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3 weeks to turn 348, 154 Divided on The Horizontal; Buttoned Through: 6 rows of 16, 156 Down 6 Side Seams, 

3x19 Intersecting a Seam, 1,326 Grey on Grey, 1,452: Not Motif But Ground, Darn: ref no. 648, 3 x 146 cm 

division: a selection of the titles of some of the objects and installations produced over the last decade provide 

us with some clues to the work’s preoccupations. On the one hand we have reference to counting, measuring, 

multiplicity, and a coolly detached description of process, and on the other hand we have the recognisable textile 

references of buttoned, seam, darn.  

 

The two main contexts that inform the work are the skills, histories, and subjective narratives that surround 

traditional textile practice, and the reductive vocabulary, objective neutrality, and critical debates that surrounded 

Minimalist painting and sculpture in the 1960’s. Though disparate in terms of their historical, critical, and cultural 

perspectives, what both of these contexts do have in common is the fact that they are both dictated by repetitive 

structures and procedures. The visual language that finds its origins in textile processes and materials is also the 

language of modernity, the grid, the language of abstraction and formal autonomy. By consciously harnessing 

the processes, materials and accompanying discourses of needlework/plain-sewing within the conventions of a 

minimalist aesthetic, the work acknowledges the traditions and discursive contexts of both of these codes of 

practice, but through a process of exchange, aims to subvert or transcend their conventional definit ions of 

meaning. 

 

Repetition is an underlying principle of many forms of textile production which involve laborious, repetitive, 

methodical processes, whether this production is the unique handcrafted object or the alienating processes of 

industrialised mass production. The kind of self-effacing industry epitomised in what is often disparagingly called 

‘women’s work’ is seen as the antithesis of self -fulfilling individual creative activity. Textile work is perceived as 

labour-intensive, slow and painstaking and yet, in a double twist, rendered and devalued as invisible women’s 

work, non-work or non-productive labour. Inextricably bound up with a particular code of feminine behaviour, the 

history of textiles has been complicit in the development of an ideology of femininity where ‘the evolving 

concepts of the artist and social definitions of woman have historically followed different and contradictory 

paths.
1
 

 

‘Held in the thrall of tradition’, and seemingly lacking the ‘originality and critical insight that has underpinned 

modernist notions of creative artistic practice’, textile practice has been positioned outside of the discourse of art 

criticism. With the increasing autonomy of the art object and disinterestedness of the artist, the ‘embeddedness’ 

p3 of textile objects in the routines of everyday life came to connote a lack of detachment. ‘The busy textile 

object, passing from hand to hand, acquired a patination of use rather than a provenance of value’.
2
 Yet it is 

through this social integration, this very patination of use and associated tactile dimension, that Ttextile materials 



and objects act as potent symbols in our personal and collective narratives and as such provide us with what is 

‘a fundamental non-discursive mode of communication’.
3
 

 

It is the incredible potency and expressive potential of this non-discursive mode of communication that my own 

work hopes to exploit. The work strategically adopts the formal autonomous language of modernism and in a 

way re-enacts a silencing of the subjective narratives that surround textile production, but with the intention that 

through this silencing it becomes all the more articulate.
4
 The work is rational, systematic, and on the one hand 

aims to deny any emotional engagement; yet it departs from Minimalist concerns as any attempt at rational 

coherence and neutrality is continually disrupted by the somatic sensuality and psychological potential of cloth, 

and by the social and historical connotations of the needlework techniques employed in its production. 

 

The research to date has been manifest in two broad but related bodies of work.  Since 1997, the cloth 

constructed bag form and bound buttonhole have developed as signature motifs. Adopting a rectilinear format 

and viewed frontally, these quilted bag forms occupy a hybrid state between the utilitarian textile object, 

sculpture and painting. As a serial motif, the bound buttonhole has acted both as an incident within surface 

(3x19 Intersecting a Seam), has repetitively mapped and measured the surface (1,326 Grey on Grey) and 

obsessively repeated to the point where the ground fabric has been almost entirely cut away (1,452 Not Motive 

but Ground), has itself simultaneously constituted both surface and ground. Pushed to the edge it has acted as a 

framing device drawing attention to the surface (Buttoned Through: 6 rows of 16 and 156 Down 6 Side Seams), 

and in Sustaining 7 Square Metres it is eliminated altogether in order to see whether the material sensuality of 

the cloth itself can sustain the surface.  

 

In an attempt to create a more significant material presence, the number of bag forms, presented initially in 

series of three, extended to occupy the entire length of the wall and ultimately the whole space of the gallery. 

This move to larger extended series prompted a shift in focus from inner to external relationships, as the work’s 

engagement with both the space of the gallery and the body of the viewer began to be articulated in a much 

more pronounced way.  

 

A growing interest in our bodily engagement with space, and in particular in the way in which space is socially 

and culturally produced, prompted the development of a new body of work and parallel line of enquiry. This body 

of work/research focuses on features of the built environment such as light-switches, handles, handrails etc., 

with which we have an actual physical, though often unconscious, bodily relationship. These features of the built 

environment mediate between the body and space, instigating in us routinely repeated patterns of behaviour. 

Though often anonymous, they are nevertheless crucial to the functioning of space, frequently defining 

boundaries and marking points of transition between inside and outside, the public and the private. 

 

The unconscious patterns of behaviour, instigated by such features of the built environment, find themselves 

echoed through the repetitive processes of canvas-work and darning which bring both a private and a feminine 

intervention into the public realm of architectural space. The repeated rhythmic processes of canvas-work and 



darning [like the relentless working of row upon row of stitching, the hand turning of buttonholes and the inch by 

inch rubbing of the gesso encrusted cloth in the bag pieces] provide a very tangible trace of the body.  

 

Whist the repetitive processes of the work’s production are retrieved in our imagination, and the importance of 

the body to aesthetic experience is acknowledged, what we are presented with is a sanitised, controlled body as 

the ‘drama’ and reality of the very physical and mental endurance required to create the work is hidden behind 

its coolly detached façade. 
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