economic opportunities, and again learning to embroider suzanis. However, survival of the craft is threatened by soaring prices of silk and cotton, and inferior synthetic copies being made for the tourist market.
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Shakhrisabz (detail).



Photograph © Peter Darjes.




BORO and SASHIKO

Both stitching methods grew out of necessity in Japan, and have been passed down the generations by rural Japanese women, lovingly and inventively finding ways to clothe and protect their families. During the Edo period (1603-1867), in order to preserve clear class distinction, rigid laws forbade the common people from wearing bright colours or luxurious fabrics, leaving them predominantly to wear garments of home-woven hemp or linen, dyed blue with the indigo plant. The availability and thus intensity of indigo was very dependent upon the region.

“Boro”, meaning “ragged” or “tattered” was a technique developed during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Based on the ecological concept of “mottainai” or “too good to waste”, and not being able to afford to discard a single fabric scrap, common household textiles, such as pillows and futon covers, as well as “noragi” or farm clothing and workwear, were instinctively stitched, patched, and repaired with layer upon layer of recycled fabric remnants.

“Sashiko”, meaning “little stabs”, referring to its repetitive running stitch in simple, geometric or symbolic narrative patterns, was a method of strengthening clothing that had been pieced together. Determined by the region, the white stitching varied between five to ten stitches per inch, providing an attractive decorative contrast against the blue, and easier on the eyes of its stitchers during long, dark nights indoors. In northern farming communities, when the weather became too harsh to work outside, it became the winter work of wives and daughters. The stitched layers formed a quilted textile, which as well as being decorative, had durability and thermal properties, because of the air pockets, bulk, and body heat trapped between surfaces.

As well as traditional martial arts uniforms being given substantial padding with Sashiko, these methods were utilised by women to create the lower-rank firefighters’ multi-layered garments during the eighteenth century. Before tackling a fire, their uniforms would be soaked with water, and because of the quilting, their clothing would radically increase in weight, offering considerably increased protection. Stitched surfaces that now inspire textile enthusiasts worldwide, have found a new contemporary vocabulary, and have become collectors’ items, were for many once associated with shame, reminding rural Japanese people of their penniless past.
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Sashiko stitching on child’s martial arts jacket.

Photograph © Robbie Wolfson.





LINDA RAE COUGHLIN

Using largely upcycled, pre-worn and discarded clothing items and artefacts, which include ring-pulls, tin cans and metal buckets, Linda Rae Coughlin employs hooked, hand and machine embroidery, and hand dyeing processes, to create textile/mixed media pieces, which reference poignant and challenging women’s issues, and question traditional female role stereotypes. Exquisitely and precisely executed and embellished with wire and metal, she frequently uses symbols, words and phrases to recount common and challenging feelings, stories and experiences, such as the all-too-often silent crimes of verbal, physical and sexual abuse experienced by women.

Her work forms a vehicle of protest, and a cry for women’s right to assert themselves, and tell their own stories. She is amongst 21 women artists featured in a video presented to the United Nations, entitled “Women Artists Consider our World”, which include topics such as the female contribution to society, ageing, political freedoms, poverty, education, violence against women, and women’s empowerment.
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“End Now” (hand hooked and embellished textile).



Photograph courtesy of the artist.




JOHANNA SCHWEIZER

Living in Breda, Holland, Schweizer, who initially trained in ceramics, studied at the AKI in Enschede during the 1980s, and then at the St. Joost Academie of Fine Arts in Breda.

Her crocheted characters, which she makes in her living room/studio, appear to be held upright by invisible forces, but they are neither stuffed nor have any internal support. Their shape and rigidity are retained by a special technique. With curved limbs, irregularities in the stitches’ tensions, and colourful, resin-treated cotton and linen threads hung from them, they retain the playfulness and immediacy of a sketch.

Addressing themes of sexuality, power, dominance, life and death, Johanna’s naturistic and anthropomorphic forms, and figures which openly reveal their sexuality, appear as characters from ancient myths and stories. The medium of crochet permits the visibility of both the inner and outer three-dimensional structure, and, like the constant retelling of old stories, their frayed, worn, and ragged forms can be patched, fixed, and darned.
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“Conjunctio” and “Androgyne” courtesy of Johanna Schweizer.

Photograph © Peter Cox.




ARPILLERAS OF CHILE
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La Cueca Sola / Dancing cueca alone

Chilean arpillera, Gala Torres, 1989 Oshima Hakko Museum collection, Japan.
In the care of Conflict Textiles collection
Photo Martin Melaugh, © Conflict Textiles https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/conflicttextiles/



Arpilleras (pronounced “ar-pee-air-ahs” and meaning “hessian” or “burlap”, the base cloth upon which the stitching is done), are three-dimensional appliquéd textiles, created collectively by women “arpilleristas”, in the poorer shantytowns outside Santiago. Simple scraps of fabric were used to reflect and represent women’s daily lives, often revealing their poverty and hardship. Resorting to these textile skills, frequently using material scraps and clothing remnants left behind from their missing or imprisoned loved ones, the medium also became a way for Chilean women to document their experiences, denouncing the human rights abuses and political violence of the Pinochet regime (1973–90).

Fortunately, such creations were often initially disregarded by the military, owing to their essentially female and domestic appearance. In spite of the fact that these arpilleras graphically depicted all types of human rights contraventions, their naïve, child-like qualities, hand-crafted appearance, and inclusion of dolls was at first misleading, causing no perceived threat to the government, in terms of leaking sensitive information outside the country. During the early years of Pinochet’s dictatorship, until the extent of their impact internationally was recognised by the regime, they were being used by solidarity groups to spread awareness and showcase the regime’s atrocities.

The export of the arpilleras provided a degree of economic support, international pressure, and internal disagreements on and within the Junta. A common visual language communicating the scale of these injustices had developed, with the consistent appearance of symbols such as the Andes mountains conveying domination, and the sun, denoting equality. Once realising their true subversive function and purpose, exporting them became illegal, and if found, they would be stopped at Customs and destroyed, forcing solidarity groups and individuals to smuggle them out of the country.

“La Cueca Sola” / “Dancing Cueca Alone” was made by Gala Torres in 1989.
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