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00:00
Welcome to Making Meaning, a podcast about the meaning behind what we make. I'm Ruth Singer, an artist and researcher, and I'm fascinated by how creative people can tell stories about how makers think and how thinkers make. This is series six, exploring textile making practices and the projects I create. This podcast is just one of my many activities, so episodes will come out when they're ready rather than on a regular schedule.

00:29
So please subscribe so you always get the new ones when they come out. I hope you enjoyed this series of Making Meaning Podcast.

00:37
Hello and welcome to Making Meaning episode 64. In this episode, I am going to try and answer  one of the most difficult questions I'm  asked about my practice and have been asked hundreds of times over the last 21 years that I've been doing this. That question is,  where do you get your ideas from? And that might sound like a really simple question, but it's actually a hugely complex question.  And  I have spent...

01:06
several years trying to put some answers to that question together into a book.  I have written several books in my life  and in my practice  and creating books about my own work is something that I find really rewarding. I like describing my work, talking about my work, writing about my work  and that book  which has taken me in a total of six years,  that book

01:36
really tries to answer that question of where do you get your ideas from? Not in a straightforward here are some tips you know I step but it's not step by step of how I get how I develop my ideas but the book explores all of the background to my practice, how I've got to where I am  creatively  and what it is that I do  in my practice to develop my ideas  and

02:04
I'm going to talk a little bit about that today em and then you can explore in more detail in the book.  Now, if you haven't  heard about this book yet, let me tell you all about it. I hope you've come across it on my website and social media and all of that kind of thing.  But if not, let me tell you about the new book. It's called Tangled Textiles, Stories of Care and Connection. And that is self-published by me.  the idea of it is that we'll cover

02:34
it covers  at least the last 10 years of my practice. So going back to 2015, 11 years  of creating  research-based textile artwork. And that's the majority of what I've been doing for the last 10 or so years of being very focused on making work that shares stories, tells stories,  explores  an element  of

03:02
something I'm really fascinated and drawn into that might be historical research, it might be family history, it might be landscape history, all kinds of different stories that I explore through my work. They all come under the umbrella of care and connection  in various different ways. But the  book explores  a number of themes that have come up again and again in my practice over the last 10, 12 years.

03:31
And that  hopefully  explains where I get some of my ideas from, or where I get most of my ideas from.  But it's really complicated to explain what it is, or how it is that I come up with my ideas, because they come from my life, my life experience, my way of thinking, my way of seeing the world,  and everything around me  that I have gathered over the years.

04:01
So they come from my life experience. So when people say, how do I get to where you're at? And I said, well, you need to go back and have my childhood and then go to university and do what I did. And, you know, it's not possible to replicate that. So there's no way of learning or kind of copying my model of creating a textile artist career. So, because one of the aspects that is hugely influential

04:29
in my practice is my previous career.  So I trained  in museum studies.  did an MA, master's degree in museum studies in the nineties  and then spent about 10 years working in the museum sector.  It's a very, it's a very long time ago now.  I left that work 21 years ago. I've been self-employed as an artist for 21 years now, but that

04:57
time I spent immersed in museums is so fundamental to what I do and how I think and the kind of creative work that matters to me, that is important to me and the stories that I want to explore. That training and work in museums is absolutely fundamental. It's also worth mentioning that I trained my background. My first degree  is in medieval studies.

05:24
which is a mixture of history, art history, languages and literature.  I focused on art history, unsurprisingly, but I also did plenty of history and literature. So I do have a really academic grounding and I think that's probably  really important to how I  do my work now because I was trained as a historian, as a researcher and

05:50
As I've got older in my practice and more experienced in my practice, I have come to realize that research is the core of my practice. That's what it's all about for me is doing the research.  One of the ways I express and share the research and what I've learned is through making textiles.  And some of the other ways I share and explore that research is through teaching, it's through writing, it's through making podcasts, it's through conversations with other creators, all kinds of other ways that

06:20
I um share and express  what I've learned, what I'm interested in, what I'm researching.  And making textiles is just one of those ways. So that world that I've lived, that life that I've lived, that world I've surround myself with  is  really what sparks all my ideas. That's where my ideas come from.  I tend to work  in  series or projects  basis.

06:50
or at least I have done for the last decade or so on the whole. Sometimes I create work that doesn't quite fit into any of those groups or categories, but on the whole, I am working um to a brief that I've usually create myself. So I'm usually um coming up with the idea myself and then exploring and investigating. Sometimes I'm working with other themes or ideas from other projects, from kind of external.

07:19
um stimulus, but on the whole, I'm developing the ideas and I tend to work in series or groups  or towards things like exhibitions or commissions, major projects.  And  that is part of what impacts the way I think, the way I research and where I get my ideas from. So I'm going to use one example, which  is  my emotional repair exhibition, which was in 2018.

07:48
and is covered. All of the work that was in that exhibition is in the new book Tangled.  So you'll be able to see images and read a lot more about all of the individual works in that project  through the book. But what I've done with the book  is also break up my work into  themes rather than  just into the exhibition themes. Emotional repair is

08:17
one of the themes I've broken it up into because that exhibition  does kind of define a really large amount of the work that I was making  and  exploring in that 2018, 2017, 2018, 2019 kind of period.  It's  a theme I've been interested in for a long time. So the ideas that  ended up being made in emotional repair, some of them started in...

08:45
my Narrative Threads exhibition, was several years earlier, 2015. So I was started working on it in 2014. And

08:56
That's why it's really hard for me to define where my ideas come from because they  take a long time  to work through. They kind of bubble away under the surface.  Maybe I start working on some kind of element of an idea and then five years later it may come out again in a different format. So the concept of emotional repair came from a particular

09:26
piece of work, particular group of works that I made for Narrative Threats, which was my memorials pincushion series, which is 46 pincushions with 46, the number 46 representing the number of years of my auntie's life. And I had wanted for a long, time, this is going back to 2014 when I started this, I'd wanted for a long time to make something in memory of her.

09:56
in  and.

10:01
That again, that idea came from the fact that in 2012, I'd made a series called Tall Shed, which again is in the book, which is in memory of my granddad, other side of the family, who died very differently in day 96. And he had died quite recently. And I was exploring making work that

10:27
reflected my memories and my experience of knowing him into his old age and the kind of long life that I'd been able to, I'd known him throughout my life and how  connected I felt to him and his story and  his home, his sheds, his material world, which was gardening and  garden sheds. had these most incredible selection of garden sheds full of all sorts of interesting things, which I've always loved.

10:57
I started off the first pieces of work that I made about kind of family stories were to do with my granddad. These handkerchiefs, his handkerchiefs stitched with the outlines of his gardening tools, DIY tools  that I'd found in his shed.  So  that piece of work came directly from the physical experience of being at my granddad's house in my granddad's sheds  with him and then after his death, exploring.

11:27
packing away, selecting pieces from  his house, from those sheds. So that,  again, it's not a sort of background,  it's not uh an idea generation that I recommend  or that anybody can just go and do, but it's to do, that's, now I  reflect back on it, that's to do with embodied experience. That's about being physically in a place  and uh with a person and around  the things that are

11:58
and that are important, but tapping into how that feels, that's what it's about.  It's not, for me, it's not about the visuals. Yes, those handkerchiefs are kind of very visual, they're outlined motifs,  but it's about  the experience and what it represents and the emotional connection.  So that  work led to  the series of pin cushions that I made in memory of my auntie.  And again, coming from a very different

12:28
perspective. So  I didn't have a material to start with with my granddad's handkerchiefs.  You know, I had material, actual tactile textiles to make from, whereas with my auntie,  was, I don't know, 20 years, 30 years since she'd, no, I can't remember, a long time since she'd passed away. So it was,  there wasn't any,  it wasn't a material waiting for me to  rework or reuse.  So I had to start from scratch and think of something that

12:58
I could  use some way of expressing that  idea of 46  years of her life and 46 being such a small number  in terms of age.  I  now,  this is a long time ago, it's over 10 years ago that I developed that concept. I can't remember exactly where that idea came from, but I've always been interested in pin cushions and historic textiles.

13:26
So it all comes back to my training, my museum background,  and thinking about how objects I've seen in museums, things I've encountered,  old textile collections, know, boxes of  old haberdashery and things, and old pin cushions that always turn up in there. And I was aware through my own research that...

13:51
Pin cushions in the 18th century, 17th and 18th century were given as gifts, sometimes when a child was born as mementos. And then there's this whole thing of forget me not pin cushions or that were given, created as gifts, of sweethearts and mothers and by soldiers and sailors in the 20th century in the First World War and around that period. So there's a lot more.

14:20
kind of emotional personal histories attached to pin cushions than we might realize in  our 21st century versions of them where they're fairly functional, but they had a very  much more interesting complex history. So that was where the idea of the number, you I wanted to make a multiple, the 46, I wanted to make something small and that you could hold in your hand because that felt personal and emotional. And that became...

14:48
this series of pin cushions, the Memorial Pin Cushions series, is,  it took me a long time to make. I made probably half of them in time for my Narrative Threads exhibition in 2015.  And part of my research process  for making those, because of my, you know, my,  I was aware of these historic pin cushions,  I contacted Gorthaulk Textiles Collection and asked if I could go and...

15:16
spend some time in their stores and see some of their historic pincushion collections. And which I then did,  and they very much inspired that first  series of pincushions. So I got about half of them made for that first exhibition, but I knew I wanted to carry on with them. So after the exhibition, I continued making the pincushions because I wanted to get up to the full series of 46. In that period, the  curators at

15:45
Gawthorpe Textiles Collection asked me  when I finished the series if I would exhibit them in their gallery.  At that time they had a contemporary textile gallery alongside their textile um history collections.  So  I obviously said yes, was really excited by that and that spurred me on to finish working on that series.  But also that was an opportunity for me to create more work around similar kind of themes.

16:13
So this is a really good example of where one piece of work, one spark leads on to more. So the spark initially had been my granddad's handkerchiefs and the pieces I made with them. Then that became this pincushion series. And then that generated this invitation to work further with Gorthorpe textile collections and more of their historical material and to see what ideas came out of that.

16:43
Because  at that time, obviously, I was working on pieces about  grief  memorial pieces and about memory and about family, personal and emotional stories. That  kind of was  the starting point for a whole series of works that I made  that became the emotional repair exhibition, including the Memorial Sampler, which is a co-created piece also in the book, co-created by

17:12
contributions from  over a hundred people who had  lost a loved one  and were willing  to share their name and the dates of their birth or death with me to embroider onto a large Victorian mourning handkerchief, which became, still remains, the most emotional  and  rewarding piece of work I've ever made. Absolutely incredible.

17:42
So that,  working in that way sparked lots of um different ways to explore the ideas and I looked at uh morning samplers in the collection. I also looked at unfinished textiles as one of my kind of little themes that I was interested in exploring  and  using that, the unfinished embroidery as a metaphor for

18:12
short lives of people who died young and I made a memorial piece for a friend of mine who at that point he'd been dead for 20 years so it was  you know it takes a long time to work out sometimes to figure out how to make these emotions into textiles and I kind of get it right.  So there's no one quick solution for that it does for me it takes a lot of time but it's to do with how all these threads connect and interconnect and how these

18:41
opportunities  and  kind of creative prompts  all kind of overlap and there comes a point where  for me it comes to a when there's a deadline, there's an exhibition and  I have to start solidifying things and turning something solid.  So that is a combination, that exhibition there's more work in there, loads more work that is in that, it's in the emotional repair section of the book.

19:10
as well, the more than that was in the exhibition. em But  that idea of kind of one starting point and then lots of branching off into different directions  or into related directions is what I've tried to explore in the book. What I've done is separate up into personal and family stories, textile history inspired, emotional repair, which I've talked about, place and landscape.

19:38
and then this more overarching theme of care and connection. And then a big chunk on co-creation,  which is working with other people, other participants, like the Memorial Sampler, working with other people's stories or other people's creative input  into making pieces of work, which is a way of working I absolutely love.  So a lot of these pieces of work in the book  that I've made over the last 10 years or so,

20:07
crossover and overlap from one story or one thematic area to another. So with an emotional repair, there are  pieces that were in the emotional repair exhibition, but in this book are in the personal stories section, which is about family histories and  individual human stories.  that is how it works in my brain as well. There's a lot of overlap and interconnection. There isn't kind of

20:37
you know, very clear cut. This is one theme that I'm working on. Unless it's a very distinct and contained project. So for example, my criminal quilts project, which isn't covered in this book, it's got its own book,  which is on sale at the moment. It's reduced at the moment. That project was very specifically about the stories, photographs of women prisoners in Stafford prison.

21:05
1877 to 1916 because of a set of photographs in the Staffordshire Record Office that I worked with as the inspiration for that story. So  that became a very tight focus  for that project. And when I've done commissions and I've worked with  a very specific type of material, when I've done collaborative projects, for example, I did a residency in genetics at Leicester University in the genetics department, that becomes a very

21:35
It doesn't seep into my other work quite so much. There is a little bit more definition and separation of where my ideas are coming from. They're coming from that specific source that I have chosen to or have been invited to to explore. But there is always  overlap and interconnection. So one of the pieces that was in emotional repair and is in that section in the book  is called Genetic Inheritance  and

22:04
It's about human hair and about our experiences, what our hair, our own hair tells us or can say about our genetic history and our identity.  And that's actually a co-created project as well, because it's got contributions from loads of other people. It's not my own hair.  It's from named individuals. So that piece was very much influenced by the project I was doing in genetics, but  it exists in

22:34
this fear of kind of emotional repair and personal and emotional stories and healing  and care and very much comes under the banner of care.  But it also would come under the banner of co-created because it was made, it wouldn't exist without the contribution of all of those people that shared their, not only their hair, but also their very personal stories of things like. uh

23:01
There's stories of adoptions, there's stories of  really difficult and challenging stories and then really lovely stories of family history. So there's all kinds of interesting things that come through from  those pieces of work.  So I hope that gives you  some ideas about where I get my ideas from.  They merge and develop and they branch off and they grow. And here I am.

23:31
11, 12 years on from when I started some of the work that was in narrative threads, and I am still revisiting and reworking some of those ideas. Sometimes I'm physically rework pieces of work that I made 10 or more years ago because  my ideas are developed, my interests have developed, I've learnt new things, I've made loads of stuff in between,  and I want to rework those. So

23:58
Sometimes, just occasionally, those ideas are coming directly from  the work I've already made  because I've been doing this a long time now. It's,  as I say, 12 years that I've been really solidly focused on making textile artwork for exhibitions and projects  based on my own research.  Whereas previously I made more kind of product type work and did a lot of designing and making products.

24:27
Whereas now I  make whatever it is that I want to make. I  usually I'm coming from a very... um

24:39
a  very important, I'm going to say try and find the right words for this,  a theme or a topic, research topic that is really important to me that I'm really passionate about, really fascinated by, really interested in. And that might be uh something that has been bubbling away for years, or it might be something that comes up quite suddenly and then kind of comes out of almost serendipity.

25:05
So one of the pieces that's in the book, which I haven't been able to exhibit very much, I made in 2021, 22, is called imprint. And that is an archive box full of individual small pieces of work, textile pieces, prints and drawings and photographs of using a friend's family.

25:32
textile collection, so  the clothes and other bits and pieces collected by her mother  from various different members of the family. So this kind of uh great collection  of mostly Victorian and early 20th century garments.  And she invited me to create a piece of work based on that collection. that's the kind of, kind of...

25:58
little diversions that I can go on. It's very much the kind of themes that I'm interested in, this kind of family stories and textile inheritance  and um textile history and clothing history, stuff I'm really interested in. And then had the challenge of making a piece of work based on that physical collection, which was  really, really exciting and a wonderful project that I really, really love.  But it wasn't

26:28
that I came up with the idea completely out of nowhere. You know, it was her that brought the spark to me,  but I developed the ideas of  how to take this box of Victorian clothes and turn that into an artwork. with that piece,  it's described in detail in the book. The  donor who gave it to me, gave me the collection, she  had worked in an archive.

26:54
So that was my first thought, kind of first in my idea development was  this sort of needs to have a feel of archive about it.  So the pieces that I've made are all small pieces. They all fit on a sheet of A4 paper and they fit inside an archive box. And it's like going through this artwork, viewing this artwork is like going through uh a collection of documents in an archive box.

27:22
And so that led the development of that project. So it's not just responding to the textiles that she'd given me, it's responding to the donor herself and  my connections and how, you know, making the connections with what made sense for me for making that piece of work. So every single piece of work, every single project has a different  idea route, you know, but the way I come up with my ideas.

27:51
is through exploration and research and discovery and curiosity  and  always looking,  thinking about new ways of telling a story, thinking about the not obvious route. This is something I'm always really interested in. This is something I talk about a lot in my Maker membership, which is where I teach this approach. This is where I share how I develop my ideas and create my work.

28:21
I always talk about  exploring the idea with curiosity  and interrogating the first few ideas that come up to find out, work out, are those ideas really obvious  or are they kind of intriguing?  Or can I look under the surface? So these are my initial thoughts, this is the material that's presented to me, what can I find underneath?

28:49
So I'm always looking for the hidden histories, the lesser told stories,  and for a completely different way  of making or expressing the ideas in material that hopefully hasn't been done loads before, always trying to find an alternative angle. So quite often when I have a concept or an idea for a piece of work,

29:14
The first idea tends to get thrown out because  it doesn't feel exciting or different enough.  And then I have um a series, kind of checklist  of what  feels like the right way of working for me, which is hard to explain. This is to do with my artistic voice,  me as an artist and my values about my creative practice and what I do and don't want to do.

29:43
And  that's been developed over for a long period of time, over many years of figuring out who it is that I am as an artist and what it is that I want to be doing in my making practice. And again, this is something that I work through with my members in the membership of finding their own creative voices. So then I can look at, if I come up with an idea,  well, it doesn't really fit with the way I work. know, it's a complete, it doesn't make sense with the kind of...

30:11
my kind of practice, the values and em the important elements  of my artistic voice, which for me is about research and it's about working with old textiles. It's about working with heritage techniques  and working very specific  ways that will only make sense to me. They don't necessarily make sense to anybody else. You know, I know when an idea just doesn't feel quite right, it doesn't quite sit.  And that's because it's not quite meeting my

30:42
my values, it's not quite reflecting my artistic voice. So then I can step away from it and then move into, then take it somewhere deeper, go beneath the surface and go, well, what is  this really about for me? What am I most interested in? How can I get into the heart of this  topic? That how it connects with me.  And that  in a nutshell is what I'm trying to do with this book is to share the background.

31:10
of my overall approach  as an artist and uh share a lot of detail about a lot of pieces of work. So there's, I think,  a rough count, 89 different groups or pieces, single pieces of work.  Some of them are kind of related part of a series or there's  a series with 47 pieces in it, which is my pincushions, which is counting as one piece in that count of 89. uh

31:39
pieces.  there's a lot, a lot,  there's probably 200 individual artworks in this book. And then there's these big chunky chapters about  my museum background, about my creative process and my research process. And then each of these sections exploring the kind of themes  that I'm most passionate about and most interested in. And alongside the book,  as I've mentioned a couple of times, is my Maker membership. So my Maker membership

32:09
is it's an online group um and it's a creative community, a collective of like-minded creative people who want to  learn from me about building more research and more meaning into their practice. So that's the core of it. It's not um about technique, it's not about particular materials, it's not about particular stories or particular ways of working. uh

32:37
It's about exploring your own ideas, questioning, being curious,  having conversations  and really working in collaboration with others to help you work out your ideas in more detail and how to  be really reflective and be really responsive.  And the way I do that, the way I run the membership is I share  my experience and my learning of 20 years of doing this  and particularly

33:06
There are practical things about doing research, about different ways that you might approach  a creative research project, physically where you might go or what you might do, but also how you think about that and reflect on it and how you do  testing and sampling and trying stuff out and failing.  And um we talk about things like creative block  and getting past things. talk about em

33:33
how you go from all these interesting ideas in this research into the physical making, which again I've talked to, talked about quite a bit in this  session, but we explore that in a lot more detail and members are able to share  their work that they're working on at the moment. And we talk through ideas about how to push it further and push it into different directions to get under the surface, to explore the hidden stories  and how to connect.

34:02
an idea or working to a project brief, how to connect that with the maker's own creative voice and their own values and what matters to them. And I've been running the membership now for five years  and it's absolutely amazing the  energy and the creativity  and the  willingness to share and connect with each other  that that group  embodies and I absolutely love it.  So there are two places there to

34:31
to learn more about how I get my ideas from. There's the book for the visuals and the written work about that. And then there's my Maker membership for really getting into detail about your own ideas and how you want to develop them rather than just looking at mine. The book is available and pre-order at a discounted rate of £20. It will go up to £22.

34:58
that's available until the end of July so 31st of July 2026 and it's available from my website ruthsinger.com so it's just me producing and selling the books at the moment. Hopefully I will have further stockists and other places that it will be available in time but at moment it's available on my website and while you're there you can also look up Make a Membership which is

35:27
an online monthly membership, £25 a month. And that covers all of the loads of existing resources. There's a monthly live session, there's members chats, there will be an online creative retreat in November this year, loads coming up, really interesting things and a really good time to get started joining the membership as well. And one last thing is my

35:57
sale that I've got. It's my  21st business birthday this month so I have  got a sale of my other books so that's Criminal Quilts  and Lost Threads, my Mary Linwood catalogue,  a few other bits and pieces of small publications and digital publications and also my online course  Embroidered Her Stories which is Mary Linwood's Revisited Exploring Her Story. It's a massive course.

36:26
full of absolutely loads of  information. So if you're interested in textile history and  the story of Mary Linwood and the work that she made, there's a lot of study of the original objects in there. That is now only £22.50 in the sale  and some of my other sort of professional creative development resources such as my goal setting, gentle goal setting guidebook and

36:53
workbooks and handbooks and things, they are all half price as well.  So you can find all of that at  Ruthsinger.com and I'll be back  in a few weeks with an upper episode. Thank you.
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