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Brankica Zilovic, Return to Ithaca, 2023 (detail). Wall installation showing 114 embroidered books (Homer, L’Odyssée, Folio Classique collection, 2000). 200 cm x 75 m (78¾ in x 246 ft ¾ in). © Marijana Jankovic.






Foreword

Ann Coxon is a curator, writer and researcher. She was formerly Curator of International Art at Tate Modern.

What is ‘textile fine art’ and why should we consider it right now? This book brings together the artworks and insights of 50 artists living and working across the globe who explore textiles as a fine art medium. Using thread, fabric, fibre or yarn – often in combination with other materials and within a wide range of techniques – these artists present us with diverse bodies of work from which we might draw certain connections.

Attempts to give a name and definition to artworks using textile media or techniques have been made at different points within the past 100 years. Most notably, in the 1960s and 1970s a global movement known as ‘Fiber Art’ was championed by curators and critics who recognized a wave of artists using fibre as a sculptural medium and inspired by ancient, indigenous and folk practices of weaving, knotting and binding. What we are witnessing now might be seen as a second wave of textile art, which has an even broader reach and a more varied group of defenders. As we near the middle of the twenty-first century, textiles are frequently seen in major art museums, fairs and biennials. It is now more than a movement, and perhaps a time to recognize that artists are increasingly turning to textiles as rich material for the making of art. Textiles can be used as forms of painting or sculpture, installation or intervention. They also provide their own means of expression and way of thinking; bringing us closer to the ‘stuff the world is made of’ (in the words of Bauhaus-trained weaver Anni Albers).

Helen Adams has dedicated herself to researching and promoting textile art since the early 2010s. On social media she is known under the handle Textile Curator. Adams unapologetically declares that she is ‘waking up the world to contemporary textile art’. Her website is a source of inspiration and an anthology of textile-based practices. The selection of artists profiled in these pages is relatively small in number compared with the growing community Adams encounters. Yet their works powerfully highlight some of the common threads and concerns of artists today. Textiles speak eloquently of cultural heritage, histories of trade and migration, consumerism and the environment, gender and identity politics, of labour and the domestic. In addition, they may lead us towards immersive, tactile encounters in a world of digital and optical saturation. The weaving, stitching, pleating, folding and twisting of cloth by hand requires intense concentration and often takes the maker into a state of ‘flow’, echoing metaphorically the pliable and fluid qualities of textiles.

Through the interviews in this book each artist is asked questions pertinent to their individual practice, as well as general questions such as, ‘What are your earliest memories of creating art and textiles?’, ‘How do you create a piece?’ and ‘Why do you use textiles as your medium?’ Though the answers vary, the artists’ words combine with the wealth of images to demonstrate a sense of possibility. The most beautiful and useful of all human inventions, textiles, it seems, are going from strength to strength.


[image: A mixed media and embroidered zebra with a soft fluffy hair surrounded by plants and flowers.]


Karen Nicol, Show Your True Stripes, 2024. Photograph negatives, horse hair, felt, chiffon, Italian melting yarn, printed fabric, millinery stiffener, beads, Irish machine embroidery and paint. 130 x 95 cm (51⅛ x 37⅜ in). Courtesy of Karen Nicol.






Introduction

Textiles are universal and ubiquitous. We are surrounded by textiles from birth to death, which gives them an emotional resonance associated with the personal self. Their name derives from the Roman word textilis meaning ‘woven’; and just as warp and weft are intertwined, when textiles are used within art, the viewer has an inherent connection with the medium. Perhaps because of this duality of the familiar with the art form, the place of textile art within fine art is often misunderstood. Yet there is nothing to misunderstand. It is a medium rich in depth, possibilities and, of course, tactility.

The 50 artists within these pages are devoting their careers to textiles or using it for periods within their practice. All are linked through their commitment to creating by hand, with each bringing a unique perspective. The question-and-answer format of the conversations that accompany their pieces allows each artist to explain their work, pathway and why they use textiles. We learn that some choose textiles as a political statement while others are drawn to the possibility of the material, or the potential to innovate the traditional.

Textile art has a multitude of techniques and materials creating almost limitless possibilities. Stitching with threads and yarn, or weaving with found materials such as waste detritus to create a ‘fabric’, makes results that are far from predictable. It also generates a freedom for creativity as well as an exploration into undiscovered territory.

This wonderful sense of freedom within the genre arises for several reasons. For one, practicality gives an accessibility which other art forms can lack. Most materials are readily available and a large studio or specific equipment isn’t often required. Smaller-scale work is easy to transport and store. Techniques such as knitting or embroidery can be done while travelling or talking to others. There are no toxic fumes or messy, wet materials. Yet undoubtedly the main reason textiles open up so many possibilities is due to the history and historical perceptions of textile art.

Functional textiles date back millennia. Weaving, basketry and hand-stitching are embedded into ancient cultures. Throughout the world textiles moved beyond functional items, and an art form emerged as cultures incorporated techniques and materials to represent the heritage of their community. Due to the difficulty of preserving textiles, most examples only date back to medieval times. Grand, hand-woven tapestries were a sign of both wealth and status depicting intricate narratives of cautionary tales and religion. Needlework was a familiar activity in monasteries and nunneries. Yet it was anonymous work.

It wasn’t until movements led predominantly by design that artists began to put their names to textile art. Britain’s Arts and Crafts movement during the late nineteenth century was one of the first examples, followed by Germany’s Bauhaus, which was founded in 1919. Women at the Bauhaus art school were largely excluded from most creative disciplines other than weaving, which was considered a feminine craft. Female weavers including Gunta Stölzl and Anni Albers went on to devote their careers to weaving, elevating it beyond the functional and truly establishing it as an art form.

The early 1960s were a pivotal time. Beginning in 1962, the International Tapestry Biennials in Lausanne, Switzerland, provided a platform for artists using textiles to explore sculptural forms and push the boundaries. Magdalena Abakanowicz is notable for using fibre in her work and exhibited there numerous times.

The feminist movement in the early 70s furthered the use of textiles as an art form. The exhibition Womanhouse featuring Judy Chicago, Faith Wilding and Miriam Schapiro, among others, continued to expand the conversation around materials. Practices such as embroidery, which were associated with domesticity and seen as women’s work, moved into new ground by addressing social and political issues.

Despite this fresh perspective, textiles lost momentum in the 1980s. Some artists in this book explain that curators and galleries were unsure where their work sat within fine art and were unwilling to show it in galleries alongside paintings and sculptures. Yet artists resolutely continued to devote their practice to it. Thankfully talent, creativity and the power of the medium endured and textile art has since experienced a renaissance.

How do we explain this renaissance? Ironically for a medium where tactility is paramount, the digital world has helped both the rise in popularity of textile art, and the breaking down of barriers around how it is perceived. Social media bypasses the gatekeepers of the traditional art route. Embedded associations around textiles and fibre art such as who creates it are cast aside on the digital screen. Removing the physicality and viewing the artwork as a digital image has made factors such as the composition or interplay of tone or colour primary rather than secondary. Viewing the work in real life afterwards enhances it exponentially as the richness of the texture, the sheen of a surface or the incredible technique adds to the depth and offers an emotional connection.

Other reasons for this reemergence and why artists use textiles are multifaceted. One common thread that can be traced in the conversations within this book is a desire to reclaim the position of textiles within art. Rewriting art history is a driving force – artists are questioning the historic dominance of the West or reappraising artistic traditions ignored in a patriarchal society.

Gender is a focus for many artists, recognizing techniques that were dismissed as a domestic endeavour or skills that existed only as invisible labour. An inclusivity envelops textile art. While feminism, which has long celebrated this, remains a key strand of that inclusivity, other communities are using textile art to erase boundaries and bring people together.

When textile art was far from the mainstream it attracted a punk-rock, anything-goes attitude which continues to this day. Subversion is apparent in many works as textiles provide the ideal canvas for it. Cosy associations with the material, the intricacy of technique, a shimmer or texture can capture the viewer’s imagination. The medium leads them to engage with a subject which, often at odds with their expectations, they could otherwise have overlooked.

Another thread feeding into the genre’s inclusivity is that it attracts artists who stand for marginalized societies. Some artists in these pages use the fluidity of textile art to express their queerness. Others give a voice to communities that have been overlooked or oppressed, for example due to colonialism. Their art acts as a reminder that rights need to be protected, and complacency can be dangerous.

Reading the different perspectives, we find that the process is equally important to the completed work. Be it quilting, embroidery, weaving or another technique again, the repetition and time-consuming nature of the endeavour allows artists to fully immerse themselves in the act of creating. Many enter a ‘flow state’.

There is often an emotional resonance to creating. Childhood memories of learning to sew or knit may have happy associations for the artists if their work was commended by teachers or family. Others find solace or a sense of protection in the act of making; it is a safe space to create and exist.

Where some artists are irresistibly drawn to the process, others purposefully seek it out, using it to reflect their culture and heritage. Some feel a sense of duty to maintain knowledge of techniques that are dying out. As well as process, technique is paramount. Artists take years to learn the intricacies of their technique which goes hand-in-hand with materiality. Exploring how different materials react and pushing them to their boundaries leads to incredible results.

The reuse of waste products provides the materials for several artists. What often began as a practical solution to a limited resource has continued as sustainability becomes vital.

It is insightful to consider how artists began working with textiles. As with almost any art form there is no linear route to becoming an artist, yet the path to textiles seems particularly varied. Some artists are self-taught, while others favoured the academic route, with only a small percentage starting out with textiles. Some had successful careers in other fields before textiles became their focus. Yet each has found their own artistic expression and individuality.

Ultimately, regardless of the questions around the position or perception of textile art, this book shows that art using textiles is part of the fabric of fine art and inseparable from the fine art lexicon. Textile art is one of the most diverse and inclusive forms of fine art. In this increasingly digital world, it represents and connects humanity and will continue to do so for millennia.




Faig Ahmed

Exploring identity and culture both locally and globally are just some of the questions raised in Faig Ahmed’s work. Born in 1982 in Sumqayit, one of Azerbaijan’s largest cities, Faig considered studying medicine before enrolling in a degree specializing in sculpture at the Azerbaijan State Academy of Fine Art. He was one of a group of artists representing the country’s first exhibition at the 2007 Venice Biennale. Using carpets as his medium, one of Azerbaijan’s oldest art forms, helped his work achieve global success. Meticulous research, the visual juxtaposition of traditional with contemporary, and the exploration of pattern as a global language give his work universal appeal. His studio and home are in Baku.

Why did you study sculpture?

I chose art because it had a free direction. I didn’t know what specialization I wanted, I just thought I needed to immerse myself in art to understand and discover what I wanted and to educate myself. It was a very classical and conservative programme and after starting my MA, I left to find my own direction.

What happened afterwards?

Before I left the institute, I joined a group of contemporary artists and creators called ‘Wings of Time’. It was a great experience and another education for me. For the first time I was part of a professional community. I participated in different exhibitions, travelled and used experimental materials.

Why do you use textiles in your art?

From the very beginning when you are born, textiles touch you. Touch is one of the first senses you feel so I like to start from here. Textiles are very simple, but at the same time they store old and complex knowledge from the past. Patterns are still retained, unlike paintings, sculptures or architecture where old elements almost disappear or are modified. It’s hard to modify textiles so pattern remains.

Carpet weaving has always been part of Azerbaijani culture. Why did you choose to use carpet in your art?

The Venice Biennale gave me the opportunity to see a lot of contemporary artists and understand what the global contemporary art language needed. Art from some countries such as China had a recognizable style and this led me to ask myself the question of what Azerbaijani art should look like. Is there an identity for contemporary art? I approached carpet in an analytical way as an experiment to see if it could be pursued in contemporary art dialogue. A global language. A discussion.

It’s also a social and somehow political question of missed culture for a period during Communism here in Azerbaijan and in post-Soviet countries generally.


[image: A handmade woollen carpet with repeating floral and other motifs. The top half of the carpet appears to be covered in paint, some of which drips to the bottom.]


Invert, 2014
Handmade woollen carpet 150 x 200 cm (59 x 78¾ in)




[image: A handmade woollen carpet woven such that the lower half appears to have melted in a puddle of colours.]


Doubts, 2020
Handmade woollen carpet 160 x 460 x 320 cm (63 x 181 x 126 in)



How does your work question culture?

It is carpet, but because it’s modified, the modifications question whether it is carpet or not. This leads to the question of what is culture and what is local identity. Do we need local culture, why do we need it? Maybe we don’t. Have we lost it already? Should we be without our local identity and culture and be a global human? Then the whole world has identity, but you are without identity – what does this look like? Can you communicate without identity? From a personal situation, humans ask do I need something from my past as a tradition or should I just leave it, give it up, change myself?

In this way I extrapolate small personal questions to bigger social questions. Carpet is a very simple but good medium to illustrate and speak a language. It’s traditional so it is a cultural object.


[image: A woollen carpet installation attached to what looks like a large loom in a gallery.]


Installation, 2017
Handmade woollen carpet Dimensions variable Heydar Aliyev Centre, Baku, Azerbaijan
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Social Anatomy, 2016
Video Dimensions variable



Your work involves years of research. Where did this lead?

My research was a revelation of the patterns that can be made on textiles and how these textiles were created. Also, the relationship between system and patterns. I started in the George Washington University Textile Museum, Washington, DC. Patterns from many cultures have similarities, such as zigzags or crosses – they are a form of language. My research led me to a small tribe, the Shibipo Conibo in Peru, whose patterns were unlike any other.

How much of your work is influenced by Azerbaijani culture and how much by other cultures?

As an artist I’m open to any culture. I know Azerbaijani culture in depth, but if I put myself to one side and look temporarily at other cultures, I see it differently. I’m creating some kind of symbiosis of different cultures. Everyone is similar, but similar because we are all different; that is, we are all unique.


[image: A handmade woollen carpet with floral and other motifs woven at the top but the lower half appears to be a plain, untreated and undyed wool.]


Nizami Ganjavi, 2021
Handmade woollen carpet 127 x 320 cm (50 x 126 in)



How do you create your work?

I use different processes depending on each project. When I start, I question how to approach a piece. Sometimes I draw sketches on a computer and transfer them to engineering paper to be woven. Other times I draw on the warp, or simply talk to the weavers. One experimental piece was a double-sided carpet with different patterns on each side, one in wool and one in silk, and we had to use a special loom and a weaver from Iran.

Is globalization affecting your work?

Traditional skills are disappearing everywhere. Carpet-making becomes more about manufacturing, but this is reality in a way. This is another reason why I like to use hand-woven carpet, because it is disappearing. Maybe one day it will be an object in a museum representing the past. Like humanity will become more technological. Change happens.

How does your work Social Anatomy explore textile principles through video?

I look at the textile through pattern and I see it as a metaphor of the structure of human society. In Social Anatomy, 360 people moved in the formation of the pattern of a carpet. The pattern included Azerbaijani traditional objects relating to main cultural events including birth, a wedding and a funeral; and events where there was food and music. Arranging them in a carpet’s pattern represents more than textile principles, it represents how culture can be localized or crystallized. It was directly related to our history and the history of humanity in general. This time it was the pattern of an Azerbaijani carpet, but it could be Iranian or European. You are really seeing the relation with each other and of different patterns with the same principles. Pattern is a story.

Do you think exploring this question of culture is one of the reasons your work has been so well received internationally?

I think so. I consciously try to find a universal language.
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