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Listening to others-getting beyond merely expressing ourselves-is the
distinguishing feature of art in empathetic mode. When we attend to other
people’s plight, enter into their emotions, make their condition our own,
identification occurs. Then we cannot remain neutral or detached
observers: responsibility is felt and we are summoned to action.
(Gablik 1991: 112)
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PREFACE
Outside: Activating Cloth to Enhance the Way We Live explores
cloth’s value, relevance and impact on societies today, recognising the
constantly evolving fields of expression, often sited beyond art mediated
contexts, to bring a fresh encounter with the latent possibilities of cloth, its
ability to bear witness to events, often the visceral evidence of people’s
lives.
The point of departure for this publication was a conference of the
same title held in the winter of 2012 at the University of Huddersfield:
convened by the academics and artists Claire Barber and Penny Macbeth.
This book develops the ideas and experiences a step further.
It started as a conversation. Seated within an office on the upper floors
of the University campus with a clear outlook across the post-industrial
West Yorkshire landscape, we were reflecting on a local volunteering
project called Crafting the Community. For seven years Penny Macbeth
had been custodian of the enterprise, involving undergraduate students and
staff in a wide spectrum of community centred projects. This seemingly
simple venture, conducted in parallel to the taught curriculum,
successfully blurred academic boundaries within and beyond the
university campus, bringing the pulse of collaboration to a contemporary
textile crafts and art practice. In 2009 Claire Barber inherited Crafting the
Community. Eager to sustain its legacy, she sought to develop new
platforms of collective and interactive activities with local charities,
galleries, transport systems, schools and archives that continue in earnest
today.
As we exchanged our experiences over a strong coffee, we considered
the renewed interest in collective activities and the confluence between
crafting, social engagement, volunteering and the realms of education and
creative practice that we had both experienced first-hand. In an attempt to
be positive and resourceful within the precariousness of the economic
crisis hitting the nation at the time and a new government policy keen to
prioritise volunteering, we proposed a conference which examined the
expectations and hopes for cloth within a broad range of public and
community settings. From the perspectives of philosophical thought, to
global collaborations, to practical and theoretical forms of expression, we
aspired to bring a series of presentations and case studies together within
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an International conference forum. We recognised that some of these
debates may not have been presented in a university context before, and
would question the internal hierarchies of institutional research, funding
and programming.
The conference not only brought regional contacts and students into
the debate, but also provided a rare opportunity for a broad delegate of
volunteers, artists, practitioners, charity workers, teachers and academics
to come to the university and discuss their experiences and projects that
they had participated in. The American artist Jennifer Marsh, whom we
had collaborated with since 2008, came to work with students, teachers
and four local schools on campus during the three days leading up to the
conference, in order to develop panels for The Dream Rocket Project. This
global collaborative project exemplified the active process of inclusive
community engagement at the core of our programming, offering the
provision of shared resources, experience and equipment on campus.
This book is the next stage, bringing a line of continuity from our
previous enquiry. What is revealed is the voice of practitioners, writers,
curators and directors of projects, collectively exploring cloth’s potential
as a metaphor for consciousness, carrier of narrative, and catalyst for
community empathy and cohesion.
In lots of ways this book reflects the thoughtfulness and expertise of
many individuals. Firstly we are indebted to our double-bind peer review
panel for the conference including Dr Robert Clarke, Betsy Greer,
Professor Catherine Harper, Professor Jessica Hemmings, Professor Lesley
Millar and Joanne Stead, who reviewed all the abstracts and full-paper
submissions and we are obligated to them for their analysis and
assessment of each paper. We would like to thank all those who presented
at the conference and those who took the time and effort to attend as
delegates. We would like to acknowledge the Higher Education Active
Community Fund (HEACF) and The University of Huddersfield for their
backing of Crafting the Community and would like to thank Manchester
Metropolitan University for the provision of research and writing time in
the development of this book. We would particularly like to express our
gratitude to the six authors who are participating in this book. The
conversations emerging within and between the chapters bring explicit
insights that unfold to reveal the dreams and visions for cloth in a range of
social contexts, bringing together theoretical and philosophical thought,
biographic and logistical processes of engagement. We hope this
publication will be a useful signpost for exploration of this rich area of
practice.

INTRODUCTION
Trees had already lost their heavy foliage of what had been an exceptional
August and early September and were all the more poignant for the
dryness of their yellowing leaves which floated noiselessly down from time
to time. Stepping out from the salon, M. Huber rubbed his hands with
pleasure. There would be many occasional visitors for lunch and tea today.
But at that moment nobody spoke. The only sound was the occasional fall
of a chestnut. (Brookner 1985: 67)

The complex layering of narratives within this book reveals a group of
distinct voices: a conversation with self; a dialogue within an institutional
setting; a discussion within a community. The enquiry may be absorbed
occurring through a non-verbal mode of expression, as with Robert
Clarke’s interaction with Nishida’s double fold, or may be colloquial,
intimate reflections as portrayed in Betsy Greer’s chapter. Authors use a
range of stylistic conventions from storytelling, to on-line crafty sharing,
to detective novel writing style, and to autobiographic enquiry. Some are
snap-shots of anecdotal evidence providing measures of success or validity
to a socially engaged project, whilst others quietly question the processes
of intervention. These collective narratives inform our perception of
Outside: Activating Cloth to Enhance the Way We Live.
Alice Kettle’s super-sensitive conversational style captures her past
with vibrancy and precision. She recalls her personal conversations with
belongings from memory, which vividly punctuate the historical setting of
her childhood home. This attention to detail and scrutiny of the pieces is
replayed within the site and context for her artwork at Queens House,
where she reimagines histories through her intervention with the things she
encounters, unsettling the traditional curatorial chronology within a
museum context.
Claire Barber has a personal involvement with apples, which leads to
the completion of a formal installation of over six hundred apples within a
large openly lit space. Objects from Barber’s past are reformed; on the one
hand the apples are changed by her, and then, over time, they become
unexpectedly changed by outside forces, leading to further transformation
of the fruit and the original intention for the artwork.
The stability of materials, especially cloth, is notoriously difficult to
maintain. Kettle follows the advice of conservationists and curators
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choosing not to work with any natural wool or silk fibres for fear of
attracting moth infestations. But the fate of textile-related practice cannot
always be so well controlled especially when placed outside. Within the
work of Philippa Lawrence we find her challenging her use of materials on
location, through tightly binding a complete tree in cloth. The rich colour
of the fabric brings a pure etched line of a tree into view, and cleverly
defies the weathering and worn character of cloth left outside. In Barber’s
work, mice become unexpected intruders to reveal a new relationship with
the apples, taking advantage of an installation as a nourishing food.
Similarly Philippa Lawrence’s tightly bound trees provoke an
unanticipated intervention. In binding the tree, it becomes an unmediated
catalyst for unrest as protesters graffiti slogans over its surface. Thus,
through interfering with a boundary in a particular landscape, the artist is
disrupting the historical nonphysical aspects of the land and the sensibility
of local people.
For some contributors their internalised reflections act as a
counterpoint to the negotiations that occur with different partners in the
project. Lawrence’s series of installations in the landscape require months
of meticulous planning and strategising with landowners, breaking down
the boundaries of what may be possible. Jennifer Marsh is digging deep;
with a pioneering spirit she embraces technology to compile a proliferation
of hand-made and embellished cloth in the formation of a ‘potluck’ type of
quilt to be presented as a worldwide collaboration. Probing a little deeper,
Macbeth reveals that socially engaged practice on this level is not the soft
option it may first appear.
Kettle, Barber, Lawrence, Marsh and June Hill’s discussions with
partners have become integral to their methodology often breaking down
initial uncertainty in relation to the constraints and vision of the project.
Boards and charities may need to be consulted; permissions negotiated and
access rights to places and objects agreed.
An example of these discussions is presented in the development of
Barber and Webb’s public artwork You Are the Journey on the Hythe Ferry
ten-journey ticket which took place over several years to work out the
logistics of what could be included, confronted with the initially sceptical
company directors, on the front of a travel document. Kettle presents
speculative ideas to curators, and then absorbs protocols and curatorial
procedures as a spring-board to develop original perspectives on the
National Collection at Queens House. For Hill, she brings her seemingly
‘crazy idea’ to a homeless shelter in the form of a salvaged sleeping bag,
and through her warm and heartfelt connection with the local community,
brings confidence to her proposition and to those around her.
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The nuances of this planning process provide new connections and
build networks through conversation with individuals outside traditional
gallery conventions, breaking down boundaries of possibility, echoing the
crafting process.
What are the markers for the success of a work that may be ephemeral,
transient, socially engaging or a gift? How can they be relayed to project
partners? In some cases anecdotal evidence from a project, snippets of
conversation from participants, become ways of measuring validity. In this
short extract, Hill captures conversation at a homeless shelter in Bradford:
“What an amazing thing to do for us,” said a shelter guest. “...Most people
walk by and turn their noses up. This has given me hope.” (Inn Churches
2011:9)

Often communities bring to the practice the incidental that might
otherwise get over looked.
For Barber, a dialogue occurs with someone through the weekly
washing routine at home. The scent of washing powder and domesticity is
left on freshly laundered sleeping bags, and may linger with the recipient.
Another washing cycle appears within Lesley Millar’s re(a)d thread.
Within her prose we encounter the artist Maja Bajević, who, through
involving two bereaved Bosnian Muslim women in the laundering of
cloth, uses the potential of women’s work to form a focus and meditation
on their sorrows over war. Through our absorption in cloth and the daily
rituals inherent in our lives, conversations transcend the spoken and swell
deep feelings within us.
The transitory state of this type of temporary performance based work
brings with it a growing mythology. The stories which will be told and
retold of the work by the local community who experienced it, will also
form part of its growing legacy. This is figured in many of the artists
presenting in this publication; for some, aspects of the work’s legacy will
be solely captured within this book. For others it will have infiltrated into
other contexts, captured in the voices and stories of many people, long
after the event has taken place. In the Fences project by Lise Bjorne
Linnert the artist is engaged in doing something that Millar describes as
being: “out of place; the simple act of embroidery, a domestic activity
undertaken in the home, is outside”. Through being made outside Fences
activates social change through engaging in the political potential of stitch
placed beyond its perceived utilitarian or decorative potential. The practice
seems to subvert the etiquette of a conversational space. Her practice could
be interpreted as crossing the behavioural line.
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The term Craftivism has also attracted its own mythology. Betsy Greer
as guardian of the neologism brings her own accountability to it. Since its
inception over a decade ago, the term resonates with thousands of
individuals on a day-to-day basis. The community of on-line crafters has
become Greer’s subject, context and companion, and her reflection on the
social conventions and conversations that have emerged leads her to pose
a series of questions to herself and to the vast on-line knitting circle that
has arisen in the last twenty years. For Greer, her crafting activity brings
us to her current project: hand knitting a sock. Through a technique that
once seemed outdated, Greer meditates on the position of craft practice in
people’s contemporary lives, the fostering of emotional wellbeing and an
intuitive self-willed inclination to share. Greer reveals a depth of
understanding that brings a sense of comfort within the absorbed
experience of crafting and states with reference to the practice of knitting:
“It gives us the time to truly be in our bodies, instead of taking them for
granted”. Robert Clarke and Greer reveal a purity of experience in a lucid
exploration of the raw experience of making, and sharing practical and
philosophical wisdom gained through silent meditation and conversations
with others. This, as Clarke states, emerges from an activity like making
art or craft. Clarke, like Millar uses his depth of experience to move our
debate forward. He reminds us that the non-consumptive absorbed
experience with materials takes a long time to achieve. It takes you out of
the mainstream. While Millar’s practice explores the implicit actions and
thoughts in relation to cloth and makes them explicit, Clarke brings an
implicit experience to the surface and invites the consideration of valuing
something that cannot be spoken through an immersed perception of
silence and through concentration.
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HEARTLAND
JUNE HILL

Fig. 1-1: Crafting Community exhibition, North Light Gallery Huddersfield 2011.
Curated by Year 2 students, Textile Crafts course, University of Huddersfield
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Chapter One

6am Wednesday February 23rd 2011
I’d been to collect the cook who was making breakfast for the
seventeen people staying overnight at the Inn Churches winter shelter
during its week at the Hope Centre. We parked by Tesco’s and walked
across to the church building. It was the third morning we’d done this. It
had already become a form of routine.
As we entered the gateway we could see that all was not as it should
be. Something had happened. The porch was littered with filled and tied
plastic bags; a mound of bedding lay on one of the stone sill seats.
Someone was sleeping rough outside the shelter. It was a woman, newly
homeless. She declined the invitation to come inside, but accepted a cup of
coffee. We chatted. As we did so, the bags came into focus. These were her
belongings. Aside from two chopping boards and a pair of knitting
needles, everything was textile. She repetitively checked every bag. One
was of especial concern. She returned again and again to this particular
carrier; each time flicking its surface with the side of her hand to remove
any vestige of dust or debris. Then, just once, she lifted the folded piece of
plastic which had been placed on top, and inspected what lay underneath.
There was a brief glimpse of a pristine baby suit, hand-knitted in pale
yellow wool.
Witnessing that moment was to be ineluctably drawn into the situation.
This was not so much primary as visceral evidence of the profound and
intimate relationship of people to textiles. As a curator and writer, I was
familiar with the thesis. The complex association of cloth and humanity –
from cradle to grave, across time and cultures – has been iterated and
reiterated in textile discourse. It is something we have articulated on the
page and explored in our practice. It is a premise that has become our
legitimacy as much as our testimony. And here was the truth of it dancing
before me. Apart from those three sundry items, textiles were everything
this woman possessed; they were all she had to sustain her. In this porch
was literally the fabric of her life…
***
Over the past thirty months, I have found myself helping with three
community projects in my hometown of Bradford; the place where my
family has lived for generations and a city now perceived as a failing,
post-industrial textile town.
I am just one volunteer amongst five hundred others who support
groups working with those who are homeless, the elderly at risk of social
isolation and families living in a deprived inner city area. We are a diverse
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body who include local people of various ages, backgrounds, occupations,
cultures and life experiences, as well as students and staff from the Textile
Crafts course at the University of Huddersfield.
How this has come about is a wonder to me. It is an incomprehensible
strangeness, yet something intuitively comprehended. It has been so
natural as to have seemed inevitable and yet so atypical of my normality
that I perceive the consequence as something other than myself. It is an
experience that has made me walk towards people and places from whom I
would otherwise walk away. It has challenged and changed me. And in the
irresistibility of being so, it has drawn from me that which is most myself.
“I have found that the very feeling which has seemed to me most private,
most personal and, hence, most incomprehensible by others, has turned out
to be an expression for which there is a resonance in many people. It has
led me to believe that what is most personal and unique in each of us is
probably the very element which would, if it were shared and expressed,
speak most deeply to others.” (Rogers 1995:26)

The catalyst for all that has happened was a discarded sleeping bag.
That piece of cloth compelled me to look slant and to see differently. It
proved the forging of a chain of events from which nothing has been the
same since. And why should this surprise? For if textile, and by
association our practice, is so intimately and profoundly connected with
humankind, should it then not be most vital where it might seem most a
luxury, and even more unlikely.
***
The apparent paradox of something tangible being capable of
communicating that which is intangible has long fascinated me. That
objects had lives and could carry stories of the lives of others was
something tacitly understood from childhood, when I had an
anthropomorphic relationship with most things inanimate. Thirty years as
a curator of a public collection only heightened that awareness of the
power objects have to convey ideas, emotions, memories and histories.
Since 2007 that conviction has developed a very particular angle as I have
begun to explore the possibility of using material entities to gift specific
qualities to individuals and communities: qualities like peace, kindness,
love, hope, a sense of value.
Much of this thinking was initially outlined in Sense and Sensibility
(Hill 2008), a paper presented at Memory and Touch, a conference
organised by the University for the Creative Arts (London, 2008).
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Described as a short allusive study, the paper began with a reference by
Liv Ulman to the storyline of a short film she had made in the 1990s:
“An old man is lying in a double bed by himself. He wakes up all alone,
has a bath, goes into the kitchen, makes a picnic basket, puts his hat on,
looks in the mirror and leaves. He walks through the streets and he’s old
and little and nobody notices him because he’s just…old. He goes to the
hospital, walks through the corridor, and no-one notices. He enters the
room, and then finally he smiles because she’s there. His wife has lost her
mind. He gives her the soup he has made for her, waters the flowers, kisses
her, and leaves. No-one sees him leave. He walks back through the streets
unnoticed. But we know that he is the carrier of love.” (Hattenstone 2001)

That description of the poetic acts of everyday life intrigued. Such
actions, simply and repetitively done, seemed more a form of validation
than expression. These were as manifestations, outward and visible signs
of something inward and invisible. There was something of the
sacramental about such experiences. ‘A carrier of love.’ I was reminded of
a friend who each year – following the pattern set by her mother – would
cut the first daffodils in her garden, wrap them into small newspaper
bunches and then hand deliver them to her neighbours. It was a simple
deed faithfully performed over five decades which has come to represent
more than the giving of a few flowers. It is the sharing of the advent of
spring, a gift of sunshine after the dark winter months and an assurance
that the receiver is not forgotten. It is an act which has helped create
neighbourliness by the very demonstration of its being.
The rendering of intentionally positive acts has been a feature of both
community activism and creative practice in recent years. The Hope 08
initiative set a target of one million hours of kindness to be performed by
people working together on social action projects in neighbourhoods
across the UK. Artist Michael Swaine, meanwhile, has for several years
gone into the Tenderloin district of San Francisco one day each month.
There he positions his portable sewing cart on one of the sidewalks and
proceeds to mend the clothes of those who pass by. Sharing time with
people, listening to their stories, is deemed as important as the sewing
itself; the mending of clothes being an integral and symbolic part of a
desire to facilitate the mending of a community. “Relational aesthetics: it’s
about making experiences,” he has explained. (Swaine 2008) Experiences
like those acts of kindness. One of the most affecting of these being
Ben’s Bells, the response of a US couple to the tragic death of their two
year old son.
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“Slowly, we began incorporating coping strategies into our lives. We came
up with a design for Ben’s Bells and started making them in our back yard
studio with friends. The therapeutic effect of working with clay was
amazing as was the power of being surrounded by people talking and
working towards a common goal. We decided to make hundreds of the
Bells and distribute them randomly in our community to encourage the
kindness that we so depended on to get through each day. Since Ben’s
death, it had been the kindness of others, strangers and friends, that had
helped us begin to heal. We wanted to find a way to pass on that kindness
and to help others in the process.
On the first anniversary of his death, hundreds of Ben’s Bells were
distributed throughout Tucson, hung randomly in trees, on bike paths, and
in parks with a written message to simply take one home and pass on the
kindness. Ben’s Bells symbolize kindness and its power in healing. We
hope that they will touch others’ lives and help to make our community a
more gentle place to live.” (Ben’s Bells 2013)

The investing of material with feelings of positive intent, its gifting
from a desire to touch not just a person but a whole community: now there
was a vision for a place.
***
Bradford established itself as an international centre for textile
manufacture during the nineteenth century. It was one of the boomtowns
of the industrial revolution. Wool, and woollen cloth, was its specialism.
The city became the very heartbeat of the world’s industry, the global price
of its raw material being set at the Bradford Wool Exchange.
Textiles brought eminence and investment to Bradford. The industry
attracted people from afar, served some well and others poorly. Whilst the
positives of this revolution in technology encouraged economic expansion,
its negatives were met by an upsurge in social radicalism.
The first day school, the regulation of child labour; improvements to
working conditions for mill operatives; the founding of the Independent
Labour Party and the building of Saltaire – a paradigm of an industrial
community – all these were positive responses by specific individuals to
their experiences of the worst consequences of cloth manufacture in
Bradford. One such example suffices here: Margaret McMillan who
moved to Bradford in 1892 when it was suggested her activism would be
appreciated there, and whose reforms of free school meals and medicals
were first implemented in the city which had demonstrated to her their
most evident need. This was the same Margaret McMillan it should be
noted who, when she moved to London ten years later, established a Night
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Camp where children who lived in the most desperate of conditions could
wash and wear clean nightclothes.
***
Having prospered during industrialisation, Bradford has struggled to
come to terms with the post war decline of the UK’s manufacturing base.
Some fifty years after that process first became evident, its implications
have still not been fully addressed. The presence of a physical ‘hole’ in the
town centre, the empty footprint of a stalled retail development, appears as
a physical memory of the loss of its major function. The fabric is simply
no longer there.
That hole at the heart of the city, a decade’s worth of negative space,
has come to dominate the perceptions and expectations of an entire
community. “We’ll believe it, when we see it” is the response to any talk
of the potential start of building work. It is as if this hole has become the
defining point of reference; the focus primarily on that which is not, rather
than that which positively is, or even the dreams of the possibility of that
which might be.
Look beyond that hole, however, and there are to be found other
viewpoints: a city perceived as “a place of surprises which is easy to love”
(Baines 2011). Somewhere which reminds us that “a city is measured not
by how many department stores it has, but [by] the value and contribution
of its people” (Positive Bradford 2011); a City of Dreams (Routh 2013).
Bradford is a complex, edgy city where opposites co-exist; sometimes
happily, other times not. It is a hard place to define, yet one which knows
full well the importance of perception. The weight of that negativity; the
difficulty of seeing other.
***
“It was [George Eliot’s] contention that human experience is as powerful a
force as theory or revealed fact. Experience transforms perspective, and
transformations in perspective, to Eliot, constitute real changes in the
world. ‘Our subtlest analysis of schools and sects’, she wrote, ‘must miss
the essential truth, unless it be lit up by the love that sees in all forms of
human thought and work the life and death struggles of separate human
beings.’ Experience for Eliot, was a powerful way of knowing.” (Smith
2009:31)

Generations ago members of my family moved to Bradford to work in
the textile industry. Years later, my mother declined that option because of
the noise she heard as she passed the weaving sheds. She became instead
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first a printer and then a seamstress. She has always defined the city by its
people.
The experience of textiles has been for me a pragmatic one, the
implications of their making something which was simply the stuff of
everyday life. The national headquarters of the British Wool Marketing
Board lay at the top of the street where we lived. As a child I was taught
the difference between warp and weft and learned a vocabulary of textiles:
of wool sorting, blending, spinning, combing, winding, dyeing, burling
and mending, tops and noils, shoddy, mungo and – most favourite – fents.
I have a faint recollection of once being taken to see the city sky-scape
when the mills were closed for Bowling Tide week and the valley free of
smog. I have a more detailed memory of my older sister, then a trainee
teacher aged nineteen, asking my father to make a scale model of a lorry
laden with bales of wool. This she planned to use in class lessons during
her school placement. That was in the suburbs of London, a place she
explained, where such vehicles were unfamiliar. Such a place seemed a
world away.
Move on four decades. By 2008, it had become a matter of increasing
importance to me that at least some of my professional practice was rooted
in Bradford. For 30 years my focus had been on the neighbouring town of
Halifax where I worked as a curator. The bulk of that time was spent at
Bankfield Museum, formerly the home of Victorian textile mill owner
Edward Akroyd, and part of the model village of Akroydon which he had
built and which took his name. Then in 2005, my gaze shifted back as I
began to work as an independent curator and writer. A sense of
displacement at the loss of a collection to curate had within three years
given way to a feeling of profound discomfort. The shift of working base
from museum to home was a move of a mere seven miles as the crow
might fly, yet the effect was disturbing. The boundaries had moved, the
daily reference points were different. Where once I had looked beyond the
place where I lived, now I was compelled to look around me and what I
saw disturbed. There was a hole.
***
That lifelong fascination with objects had by now spawned a parallel
interest in the process of commodification: an issue which seemed to have
become increasingly prevalent since the 1980s and the emergence of what
has been described as a market society (Institute for Advanced Studies in
Culture 2003:6). These twin concerns – objects as signifiers of human
experience and humans perceived as commodities – led me to Ground
Control: Fear and Happiness in the 21st Century City (Minton 2009). This
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is a passionate study of the privatisation of public spaces which has taken
place in the UK in recent decades. As part of her analysis, Minton
examines the effect the growth of private streets, plazas and gated
communities has had on the citizens who live there and, in particular, how
the trend towards greater segregation can result in a heightened fear of
difference.
Back to our ‘hole’ which was itself part of this process of development.
Minton had noted how individuals who fit outside the norm of perceived
social acceptability were often excluded from these privatised areas. Back
again, this time to a city of people. Bradford had lately been awarded the
status of City of Sanctuary in recognition of its long history of support for
refugees, asylum seekers and the destitute; those, in effect, who might not
have any private place to call their own. Another apparent paradox: the
ascription of blight; an empty footprint, lives on the edge.
I had to engage. It was matter of accountability. The question was how.
All I knew was that it in some way it had to involve both people and place
and that, in the bringing of both together, assumptions might be challenged
of the one and the other. “The real voyage of discovery consists not in
seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes” (Proust 1923:657). That
was the task, to look around and to see anew.
***
Being an independent curator and writer is not a big offer to gift to a
depressed city, even one that is unaware that the offer has been made. The
issue, however, was a topical one. We were entering the financial crisis.
Talk was all about what could and could not be afforded; of what and who
was essential, and what and who a luxury. Yet there was also the
counterbalance of remembered other voices, those which struggled to
reason not the need.
Number 1: novelist Haruki Murakami who took two years out from his
university post in the US to interview people affected by the 1995 sarin
gas attack on the Tokyo underground. His intention, in so doing, was to
understand the effect of what had happened on the individuals involved,
and then to share that knowledge in the way most natural to him. He
would write a book. One chapter describes his encounter with Yoshiko
Wada, a thirty-one year old woman widowed by the attack. It was a
meeting which left him disconsolate.
“My parting words were pretty lame – ‘Please be healthy and happy’ or
something like that – I couldn’t think of anything else to say. Words can be
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practically useless at times, but as a writer they’re all I have.” (Murakami
2000:165)

Fig. 1-2: Personalised wash tag on a salvaged sleeping bag, Claire Barber

7.30pm Wednesday June 16th 2010
There was a planning meeting for the forthcoming winter shelter
project. I’d gone to represent the Hope Centre, for no higher reason than
that I was available and no-one else was. I’d noted down some initial
details. Then, thirty minutes into the meeting came a request. They needed
a team of ten people to go to the Leeds Music Festival to salvage sleeping
bags left behind by those who’d camped on site. These bags would then be
used in the shelter throughout the winter to keep its guests warm.
That request shook my whole being. I was compelled to respond. This
was not my normal demeanour. I had helped at the project during the
previous winter. To provide shelter and care for those without either was
an evidently good thing to do. But I had remained on the edge: my
reticence had kept me there. Now, in an instant, I had been made to see
differently. Those sleeping bags, discarded and abandoned in a field, were
immediately to me the people who would use them. The similarity was too
close to disregard. Heart and mind; thought, emotion and action became as
one in that moment. A sleeping bag brought me to that person.
Then came another thought. If it can be so for me, then it can be so for
others. What if that sleeping bag were revived and given renewed purpose
– if the awkwardness of that bag were taken into a home to be washed,
repaired, and perhaps made personal in some undetermined way. Then the
whole put to work by being given to someone for whom its qualities were
of worth. What difference might such a thing make?
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“The bottom line,” Werner Herzog has said “is the poet must not avert his
eyes – you have to take a bold look about your environment – about what it
is around you – even the ugly things, even the decadent things…You can
look at the New York telephone directory and think you have all the
information on those people that you need, but I want to know what do
they dream? Do they cry into their pillow at night?” (Herzog 2011)

It always seemed a crazy idea, an unnecessary complication to a
demanding and complex hyper-real shelter project. Yet when the
suggestion was put to the organiser two days after that meeting, the
response was unhesitatingly positive. “This is so exciting,” she replied.
“Spread the word – keep going.” That everyday recognition of the
significance of that which prudence might deem dispensable, has remained
a constant.
It was always a given that the process of personal investment was of
import. This was something that simply mattered. It was an act of
intentional vulnerability: a process that represented the opening of a self,
as much as the giving of one. The sense of call and response was to be
mutual.
The first call had been that abandoned sleeping bag. It had been a call
to action. That action became an engagement with people in and through
cloth. The symbiotic nature of that relationship was then everywhere
evident: the experience of one challenging the perception of the other by
association. Whether it was the cloth or the person that activated a
response was a matter for debate.
Each bag washed represented a risk taken: a willingness to move
beyond self and to be drawn into the world of another. “This has got me
thinking,” explained one volunteer. “That bag is all there is between a
person and the pavement. Bring me a few – I’ll wash more.”
The sheer volume and variety of textiles the shelter absorbed was
telling: flannels, towels, sheets, blankets and pillowcases; dry socks,
shoes, inner and outer clothing. These became surrogate people – the effort
expended on their welfare indicative of a shift in value: of time and care
now invested in those who might otherwise be given no time at all. “What
an amazing thing to do for us,” said a shelter guest. “...Most people walk
by and turn their noses up. This has given me hope.” (Inn Churches
2011:9)
Then, there was the intimacy of being taken by those textiles into
deeply personal spaces. The volunteers who instinctively colour coordinated the bedding on every shelter pallet they made up. The helper
who would pull back the corner of every sleeping bag she straightened, to
reveal the hand-made pocket inside. “Looks more homey,” she explained.
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And the guests themselves who when they came in, would first select their
bed; then make it their own by placing on it a glove, a hat or a coat. The
item varied, but that it was textile never did.
“A poem,” said Paul Celan, “can be a message in a bottle, sent out in
the – not always greatly hopeful – belief that somewhere and sometime it
could wash up on land, heartland perhaps.” (Felstiner 2001:xxv)
The living of practice, a sharing of selves in the making: these have
been as messages in bottles, something given from the depths of one
person to those of another. Their distribution has been wanton, yet not
without regard. There has been no requirement of an expressed response,
just an expectation that there will be one: that when the time and place and
person are right, they might strike heartland.
And beyond that, a recognition that on one occasion that heartland may
be our own: that one moment we may be alone on the street or at home;
and the next moment we are sat together in the same room, sharing a meal
and exchanging stories.
“Something happens and from the moment it begins to happen, nothing can
ever be the same again.” (Auster 1998:76)

Fig. 1-3: Salvaged sleeping bag with a personalised pocket worked by a Year 2
student, Textile Crafts course, University of Huddersfield
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Postscript: The quality of sprawl
The idea of a cell of people engaging in small – potentially
transformative – positive acts rooted in a community, had been
accompanied by something which was not so much a thought as a dream.
It came in the form of another question: what might be the effect on a
place of creating something that was just wondrous to behold; something
which simply appeared one day, remained for a time and then disappeared,
leaving behind only the shared memory of its being and the hopeful
expectation that something similar might happen again another day. Like a
rainbow momentarily tied to earth.
The sleeping bag project had been an encounter with textile as function
and symbol. The bags had to work practically because they were intended
to keep people warm. That was their purpose. The applied gesture of care
was a token of fellow feeling, a tacit expression of recognition. There was
a suggestion at the outset that some bags could be sent to selected artists
who might work on one and then return it for distribution. The notion of
giving away small artworks in such a form was tempting but ultimately
seemed inappropriate. This was a project for people working together with
people with whom they could come face to face. That proximity was
important. It was the accountability.

Fig. 1-4: The roof space at Salts Mill 2011
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The possibility remained, however, of pushing the sleeping bag beyond
function and of creating a discrete yet complementary experience of art.
This ultimately led to three exhibitions. Each sought to raise awareness of
issues highlighted by the project, while simultaneously taking people into
territory with which they might be unfamiliar: a shelter, a festival site, a
gallery. There was also still the lingering matter of that dream.
By January 2011, the idea of developing a major exhibition of
contemporary textile art had taken hold. There was a particular venue in
mind: the roof space at Salts Mill. It had been an aspiration since a first
sighting of the room in 2005, six years in which the thought had never
gone away. It seemed perfect. Here was a place for something
extraordinary.
Formerly the spinning shed of what had been a vast vertical mill – a
Palace of Industry – the roof space was described as the world’s largest
single industrial room at the time of its building. Now empty of machines,
the unrestored room still bears the traces of its former function. It is
imbued with the smell of wool and oil and the memory of making.
That roof space, the mill, the surrounding model village of Saltaire –
now a UNESCO World Heritage Site: there seemed no better illustration
of the influence the textile industry has exerted in Britain. Nor did there
seem a more appropriate example of the place for, and power of,
alternative ways of seeing.
“There were few Saltaires in the Victorian age, but there could have been
no Saltaire had there not been first a Bradford.” (Briggs 1990:157)

Founded by Sir Titus Salt in 1853 as his response to the dire conditions
created by industrialisation just four miles down the valley, Saltaire was
another world from that of the cramped and polluted city basin. This was
an airy rural site with rail and canal transport at hand, well built houses
with sanitation, public facilities – a park, school, library, wash-house – and
the most advanced mill in Europe. The whole complex, built in “a
harmonious style of high architectural standards” (UNESCO 2001), took
21 years to complete and remains extant.
Saltaire’s current health as a distinct community with a strong cultural
presence, owes much to the vision of another man: Jonathan Silver who
bought Salts in 1987. It was at that stage one of many redundant textile
mills in the district, a good portion of which have since become derelict.
That was never to be the fate for Salts, however. It would not die, it would
not even be allowed to become forlorn. It would instead become a place
whose “walls were filled with joie de vivre”. (Silver 2012)
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Twenty-six years on from that transaction, people come to Saltaire in
their thousands every day. They come from across the country via the
same railway station that once brought thousands of workers to the mill.
Then they take the bare two minutes’ walk across the cobbled road into its
courtyard. They come for varying reasons, know it or not, because of that
desire to instil joie de vivre within walls of stone. The very presence of
Salts Mill is an implicit challenge. It is evidence of the possibility of
things being other than they are.
The urge to place contemporary textile practice in the roof space at
Salts proved as irresistible as that sleeping bag. Here was an opportunity to
enhance understanding by exposing the medium to a place rooted and
grounded in textiles. The sense of continuity was palpable. It was
something to be inhabited as much as referenced. Timely reports of the
vitality of the current textile industry only added to that perception. This
was, after all, still a district producing quality woollen cloth for a world
market.
That exhibition, Cloth and Memory {2}, shared the same root as those
other projects which focused specifically on the homeless, the elderly and
local families. Creative practice or social activism, art or the collecting and
washing of sleeping bags, it mattered not which. They were all the result
of a particular way of seeing; of people and place made known through
textiles. More particularly, they were about people and place made known
differently through textiles. The consequences were as unexpected as they
were affirming.
The past three years have been for me like riding a thermal. From that
first moment of encounter there has been no element of control. This was
about learning to let go, about allowing oneself to be shaped by a process
and sharing that self same process with others. It was a force that could not
be resisted and therein lay its power. This was a lesson in the significance
of the choices that are made when there is no choice at all. It is a lesson
that has brought me to this thought. Sometimes we are too precious about
textiles, while at other times we are not precious enough. What would
happen if we take their significance simply as a given and move on. No
need to justify. If textiles are so integral to human experience, let’s just put
them to work, be open to what might happen and wait for the stories.

