Introduction: The Matter of Material

Lesley Millar

International Textile Research Centre, University for the Creative Arts, Falkner Road, Farnham, GU9 7DS

lmillar@uca.ac.uk

Lesley Millar is Professor of Textile Culture, Director of the International Textile Research Centre at the University for the Creative Arts and an exhibition curator specialising in textiles. These have included 11 major international touring exhibitions. She writes regularly about textile practice in Britain and Japan including co-editing, with Alice Kettle, the book 'Erotic Cloth' for Bloomsbury Publishing (2018). In 2008 she received the Japan Society Award for significant contribution to Anglo-Japanese relationships and in 2011 was appointed MBE for her contribution to Higher Education.

Introduction: The Matter of Material

From October 2015 to January 2016, the Whitworth Art Gallery in Manchester UK hosted an exhibition titled 'Art Textiles' - boldly and simply just that.  It drew upon the extensive scholarship of its curator, Dr Jennifer Harris the Deputy Director of the Gallery, and was at once a survey of the medium over the last 50 years, and a look to the future. The catalogue and the work in the exhibition presented, as Jennifer Harris wrote in her catalogue Introduction: 'a range of modern and contemporary work where cloth operates as a conceptual strategy to challenge the hegemony of traditional art media...' (Harris 2016, 8). It was a statement of ownership, which was exceptional to experience firsthand. The diversity of practice achieved over an extended period of time demonstrated how the materiality of the works linked across the various cultural contexts, which included those inseparable from the material: gender, identity and trade.
The following summer, 2016,Turner Contemporary in Margate UK asked me if, on behalf on my university, I would be interested in working together on a conference as a forum for discussion around some of the issues raised by their forthcoming exhibition 'Entangled: threads and making'. The exhibition, scheduled for early 2017, would be curated by the art critic Karen Wright and, as I understood it, would contain only work from women artists using textile related techniques, from the early 20th century up to the present day.  Following the Whitworth exhibition, this seemed an interesting opportunity to take stock, and in particular to think about the matter of material. In fact with the sad death in 2017 of Magdalena Abakanowicz, who had been such a global influence since the early 1960's, it was also a poignant and telling moment to have such a discussion. 
For the past 50 years, whilst respectfully aware of our heritage, we have been establishing new ways of framing what, mainly women, artists create using textile thinking. These are works that employ the materials, skills and knowledge that express our personal and cultural identity. Those of us who work in this field have come to take this much as given - that they are works that both sit within current art context and also lead the discourse surrounding that context. The work reflects who we are, what we care about, what makes us angry, what makes us think, what makes us sad and what makes us laugh. As I worked on the conference, read the essays in the catalogue, listened to the media talk about the exhibition, I became (acutely) aware that there was a feeling that this was a 'first'. That there had not been such an exhibition before. The curator herself was quoted on the Turner Contemporary website as saying: 
'When we first set out to create Entangled: Threads and Making, over 3 years ago, I was initially overwhelmed by how many artists wanted to take part in the show. It gave the idea currency, at a time when little had been done in investigating this area both in terms of gender, but also in terms of materials.'  [www.turnercontemporary.org/exhibitions/entangled-threads-making].
At the Opening ceremony for the exhibition, Frances Morris, Director of Tate Modern, was clearly very impressed by the work she had seen, covering, as it did, the ground from Anni Albers through Judith Scott and Eva Hesse to Annette Messager, Kiki Smith, Carla Black and many others. She congratulated Turner Contemporary for the courage to host the exhibition, saying that she was not aware that such an exhibition had happened before this. This was very curious as, over the years since the 1960's, there have been many, many international platforms: exhibitions, catalogues, books, journals, conferences that have focussed on and disseminated the work of these powerful and innovative artists.  I could only assume that it was the context - the matter of material that had caused the lack of awareness.  And so while planning the conference I thought for the millionth time about the amount of research and studio practice that has been overlooked to the extent that the exhibition 'Entangled' could be seen by some as the first of its kind and how important it was to 'push back somewhat' as Catherine Harper has written. 
And pushing back must begin with those artists working with textile before the 1960's. For example, Hannah Ryggen, included in 'Entangled' and later in 2017 shown in a solo exhibition at Modern Art Oxford, whose courageous and shocking tapestry narratives of imprisonment, war and murder during the 1930's and 40's have been acknowledged world-wide. Before that, at the end of the 19th century, we have the Glasgow School, May Morris, and in Norway Frida Hanssen. Importantly it is also almost 100 years since the weaver Anni Albers joined the Bauhaus in 1922 and began a lifetime of acknowledged influence in art and design. However, it is also well worth remembering that it is over 100 years since Sophie Tauber Arp began her experiments using textiles to bring together applied art, fine art and performance. Work which had such profound effect on Dutch and German abstraction between the two world wars. Yet, outside those who are involved in the history and practice of textiles, few would know her name or be aware of her importance. And the same would have been true of Sonia Delaunay who until the late 20th century was almost forgotten as an artist in her own right - many attributing her creative output to the influence of her husband Robert, and discounting her textile work. 
And there are many others - we all have our favourites, but it is to the second half of the twentieth century that we can look and see the groundswell of textile art: magnificent, beautiful, moving, funny, political, cerebral and visceral. And most of all subversive, as described so perfectly all those years ago in The Subversive Stitch: Roszika Parker's book and Pennina Barnet's subsequent ground breaking and affirmative exhibition. At the end of 2017, the Fondation Toms Pauli published a much needed book: 'From Tapestry to Fiber Art', which documents, through essays and images, the Lausanne Biennial from the first in 1962 to the last in 1995. The international influence of these Biennials seemed at the time to change the  understanding of contemporary practice - as Janis Jefferies writes in her Introduction to the book: 'For half a century, the importance of this recurrent event was to position textile art within an expanded view of art history and to ground it socially, aesthetically and architecturally' (Jefferies 2017, 9). That such an important project, with worldwide impact, disappeared almost without trace once the final Biennial had taken place, until the publication of this book, seemed to represent more than just the vagaries of fashion. It seems that the waves are always ready to close over us, yet that can work to advantage - to some degree. 
Over these last 50 years, with old and new technology and fibres, we have stitched, woven, braided, knitted and constructed an ever expanding edgeland for the creation of an art grounded in textile understanding. The textile art edgeland is where we, the textile nomads, have grown up; it is a space that permeates borders of cultural specificity and crosses boundaries of discipline.  'A productive indeterminacy', to quote from Maxine Bristow's Paper. As the poets Paul Farley and Michael Symmons Roberts say of the edgeland: '(it is) a complex landscape, a debatable zone, constantly reinventing itself...' (Farley and Roberts 2011, 6). Textiles are membranes, filtering and cross pollinating ideas, they are holders of memories and act as unforgiving witness. It is an incredibly exciting space to be working, it is also dangerous for the unwary, these 'unwatched territories [...] have edge' (2011, 5) and the textile edgeland conceals as much as it reveals.

For the conference 'The Matter of Material', a call was put out for Papers and the final selection - including a presentation from the curator Karen Wright - truly evidenced the range of textile thinking. The topics ranged from the textual, theory based academic, to the Haptic, the Narrative and Social Engagement. The outlook was one of drawing attention to precedent, demonstrating the foundation in the synthesis of theory and practice, and the sheer joy in the possibilities offered by textile thinking. The following papers are developed from the day: Professor Catherine Harper, Freddie Robins with Day and Gluckman, Dr Maxine Bristow, Dr. Beverly Ayling Smith, Dr. Catherine Dormer and Shelly Goldsmith. Sadly, although invited to contribute, Karen Wright has chosen not to.
Has the exhibition made a difference? It was certainly a treat to have so many works together and, if observation is to be believed, the audience was large and very engaged. But it needs following up. Did the conference have an impact? If experience is anything to go by - the answer is probably no, the waves will most likely close over again. And yet...I felt as Jennifer Harris wrote in the 'Art Textiles' catalogue that 'Textiles are having a moment' (2016, 8), a particular point had been arrived at. We were able to demonstrate rigour, integrity, passion and innovation, coupled with a certain righteous indignation to have been 'discovered' when we have been a formidable presence all along.             
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