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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.

00:36
Welcome to episode 66 of Making Meaning. Today's episode is the second of the occasional mini series, Material Histories with Deb McGuire. In this one, we have a wonderful wide ranging conversation, starting with what we look for in quilt shows, but it covers far more than that. We talk about the power of connecting through making,  about showing and sharing textile works, and about the incredible beauty and power of textile maker communities.

01:06
So welcome, Deb.  are thinking today to talk about the festival. Well, we're going to start with talking about the festival of quilts that we both went to a couple of weeks ago. And while it's reasonably fresh in our minds to think about use that as a starting point to talk about what we're interested in textile, contemporary textile practice and in historic textiles and sort of the why people make, why we make and

01:34
see where that goes. What's your, would you like to share your initial thoughts on the Festival of Quilts this year? I mean, I don't mean a whole review of it, don't want put you on the spot.  What were some of your highlights?  Well, I mean, we should probably start by saying that we enjoyed seeing the Festival of Quilts together, which was really nice to do.  so,  Ruth and I spent a lot of time in the galleries, actually, didn't we? We were spending a lot of time looking at the kind of contemporary work that was hanging.

02:02
Now, I mean, I suppose I should start with a small confession, which is that I don't love quilt shows. And I feel like that's a kind of slightly terrible thing to confess in public.  But I do love quilts and I do love quilters, but I don't love meeting them in aircraft hangars.  And so I always kind of go along with a bit of a kind of mixed feeling in terms of expectation about what I'm going to see.

02:28
So I don't always go to the Festival of Quills and people are sometimes a bit surprised when I say that because I like to let it sit with me for a few years and then go back and then have another look. And this was after a little hiatus that I went back this time. So yeah, we had a really nice day, didn't we? We looked at a lot of quills.  think what... Well, one of the things we were talking about when we talking about doing this as a podcast was we were talking about how we have quite different sort of lenses for what we...

02:55
are looking at and looking for and seeing actually when we're looking at the same quilt and that's what makes us good visitors to go together because we stand a long time in front of people's quilts going well that's interesting well I thought that that's interesting.  So what did I, I mean I'm walking the galleries looking for hand work, I mean I'm a hand quilter and so I always love when I can see the kind of hand of the maker in the sort of construction the materiality of the quilt you know I'm

03:24
I'm looking for hand stitching,  I'm looking for texture, I'm looking for the kind three-dimensionality that hand stitch gives a quilt.  So I saw a lot of that this time and I saw a lot of that in sort of different contexts, which I enjoyed when talked about that.  I'm also interested in the way that people choose to either...

03:51
kind of conform to or push against the limits of display that are imposed on you if you are appearing in a quilt show.  That's always something that I find interesting because I suppose my point at the beginning about why I don't love quilt shows is that I don't actually love seeing quilts hanging on walls which I know is like obviously is a convention that we're all so familiar with now that we don't ever really question it but as a historian of quilts you know

04:20
most people,  whoever encountered a quilt in the history of quilting, did not encounter it hanging, you know, vertically or flat.  And they didn't encounter it as a thing they couldn't touch.  And so, you know, those were the kind of, and I'm sort of walking the gallery fighting those sorts of feelings in my head and thinking, that's an amazing quilt. I'd love to see it scrumpled up on a bed, you know, where I'm starting. Yeah.

04:49
That's so interesting. It's making me immediately making me think why?  Where does this come from? Where does this question? I don't think I've ever been to a show other than Festival of Quilts. I don't think I've ever seen. I've certainly never been to the big American shows, and I'm not sure. I don't think I have ever been to anything else.  And now I'm questioning where where does that come from? Why are we? Why do we? Why? When did we start showing quilts flat on the wall? There is there's a whole.

05:17
historiography of like, quilt display.  But yeah, I mean, it's a convention now that is so widespread. So quilts are mostly shown hanging on walls and they have been pretty much everywhere since the 1970s. And then in the decades before that, you see a mixture, you know,  I think there's also places that subvert that, you know, so there's some really lovely shows in the US where they hang quilts on washing lines, you know, out in the open air.

05:47
I mean, you know, if you have the climate for it, obviously the summer here would have been the day.  Yeah, wouldn't it have been lovely if all of those courts had just been hanging around the lake, you know,  or the NEC rather than, you know, in a kind of air conditioned box.  But yeah, and there's lots of obviously, you know, like kind of community quote shows. I mean, when I said I don't like going to cultures, I suppose what I'm talking about is these sort of big industrial shows and love is to go to like little local shows.

06:16
I mean, I've seen quilts, you know, hanging over the backs of pews in a church, really lovely to see.  You know, hanging on washing lines is my favourite.  I mean, that's probably where people saw quilts in the vertical plane in the past, but not even washing lines actually in the historical record. They're always over hedges because obviously the perfect gentle sort of soft.

06:41
frame for a quilt to dry.  On a washing line, the pegs will pull out the shape of the corners,  but a hedge, know, nature offers this sort of soft bed for a quilt to dry on.  I mean, that's, that would be my choice of how I saw a quilt.  The quilt show of my dreams is on a nice Hawthorne hedge.  Lovely. Yeah, I like the church pews idea, but I very much like textiles or contemporary artworks and historical artworks in

07:10
in buildings, really like because it's something I have been able to do occasionally, but really want to do more of my work in historic buildings.  I've photographed my work for Mary Linwood exhibition, which isn't quilts.  have them all, we photographed them in the studio, but I also spent a day with photographer working, photographing in the church where Mary Linwood attended and where she's buried because

07:37
It's so atmospheric and it's such a different environment. kind of makes textile work stands out so differently in that space because in the gallery they were all in perspex boxes, perspex cabinets and quite contained and I wanted to try something new with them. It was really interesting to, it's amazing. I find it fascinating how much my work changes in the environment that it's placed in, seen in or photographed in. And I really...

08:06
That's really interesting to think about with the Festival of Quilts in terms of how it's, yeah, it's, it's everything has to sort of follow a certain, has to follow rules, but also the presentation is kind of, is, is uniform, which I guess the idea is to then give them all equal, you know, they're starting from the same point, you know, they're all at the same starting point, kind of an equal in the race, because it's a competition, it's competitive, it's, you know, and that's the bit I find

08:36
most kind of baffling as a creative because that kind of concept of entering hundreds and hundreds of pieces entering into a competition doesn't really exist anywhere else in the contemporary textile practice. It's not something we ever do. We've put our work up for being assessed in particular criteria.  Years ago I entered a few pieces and

09:04
did not score well with the judges because I'm not in any way a proper quilter.  I'm a contemporary textile artist who quite likes the form of quilts but can't make them properly.  So my corners are not very good and they were a bit saggy because I... Yeah,  you see, you're describing... Yeah, but you see, even in the use of the word a proper quilter, it's a paradigm that's been placed on top of quilting and...

09:31
know, part of the history of that is to do with how quilts were first displayed. And it's really complicated to pull that apart because obviously it was in some ways transformational that quilts came out of people's homes and were actually shown in public spaces. know, women's work and their audiences were just their families and friends.  But the first place where that happened was in things like industrial shows, which were like agricultural shows. And there men were competing.

09:59
to have the largest marrow, whatever it was.  And then one of the industrial categories was quilt making. And at the point that's reasonably radical.  It's a recognition that women have skills that can also be measured and seen as better or worse than the next person, the next man.  But also that then sort of presents something which was never really made.

10:29
in order to be standardized with square corners,  with, you know, any of these things,  into a kind of paradigm where it's about really easy to measure things, you know? And that's really where I suppose I find the kind of modern quilt show problematic because the easy to measure things are the least most interesting thing to me about a quilt. You know, what size is it and how many stitches are there to the inch and the rest of it. That's kind of irrelevant in the kind of context of thinking about historical textiles.

10:58
because nobody else was ever trying to do that, you know, throughout time. But, you know, if you were measuring the quilt by the one that had the most, you know, beautiful drape, had the most interesting, you know, like designs to look at from lying in a bed and looking down upon a quilt, or had the most interesting front and back when one side was turned over, you know, as you made a bed, or...

11:22
you know, felt nice to lay on top of you terms of weight, you know, there's all these other dimensions that we can't measure in a kind of industrial way, which are obviously completely intrinsic to what makes a quilt successful. And if we're saying a competition is about what is the most successful quilt, to my mind, just how it looks, like without any of the context of how it feels and how it smells and how it, you know, is made and all of those things.

11:51
and just how it measures are the least most interesting things.  Yeah, absolutely. I think it's so interesting. hadn't, I've never thought about it before, about the history of how quilts are presented in this, in this way.  It takes it totally separate from other kinds of textile art, which have been veering towards the sort of fine art, trying to be in the fine art context of gallery presentation or retail.  It's which, yeah, I hadn't.

12:20
I've got lot to think about there because that's really intriguing on how that works as when you're somebody who crosses both of those crosses into both of those worlds, but it's not I'm not firmly in in either. kind of I swirled around all over the place between quilt quilting and other kinds of textile art, historic practice, contemporary practice. I'm I'm just yeah, all over the place.  I have multiple interests.

12:50
Um,  that's the interesting bit that works for me. Yeah, it works for me. So it doesn't work in terms of categorizing. So it's something I've come up against in my career as a textile artist of, uh, groups or organizations or competitions. I don't quite fit the categories because I don't just make one type of thing. You know, I make clothes and I make accessories.  make.

13:19
slightly functional things, but I make totally non-functional things and I use hand stitch and I use quilting and I use patchwork and I use applique and I use whatever I like, which, you know, works for me, but it doesn't work for that kind of categorizing, which is necessary or has seen, appears to be necessary in particular situations.

13:47
But, you know, I quite like, you know, pushing the boundaries. So it works for me to then, okay, well, okay, I'll just do something different then, rather than trying to conform to expectations or restrictions that certain places have, which, you know, which is interesting, but it does, I have got a really broad interest in quilt, quilt making practice. So I do find, you know, looking at other people's

14:17
quilt based practice really, really interesting.  And I'm what I'm noticing, you you particularly noticing the hand stitches and the kind of hand from the hand quilting perspective. I have always noticed that I think, but I'm noticing it much I notice it much more looking at it with you.  Because I spend more of my time looking at historic quilts than I do looking at modern quilts. So

14:45
And that I'm always struck by the contrast between what is seen as a perfect example, really pristine or really beautifully made that counts as a virtuoso piece,  which we've been looking at in the Victorian Hand Project.  And I actually really like the more homemade kind of rustic is not a great word for it, but hopefully it conveys what I mean.

15:13
that isn't trying to be perfect, but is just an expression of pure creative joy and functionality, but just not tied in by the restrictions that I think the quilting world from the outside is seen as quite restrictive.  There are rules about,  whereas the rest of textile art doesn't really have rules in the same way.

15:39
So it's really intriguing. But I definitely really appreciated looking at things with you and talking about the different textures from different kinds of hand stitch.  It's quite fashionable now for quite big chunky hand quilting stitches. So when you do get something hand quilted, they're not really tiny stitches, which again, no right and wrong.

16:05
it's just a very different effect. It's a very different texture. It's a very different, it's kind of different visual language almost.  It's not trying to do the same thing. It's there are functional stitches usually to quilt it. Whereas with historic hand quilting in your practice,  the pattern is important as well. And sometimes the pattern doesn't show in the way it's done now.

16:35
I mean, we talk about this in the work that we do within the frame, which is my kind of advocacy work, talking about using the the quilt frame and bringing that back into kind of consideration.  And there's a lecture that we gave for the Paul Mellon Centre, which is on YouTube. People can look that up, which kind of talks about the paradigm and the kind of uncomfortable partnership between patchwork and quilting.

17:02
and how today those two things have basically been kind of crushed together.  And or even I would say that patchwork has become really what quilting, as we talk about it now, is about and that the actual quilting, know, the technical construction of a quilt, the making the sewing through three layers has become more subjugated. Now, I completely celebrate any kind of hand stitching that I see in contemporary quilts. I mean, I know we were kind of talking about

17:32
this idea as we were looking at quilts about the idea of hand stitching as sort of being emotional heft, you know, so on the sorts of quilts that really had something to say,  the time and the investment of hand stitching added a kind of emotional weight to the time that had been spent on the contemplation of that textile. And I think, you know, that's something that there's very clear historical roots for, you know,

18:01
One of the questions that people often ask about old quilts is why did people spend so much time doing all of these tiny stitches? And obviously it's because the very practice of making a quilt in that way was in its sense a communication.  It might not have been about protest necessarily in the way that we kind of think about the quilts that we see today. It was certainly about identity. It was about cultural identity, regional identity,  saying something about where you were from, what your...

18:30
family values,  what your kind of religious values were in terms of perseverance.  So people have always been using the investment of their time to reflect the things that they feel are important in their lives.  And obviously in contemporary quilts that often comes out in the sorts of quilts that are aiming to say something that the maker feels is important to be communicated publicly.

18:59
in the past it was something that somebody was perhaps more privately asserting you know in their lives and they were asserting amongst an audience of their family and friends rather than strangers I mean I think you know one of the things that's interesting listening to you talking about the difference between kind of broader contemporary textile practice and quilt making is this sort of sense of of audience and and of display and who's looking at it and what they're looking for and obviously you know your work is

19:26
very layered,  you know, it's asking the viewer to really engage with what you're seeing rather than just to look at what's there, you know, it's like,  whereas I think a lot of the sort of paradigm of displaying quilt making has led us down this sort of route of, you know, visual impact, isn't it? So it's either got to be shocking or it's got to be extremely, you know, kind of black and white and, you know.

19:54
Whereas actually the sort of softness of complexity of the kind of emotional stories that you might use a quote to tell,  those sorts of quotes tend to have to fight harder in order to be seen in an environment that is wholly visual. Yeah, that's really, really good point. And that's what doesn't necessarily come across in a presentation like Festival of Quilts, where you apply with your piece of work or you submit your piece of work.

20:23
into a certain category, but there's no other and then it's judged, but there isn't, it's not sort of juried in terms of who's is selected. There's no curatorial oversight in how it's presented.  you know, they're just, they're in number or numerical order that they were submitted rather than in any other categories or curation, which again, I find interesting having come from a curatorial background.

20:50
that I always kind of, I am always looking around going, but I want to gather all of the ones that are about this kind of thing together, whether or not it's in this category or it's that category,  mean, sort of quilting category, I want to see them alongside related pieces and to sort of have them in conversation with each other. So it's, you know, that is just an interesting way of, of seeing it, because I suppose I'm interested in different cat, I would just

21:20
If I was starting from scratch, I would have very different categories. I would have, you know, emotional quilts or I would have, you know, family stories or I would have protest or I would have, I don't know what else,  but thematic, I guess, rather than sort of technical design, construction based, which is how it's traditionally been. And there is some change in that. There is some changing of categories and I'm not suggesting they have to change everything at Festival of Quilts.

21:49
because it clearly works for a lot of people, you know, it's still very prestigious to show your work there.  And it's really nice to be able to see such a wide variety of different pieces that you would never see in an exhibition that had been specifically selected. You wouldn't get such a range of, I guess, purposes of reasons why people have made. That's what I'm really interested in. And you don't get enough of that in a label or in the catalogue for Festival Quilts.

22:19
I I very rarely buy the catalog, so I don't often get the artists, the maker's statements with them because I just find that too much information and it's too overwhelming because there's so many hundreds of quilts.  But so we do rely a little bit on the visual, but sometimes, you know, the visual tells you enough about either what the maker intended or what I am taking from what the maker has presented. You know, it's not necessarily

22:49
I know from my own experience, it's very rarely the same thing. My intention with a piece is very rarely recognised immediately by the audience. And that, I like that, that works for me as the artist, but I know it's not always quite what you want. Because sometimes you get people saying, oh, this is about such and such. I go, it's not, but that's what it means to you.  But sometimes people will just tell you what your work is about.

23:16
which is a weird experience.  Oh, you're clearly inspired by this. No, well, no, but you know, that's what you're taking from it. That's really interesting. And I do find it fascinating how people, different people respond very differently to the same piece of work and get different things from it. And that must happen all the time with this kind of massive quilts from very different origins and very different.

23:47
reasons why people have made those quilts? I mean, well, you know, I started by saying I don't love quilts shows and now I'm thinking well the reasons why I do but one of the things that I think is most important about festival quilts and I think especially if you are thinking about it in its kind of context of other quilt shows which are tended to be juried and so there is already a sort of filter if you like, know, that is kind of placed on what is good work and what is work that needs to be seen.

24:13
What I love about Festival of Quills is its democracy, know, is anybody who wants to enter a quilt, their quilt will be shown. And I think that's its value in terms of being a kind of mass survey, you know, it's mass observation.  It's everything that's getting made that anybody wants to show.  So I think from a kind of ethnographer of quilting, know, kind of sociologist.

24:39
you know, that's really interesting to me. I'm interested in where I can kind of see change coming.  What's the kind of edges?  I mean, the categorization is one of those things that has just kind of grown, I suppose, over time. And you can see that in, you know, contemporary was once the cutting edge and then the added modern and now we're kind of postmodern, you know, what's going to happen next? They're going to have to find another category. You know, those kind of geometric quilts no longer.

25:09
necessarily look like the cutting edge of what quilters have to say, you know, and so I enjoy that sense of change.  I mean, I wonder whether, I always think it's really interesting that, you know, Festival of Quilts has kind of endured through this period of mass digitisation of people's engagement with quilts. You know, it used to be when they first started running Festival of Quilts in the, you know, late eighties, nineties, whatever,  the, the,

25:36
the only way you could see lots of quilts was in person, you know, to go somewhere and see them hanging. Whereas, of course, now you can effectively go to Festival of Quilts by seeing quilts online, you know, and you can live a visually enriched kind of quilt life, you know, in a community without ever going to a physical quilt show.  where, you know, the intersection between those two things is always is, again, the interesting thing, you know, when we're talking about

26:03
I really loved your idea about a kind of curated selection. I mean, the thing I really enjoy about Festival of Quilts is other people's roundups of what they enjoyed. Yes, yes. Essentially curatorial.  Instagram is great for that.  Yes. And you sort of wonder why Festival of Quilts doesn't harness that, you know, I they have their kind of guest, you know,  makers, artists, et cetera, there, you know, I I always think it would be really interesting. I mean,

26:32
you know, we're lucky we get to have conversations with people who are exhibiting there about what they've seen and what they like. And that's always really interesting.  But I think that ought perhaps to be part of like what everybody's experiencing when they're there. Because it would be a shame to lose that idea of every quilt that is entered is shown. I think there's something in a world where algorithms and, you know, like these sort of gatekeeping things.

27:00
shape what we see.  It's actually quite rare and sort of radical that there are still places where we just see everything that's shown. That is a really good point and I have thought about it before but I have totally forgotten that aspect of it and actually I do really love that that democracy and that there's no hierarchy of who's a professional and who isn't you know that that that isn't what how the categories one of the it isn't one of the categories which is really nice and there was a new category or new

27:30
fairly new, I don't know if it was brand new this year of, I don't know what they can't remember what they called it, but ones that didn't want to be into the and go through the judging process. were showing or something.  just just for just for sharing or something like that, which was I thought was a really nice touch, because that can be really off putting to people to know that they're going to be judged. then they get this feedback. And it can be I mean, I found it quite hard to get this middling feedback, but it certainly wasn't.

28:00
it wasn't enjoyable to receive this, you get this little slip of paper when you get your quilt back with the sort of tick box where you scored on certain criteria, know, good, average,  poor or terrible.  I can't remember exactly what they are, but it's a bit crushing. It's a bit like getting a school report and going, oh.  Well, I mean, it's a very thankless job being a judge, I'm sure. it is. And, you know, and they rely on people who want to become a judge.

28:30
the judging pool you know like is refreshed by that and I think you know another kind of interesting area would be to have appointed judges or occasional judges you know like so I mean I do really like the kind of judges choice that they have where individual judges can out things that they themselves have but you know I think it's very difficult to work within a kind of constraint that actually in our world today is quite difficult

28:58
it's not really something that we do very much, you you don't get a school report that looks like that anymore, that's for sure.  You still get that, you know, it's quite an old fashioned way of sort of assigning power and, you know, asserting kind of a hegemonic kind of understanding of what is good and what isn't.  And they're sort of working within that, you know, and there's obviously a lot of kind of pushback that you can place on that in terms of how do you...

29:25
make a judgment and who gets to make a judgment.  I think individual judges obviously try their hardest within that, but the system is a system, isn't it? And it's very difficult.  I think we're preaching here a radical gospel, which is that there aren't categories, that there isn't judgment, that there's,  and it's very difficult to then actually kind of say, what does that look like in practice?

29:54
I mean, I think what we're both saying is that what is missing perhaps for us in some senses in terms of walking the kind of exhibition galleries is context, you know, it's about, you know, what is this work speaking to?  What else have you made? I mean, one of the things I wrote on my list when we were talking about doing this podcast was about, you know, my kind of thoughts about visiting quilts at Festival of Quilts was about this idea of quilts as being

30:24
something that as an artist you make in a sequence rather than an individual object that stands alone in its own, you know, white wall. And, you know, we don't really have any kind of sense of people's evolution. I mean, there's a little bit in the book about, you know, your inspiration and, you know, and these sorts of things. But, you know, most of the time what we'd like really is to understand more about

30:50
why the person made this quilt, you you talk beautifully about this idea of the why, you know,  why has this quilt come to life?  Why is this in the world?  And that's really the meat of it. And that's really the meat of why people make quilts and want to look at other people's made quilts.  Without the why, it's just a load of pictures to flick past, isn't it? You can sometimes sort of walk up and down going, another quilt, another quilt, another quilt.

31:17
But each of those has been one person's year or, you know, like months of, you know, intimate kind of engagement with the, you know, materiality of making something. And I think it almost feels to throw away an experience to not, you know, like really get into, you know,  like why for those makers.  And I think more opportunities for us to, as viewers, to be able to engage with that why would be.

31:47
would make it a richer experience for everyone. Yeah, it really would. I think, I mean, that kind of speaks to my question of, or my interest in why people choose to share them. Why people, you know, what is the,  it's gonna be different for everybody, but the reasoning, you some of it, they do want to enter the competitions in hope to win.  And, you know, they enter, choose the categories very carefully and assess what's, you know, what's

32:17
what's favoured.  But there's something about, you you talked about the democracy of it, there's something about having your work amongst a community, a kind of being part of something. And it's physically, although it's not you yourself in place,  but as you know, your quilts is alongside other quilts. And in this huge space,  hundreds and hundreds of thousands of people will see it. Only, you know, a small percentage of them will stop and pay attention to each individual quilt. But

32:45
That's way, you know, it's a whole different world of people that you would never have come across and never overlapped with. And I think that is a really special thing again, with the, you know, the openness of the, of the competition quilts and the, the democracy of it and the, kind of, it's a sharing process. So yes, there's competitive of, you know, wanting to win, but I don't believe that everybody's entering with the intention of hoping to win.

33:14
they're entering because it's a really powerful experience to share your work with other people in a place that your peers, let's not say they're not, it's not necessarily about the competition, it's about being part of a kind of fellowship of makers who are all coming together. This show wouldn't exist without all of those hundreds of quilts, it would be very, very different without all of those hundreds of competition quilts. And for a lot of people, that's what they go for. They go for specifically to see.

33:43
to see those, especially if they've got a piece in. And then once you've got a piece in that competition quilt, the rest, you're kind of really fascinated by the rest of it. What else is in the same category? And perhaps I should have put mine in that category.  I'm interested. why the curatorial idea is so lovely, because I absolutely love the idea of entering a quilt and then being kind of placed within this little community that is a sort of transient community that just appears for, you know, the four days of the...

34:11
of the show and that actually, I mean, that's the kind of event on stage that I would want to go and see at the Festival of Quilts. Bring together the 10 people whose quilts all spoke to each other's and talk about their shared or different inspiration and what caused them to create something that had this kind of, you know, like pieces of work that were in relation to each other. You know, that is really fascinating to me.

34:40
because then you're going to get really different people brought together,  having a conversation about different inspirations and different experiences, different skills, different ways to talk about a feeling.  As we walked around, we kept coming back to quilts that had either some commonality,  oh, that's like that one we just saw in da-da-da, but it's different because it's da-da-da.

35:06
Like that's to my mind, the bit that's so interesting, because that's where,  you know, like if we're being really kind of, you know, theoretical about it, you know, the purpose of art is to rub against other art and for you to feel something in between those two pieces of art, yes? And so that's sort of like what, if we're saying that, you know, the making of a quilt is an expression of an art instinct, yeah, then like that's what we should be exploring, you know, the

35:36
the why and the why in relation to other people's why.  Yeah, and I think it would be so interesting to have to hear more of the different perspectives. So some of those people will be professional artists or well established in textile art or even in quilting. And some people, will be the first thing they've ever shown in public may not be the first thing they've ever made, but definitely be the first thing they've ever shown. And lots of people will be somewhere in between.

36:03
done this bit and share things in different contexts.  I noticed this within my Maker membership which is again quite a democratic group. There are some professional artists and there are plenty of people who wouldn't put themselves in that category but are very experienced and some who are less experienced.  I don't divide it up by professional and non-professional. I treat everybody the same and I do online exhibitions for some of our creative projects over a

36:33
12 month period. And for some people, that is the first time they've ever shared their work in a public context. don't have, they don't put their stuff on Instagram. You know, it's the first time it's ever been seen. But for me, bringing the last one I did was only, it was about six or seven artists involved. And the theme was making with care and everybody had interpreted that very differently.  But seeing them together, being able to bring that together, I wrote quite a bit about it because I found it a really powerful experience.

37:02
for me to bring them together and to have those stories interacting, but also knowing that the people involved had had conversations throughout their time of making with both with me and with each other. So it was a very kind of collaborative process, which I absolutely love doing. It's really meaningful, but it was, and it's a very big deal for a lot of people to be sharing their work in that way, in that context, alongside other practitioners that they really admire. And I think

37:32
that capturing some of that community and connection between the people would be really special. mean, know, Festival Quilts generally does capture a lot of that because, you know, it's the place where we all meet up.  you know, there people who are working in that field or are interested in textiles. I talk to loads of people that I already know, artists and makers and people who sell textiles, curators and all sorts, you know, and it's a really lovely community feel because

38:02
The textile world, quilting and further out, is a really lovely,  warm, friendly community. Even in something like the Festival of Quilts where it's theoretically competition and people's are in competition with each other. Actually, I think it's very communal and supportive and connected. We love to see each other's exhibitions. We're really delighted when somebody...

38:26
that we know, we've seen the background of their work and we see them, they're showing their first piece and if somebody you know wins a prize, you know, it is a wonderful thing. It's really, really special to see people being recognised in that way and I think there is that sense of support and community and connection within that textile.  But you see you're describing something that I think is really important here which is that you

38:51
in your Maker Membership group, know, what you're actually doing is you are bestowing the kind of dignity of making with intention on every Maker. You're saying, you know, your answer to why you've made this, what inspired it, what you thought about while you making it, what you hope for it, what you, you know,  what aspects of your life went into making it, is a question that when you actually ask a lot of Makers,

39:22
they're delighted, but also sometimes a bit sort of trepidatious to answer because,  know, there is still a hierarchy around art, you know, and who gets to make art and who is allowed to describe their work as art. And I think that when the exhibition spaces that are there to show things like quilts define them as just being

39:51
Is it square? Is it this? Is it that? These are the things that are important.  You're almost taking away from people the kind of sense of dignity of themselves as an artist.  You you have made this piece of art that has come into the world that wouldn't be here without your specific vision.  So, you know, like allowing people to have the space to think about what they made as being art and to talk about that and the feelings that it creates in them and that they hope it creates in other people.

40:19
is a really important part of like how you give weight to quilt making. You know, it's a skill and a practice that has been much maligned by its sense of sort of domestic, you know, like as if it's just practical or it's just nonsensical, you know, like why would you cut up fabric and sew it all back together again in tiny pieces? That is a sort of dismissal of what is actually an artistic intention amongst every maker.

40:49
And I think that when we actually acknowledge that and recognise and actually give space to that, you know, then most people have something really interesting to say about what they've made.  And I think that's the sort of that's the nub for me of like how you make a quilt show as engaging and important as possible is to make space for that room for people to kind of.

41:16
effectively engage with themselves as an artist, if you see what I'm saying.  Like actually interrogate their own intentions in the way that as a professional artist you're used to doing, but as a sort of domestic homemaker or make it for your family or, you know, most of us are that, you know, it's, it's, but it's actually quite powerful to encourage people to do that, I think. And it's important for the craft as a whole, you know, and how it's conceived in the world.

41:44
but it's also important as individuals in terms of our own kind of sense of esteem and recognition of our work and our labour because, you know, making a is an investment of a huge amount of people's time. And when we say, and when we talk about hobbies as things that are trivial,  we're trivialising how people have chosen to spend an important part of their life. Now they're not doing that, you know, they are deciding to spend time on that quilt because of something that's important to them.

42:13
And I think unless we make space to allow people to think about their making in those ways, we tend to allow people to trivialise their own work in that same way. And it's almost like a sort of secondary way of, you know,  less of something, of a practice that has huge weight and has always had that weight. Yeah.  But it does...

42:39
making textiles, making quilts carries an enormous amount of social baggage in terms of, you know, women's work and the professionalizing or not and the, you know, and that is continues to be expressed by people who are making it and they know that they're making it because they love it.  But they constantly, you know, the question that comes up in my membership group and when I've done mentoring is that

43:07
need to know what it's for, you know, needs to be for something, I need to be able to justify the time I've spent on this.  Which I, you know, I understand it, but it really infuriates me not for the individual that's saying it, but that they feel like that, that society has made them feel like their creative expression has to be functional, and has to have a use in order to be valid and to be a good use of their time.

43:33
And that's one of the challenges that I work through, spend a lot of time working through when I particularly working one to one with people and kind of learning to feel,  recognise their own value of their own making because it is not valued by society and quite often not valued within their own domestic environment and within their own homes and families. And that is a real,  really challenging.  And I think one of the ways that tends to be expressed is when I'm asking people to

44:03
share something about the reasons behind their work, the inspiration, the story behind it. They tell me the functionality. They say, it's inspired by this design thing.  It's made in this way. I've used these materials. And I say, no, that's not the why. That's the how. Can we get into the why? So this happened with my Stitching Emotions project, which is again an open...

44:28
contribution project, which was in my Mary Lynn Wood exhibition and will be reworked for my next exhibition.  I asked people to make a piece within some rules for functionality, but expressing their personal emotions and experiences and feelings about the process of hand stitching. And some people really went with that and made some really interesting things and also wrote some interesting things to go with it.

44:56
And some people really struggled with how to express that, A, and how to then make that into a textile artwork, because they just weren't used to it, don't have the experience of exploring how do I feel about stitch? Why do I do it? What is my experience of sitting hand sewing?  And found it very, very hard to talk about, know, to have them just not having the language, not having the practice of talking about the why that we do something.

45:25
But we know, but we all know in our hearts, you there's a reason why people chose to make a piece of hand stitched piece that would have taken them many hours to contribute to an exhibition because they were interested in my concept, my story. This, the kind of, there may be, it's the collaborative part of it, the being part of it.  There's being in a big exhibition, which is a big deal. You know, it's a really powerful thing. you're not a professional maker and you're not showing your work in that way.

45:54
the collectiveness of it, that everybody's together is in a book. So they were kind of folded up together and along, you know, your work ended up alongside somebody who you've never met from the other side of the world, which again, is that it's a really, so I think there's, there's, there's so many layers to that choosing to either to make a piece of work. There's the complexity of trying to express the, feelings that are going on inside. And then there's the

46:23
experience of being part of that group project in that way because they're people you know they were all done at home and and sent in so it wasn't a collective making project in that way it was a work at home and then I wrestled them together in the weeks before the exhibition but it's so it's such a special thing for me to have all of those pieces sent to me I think there's 30 30 35 pieces

46:50
something like that. And I've done this in loads of projects. I love having contributions from different people,  from different backgrounds and experiences and professional or non-professional makers and all sorts.  It's so special when you get these parcels in the post and people have put so much work into something that, you know, they're contributing to my exhibition or my project and may or may not get back or, you know, some people will have...

47:19
back, know, there different ways of doing it in each different project, but it's a really special thing. And I think with something as big as the Festival Quilts, that experience must happen to the people putting it up, but you don't, they won't have the time to go, wow, this is amazing. Let me appreciate this quilt for 10 minutes, because they've got hundreds to put on the wall in a matter of days.  but there's something very, as the kind of recipient of that

47:48
commitment and effort and engagement. It's really rewarding for me to see people really do care because it's always a risk when you you invite people to send things in. You're like, if I only get one back?  nobody sends one back. You know, the worst thing is always when you've got, know, I haven't actually got enough to make the thing. But actually, it's always worked out. It's always worked really well. I have just the right number and it's come out really nicely and not too huge. I did it for criminal quilts.

48:18
And I had 100 people sign up. And thankfully I didn't get 100 squares back because that would have been an enormous quilt.  I got 30, 36 back. So it made a really nice, good size, not massive patchwork piece. But it was very interesting, you know, with all of these projects, I have conversations with people who start and don't finish a piece and they lose confidence and they go, oh, it's not good enough for you.

48:43
You you want it, it's got to look really good. going alongside all these special things. I can't, you know, I'm not good enough at this.  And that's a really interesting process where I can to work with those people, have those conversations and say, you know, your work is valid. As long as it's like actually functional and within the criteria that I need in order to be able to construct it.  I want, you know, I want everybody's contribution because the people viewing it with

49:13
particularly with stitching emotions where I've seen lots of people going through this book and touching all the different pieces and reading the text that comes with it. They're not looking for who's done the best stitching. They're looking for whose work really fascinates and touches them and intrigues them and kind of makes them think in a different way or ask different questions. And that's what we're interested in.  And that's, again, that's the same.

49:42
It's the same as looking at all those hundreds of quilts. There's just slightly too many of them to be able to see all in one go. Who is walking the aisles of festival of quilts looking for the person with the best tiny stitches? No one.  And that sort of makes a mockery of the judging.  At the end of the day,  we're all interested in human connection, aren't we?  And if we...

50:07
are going to a quilt show, we're going in order to be moved, to be touched, to be inspired, to be, you know, to have intangible impact.  I mean, I think what was really powerful there when you were talking about your, you know, working with people who themselves are saying, I don't think it's good enough, don't, you know, or I find it difficult to express why.  think, you know, that makes me think about why, why we often as women.

50:34
often as domestic makers find it so hard to actually answer that question. And I think the answer to that is because nobody asks us.  And so I think that as an organization like Festival of Quills, know, organizations that have kind of advocacy or, you know, know, control and what have you in the, in these sorts of industries have so much importance that they are actually presenting the practice of things like quilt making.

51:03
in a way that commands that kind of respect, that makes it obvious that people should be asking those questions and that people external should be asking those questions about what people have made.  It's not, you you don't go to an art gallery and go, well, I don't know why, you know, Picasso painted another field or whatever, you know, like he already did one, but people say that about, you know, quilters and why she's made another one. She must have one on every bed,  you know, like it's.

51:31
But actually, you are, and this is one of the things that we take really seriously in the work that we do within the frame,  you the purpose of that work is to elevate the recognition of what the practice means. And that is not just for the kind of, you know,  historical kind of thinking about what that practice meant. It's for contemporary makers, because when we're actually saying this is a cultural

51:59
way of making meaning, it's a way that people understand where they're from and the things that happen to them in their lives.  That actually elevates the way that people engage with quilt making for ordinary makers and hopefully that filters down into a kind of recognition that it is important that we're all asking, why are we doing this? What does it mean?  Why is it important?  I said at the beginning this idea of handwork as heft.

52:28
know, quilting is heft.  We live in a world where the things that people think and want to express are all over the internet.  People, you know, there's a lot of people who are prepared to very loudly talk about what they believe in and what values they have in the world. And actually the quilt makers are often doing it really quietly. Yeah. We're stitching into things, what we value, what we think is important, how we spend our time, how we care for each other, how we think about the environment.

52:58
And actually, unless we as an organisation, as a collective,  as a whole makers of quilts are saying, by the way, we've got things to say in what we're making,  then we're kind of allowing ourselves to be dismissed as a hobby,  making another quilt for something to do, that all of those kinds of ways that the work that women do can be dismissed.

53:28
And so yeah, I think that at the end of the day, when we're kind of talking about how does a quilt hang in a show, which is what we've begun with, you know, I think where we've kind of ended is that it's really important what the paradigms are that structure that show. What is it that we want to elevate about the importance of quilt making? What do we want to shine that, you know, light on in an aircraft hanger?  What do we want to lift up and say is important about the practice?

53:56
And I think, you know, there's lots of opinions about that. And I'm sure everybody listening will have opinions about it too.  Because, you know, at the end of the day, we all go to Festival of Quilts to walk around with our friend going, oh, well, that was nice, but I wouldn't have done it like that.  And, you know, running a show like Festival of Quilts must be a thankless job for precisely that reason. Really, really hard. mean, you know, even curating a small selection is hard and putting on a small exhibition is exhausting. But I think

54:24
What is really important, you know, we're not just criticizing, we are picking out what interests us and intrigues us and what might elevate. But I think what's really come out for me from this conversation, what's really special is that it's actually, it's an expression of a community. It's a physical expression of the textile quilting community, which is a really, really wonderful thing. And I think however it ends up being presented in public.

54:52
the energy in that kind of space in that kind of, it's a festival.  It's not a festival like other people go to festivals.  It always makes me laugh when other people, there used to be a music festival on at the same time, the same weekend, and some of my friends would be going off camping and drinking a lot and going to dance to music. And I know my festival is about lovely soft quilts and talking to really nerdy textile people about the kind of really...

55:17
wonderful lovely things that we all love and feel really connected to and but that you know that getting people together in that textile focused space is something that I absolutely love and I really celebrate it and I am very much looking forward to be exhibiting myself next year fingers all very crossed which will be a wonderful way to.

55:42
experienced the show again. I was there in 2018 with my criminal courts project.  And, and yeah, I've forgotten enough about it to be ready to do it again. Just about ready to do it again. And but yeah, that sense of community that sharing that connectedness that textiles brings through its materiality and through the people who make is what my work is all about. And that think that's something that's, you know, that's about the connection that we have.

56:12
these conversations are about how very emotionally connected textile making is and that connects us all together. Perfect. Lovely. Thank you very much.

56:28
Thanks Deb for another wonderfully rich conversation. We are both loving this so much and there will be more from the two of us soon. Just a couple of things that were mentioned in this episode that I want to highlight. Deb mentioned her work project called Within the Frame on revitalising the craft of quilting in a frame. You can find that at withintheframe.co.uk.  I will put links in the blog post for this episode.

56:54
Also, my Maker membership, which we talked about, is starting a new creative theme this autumn, and I'm offering a free Taster Session in early October for people who think they might like to join this friendly creative community. Please check my website for details. And finally, my new book Tangled is out now, available exclusively from me. I'm so delighted that the pre-orders have arrived with people by now and I'm getting some really lovely feedback. It's available from my website, Ruth Singer.

57:24
where you'll also find the episode blog post and all the other information. I'll be back with another episode very soon. Thanks for listening.
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