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Introduction

The function of this thesis has been to explore the reasons
behind the demotion of highwarp tapestry (1) from a highly
rospected art form to the invisibility that typifies work
designated as craft. In Canada it is classed with the decorative
arts, native art and folk art, by our national institutions -
which is to say that it is not seen as a professional activity.
Therefore it is displayed in the Museum of Man, while the
National Gallery is reserved for art with a "higher™ value. (22
In exploring this question I have been led to examine the social
context in which art in gensral, and tapestry in particular, is
produced, the history of its production and the means by which
status is assigned to it. In particular I have examined the
influence of the Qéndar of a practitioner on the status of an art

form.

Highwarp tapestry has undergone no essential technical
changes since its origins in sarly socisties. It reached a peak
of excellence during the late 15th and early 1l6th centuries with
the collective contributions of patrons and producsrs. The
producers (agents, cartoon makers and weavers), who were almost
exclusive;y men, interpreting the iconography of patrons for whom
it was a signifier of wealth and power. Tapestries had the
status and the function of propaganda that television has today,
and snormous sets of tapestry were actually taken into battle and

sometimes lost there.(3) I will examine the process whereby the




status of tapestry has stsadily declined since the Middle Ages. I
will also look at the major change in preoduction which has

resulted in tapestries now being made almost entirely by women.

The conditions that determine whether an art work is
considered to be a "professional” product or not are central to
my thesis. As a result of a complex web of misconceptions which
have developed, tapestry, which used to be regarded as "high"™
art, is now in the "outsider” category. In addition to rsading
secondary sources, my research has involved examining statements
in catalogues for, and critical responses to, contemporary
tapestry eoxhibitions. In 1985 I was also able to see the
prestigious Lausanne Tapestry Bienniale in Switzerland, and I
went to Paris for the exhibition, "Architextures 85" (1943 -

1983) which was intended to “"give an account of the present world

status of an art form that has taken its place among the plastic

arts.” (4)

I have of necessity included personal experiences. Many of
the conditions which affect the making of art in general are
saldom published (or openly stated) but are revealed occasionally
through verbal communication. Despite the nebulous character of
this kind of information it is a real factor influencing the
decisions of artists and is usually transmitted informally.
Because the community of tapestry makers around the world is so
small it is easy through a few clues to identify the people I.

will be referring to. Therefore I am unwilling to specify




sources of private discussions which might jecpardize the careers
of some artists. I must request that such information be seen as
a part of the mythology that surrounds the making of tapestry,
and that my decision be interpreted as a reflection of the

vulnerability of artists.
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There is considerable confusion about the term “tapestry”
since it has taken on many meanings, some of which do not apply
to the woven form at all.(3) The description "highwarp tdpestry"
is not guite adequate, even among the initiated, and to say
“Gobéiin*taﬁastryé.(wﬁicﬁ has come to bé 1005&19 used to describe
pictorial tapestry) is particularly misleading to the initiated.
In its classical form, Gobelin is quite different from the
“low-warp"” pictorial process practised in Aubusson - although
both are woven from the back using little mirrors to monitor the
process from the front of the work. Even in Gothie times the
term "tapestry"” would have been qualified by some adjective such
as "Brussels tapestry” or "tapestry of Arras®, and in fact Arras

came to stand for tapestry in the way that Gobelin seems to do

now. (6)

The Edinburgh College of Art, where I studied, has been

radical in the way that it has adapted and simplified the Gobelin




method.(7) These modifications, which make it possible to work
from the front, involve a pragmatism that inevitably gains some
advantages and sacrifices others. Emphasis is put on the
importance of the overall success of the work, with technical
considerations being appropriate only to the circumstances of
scale and context rather than to satisfy the requirements of a
tradition. The résult of such a liberal approach is that one
might ask, “"When does a tapestry cease to be a tapestry?” The
answer should be, "Does it matter?"™ Unfortunately, it does
matter because art is invariably categorized according to its
situation in a hierarchy. A broad division is madse between what
is considered prof?ssional, and what, amateur, and it is only
under professionally legitimized circumstances that there is ths
poss;bility of art being viewed and valued in a manner that is
esasiséént'wiﬁh‘éonﬁemébraryuarﬁ §£§ctisas; 4The~question of how
a particular piece of work is labelled is thus crucial in
determining the apparatus of support that is available in order

for the work to be given professional status.
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Little is known about the developments that led up to the
sudden proliferation of Medieval tapestries, and there is also an
absence of analytical investigation dealing with the subsequent
circumstances of tapestry making in the context of art

production. F. P. Thomson provides an historical outline of




major tapestries and ateliers in Europe from the earliest
productions until the 19607s.(8) Margaret Freeman’s book, The

1. . . . .
tapestries of that name in the Cloisters in New York, is the one

book that illuminates a wide spectrum of factors concerning

Gothic tapestries.

 In the Medieval period, tapestry making, like other
professions, was practised in family businsesses in which the
skills were usually handed down through apprenticeship of
relatives. From 1451 to 1514, for example, three generations of
Le Bacres worked in Arras as cartoon makers for tapestry.(10)
Occasionally women were admitted into a profession in association
with fathers or brothers. Marian and Helaine Regnault were said

to be the only women cartoon painters at the time.(ll)

The'practisa whereby the home provided a working unit in
which the women and children were involved with the men in
Medieval economic and artistic enterprises changed during the
Renaissance. In 0Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology. Griselda
Pollock and Roszika Parker trace the economic and social
circumstances which resulted in the separation between the
domestic sphere and the public arsna.(12) The distinction between
art and craft also manifested itself during the Renaissance with

the emergence of the concept that a male artist was a sclitary

genius touched by divine inspiration.(13)

The rise of the middle classes in the 17th and 18th




centﬁries brought increased affluence and defined market places
with guild centres for men, which had the effect of confining
women to the home and the work associated with food, cleaning,
nurturing children, and care of the sick and the elderly.

and alsoc shows how aristocratic women, who had done tapestry,
embroidery and illumination in the Medieval monasteries together
with the monks, found themselves excldded from the professional
sphers, They continued to practise the art of embroidery in

their homes in the way that Mary Queen of 3cots, for example, had

done.(1l4>

Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, the middle class.
seeking upward mobility, attempted to emulate the aristocracy
through the practise of an embroidary:which‘signifiad good.
'breeding. The prosperity of a husband could be measured by the
arount of essential work that his wife had to do and how much
leisure she had. During her leisure time she was expected to dé
non;essential,_(that is decorative), work to embellish the home.
Needlework came to play such an important part in the preparation
nf women for their role in the domestic sphere that eventually it
was synonymous with feminity. During the 18th century, Jean
Jacques Rousseau, who had written that women were not made to

run, stated that:

dressmaking, embroidery, lace making come by themselves.

«.+«+ This spontanecus development extends sasily to drawing,




because the latter is not difficult - simply a matter of
taste; but at no cost would I want them to learn landscape,
even less the human figure. Foliage, fruits, flowers and
drapery is all they need to knoy to create their own
embroidery pattern, if they can not find one that suits

them.(15)

The Victorians thus inherited a sst of attitudes towards
labour, women and economics which had been evolving since the
Renaissance. Their contribution was to institutionalize thesse
attitudes. Through political and educational policies a
patriarchal system maintained women’s dependency and guaranteed
that they would concern themselves with nurturing. This kind of
work was, however, given little importance and was perceived as a
product of the innate limitations of the feminine mind. On the
other hand, women who displayed intellectual qualities were

treated as unnatural.(l1s)

New middle class wealth associated with the industrial
revelution caused a reshuffling of the class system with
increased opportunities to rise within it. Social elevation and
midéle class respectability were aided by piety and by forging
family ties with the aristocracy. FPower achieved in the market
place was laundered through a display of domestic virtue which
was the duty of the wife. In order to have a legitimate place in
this society, women had to become wives, and the Anglican church

played its part in maintaining the conformity of women by




sanctioning a rigid class structure.(17)

The making of tapestry was not included in the conventions
whareby women were expected to display their apparently natural
facility for morality and decorative work in the home. On the
contrary, tapestryiratained its value as ﬁ caommodity which
proclaimed the success of a head of the household who could

afford conspicuocusly expensive art work.

From ths Medieval timas through into the Victorian era
tapestry was a professional art form carried on in studios almost
exclusively by men who simulated fashionable trends in painting.
Each tapestry derived its particular value mainly from the status
of the painter who provided the cartoon, and this assured it a
plaéa in the art market.(18) The changes whereby tapestry making
gﬁecame largely a famininalﬁﬁfsuié‘hc;a their brigin in the
Victorian era, when tapestry started to be made under
circumstances that are identified with the domestic spherse.

Thereafter, the amatéur status of tapestry became increasingly

the nornm.




II. THE VICTORIAN BACKGROUND
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Victorian attitudes towards women’s proper sphere had a
direct effect, not only on the status of women, but on the status
of the arts associated with them and practised by them. An
idealization of the family was taken to almost religious
heights. For example, John Ruskin called it a “sacred place, and
vestal temple” presided over by the woman as "the angel™. He

alsc enumerated the qualities desirable to the wifely role:

to fulfil this, she must be - as far as one can use such
terms of a human crsature - be incapable of error ... she
must be enduringly, incorrigibly good; instinctively,

- - infallibly wise, not for self development, but for self
renunciation; wise, not that she may set herself above her

husband, but that she may never fail from his side. (1)

The implication of this was that the role of the wife and mother
was crucial in implementing the ideal. Yet, there were in
England, in 1851 half a million more women than men, and, in
1872, three million out of six million adult women supported
themselves and had relatives who were dependent on them.(2) The
relevance of this situation to needlework is that it was one of
the very few avenues available to women for earning a living.
Gentesl and middle class Victorian women who did not find a

husband often suffered poverty. Married women were also usually




penniless and also without legal rights. An inheritance, unless
otherwise stipulated, became the proﬁerty of a husband or
remained in the control of a male relative. Prenuptial contracts
(whers applicable among affluent families) stated that even the
wife’s "pin money™ (gn allowance from her marriage settlement),
had to "be spent only on items that would ‘keep up appearances’
appropriate to the husband’s social station.”(3) Apparently there
were many single women whose families could not afford to keep
them. Their only Bptions for employment were as governesses,
sometimes even as prostitutes, or by selling needlework. The
problem about the latter course was that it was considered
disgraceful for a woman to receive remuneration for these skills
which had come to be so totally associated with the home and with
her gentility. Th;s work (needlework had come to be callsed

ﬂ #ihﬁifi*;;;kgf gﬁéﬁtlﬁdleJdonc for love witﬁin»tﬁe boundaries of
the family, otherwise the women who sold needlework would sink
into a lower, labouring class. To protect women from this shame,
philanthropic institutions were set up to sell needlework and at

the same time to guarantee anonymity for the maker.(4)
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The stresses and anxieties of the campaign to find a husband
for unmarried daughters were enormous. It meant the difference
between a socially advantaged life, and shame that had possible

repercussions for the whole family. One can understand how
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important it was for the mother to pass on the skills that would
prépare a daughter for marriage in her own or a better class.
Samplers survive to demonstrate the role of needlswork in
inculcating the feminine, passive and moral virtues that would
make a desirable wife with the proper social graces.(3) Roszika
Parker even demonstrates that the passivity of a woman seated
demurely at her needlswork with downcast eyes was a source of
sexual arousal for Victorian males.(6) Nesedlework, which was
considered to be intuitive, provided a useful contrast with
intellectual work. This concept reinforced the separation of
needlework and women’s work in the domestic sphere from that of
the masculine activity of the market place. 0One was done for
love and one was done for money. One was amateur and one was
professionalf The Victorians consclidated the hierarchy in the

artt‘as purt df ﬁheir:strohglmorhl baiief in the class system.

One can also imagine what pressures were brought against
middle class and aristocratic women who did not display
femininity and who wanted tc take their artwork into the market

place. Anthea Callen writes of the Victorian woman:

Thus she was beset with problems which are still with us
today. To remain a woman within the social definition and
starve, or emulate man and survive, but be left with the

emotionally damaging consequences.(7)

May Morris, the daughter of William Morris, typifies the

dependence of Victorian women, even though she was unusual
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because of her father’s radical ideas. She was sventually
running the entire embroidery section of Morris & Co., and yet,
because she was not paid to do this, could not marry a particular

man until he was in a financial position to support her.(8)

The role played by Pre-Raphaelite women was consistent with
Victorian males’ nostalgia for some sort of Medieval feudal order
in which a benevolent patriarch protected the weak. It followed
that women had to be demonstrably fragile, and paintings often
depicted languid, remote images of romantic women whose passivity
conveniently provided a foil for the men of action and
intellect.(9) This fantasy was so strong in the 19th century that
often the past was reinvented to accommodate it. For example, it

came to be said that the Bayeux tapestry (which is an embroidery)

. was made by GQueen Mathilda herself, while her husband, Willianm,

was away congquering England. In fact it was made in the monastery

of Bishop OUdo in Canterbury.(10)

It can be seen that the idea of nesedlework as an inhesrently
feminine activity did not extend to lower class women.
Consequently, it was acceptable for them to take their work into
the markst place and they were the victims of scandalous
exploitation. They worked, together with their children, in the
textile industry and in their homes, doing outwork, under
conditions that ruined their health and their eyesight.(ll?> The
lower class connotations of manual labour contributed to a low

status for art work that is labour intensive, and this is still




applicable. William Morris was well aware of the importance of
class distinctions when he insisted that his tapsstry and carpet
waavers - who were men - wore starched collars and black striped

trousers while working.(12)
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Many Victorian prejudices can be seen in the development of
their system for training in the arts and in the crafts. In the
case of design schools, Anthea Callen has documented the
convoluted proéess whereby training facilities were developed.
The class system in England at the time had a major influence on

the way that courses in the various institutions were devised.

'“;Thcygggd-niuascctarpéafo:j&n;a&itaawho>wero;gsnorallyvaxpected to

be gentlsmen with independaﬁt means, and there was the assumption
that training in design schools was directed towards people who
had to earn a living. This resulted in a fundamental paradox
because the craft and design institutions were not only expected
to train men who were lower and artisan class but also women who
ware from the privileged classes. It had finally become
recognized that destitute, single, genteel women posed a real
aconomic probleml Campaigning for training for these women
became a philanthropic excercise, and, initially at least the
women had to demonstrate financial need in order to be granted
admission into the design schools. There were separate

facilities for men and women and the men’s classes were held at
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night (on the assumption that they had daytime jobs) while the

women’s instruction was during the day.(13)

Needless to say problems arose. One was that the women were
doing better work than the men, who probably did not have the
“advantage"” of having spent their childhood being trained in the
arts by an accomplished governess or mother. It seems, too, that
the women were frustrated by having to keep within the bounds of
what was considered ‘design’ and were working in a manner
consistent with fine art. In 1848 a memorandum was sent by the
Managsment Committee to Mrs Mclan, the Principal of the women’s
school, wﬁo had played a crucial role in trying to develop good

facilities for the women students. It read, in part!:

Tha~Comnittee a;a~of the opinion, that in the Female school,
fi§7£;f£$§fé§§53i$6t éoféﬁcouragé §aih£iﬂ§ in oil. and that
all paintings on the very large scale which is adoﬁted in
this school are decidedly objectionable, not only on account
of the great inconvenience they occasion in occupying so
much space, but as incurring useless and unprofitable
expenditure of the pupils’ time and labour. The Committee
are strongly of the opinion that studies on a smaller scals,
carefully executed in detail, and having referencse directly
to such designs for manufactures and ornamental work as can
ba'undertaken by females, and not merely to the practice of
fine art, would be far more in accordance with the essential

objects and purposes of the School of Design.(l4)




The problems of sharing and allocating funding and space is
evident in this memorandum. Having separate facilitiss was the
cause of endless administrative wrangles between the two. Anthea
Callen documents the vicissitudes resulting from the women’s
section having no autonomy.(15) The frequent conflicts of
interest were usually settled in favour of the men’s section,
which controlled the other. Parents often expressed concern
about the safety of their daughters who were studying in
unsalubrious parts of the city. The overcrowding in the work
area contributed to occupational injuries while "ventilation was
non-existent, and fainting due to lack of oxygen was a frequent

occuresnce. ' (16)

Where training for lower class women was concerned, the
;fgutzﬁcwkunwg§?~d.;;gnad:tq;maintqin their social situation and
.probﬁrefthem for démestic employment. The factory Act of 1833
required employers to provide two hours schooling a day for child
yorkers. In the girls’ school, an hour and three gquarters was
devoted to needlework.(l17) At the Manchester School of Art, in
his speech at prize-giving, Earl Granville (responding to the
views of the painter, Redgrave, who depicted women in practical

situations) stated that:

if you consider what Mr. Redgrave said about the sort of
education which drawing confers, the precision and neatness

it leads to, then the advantage of this kind of instruction

must be apparent. I believe, after all, there is design in




the cutting out of a frock: and a friend of mine went still
further, and suggested that to lay a knife and fork
perfectly parallel to one another required the sort of eve

which was perfected by a drawing lesson or two.{(18)

- —— — "y i e wmm it i i e St emn e e e i e

A major problem was that once the women were gqualified thers
was still no employment for them and, furthermore, they were
causing added difficulties by'competing with the men. As late as
1908, the designer Charles Ashbee, defending the Guild of

Handicraft’s policy of excluding women, wrote:

In the Guild’s workshops our fellows are rightly nervous of
;;his«dqmpetiéién of the samateurs, agpécially the »lady
amateurs, and albeit with the utmost *considerations they
speak of her as *’dear Emily’*. I have seen a great deal of
her work in the last ten years, she is very *»versatile*, she
makes Jeweliery. she binds books, she enamels, she carves,

she doss leather work, a hundred different *gracefuls* and

sdelicate* #crafts». She is very #*modest* and doss not

—tmMes SRR P44} -S4

she is *perpetually tingling® to sell her work s*hefore she
half knows how to make it,* and she does compete because her

sname is legion* and because, being ssupported#* by her




parents she is prepared to sell her #*labours* for 2d. an hour
where the skilled workman has to sell his for 1ls. 'in order

to keep up standard and support his family.(19)

I have analysed the language used here and marked with +«
those words that, either from a class or gender point of view,
pertain to lesser status or denigrate the subject. 1 have
underlined the patriarchal words, or words denoting desirable
“masculine” characteristics. I would specially single out the
word *versatile* because it is used suphemistically to imply that
the women were not specialists with a thorough knowledge of
anything in.depth. The real scource of their versatility was
their need to be sndlessly resourceful in order to be ablevto be
raady for any scraps of employment that might come their way.
Thosa‘thdﬁ.had highly specialised training would not find
employment consistent with their qualifications. Mrs McIan, for
example, retired as superintendent of the Female Schoel of Design
in 1857, on a government pension of 100 pounds sterling. Her
starting salary in 1842 had been 150 pounds sterling.(20) Women’s
main employment continued to be as governesses, and their art

training and skills to be directed towards domesticity.

An analysis of Victorian facilities for training women in
art and design shows clearly that the systematic restriction of
“"women’s art"”, and women students, was conscious policy within
‘the training institutions. Other than to state that the

apprenticeship of men in ateliers continued through the 19th




century, I can make no direct observations about how skills were
transmitted in the tapestry medium. Because there were no
facilities for teaching tapestry in the schools at the time and
because women were consistently confined to embroidery (despite
the evidence of their interesat in and capacity for more general
studies in art and design), it has been necessary to concentrate

on the conditions that pertain to needlework.




III. WILLIAM MORRIS AND THE CHANGE IN THE 3TATUS QF TAPESTRY
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In the operations of William Morris’s company, the
embroidery section was entirely separate from that of tapestry
and rug weaving. Morris is of particular importance to highwarp
tapestry bécause he personally brought about a revival of the
medium through a great deal of research, and by teaching himself
the entire process of tapestry making. Rejecting the Gobelins

methods, Morris wrote that he had made his first tapestry:

a piece of ornament with my own hands, the chief merit of
which, I take it, lies in the fact that I learned the art of

do;ng 1t WLth no other halp than what I could get from a

very llttle lath century book (1>

He designed and had looms built for his Merton Abbey studioc which
he set up in 188l1. Whereas in the embroidery section Morris’s
innovation lay in the way in which he merged the current
aesthetic of painting with that of neeélework, in tapestry he
also introduced entirely new concepts in production methods and
attitude towards iconography. He also provided the initial
impetus, through the Arts and Crafts Movement, for training

people in tapestry making.(2)




While the art of embroidery was still being kept alive by
the women from gentesl homes at that time, tapestry was being
practised only in the public sphere by professional studios, and
it was not one of the skills that was included in the system for'
inculcating feminine virtues in young women. Victorian mothers
and governesses did not teach tapestry to female children, and
Morris inherited professional conventions surrounding tapestry
that could in no way be confused with the amateur associations of
embroidery. The eaxclusion of‘women from participating in
professional art acﬁivities, which began in the Renaissance, had
become increasingly entrenched by the 19th century. Where
tapastry\is concerned, for example, a statute that was introduced
iﬁégg;:é;35ﬁ7175é:‘;;;ibys languagé £hat is consistent with the
convention for describing stareotypical “"men’s work®™ and thereby
raveals’the aextent to which men were the sole producers of
tapestry. The statute stipulatses that, before being admitted to

the profession, a weaver should be:

master of all the rules of proportion, especially those of
architecture and perspective, of some knowledge of anatony,
of taste and accuracy in drawing, in colouring, and in
shading, of grace of arrangement and grandeur in exprassion,
of all styles and classes, figures, animals, landscapes,
palaces; rustic buildings, statues, vases, woods, plants and

flowers, of all kinds. He should add to these attainments a
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knowledgs of sacred and secular history, and should be able
to apply properly the rules of good manufacture, and to
discern that which produces beauty of texture and

colouring.(3)

The fact that a knowledge of anatomy was a prerequisite
would in itself have excluded women from being tapestry makers
bescause they were barred from studying anatomy in the academies,

a situation that had not changed much by the end of the 1%9th

century.

In England tapestries were being made in the Mortlake
tapestry workshop, and at various times there had been other
5
workshops at Soho, Fulham, Exeter, and in Ireland and Sceotland.

The skxlls for these workshops usually came from immigrants from

;BOIQLUI andTFrence;'and'from Huguenot rafugees.A Tapestry
cperations were generally precaricus but there had consistently
been workshops in Belgium and France.(4) Professional workshops
were committed to producing painterly effects or making
historical and armorial propaganda, and their value lay in the
aura of opulence that they conjured up rather than in their

aesthetic integrity.

William Morris campaigned against the deplorable state of

tapestry making, as he did against the stats of design in general
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at the time. (3) At Marton‘Abbey. he demonstrated that tapestry
was a viable art activity that could be independent of painting.
He used a smaller, more manageable scale than was the practise in
professional atseliers at the time, and he worked from designs
that were intended for tapestry. He returned to Medieval
practices and gave the weavers freedom to interpret the cartoons
in their own manner, thereby encouraging them to find inventive

solutions suited to their style. Morris wrote that:

it is not desirable to divide the labour between the artist
and what is technically called the designer, and I think it
desirable on the whole that the artist and designer should

practically be one...(6)

This brought a more. l;voly qualxty to the work. Whereas the
:ﬁtapestry studios had hoon using literally‘thousands of shades and
colours to approximate the illusion of painting, Morris limited
the number of colours to the basic twenty or so that can be
acquired from the natural dyes that had been used in Gothic
tapestries. Burne Jones was usually responsible for designing
the figures, and Morris for the general "mille fleurs™ and border

arrangsements. (7))

The process of dyeing yarn and warping looms (that were much
bigger than an embroidary fruhé) was physical and sometimes messy
work, which was not suited to the image of the ideal Victorian
woman.  The situation haa not changed since Jsan Jacques

Rousseau, a century before, had claimed that, “Tapestry making is
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less to the young women’s liking because furniture is too distant
from £heir persons ... '(8) Indeed, Morris employsed men to make
tapestry, while the needlework section of the company was run
entirely by women. Morris did embroidery too and he had
consistently familiarized himself with the basic craftsmanship in
all the media that he was interested in before he had others do
work for him. For the embroidery section, he recruited all the
women in his circle, from his wife, his daughﬁers, and the
daughter of W.B.Yeats, to his housekeeper; Mrs Nicholson.(9) This
is where Morris’s social reform philosophy broke down, because
these women were not paid for their skill or time. The case of
May Morris, who was not able to afford to get married when she
wanted to, demonstrates tha continued dependence of the women

associated with thayﬁrts~and Crafts Movement.

Horris showed what tapestfy was capable of ﬁt its best, and
that it was a medium that did not require the complex
collaboration and ambitious iconography that had come to be
associated with the French and Belgian workshops. Simple, difect
iconography could be worked in tapestry, by possibly only one
person, as it had been in the bible tapestries from the

nonasteries of Medieval Germany and Switzerland for example. (10)




The turning point in the status of tapestry

The paradox is that William Morris rescued tapestry from the
stultifying production of elite painterly emulation but that, in
the process of becoming an accessible activity, it lost its
erstwhile high status. Despite his formidable attempts to
democratize the arts, he never did succeed in elevating the
crafts to the stnt;s of fine art; instead, tapestry came down to
the status of craft. Thereafter, 20th century developments in
the arts conspired to make tapestry become associated with
women’s work, although this had not been the case in Morris’s
time. (It is worth noting that although Morris had set up his
handloom in his bedroom his professionalism has never been

questioned.)(1l1l)
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@ith the~damystification éf its‘sﬁpport apparatus, tapestry
was no lonéer considered an elite and therefore professional
activity. It is possible to say that since the turn of the
century, everything‘that Rozsika Parker says about the declining
to the status of tapestry. The medium that was once dignified
with a professional status, has now come to be the subject of the
complex network of received ideas surrounding art that is made by

women and is therefore perceived as an amatsur pursuit.
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Through the Arts and Crafts Movement tapestry also became
associated with functional weaving and the "simple life".(lZ)
Thereby, in addition to being classified with embroidery, it
acquired some provincial and labour class connotations which
identified it with cottage industries such as those in the
Hebrides. These enterprises were about all that was left of
traditional handweaving in Britain until the weaver, Ethel
Mairst, ravived the interest in cloth making in the early 20th
century. After living in India, she returned to England in 1920
to set up her workshop, "Gospels”™, in Ditchling where she
re-invented beautiful cloth with a distinct "ethnic character®™.

- Hex:-influence: on the cloth industry has been compared to that of

the Bauhaus.(13)

Ethel Mairet was a part of the group that is connected with
Eric Gill, and her rustic and purist handweaving studio has
‘probubly provided one of the prototypes for people attempting to
live in a simple and ecologically responsible manner. This
philosophy, which again became popular in the "hippie™ era,
deliberately renounced the ethics of professionalism. The
professional art establishment, in turn, has responded by
assigning tapestries to a grass roots category, even though some
may clearly not have been made in the spirit of the back to

nature sthic.




After William Morris
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In retrospect, it appears that the commitment of William
Morris, and of people like Ethel Mairet, is often misunderstood
and confused with a social philosophy which is not thought to be
ptacticul or sympathetic to the kind of technological idealism
that surrounded the modern movement in the early 20th century.
The extraordinary cutput of ideas and visual artefacts that
Morris generated has ensured that the tapestries from his
workshop cannot be overlooked, but, thereafter the forces that
control how tapestry is perceived have contributed to the
increasing invisibility of the medium. History has applauded the
work of William Morris, but it seems that where tapestry is
concerned no one has been able to put into practise what they
“have learnt from him. Edinburgh is the exception.

In 1912, two weavers from Merton Abbey went directly to the
Edinburgh Tapestry Company (The Dovecot Studioc) which was started
by the Marquis of Bute and W.G. Thomson. Unfortunately, these
waeavers were killed in the first world war, but Dovecot rallied,
and eventually Archie Brennan became its artistic director in
1963, bringing the studio into a contemporary focus. He then
started the department of tapestry at the Edinburgh College of
Art, and later, with his help, a studic in Australia was opened.
Arcﬁie Brennan also greatly axtaAded.£he teaching of tapestry by
giving wérkshops to guild and craft organizations in the United
Kingdom, Canada and the United States.(14)
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'Tapestry itself has not played a part in’tha early 20th
century modern and avant-garde movements. Since 1 have
demonstrated, however, that it has come to be associated with
needlework in general, it is valid to note how the "women’s”
media have fared in picneering situations. Excellesnt information
is provided by Isabelle Anscombe in her book, A Woman’s Touch,
where she deals fully with the role of women, who worked almost
exclusively as needleworkers, in the Arts and Crafts Movement, in
the United States, Glasgow, Russia, the Bauhaus, the Omega
workshop and de 3tijl. She demonstrates how the first
professional opportunities became available to women who were

well connected and could turn their good taste to profit in the

role of interior designers. She has pointed ocut that:

A

Although women designers contributed little to the
theoretical writing on modern design, their practical
.influenca was enormoﬁs. The fact that their contribution
has been overlooked has led to a narrow and distorted
interpretation of ﬁhe true scope and achievement of the

design movements of the 20th century. {1S}

and she goes on to say that the women’s achievements have been

consistently overlooked in the Modern Movement:

not simply because these were women’s achievements but
because design literature has focused on theoretical

writings rather than on the objects produced by
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designers. (1l86)

In France, Sonia Delaunay did work that broke with tradition
by using domestic skills and materials. She "applied complex
aesthetic theories to everyday objects”, and she participated in
a form of abstract art known as “Orphism".(l7) She made the
statement that "If painting has become part of our lives, it is
because women have been wearing it"”. Sonia Delaunay was an
artist whose contribution to art ia only being appreciated

belatedly. ' Referring to the Modern Movement, Isabelle Anscombe

has noted that:

Most of the women who succeeded in making a name for
themselves still did so only because they were able to

enlarga the: sphara of actxvxty under the aegis of a husband,

futhor ot brother. asfthe*women im thc Horris circle had

done. (18}

The career of Sonia Delaunay coincides with the activities
of Jean Lur7at who engineered a revival of tapestry in France
after the Second World War. She and her husband, Robert, were
among the artists who Lur?gt involved in having work interpreted
in tapestry. However, apart from her innovation in the
application of modern art concepts to cloth, and her influence in
making other artists sée the aesthetic value of textiles, she did

not make tapestry herself or actively affect the course of its

development.
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After the first world war Jean Lur;at, admitting his debt to
William Morris, brought about a revival of interest in tapestry
in France. He too studied Medieval tapestries and, working in the
medium himself, restored technical integrity. By giving tapestry
a higher profi;e. he was able to secure the collaboration of well
established contemporary artists. Psople such as Picasso, Miro,
Chagal, and Vassarely had paintings translated into tapestry.
However, it seems that the medium itself, as practised by Lur;at
and his collsagues, did not generate innovative options, and nor

does it seem to hold its own compared to modern and avant-garde

ST R
Pl ]

';&gﬁfwafj;fﬁﬁécﬁiéitiés-ﬁ There is nd'doﬁbf;vtﬁough.rthat he

renewed the interest of the art market in appreciating tapestries

based on the work of already established artists. (1)

Lurgat’s ability to promote tapestry led to the inauguration
of the prestigious Lausanne Bienniale in 1962. It was the Slavic
artists participating in the first Bienniale who provided an
examnple of what the woven medium was capable of in contemporary
terms. They had been trained thoroughly in the technical weaving
traditions of their counfries and were well acquainted wi;h
modern concepté which dominated abstract expressionism.

Magdalena Abakanowicz from Poland, and Jagoda Buic from
Yugoslavia, are two notable examples of artists who set the
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direction towards large sculptural textile forms with a

theatrical and expressive quality.(2)
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There was a confrontation between the new forms and ths
traditional woollen, woven tapestries made by Lur;at and his
group. The innovators won, and thereafter, the organizers of the
Bienniale made it a mandate to their juries to select work that
"broké new ground”™. Logically the result was a proliferation of
process and materials, with the result that the works could be
constructed in any way imaginable, with no limit on the kind of
materials that could be used. The tarms."nouvelle tappiserie®,

.- -0 "fiber art!'. were generally accepted to describe the new
| fornsgy Mildred Constantine and Jack Lenor Lar#an (who prefer the
term “art fabric™) haée documenﬁed the devélopments of the
Bienniale, and therefore of the international styles in fiber
art. The characteristics of the sixties are dealt with in their

first book, Beyond Craft: the Art Fabric, and of the seventies in
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become the main source of information being disseminated amongst
all kinds of people interested in contemporary textiles. Artists
who are featured in these books are subsequently given validaticn

in any other writing that deals with the subject.

During the sixties and seventies it was very necessary, and




haulthf, to break with the rigidity-of traditions and with the
dominance of t&pestrias emulating paintings. Unfortunately, the
baby, or more precisely the grandmother, went out with the
bathwater and pictorial tapestry became an outcast. In a
precariﬁus.situation where fiber art was struggling for
professional recognition, it was dangercus for it to carry with
it the baggage associated with the inhibiting dominance of studio
exacuﬁed tapestries based on designs of renowned artists. This
meant £hat the movement had to protect itself from tapestry that
employed a traditional process in a conventional manner, which in
turn meant that any form of iconography had teo go. Constantine

and Lenor Larsen express this in the statement:

It is natural for diehards to be concerned about the
s direction of this world-famous Bienniale. However, they must
recognize that the changing character of Art Fabric reflects

‘and parallels an art world in a state of flux.(3)
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The achievement of the Lausanne Bienniale has been amazing
because it allowed a new art form to come about that also had
links‘with the ancient past. It was alsoc able to divorce itsélf
from the erstwhile high, but now moribund, art of tapestry based
on puint;ng styles. What it then had to do was establish its own

professional prestige to distinguish it from the productions of




the very many hobbyists. who work with fibre. Professionalism was
&smonstrated in the first plaéa by sanctioning only the
sculptural or conceptual links with the past, and then by
creating works that were extremely large, technically and
physically difficult to make, and which bore evidence of acadenmic
and formal research. The renewed interest in ancient processes
found expression in formal manipulations and conceptual hybrids
of a monumental and volumetric character which were at first very
exciting. "0Often the works resembled blown up sections of
primitive or historical pieces.4(4) Spheres of influence and
study were set up, such as thé Banff fiber art department, which

initiated aspirants into the "high craft" discourse.

Having established a separate arena with its own
«ﬁggoiossiogal elite, fgg.:_art,cont;nues to be insecure because
thﬁre is little difference between the appearance of an art
fabfic and many other art forms.(5S) It would be logical for fiber
art to integrate with the other recognized art forms but this
would mean sacrificing what has been gained in the way of status
by fiber art. Nor would integration be welcomed in the high art
arena which already has problems of overcrowding. Instead, fiber
art must constantly declare its unique quality while at the same
time displaying an innovation that is consistent with assumptions'
~and praxis of high art. As a result, with its exclusion from
sustained training facilities and the critical discourse of art
Journals, it is always a little in the rear-garde, which is why

it must claim high art figures such as Beuys and Christo as a
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- part of the movement by virtue of the materials they use. (&)
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published in the early 13880’s (no date is provided in the book)
is predisposed to concentrate on process oriented constructions
ahd does not'feature pictorial work. An exception is the photo
realism of Helena Hernmark which is not made in tapestry and
therefore gqualifies as an art fabric because she devised a
machanical method for giving the illusion of traditional
tapestry. In other words, pictorial imagery is acceptable as
fiber art, provided that it is not created in the traditicnal

tapestry process.,(7)

Thereforse, an artist who currently persists in working in
highwarp tapestry, where iconcography is the main element, is
consiéétééjf;&EEiénary iditﬁé fibe?éiftléfenam It seems
important, in order to quaiify as an art fdbric, that either the
traditional tapestry process is abandoned altogether (it can
still be called “tapestry”) or that there is some kind of
pre-planning in which technical process makes a formal
statement. This means that the work can be catsgorized as an art
fabric or as "nouvelle tapisserie”. If an art work can
demonstrate that it has no inappropriate (that is accessible)
links with the past, it becomes eligible for professional, or

high, status within fiber art. Constantine and Lenor Larsen

state that:

A major aspect of the 70’s was a renewed interest in fabrics
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that are not only loom woven but loom controlled. Unlike
tapestry, thess pattefn weavas mﬁst be planned out and
"built in” even before the warp making is started. There
was an emphasis on formalist, structuralist methods and
analytic investigation. The rules of the game were pattern

repeats or lack of them..... (8)

In other words, if one works with the iconoggaphic approach of a
painter in the highwarp process the result is not an art fabric
but neither is it obviously acceptable as a painting.
Conversely, if one works with yarnlike materials in a
three-dimensional form, the result might be fiber art or it might

be sculpturse.

I mention these details not to attack a very valid art form
but to demonstrate that within the art fabric discipline that was
spawned by highwarp tapestry, the latter is not very welcome.
This can be.seen in the régﬁlatibns for the forthcoming 13th
Laus#nne Bienniale in 1987 which indicate a bias that does not
readily include highwarp tapestry although, the theme is

“Celebration of the Wall"”. The regulations state:

We are insisting on the mural character of the theme.
Provided that the work is axecu@ed in flexible fibre,
textile,{paper. metal or any'other malesable material, the
artist is fres to interpret the mural theme in his own
fashion.(my italics) To avoid any misunderstanding, it is to

be noted that the notion of "celebration of the wall"” doces
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not imply a return to tradition. The Bisnniale continues to
be an avant-garde exhibition, and the Jury will give
preference to works bearing witness to authentic research in

the theme. (9)

The expression "ﬁuthentic reséurch“ is a part of the
professional terminology which is intended to mystify and excluds
anyone who might have thought that iconography in highwarp
tapestry could constitute an avant-garde statement. The authors
iconograpy in fiber art when they criticize the reviews of the
“"Masterpieces of Tapsestry" exhibitioﬁ of Gothic tapestries at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1947 for going "into verbal
ecstasies in describing the iconography, with hardly a mention of

~yarns, or of the weavers’ contributions.”(10).
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Having drawn a distinction betwsen fiber art and tapestry, I
will examine how highwarp tapestry fits into the apparatus of art
networks. I will begin by looking at the categoriés that can all
be called "highwarp tapestry”. Within this limited aréa, yet
further distinctions can be made, including the production of
highwarp executed studio tapestry frgm designs by established

artists. Essentially, tapestry made in ateliers continues to

8njoy a system of patronage because it uses prominent artists who




have already sstablished a name in the market. Confidence is
genératad among the ﬁatroﬁs who are qually corporations. The
potential for this kind of work must be encouraging because,
despite the prevailing austerity in funding for the arts, in 1982
Ruth Scheuer (who trained in tapestry in France) acquired a
studia in Greenwich Village at a cost of £400,000 and spent
another £100,000 again to equip it.(l1l) This studic has done
work, for example, by Joseph Raphael. There is, needless to say,
not a clear distinction between the studio weaver, a studio
director, and what I will refer to as the independent "“tapestry
artist™ who is responsible for all stages of the work from design
to exhibition. They may change roles from time to time. I will
therefore refer to "studio (or atelier) tapestriss” on the one
hand. and on the other hand, slmply to *highwarp tapestry™ when

‘1t is made by a tapestry artlst.

The benéfits of the support system for studio tapestries do
not extend to the lower status highwarp tapestries, which are
often made in a workshop in the home of the tapestry artist
because of the long hours involved. This contributes to their
being labellsed amateur through an association with domssticity.
In addition, the tapestry artist must "compete”™ with the name of
an established artist from the high art sphere even though the
original painting has not in all cases translated into a
successful tapestry. Therefore the tapestry artists tend not to
receive commissions and, when they do, the remuneration is not

consistent with their investment of time and degree of training.
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A curious obsession with lafge scale has developed, which of
course-has parallels in painting, and for many of the same
reasons. As a result, artists are subtly conditioned to avoid
working in sizesythat are consistent with the average painting,
although such a scale is idqal for the making of tapestry by a
single tapsstry artist who wishes to have personal control over
all the stages of the process. In addition, therefore,
monumental tapestries are attempted without adequate experiencs,
and care is sometimes sacrificed as a result of having a team of
wesavers who are not always adequately trainéd. Such tapestries
- 4o not wear well and have resulted in patrons vowing never to
commission a tapestry again. The sagging of the Sutherland
tapestry in Coventry Cathedral is a classic example of the
problem. There are few ateliers which have the excellent record
of the Dovecot studio in Edinburgh, where the three main weavers

have eighty years of experience among themnm.

The emphasis on large scale means that, by today’s
standards, there would have been no Coptic or Peruvian tapestries
made, and Kilim or Navajo rugs would not qualify as valid art
because they are too small. Scale is also one of the ways in
which "high craft"” seeks to validate its professionalism because

it mystifies the activity through the element of complexity. It




is as. though the innovations of William Morris were being put
into reverse and an accésible uctivity; such as tapestry, then
reverts to the ambitious and mysterious scale of the French
ateliers in order to become an elite activity in which only those
initiated in the code know how to participate. In this way a
high/low distinction has been created for tapestry within the

crafts.

However, attempts have been made to provide a professional
forum for small works. It is noteworthy that this interest was
initiated by the British who are accustomed to seeing smaller
tapestries because of William Morris and the work that is done in
Edinburgh. Thus it was in London that the first International
Bienniale of miniature textiles was organized in 1974. This was
followed by one in the United States in 13579.. Constantine and

Lenor Larsen were critical of the miniature exhibitions because:

Certainly these showcasas‘provided‘a stimulus for small Art
Fabrics in their many manifestations. However, the sheer
number of entries submitted for jury selection indicated the
desire of many eager amateurs to jump on the miniature
bandwagon. Too often the work submitted revealed neither
comprehension of the nature of materials, nor convincing
intent on the part of the makers. In the titles of both the
Lausanne Biennales and the London Miniature Textile
presentution§ we face a problem of nomenclature. The use of

the word "“tapisserie" in the former and "textile™ in the




. latter would seem to indicate a conservative and traditional
mauning and attitude in the field. HoweQar in the
development of Art Fabric in the 60’s and 70’s, this
approach is sadly out of date and not applicable to today’s

Art Fabric character™.(12)

The term "convincing intent™, is an example of language that is
A
)
bound to mystify anyone who qhs not had access to training
facilities or situations which will provide a familiarity with

the vocabulary of professionalism in order to decipher the cods.

Michel Ragon, in the guide to the "Architectures 85"

axhibitions also expresses the following bias!

Large tapestries (and as far as I an concerned, tapsestries
are only justifiable in very large formats) create an active
relationship between the floor space and ceiling space,
between the furniture and the deambulatory space. «ses One
mnight easily retort that a small tapestry can convey the
feeling of an intimate festivity, but easel painting already
fills this role: whereas a large tapestry brings to
architecture a ceremoniousness unattainable by any

painting.*“(13)

As a result there is a special invisibility reserved for
smaller, "easel sized", tapestries. The fact that the set of
_"ﬁpocalypse" tapestries in Angers, which particularly inspired

Jean Luryut. is comprised of a series of smaller tapestriss,




vindicates the kind of manageablsas sdaleythat was also used by
William ﬁorris. Knowing that Medieval workshops were egquipped to
produce tapestries in great numbers, there is nothing mysterious
about the number of piecses in the set of the "Apocalypse™
tapestry except the brilliant inspiration of the iconography.(1l4)
The statement that tapestry is only valid if it is made on a
scale that is suitable for interior design in architecture is
insensitive to the medium as an expressive art form. Nor is
ceremoniousness only achieved through large scale, and
furthermore it is also very debatable whether painting already
fills the role of "intimate festivity"™ better than tapestry can
do. Such prejudices are iﬁdicative of a defensivengss and a
certain‘amount of confusion about entering into an assessment of
individual highwarp tapestries on the basis of their intrinsic

merit asvdrt works.

In the absence of other criteria, the main legitimation for
tapestry is through architectural commissions and therefore
corporations provide fiber artists (in the widest sense) with one
of the only ways to make a living unless they have a teaching
post. Those that have validating teaching posts are more likely
to receive commissions and alsc have the added advantage of being
able to use their students to work on large tapestries.
Architectural commissions usually demand an extremely large scale
and ﬁhare is subsequent pressure to commission work that covers
an expanse of wall in the quickest and most profitable way. For

this resason, the highwarp tapestry artist is also “"competing”
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with the art fabric, or "high craft” forms, which ares usually
less labour inteﬁsive than highwarp tapestry. It is not uncommon
practise to have relatively unskilled workers produce simple
fabric components in heavy materials that can then be assembled

fairly quickly.

A variant of this was provided by an entreprensur who
combined both systems, by having the work of recognized painters
produced in Mexico in a method that punched yarn into a backing
which was then painted with latex glue. It was marketed under
the guise of beiné a part of the Medieval tradition of the "Lady

and the Unicorn®.

Architectural commiésions are alsoc unlikely to go to
tapestry artists who make tapestry that has idiosyncratic or
controiarsial iﬁagery. The categorizing of “decorative arts®”
cgrrie§‘with it an expectation that tapestry should be
agreaable.r Fdr example, with.the Toroﬁto Dominion Bank’s
commissions it was stipulated that the "works would have to
humanize the site, enhance its architecture and represent the
highest standards of quality in craftsmanship”.(15) Certainly the
strength of tapestry is its humanizing effect, but if it is

beautiful can it not also be sefious?
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A category of highwarp that is adeguately supported comes
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from workshops in third world countries. The Oodi Weavers in
Botswana aﬁd ﬁhe Harrania workshop in Egypt are two examples.(1l6)
These were started by trained sxperts who brought skills to aresas
where tapestry was not indigenous. These operations were
characterized by some form of idealism that provided
opportunities for workers in a depressed area and the intention
has been that the workshops would become self-sufficient
worksr-run operatiéns. In other cases, there has been simply the
desire to find inexpensive labour for a business venture for the

tourist tradse.

It is worth noting that in third world ceountries there is a
precedsnt for the tapestries to be fairly small and of a
narrative character that is essentially about social issues. The
Botswana tapestries deal with topical events and depict
situations such as the benefits of building a dam, or the fact
.thﬁtfthe,boys get boots to play soccer, while the girls do not
even have organized games or shoes.(17) Such direct and
compelling stdtements in grt are consistent with other arsas of

folk art.

The tapestry artist thus “competes™ again with two elements
in this category. One is shoddy, gquaint, inexpensive,
mass-produced little tapestries. The other is very lovely folk
v art that is also inexpensive because it is usually subsidized by
philunthropy. ‘A big exhibition of the Harrania Egyptian

children’s tapestries was held at the Barbican Centre in London
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in the summer of 1985. The exhibition was solidly subsidized by
influential and well bred patronaéa.' The British Ambassador
wrote the foreword to the catalogus, while Harrods and Lloyds
Bank were among the sponsors.(18) The prices for the Harrania
tapestries started at 30 pounds sterling. On the other hand, the
tapestry artist, like any other artist, cannot have low prices,
and they themselveé muat also conduct the operation of a snmall
businessrto'keeﬁ records, buy supplies, comply with the red tape
involved in sales tax, import duty, income tax, shipping art

works, insurance and the arranging of exhibitions.

It is appropriafe to mention at this point that one of the
slements that characterizes the lively tapestriea from third
world countries is their disregard for tehnical precision.
Working without a cartoon»thay often have uneven edges or
diminishing widths. In this context, such irregularities have an
integrity that is congistent with the vitality ok, say, a kilim
rug. Yet, in the western craft world, there is undue ampha;is
placed on technical elements and not on design or iconography.
This means that many highwarp tapestry artists find that the only
discourse available to them is one that is technically oriented.
A terror of spontaneity can result in many perfectly square or
ractangular, flat tapestries that are unmemorable and reinforce
the high art world’s opinion that it is not a viable art form.
However, when tapestries are being made on a large scale their
great weight makes it critical that the structure is technically
sound so that they can:endurarover time. .
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When one comes to consider the relationship of the tapestry
artist to the.high art nrea,.one finds that even thoﬁgh the
makers share the intentions of a painter, they are not readily
included in the art market. The explanation that the work is
labour intensiva and consequently expensive is often usad, but
that is not a valid criticism since those factors also apply to
the paintings of Alex Colville or Chuck Close. In Canada, an
experisenced tapestry artist found ﬁhat a viable commercial
gallery owner would handls paper works but said that if the
gallery took the tapestries it would get a bad reputation as a
craft gallery. The guality of the tapestries was not the issue.

The artist no longer works in tapestry.(19)

The‘implications of ﬁhése situations is that the artists who
work in highwarp tapestry are left without a support apparatus
and as a result it is very much an endangered medium. The
invisibility of most tapestries means that, on the one hand, it
is unusual for artists whoss iﬁterests lie on the cutting edge to
s8lect the medium, and on the other, when they do it goes
unnoticed. Tapestries ars not included by the avant-garde in
artist run:cantres that provide an alternative to commercial

galleries. It becomes apparent that it is not on the basis of

material used that the distinctions are made, but according to




who makes the work, whers it is made, and whether it has

associations with the domestic sphers.

It can be seen that there are no clear conceptions about who
should be making highwarp tapestry. There are alsc no clsar
concéptions about wheo the audience for-tapestry might be despite
the fact that I have found there is considerable interest in the
medium and that it has a widé appeal. What is needed is a system
of authentication which can give confidence in an art form that
'is. as yet inadequately, but inevitably situated in the art

rarket.

Art groups are‘sé isolatad from seach other that there is no
real shared vocabulary or gystam of referents. The leading
artists assoéiated’with sach are unkﬁown to otﬁer groups and it
is as though they were from totally different cultures. A major
figure like the late German conceptual artist, Joseph Beuys, is
usually unknown in most craft situations. While conversely, in
this thesis I would need to include illustratioqs if I were going
to make extepsive reference to the work of the major fiber
artists who have been working in the field for twenty years or
more. 3Someone® like Anni Albers might be known in fine art
circles becaussa of her husband Josef. It is significant that, of

the few women's names that do stand out, such as those of Sonia




Delaunay, Sophie Tauber Arp and the women in the Russian
Constructivist Movement, their celebrity is usually a result of

their more famous husbands.

In Paris, when I was there in 1985, it was possible to see
work in the "Architextures 85" exhibition (held in the Museum of
' Decorative Art), that could have been in the Museum of
Contemporary Art at the Pompidou Centre. Conversely, many of the
sculptures and installation#efrom the Pompidou Centre would h;ve
been at home in the fiber art exhibition at the Museum of
Decorative Art. Although these works have widely differing
historical antecedents and exhibiting opportunities, their
properties often lock the same, and, therefore an intriguing
question concerns the process whereby artists find themselves
going intq one stream or the other. It is also interesting to
- notice that theres was a distinct gender division (and disparity
;of'st&tus) that correlatas-with-the-two facilities, since there
were mainly women in the "Architextures 85" exhibition and men in

the Contemporary Art exhibition.

In The Art Fabric: Mainstream, there is a guotation from
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Lawrence Alloway about the categories of art!:

The exclusionary trend of American art writing has not
spared the crafts. It was in the 18th century that
different aspecté of the arts were precisely separated. The
more distinctions that we can make betwsen things, the

better of course, but systems of classification need to be

- 46 -




tastad and revised. This has not happened with any
regularity in the visual arts, and painting and sculptﬁra
have remained the core subjects of the "fine art®™ theory.
.+« The crafts, even when clearly outside a category of
utility ares generally assigned a lower status than the
“"fine” arts. The expansion of the definition of art, after
Duchamp, easily includes postcards but not tapestries, xerox
but not weaving. This is due to a prejudice against craft
as the residue‘of an sarlier manual phase of culture. As a
result, discussion of crafts gets left to craft critics as
specialists and art critics rarely feel called on to

estimate, for example, fiberworks as sculpture.(20)

I would add that it seems that it has never been suggested that
critics be called on to "estimate™ a highwarp tapestry as
painting. The only exception I know of was in an exhibition that
I saw at £hefInstitute~of Contemporary Art Gallery in London in
1979, in which a tapestry was included in their "Narrative
Painting” exhibition. The tapestry was a collaboration between
David Hockney and the Dovecot Studio, but the latter did not

receive credit in the catalogue.(21l)

The insulation of the various groups from sach other is
compounded by geographic factors. The United States have mature
artists working in weil established craft schools, many of which
received a sound sarly start from the influence of the European

immigfant‘fugitives'from the Nazi regime that gave them a direct




link to the Bauhaus. There is also an affinity with indigenous
and ancisnt South Américan crafts which lead to the dominance of
sculptural forms.(22) In her article, "“Hybrides™, in the
cataloguse for the "Architextures 835" exhibition, the Canadian,
Marie Freshette, making a distinction between the strong North
American emphasis on fiber art and the French emphasis on
traditional tapestry, implies the low status that tapestry has in
the fiber art arena when she states that in America ".... weaving
has neither the privileged status nor the normative character it

has in Europe, so American artists have a reason to ignore

it." (23

In France, the influence of Jean Lurgat is still strong, and
the tradition of studic produced tapestries is most prevalent
because of the stability of the state-owned Gobelin studio, and
because of the activities of the Aubusson studios which are
- Yinked to a training facility tﬁere. Yet, I should mention my
dismay at finding that an exhibition of Aubusson tapestries there
was comprised of dismal little reproductiecns of unicorns, ladies,
mille fleurs, madonnas, ballerinas, solitary roses, setting suns
and all the stock images of a Sunday painter. These weres mnade
with astonishing skill, and I feel that such offerings to the
tourist trade contribute a great deal to the bad reputation of
pictoriﬁl tapestry. A similar exhibition of paintings would have
“goﬁe unnoticed because they would be sold on the banks of thé

Seine and would not have been given authenticity in a prestigious

rRussum. {24)




The kind of work‘that I saw in Aubusson ié not adequately
differentiated from good studio tapestry, whose status in France
is evident in the fact that the Minister of Culture has used his
influence to initiate and support the "Architextures 85"
exﬁibitions.in Paris. Howsever, ﬁhe insularity within the area of
highwarp tapestry is revealed by the puzzling fact that thse
organizers failad te include the very considgrable contribution
to the revival of tapestry that was made by Archie Brennan and
the Dovecot studio.(23) The production of tapestry in Edinburgh
has been carried out since the turn of the century and in 1980
was given a major retrospéctive oxhibition during the Edinburgh

International Festival.(25)

Since the intention of the Paris exhibitions has been to
provide aﬁ intarn#tional survey since 194S, it must be concluded
that there is not only an isolation of high art from other art,
but of fiber art from tapestry,»of studio tapestry from highwarp
tapestry, and of highwarp tapestry from highwarp tapestry in

different locations. Each seems to have its own discourse and

its own support system - and some have neither.




The invisibility of textiles can even be observed with
prestigious and costly works like those that the Toronte Dominion

Bank commissioned for 1985. The five tapestries and two

the tapestries, he says that several works werse "“cutstanding”,
and that "they hang confidently in the lobbies of the Centre’s
buildings, as well they should; the reputations of most of these
artisans (my italics) have been firmly established in the
fiber-art arena.” Two photographs and two columns are devoted to
the two sculptures by the male "artists'. Only ons of the
tapestries was made by a man. The tapestries - one of which is
78 feet by 13 feet. - afe invisible. But even more invisible,
(in tha art context one might make a case for there being dagraes‘
of invisibiliti) afe‘thq magoriﬁy of highwarp’tapestries by

artists which are made outside of architectural commissions.

There is a tragic demonstration of this kind of invisibility
in the case of the Norwegian artist, Hanna Ryggen, who made
narrative tapestries during the Nazi occupation of her country.
Her imagery explicitly dealt with the atrocities of the Nazis as
wall as with other issues of social and personal concern. Her
house and studio were searched when a tapestry of hers was in
progress. The tapestry, "October 6, 1942", depicted the

‘eaxecution, without trial, of cultural leadérs_in Trondheim, but
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although the Germans looked at the tapestry, they did not see its
conténi because i£ was simply “women’s work"”.(27). Instead they
arrested her husband for his resistance activities. On the other
hand, later, her subject matter did not go unnoticed by
prospective patrons who were negotiating commissions for public

spaces.




Conventicons and stefeotypes about art forms that are
perceived to be suitably feminine, are compounded by the roles
that women unknowingly fulfil generally in the sexual, romantic,
nostalgic and emotional fantasies of other psople. Thesse
fantasies are usually not explicit because they too are buried in
the unconscious of those who have the power to incorporate
dependents into their security system. Compliments about
femininity imply interest and a promise of security - and
protection - which conceals.tha probability that there are in
fact no profsssionnl opportunities being offered for
participation in the real business of the market place where
docisions are made. In the art world the compliments usually
have some refgrence to the appearance of the artist or her

domesticity and divert attention from the art work itself.

Language

in the catalogue for "Architextures 85", Claude Mollard

writes in the Guide:

I have always been struck by the fem;nine symbols associated
with the textile arts. As if the latter express a revenge
taken by duration on transience, by truth on fashion; as if
they also expressed a guest for »softness*, for what can be

sfolded without breaking,* for a #slow pace,* and finally
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for *company#®, because one hardly ever-weaves alone.(1) (I

have again used an * to emphasise words that denote an

unprofessional acitivity.)

Mollard contrasts “"feminine traits and those other art forms
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underline the words that are intended as masculine and
professional). The assumption that a need for company is
“feminine™ implies a scenarioc in which women like to chatter away
like busy little bees while they work. 0One of the conditions
surrounding 19th century conventions for young women was that
they were never allowed to be alone in case they became too
introspective, or possibly, so that the parents could monitor
every aspac£ of their daughter’s development to ensure that she
went into the marriage mérket without any undesirable traits or
flaws. <(The concept of the chaperone as witness of purity was
sxtended to all aspects of a young woman’s life to guarantee that
she had the right attitude towards marriage.) There is a case
history of Freud’s in which a young woman was even accompanied by
her father during analysis.(2) Among the working classes, routine
domestic work might have been done in groups, possibly to
overcome boredom, or because overcrowding is usually a
concommitant of poverty. Both situaﬁions, in which women were
obligsd to work in groups, have lead to the assumption that this
is inevitably their choice and that they ars by qature

gregariocus. - By contrast, the “company” (or team) invelved in a
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conceptual art such as wrapping a mile of Californian coast would
be consistent with the "masculinity" and “professionalism™ of a

military exercise.(3)

In another statement, Mr. Mollard, who is president of the
centre national des arts plastique, also typecasts the two
organizers of the exhibition, Denise Majorel who curated the
woven component, and Michel Thomas who curated the multi-media

part. 0Of Denise Majorel he writes:

(she) who has sdevoted her life* to tapestry, the sface of

Eternal Womanhood#®*, of seternal Penelope*; on the other

RN ERLSLS ALRAs AR smemRmwmna
e - — Mo ots e e v e A e e e ammeas SRR SN SaSmammemechas minew

-This patriarchal langﬁage has not changed since Charles
Ashbee was writing about the all male Craft Guilds in the early
20th century. It is noteworthy that even in France, which is the
one place where collaborative highwarp tapestry has an undisputed
reputation as a fine art, it is being seen as a signifier for
feminity. Penelope, again, is referred to repeatedly in the
catalogue and, is contrasted with Proteus by Claude Mollard when

he states:

~ finally, going beyond the gesture of Penelope, confronted
with nature, the fecund mother of all fibers on sarth, have

radiscovered grass, woven at home or in situ, as one used to




do in the countryside at harvest time...(5)

The identifying of tapestry and women with the earth and
harvest time and the age-ocld evocation of nature implies the
absence of any intellsctual capacity ih either and is contrasted
with masculine‘strength'and intellect. The tapéstry component in
the two exhibitions is also the signifier of the opposite of
“new”, which is an axémple of how innovation in tapestry is
discouraged. By putting emphasis.on the "old*, tapestry is thus

excluded from the mythology of the avant-garde.

The gap between what people believe that they know, and what
they unconsciocusly believe or yearn for, has been the subject of
research that is directly concerned with art activity and
psychoanalysis.(6) There has been an analysis of how language
perbatuatés steraoﬁypical attitudes. and there hds been a
rsfexamination of how women are depicted in the arts (7) Women
&rtists are Significant mainly by omission.{(8) The process
whereby history and taste are institutionalized has been
questioned, (38) and in particular women are challenged to be
consciogs of the ways in which they perpetuate the statué
quo.(10) Deciphering patriarchal vocabulary is an appropriate
method for understanding the process of domination, since the use
of mystifying language is one of the ways in which a profession

Or power group arms itself against unwelcome newcomers. (11)




Politics

— . — s w————

Annette Kolodny sums up the work that feminists have done to
re-evaluate the contribution of women to society and culture when
she guotes Adrian Rich (12) who wrote in Re-vision about the "act
of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes (my italics), of
entering an old text from a new critical direction®. Freudian
ésychoanalysis, in particular, has been so influential that it
has conditioned threse generations to accept Freud’s biased
parceptién of women’s sexuality. On the other hand, Freud
revealed how the intolerable conflicts imposed on women lead to
the spidemic of hysteria which afflicted only middle class and
affluent women.(l3) In connection with hysteria, Freud also wrote
that “constant needlework was one of the factors that rendered
women particularly prone to hysteria because day-dreaming over
albroidéry induced ‘dispositional hypnoid states’."(14) Since the
majority of women did embroide?y it could be stated that the

rajority of women werse prone to hysteria!

The work of Mary Kelly, and in particular her Pogt Partem
Document, (15) has generated a great deal of feminist discourse as
it deals with Lacan’s theory df the acquisition of gender
specific language from the mother. The Post Partem Document
raises, among others, the issue of how women are assessed by such
factdrs as the smootﬁ workings of their baby’s digestion.

Jo-Anna Isaak points out that essentially Mary Kelly contests and

parodies male prerogative over theory.(16) She also provides a
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focus for the gquestion of how distinctions are made between
pfofessional and amateur work on the basis of what is done in the
home and what is done in the market place - and what is
associated with the home. A Campbell’s soup can could only have
been elevated to an aesthetic commodity when it was associated
with a man, and with the blessing of the art market, bscause in

fact in that context, it does not relate to the domestic

sphere.{(17) )

One of the results of the process of re-examining how
qualitative judgements are arrived at, is the realisation that a
play of difference is necessary for a particular attribute to bs
emphasised. Martha Rosler states: “"The truth is that, like all
forms of connoiseurship, the social value of high art depends -
absolutely on the existence of a distinction between a high

culture and a low culture.”(18)

Similafiy there is a device which emphasises the
individuality (and masculinity) of high art by arbitrarily
putting all women’s work in one bracket. This attempt to isoclate
some inhersntly feminine attribute in art implies that there is a
style of art that is common to all women and thereby avoids
having to assess the work of a woman artist on its own merit.
This device also has the effect of conditioning males to adopt
appropriate masculine attitudes. Boys who display artistic

interests are often mocked at, and accused of being like women,

particularly if they choose to work in a discipline that is not a




part of masculine tradition. In one instance, a relative of mine
in England lamented that the last male in the family line was
“arty"”, which meant homosexual. There was the implicit
assumption that the listener would understand this and realise
that there would be no children to carry on the name. The macho
image of people like Jackson Pollock has provided a powsrful role

model for “being oha of the boys.”

Rumour and he#rsuy play an important role in the amorphous
network that consitutes the_art establishment. An examples of
so-called advice that soﬁa students received is expressed in the
following rumour: a males artist, who has recently become
successful, apparsently stated that in order to get invited to
important parties, an artist should "dress untidily and talk
dirty”.(19) The significance of such rumours is that they provide

nao accessible or acceptable precedent for women artists.

Effofts to emphasise the distinctioﬁ between high art and
what was considered decorative has applied not only to women.
The fact that when Kandinsky was involved with the Jugendstil he
designed dresses, jewelery, furniture and handbags, has been very
carefully separated from his "real®” art. Norma Broude states
that: "Matisse and Kandinsky created a dialectic to artificially
support the high art versus low art distinction.”™ and that: "in

Matisse’s case the critics did this more than he did.'(20)

Nancy Chodorow in the introduction to her book The
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Gender stresses the tenacity with which the‘myth of the

biologically controlled character of women’s nature function in

order to perpetuate gender distinctions. Chodorow quotes Alice

e e At msmdl DASLDSR Samem wammae = mmmaem—

The ideal mothar.hns.no interests of her ocwn .... for all of
us it remains self-evident that the interests of mother and
child are identical, and it is the generally acknowledged
measure of the goodness of the mother how far she really

feels this identity of interests.(21)

I do not intend to raiae the gueation of whether art making
is more valuable than mothering, but simply to demonstrate that
one of the factors contributing to making tapestry an endangered

madium is that it must compets with the pressure on women to bsar

childran.
antasies

The depiction of women in art has reinforced the dual image
of women, as either good or bad, that has its origins in biblical
doctrine. The polarized symbols of Eve (who takes the blame for
all the dark side of human nature), and Mary (whe through a
virgin birth makes it possible for humankind to deny the dark
things) have permeated art and conditioned yoman's behavicur. In
 both images, the woman is seen in terﬁs of her relationship to

others - usually men, children and the dispensing of churity'und

food.




In a Vanguard article, Dennis Lessard states that “"style in
art, whatever its mir#culous self-defining nature, is the
equivalent of setiguette in society”.(22) Images of women have for
centuries been intended to be looked at for male pleasure. In
order to defuse the fear of the power of women’s sexuality, they
were shown in a passive and controllable way - as objects of
desire. Recently, artists such as Judy Chicago and Nancy Spero
have bseen uéing imagery that brsaks with taboos about conventions
for depicting women’s bodies. Nancy Spero, for example, presents
women participating actively in culture.(23) Judy Chicago’s
imagery, which depicts women‘’s sexuality explicity, generated so
much controversy that initially she could not find a place to

exhibit it.(24)
Ideplogies

In addition, tharerhasvbeen art reyatad research anﬁ writing
concafning ideolegies and interest groups. Adrian Piper states
that, “formalism is a product of an ethnic group - a European
descended, white, male, middle class."(25) There is a tendency
for people not to acknowledge that a set of econonmic
circumstances that are greatly to their ladvantage - both
naterially and emétionally - are based upon ideclogical myths.
Most discrimination therefore is accompanied by some apparently
scientific and irrefutable evidence. Failing_that, there is the
more suﬁtla dissemination of a doctrine [of taste that is only

available to the initiated. George Steiner points out that in
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‘matters of taste there is nothing but "blameless intuition®”™ to

substantiate a particular viewpoint. He | states that you “count

heads” to validate taste. (26)

Historical documentation
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People are naturally reluctant to concede that ideology

plays a part in evaluating culture bacauée it means questioning

the basis whereby we accept our inherited concept of the

hisrarchy of cultural and aesthetic excellence. 0ld Mistresses

proves that theres was more excellent work besides the

acknowledged masterpiseces, but that there has not been the same
system for preserving, documenting and instituticnalizing the
other works.(27) There is the example of Mary Dalaney, a well
known 18th century embroiderer and publifhed author, who was the
fifst ﬁeréoﬁ to work in collage, which she did at the age of 80.

Collage was hot accepted,asaa~sérious art form until it was again

invented by Picasso in the 20th century.

who have been neglected by history are c

Chicage’s “"Dinner Party”,

own caresr are a well documented trsatis

the art sstablishment to accept a woman

professional artist on her own terms.(29)

In many cases there was outright su

and indspendence. For example,

end of the 12th century were a non-estab

movement without a hisrarchy. In 1243,

and the circum

the Begu

(28) Many of the women

E

@ on the reluctance of

lebrated in Judy

tances surrounding her

seeking recognition as a

ppression of excellence
ine Embroiderers at the
women’s reform

lishment,

Matthew Paris reported
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that there wers 2,000 of these nuns in C

cities. They gave up possessions, and i
convention for monks and nuns to beg, th
their embroidery. Their independence co
the male church council (one bishop said
them married off),

until finally, in 131

Cologne ordered the association to disba

The witholding of professional info
definite ideoclogy, and this was demonstr
an exhibition of Navajo rugs in 1974.(31
acknowledged to be on a par with modern
and have actually played a part in influ
yet,

they are described as having bheen m

of abstract art”.(33) The women who made

have been recorded elsewhere.(34) Americ

examnple of an art form where the names o

omitted. It is frequently said, and as

from traditional patterns that were mer

_____________ they had,
“both functional and propagandist or com
pelitical, religious and social meaning.
too, incorporated patterns that were usé
varying iconoéraphies. Often a particul
identical featﬁres, expression and costu
succeeding tapestries but, because they

arena by men (when the medium had high é

]

ologne and neighbouring
nstsad of adopting the
8y sold their labour and
ntinually caused anger in
that he woﬁld sooner see
2, the Archbishop of

nd. (30)

rmation implies a

ated by a catalogue for

) These vivid rugs are
abstraction in painting
encing some painting, (32)
ade by "namelsss masters
them did have names that
an quilts are another

f the makers are often
umed, that they were made
ly decorative, whereas,
like Gothic tapestries,
memorataive, personal,
*(35) Gothic tapestry,
d and used again in

ar stock figure, with
me will show up in

were made in the public

tatus), it has not been
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' suggested that the re-using of cartoons made Gothic tapestries

meraly decorative. (36)

A contemporary example of how women

18 amateur status might

be parpetuated by the witholding of professional information is

provided by the faculty listing in the prospectus for the

Edinburgh College of Art. Fiona Hathesoh
international reputation in tapestry, is

Grierson. (327> Her husband,

Douglas Grisrson,

who has an

listed as Fiona

was in fact a wsaver

at the Dovecot Studio under her directorship when she took over

from ArchiekBrennun. In this way Fiona M

identity is concealed,
for her in her life time, and for tapest

lost as a result. An historian or criti
prospectus, might conclude that some unk

college, and thus Fiona Matheson’s contr

ntheson’s professional

and who can estimate what opportunities

ry in gensral, have been

=
el

looking at the
own woman taught at the

ibution goes unrecorded.

There are many such small, apparently insignificant, instances of

unconscious discrimination, or simply a

of\a convention, which have led to the a

regarding professional women artists.

The books ©of neither Janson nor Gom

artists, and both are much used texts in

schools. Nor are there any women mentio

which-has the fol
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thoughtless perpetuation

bsence of information

brich list any women
practically all art
ned in Rollo May’s book

lowing passage.

Hans Hofmann, venerable dean of abﬁtract painters in this

"country and one of our most expert

and experienced tsachers,
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‘17;9m§rk9dlthat'att‘studentsithese~duys have a great deal of
talent but thai tﬁafﬁlﬁék passion of commifment. Hofmann
went on to say, intersestingly encugh, that his men students
get married early for reasons of security and become
dependent on their wives, and ﬁhat often it is only through
their wives that he, as their teacher, can draw out their

talent. (28)

The talent of the women students, or of the wives of the
male students, appears to have been invisible. This is an
example of how insiduously prevailing ideclogies have been passed
on in the form of factual information by acknowledged experts.

As this is usually done, however, by omitting any reference to
women at all, there is seldom a specific point on which to base
an argument. In hig article, “"Viewpoint: A new meaning of
neaning." George Steiner points out that for any evaluation of
-art there ié_invariably an opposite that can be justified, and
that, "a éritical theory, an aesthetic, is a politics of

taste.” (39

Nor have class attitudes in relation to the labour involved
in art making disappeared. Referring to the British class
system, in 1910, Roger Fry points to the diatinction that is made
between work that is done with thg hands and work that is

~ perceived to have come from the intellect:

There is a certain social class-feeling, a vague idea that a

man can still remain a gentleman if he paints bad pictures,
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but must forfeit the conventional right to his "Esquire™, if

he makes good pots or’servicaabla furniture. (40)

The current use of the word “artisan™ still carries with it
the connotations of a lower class manual activity that is deveid
of ideas, while the term “artist”™ reflects an intellectual
pursuit that is perceived to be divorced from its process. The
croedibility given to art works that are sxecuted by workers
carrying ocut the ideas of an artist has put into disrepute
artists who provide the craftsmanship to carry out their own
ideas. As a result, most artists whose work regquires that they
undertake exacting craftsmanship are given a status that is the
eguivalent of the labourer while their concepts are ignored.

This is particularly relevant to tapestry artists because of the
~practise of the tapestry studios which collaborate with painters,
. bringing the high art star system into the arena, and thereby

diminishing the status of those who actually know how to make the

rodium work.

There are curious preconceptions about who is permitted to
be a professional artist that are indicative of subtle class
related pra;udices.. People who are identified with leisure or
luxury are inclined to be seen as dilettantses. In particular
advantaged women are not sncouraged to-be art practioners and
instead their assets are directed towards philanthropy.
Conversely, it is held that psople who appear to be disadvantaged

are not professionals eithsr. This lsaves a rather small group
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' thfq?é arigibla'fbthha‘profassionaiism‘and success which are a

product of familiarity with the code of the establishment.

The notion of success also has implications for artists
working ocutside of the major art centres, with New York at the
apex. As a consequencs, “‘cutsider™ art is thus also excluded
from the sphere of professional, or “succesful" art. The work of
folk artists, native artists and Art Brut is usually not made
with a market in mind, and therefore possibly represents an art
form that hu§ an integrity that is free of prevailing styles or
trends in art. However, because these artists, in most casss,
work without a knowledge of the professional codes and fashions,
their work is svaluated as lssser. One might conclude that
préfassionalism i# accordedutﬁ ﬁeopla who have undergone certain
iniﬁiatiqn'r;teé-which are not aasilybaﬁcessible to the majority
of people, and that it is those with power who dictate what the
initiation rites are and who is eligible to participate in themn.
It can be observed that language is one of the devices that
mystifies the code, while the apparatus for generating

sslf-censorship serves to prohibit categories of people from the

process of initiation.
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‘ v1 ‘THE IMPLICATIONS OF WORKING IN HIGHWARP TAPESTRY
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Whether a medium is practised as a hobby or professionally
is not in itself a problem because the two can be mutually
supportive. They can co-exist happily, with a murky arsa in
betwaen.‘if there. is some appropriate system for distinguishing
them that is not impesed by one group on another. It is then up
to the practitioners to choose their orientation. Photography
has proved this since it became accepted as a high art although
initially it suffered prejudices as a result of its applied
form. Likewise, the association of tapestry with functional
weaving and interior design detracts from its status as a visual
art form. ‘Rosler states that photography had to "re-engineer its
own high culture/low culture split™ and that "while art
photography was divorcing its old audience and romancing a
classier one, the industry was increasing its pursuit of amatsurs
and all the markets swell as a/result.“(l) Photography however,
has the advantage of new technology on its side and the added
patronage of an industry that sells equipment and supplies to a

wide buying public of both sexes.

Sales of tapestry equipment and material, on the other hand,
are mainly made to women, who are working as hobbyists,. and who

have learnt to “make do", and must be frugal. Therefore, the
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;médium dpéa»no§”have-wéglthy;-self#intarastad patronage such as
ghe>facilitie$ Kodak h;s pfovidéd fér pﬁotogréph%.m Although
there is wide interest in tapestry, because of its intrinsically
reassuring quality and portability, the large potential audisnce
of private patrons has not been encouraged. Furthermore, the
viewing audience for tapestry is split into either an extensive
community of hobbyists, or a small group of specialised
collectors. There is very little in between, and sc the majority
of people are not receiving discriminating information about

tapestry.

— T o

The hobby practitioners, who make up the majority of people
f?ho‘attendltapestry exhibitions, do not provide tapestry artists
with a real support group, either as patrons, or for professional
discourse. What is lacking is the machinery for differentiating‘
good from bad tapestry. What is also lacking for highwarp
tapestry is the process whereby an art form or an artist is
judged to be worth collecting. I once stood in the Mendel
Gallery and overheard a well-dressed woman call her friend over
and say of my work, "This is lovely. I should make one of
thesé." By coﬁtrast with Canada, I understand, in Scandinavia a
tapestry is ope of the first items that a newly married couple
acquires; Consequently.‘in Scandinavia,'a profession in tapestry

is a viable option as a career.
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4 comparison of advertising for the two media, photography
and tapestry, also reveals a marked difference in image and
association. Whereas advertisements for photographic equipment
invite their customers to be contemporary and successful,
advertising for looms and yarns always choose to stress a
nostalgic, old world fantasy. The weaver, male or fenmale, is
dressed in a peasant-like outfit, and located in a rustic room
with bowlé of flowers. If it is a woman, her hair might be
arranged in elaborate French braids to signify a leisurely life
style, and she might be barefoot, with a pair of clogs lying
nsarby, to emphasise her naturalness. There is usually a basset
hound, a spaniel or a child on the floor. With men there is a
;;éfievar;oéqg biack%iﬁgfgdor, and possibly ahVarmeer print on
tharwall;_ ﬁe §€§r5~spec£aglés.hecause; if armﬁn does weaving, it
is necéssary to demonstrate his intellect in case he is seen as
effeminate.(2) Such images are not conducive to innovative art
making, nor do they suggest that the activity is anything but
amateur or dilettante. The people being depicted are not on
their way to becoming wealthy, successful and innovative, but
have already acquired financial independence in some passive and
magical way. Weaving is presented as pure wishful thinking in a

context that appears remote from contemporary reality.




The attitude that is brought to the teaching of tapestry
influences whether students see it as & vehicle for contemporary
ideas or as some kind of endorsement of nostalgia for the past.
Ideally, in a fine art training, current philosophies of
contemporary arf are® taught and students encouraged to pursue
explorations that will not lead to a pre-determined result. Too
often, under the conditions in which tapestry is taught,
preconcepiions and stock solutions are applied in the approach to
design. This is because the people who teach tapestry often do
not have visual art training and may know relatively little
themselves about the medium. As a result, tapestry is seldom, if
ever, pushed to a level where its potential is adequately

explored, because this takes time and has no guaranteed results.

The separation between contemporary art schoolé gnd craft
schools guarantees that the distinction between a high art and
lesser arts is maintained. The degree of ssparation may vary
from circumstances where the crafts are taught within a school or
department of design within the same institution as fine art, to
the maintenance of totally autonomous institutions. In all
cases, the craft, or design, facility has lower status than the
fine art one and in Canada in particular there are few facilities
of any kind for learning about textiles even in the broadest
sehée. "The oﬁly speciaiiéed'tapestry department that I know of

- is at the Edinburgh College of Art. If one examines the resumes
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bf,bighwarp tapestry artists in international group exhibitions,
it will be found that most have trained in Edinburgh, Poland or

France at some time.

The importance of having a tapestry course taught in a fine
art context, and not separately, is that a rigorous visual art
programme (with great emphasis on drawing) as well as a
humanities training, is vital to good tapestry making. However,
since thers is a long apprenticeship needed to acquire the
technical skills, many autonomous craft schools do not offer a
conceptual or philosophical approach consistent with their fine
art counterparts, and cannect include staff who have specialissd
fine art training. Tapestry is usually taught within a
generalized textile course with a strong emphasis on
multi-harness loom control and pattern drafting for functional
purposes. The. influence of this approach was demonstrated toc nme
whenri was told by ﬁfteaéhar from a general textile department
that if students ran into a problem with their thpestry. they
could simulate it on a sampie loom and show that to the
instructor for discussion. Since tapestry should be viewed in
the same way as painting is, it should also be taught so that
problems are seen in the context of the whole, and not as if they

can be technically isolated.

Bacause of the paucity of appropriate training facilities hy
. far the most prevalent system for learning tapestry is through

short term amateur sponscored workshops. Guilds provide a
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'lsélf-hq;b‘suppogt group that seldom caters to the needs of the
emérging professional. In the aﬁsence of certified courses, both
teacher and students are forced to seek out weekend workshops or
summer school facilities in various parts of the world. Often in
these contexts it is expedient to use the "how-to"” books which
are all that are available, and which have abysmal

illustrations. There is gresat pressure in a workshop situation
to accomplish a finished piece within the short time allocated,
80 that the participants can have something to show for their
expenditure of time and money. Usually there is a relative who
has expectations that a predictable “"masterpiece”™ will be brought
back, and in addition there are likely to be babysitting fses

that have to be justified.

Igsgnina

The people teaching these workshops will often be obliged to
undertake prolonged correspondence and make long distance
telephone calls to the organizers because the latter have little
experience, or are not clear what it is that they want from the
teécher. Then there is at least a week of preparation, which
usually includes collecting equipment and material, providing
their own books, maintaining an up-to-date se£ of slides, and
invariabiy’;ravelling to various centres, but the instructors are
-only paid for the twéror three days of the workshop. Often a

workshop is cancelled at theflust minute for lack of enrolment,
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without compensation for the teacher.

This kind of training does not provide actual formal
qualifications. Ultimately a dedicated person will bé wall
experienced, but they remain unemployable. Attitudes towards
self-taught sxpertise do not show respect. This kind of attitude
also applies to qualified practitioners in tapestry. A typical
axample was provided by a proposed craft school which invited
about twelve weavers with a wide variety of experience and
background to be on a planning committee. This would have
involved attending meetings in that town over an extended length
~of time, reviewing proposals, and making recommendations for
. future courses. Yet there was to be no remuneration offered for
either time spent out of the studio, or for consulting fees. By
contrast, there will be a strong emphasis on computer assessed
"modules™ of competency for the students, which was not an item
open for discussion by the consultants. ({The software would
certainly not have been deonated.) I was alsoc asked to help set
up their history and slide reference facilities on a voluntesr
basis. A factor which cogtribqtes to such attitudes is that the

expectations about women’s role in philanthropy and volunteer

organizations are carried over into the arts.
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Important vehicles for legitimization of art are provided by
granting agencies and public galleries, but since the juries and
adrinistrators, even when unprejudiced, are unlikely to know much
about tapestry, there is a tendency to avoid it. I recently
roceived an unsolicited apology from a curator, of a museum
coutside Saskatchewan, who voluntesered that it was not possible teo
include my work in their collection because "there was no budget
for contemporary craft.” Occasionally, group exhibitions are
organized which will provide some exposure and recognition, but
the problem here is that the tapestries must usually be the
property,of the artist and often tour for two or more years.

This means that the artist cannot sell the work before and
‘possihly after the exﬁibitioné;‘and has to find alternative means
of supéoft tb‘subsidize iha‘exhibitions. In Canada there is a
s&stém of arti#ts' fees to pfovide some income in such |
gsituations, but this is not usually followed in the craft

exhibitions and galleries.

The fact that craft organizations often have hobbyists on
their board of directors, can result in inexperienced dsecision
making. I was recently approached about being in an exhibition
to be called "Can&dian Tapestry; which will be held in Toronto
qnd was given two weeks notice for submitting work. (3) Sihce no
leé§ ﬁhan six.montﬁs is néédad ﬁo plan ahsad in such a labour

intensive medium, and most professionals have their work
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COﬁnitted for at least a year ahead, the exhibition is likely to
receive old, or hastily prepared submissions. Thus, once again,
the medium may be forced to fulfil the worst expectations of the

art world.

A letter to the Ontario Craft News (4} typifies some of the
problems that are frequently encountered in the way that many
public galleries handle a craft exhibition. For the North York
‘Arts Council’s gala opsning, there was a juried art and a juried
craft show. The latter was described as follows: "The display
looked more like a jumble sale than that of a show. There were
too many works for the size of the small room. Fibre pieces that
were clearly meant toc hang on the wall were laid out on school
dosks like placemats.” This was contrasted with the art show
where-the works “were arranged with care”™ in two lgrge bright
rooms that were more accessible than the area assigned to the
crafﬁa.‘ There wers also ;wards presented within only the art
component, and it was announced that studio space was being
provided for painters since many “are forced to work in small

apartments.”
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Further distinctions between high and other art are

maintained by the separation of journals and avenues of

information that are concerned with critical analysis.




agsasménts must be made withoutwthe'endorsament of formal
traiﬁing iﬁstitutions; or of ﬁhe étténdnnt master/protegé lins.
An additional impediment to critical discourse is that people
{unless they already have a well established career) who attsmpt
to write or criticize in craft areas find that art journals do
not accept their articles and can then find no other professional
forum. As a result they often specialise in some other approved
area of art. When there is journal and media coverage of
tapestry exhibitions it is usually confined to craft magazines
which tend to have a straight reporting approach rather than a
critically analytic one. The general media invariably neglect
professional information and single out gquaint personal anecdotes
about the artist which reinforce an image of domesticity and an
association with nature. FEiber Arts Magazine, which is the only
joﬁf;ul Eovering téxtilesliﬁ Nofth>aﬁerica. had a slighting and
.difﬁnsiQe'bi;g in their review of The §ggggg§igg Stitch which has
been ohe of £he most valuable influences on my writing of this
thesis. {Appendix (i)} The review goes some way towards explaining
the absence of critical or feminist debate within the fiber art

arena.

-3 —— e i — e R e m e = —

When I was in Lausanne during the 12th Bienniale I went to
the office of the'organiZérs and requested reference material on

criticism of the Biennale. They weres most helpful, but I was told
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Montreal Bienniale simply by referring to some of the esstablished
names in the area that have already been endorsed by authorities
such as Mildred Constantine and Jack Lenor Larsen.(5) The
magazine by Marie Freshette in the 1985 summer edition. (6> The
exhibition opened in June 1984: the proposals had been called for
in 1982 with the intention of exhibiting the works in 1983. Thus
the article, "Textile Art Today", which was indeed critical, was
reviewing work that was threavyeurs old. I had work in the
exhibition but have heard of no other critical attention being
directed to this bienniale, which also went to the Canadian
Cultural Centre in Paris. When I was there I enquired whether
there hndrbeen any reviews, but it appears that summer
exhibiéié;g in'Franca are.séiAOm re;iéwed. I was told that the

artists would receive xerox copies of the visitors’ book.

I have since been trying to find out when my tapestry would
be returned toc me bscause the show ended in Paris in Ssptember
1985. Finally, a registered letter brought a response that
informed me that it was currently in Norway and had been to
Cannes and Tours. Because I was not told this at the time, I was
prevented from being able to tell professional contacts of mine
in the south of France and in Norway thﬁt they could go and sse
the exhibition. Nor could I find out what are the next venues
for thé exhibitioﬁ before it returns to Canada. Such problenms

stem from the fact that, although the exhibition started at the
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‘mused d‘art contemporaine in Montreal, it is being toursd by an
essentially volunteer organization made up of people who are
highly committed to fiber art, but are at the same time trying to

be producers.

I mention these personal ?~yet nonetheless instructive -
anscdotes because they demonstrate how little encouragement or
incentives there are for working in this area, and why,
therefore, there is not a great deal of good tapestry to be
seen.‘ These kinds of details are testimony to the fact that "the
personal is peolitical,”™ because they reveal some of the obstacles
that there are in conducting a career in tapestry in a manner
that is consistent with professional expectations. It is

information like this that substantiates my description of

highwarp tapestry as an endangered activity.




VII. CONCLUSION

I have been confronted by the fact that tapestry, which had
enjoyed high status as an art form until the end of the 19th
century, has come to be assigned the low status of craft and that
even within that category it is not very welcome in the high
craft arena. It has not been possible to approach the process
whereby this came about as though highwarp tapestry could be
divorced from the social context in which it is made. I found
that there are a wide variety of factors that influence
assessments of tapestry and that many are based on
preconceptions. Whether an art form is accredited with being
profa#sional or not, is a prareqﬁesite for an assessment of its
status. An examination of the complex apparatus, which assigns

Aprofessional stutus.to,somajart forms and an amateur one to
others, logically led me to include some investigation of

psychoanalytic, social, literary and feminist theories.

Many of the unconscious attitudes towards the prac}ise of
art today have their origins in the Victorian era, when the
identification of women and needlework became entrsnched in the
class system in Eggland. At this point tapestry, which had been
practised as a male prerogative, bacame’associuted with
traditional women‘’s skills. Paradoxically, the highwarp tapestry
medium started to become invisible at the very time when, in the
hnnds of William Morris, it had recently become a viable art form

again. 3ince then it has usually only been accorded high art
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status when it reproduces painted images by established artists.

A misleading common error is to assume that the kind of
material and process used is the clue as to how an art work is
classified, whereas in fact the distinguishing element in the
high art/low art status is an unconscious, or sometimes overt,
association with domesticity, class and gender. Artists such as
Robert Rauschenberg, Eva Hesse, Christo, David Smith and Joseph
Bauys, despite the materials that they use, are not classified as
fiber artists and therefore exhibit in another arena, participats

in a different discourse and snjoy a higher status.

To control language is to control attitudes. Because
terminology influences, or expresses, unconscious assumptions it
is a crucial factor in understanding the conventions whereby art
oﬁjgéis,are catagoriiad. It'explains. for example,-why the
“&eco#aﬁi;e" afﬁs; taééstry; folk Qrt and native art.‘are kept in
oﬁe institution in Canada, the Museum of Man, while the National
‘Gallery houses the kind of art that has a higher value. Highwarp
tapestry as a professional activity therefore does not have a
sustained support system and is usually invisible as a
conseguence. Hawever, an encouraging devélopment is that there
are regpected critics and writers who are willing to concern
themselves with "outsider™ art and to gquestion the method whefaby
cultural connoiseurship is institutionalized. Lucy Lippard, for

instance, has written:




' Artists can help change the domiﬁant éulture’s view of women
by changing the context in which the deeply engrained
connection between women and nature is perceived. Another
way female culture has to be re-assimilated into the fine
ar@s is through the unconscious absorption of utilitarian
glements. Divorced from "high" culture in the Renaissance,
“crafts” or "decorative™ and "minor®” arts have made their
way back into the mainstream largely through feminists”
restoration of women’s traditional images and techniques.
But this reconciliation of high and low cultures is only

partial... (1)

Victorian attitudes towards women, needlework, morality and

the class system are still so deeply hidden in custom and

_ convention that many people scoff at the idea that they still

axi;t; “Tﬁair Camdﬁflage:is anﬁancéd by the fact that
theorestically overt diécfiminatory practices have been
eliminated. Although the need for respectability is gone, and
there is a new aristocracy in the form of media stars, the
competition still remains for social mobility towards stardom

which has become the signifier of "success"”.

It is not easy to disentangle the processes whereby
assumptions, preconceptions and fantasies about the nature of

women’s work, cuﬁe:té be appliad to highwarp tapestry so that it

waslassigned a lower status in cultural evaluation. The way in

which history is interpreted to accommodate entrenched
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ideoiogicai €tuncas is h#fd to unravel, and as a pruétitionar of
an endangered medium.Ai féel that I am not in a position to be
completely objective. However, I am in a position to know the
situation from the inside, and also to know that the high art
world is not entirely peopled by patrinréhul villains. I believe
that working on this thesis has been most beneficial for my work
becausa, by “seeing with new eyes’”, I am better equipped to
discern the false threads and the genuine threads in the

Victorian legacy.
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each week is obligatory, and students are encouraged to explore
and develop non-woven forms before embarking on a tapestry in the
" traditional process. Graduates are sought after from around the
world for restoration and to work in collaborative studios such
as Westdean (which made the Henry Moore tapestries) and in the
Victoria Workshops in Australia (which was able to become
financially established after receiving their first major
commission from the Centre of the Arts in Regina in 1976). The
Dovecot studio of the Edinburgh Tapeastry Company is distinct from
the College of Art although many graduates and instructors have
found employment there. The Dovecot studioc is renowned for its
sensitive approach to interpreticon of paintings and has worked
with such renowned artists as Motherwell, Nevelson, Frankenthaler
and Hockney. See Edinburgh International Festival Exhibition
Catalogue. Organized by the Scottish Arts Council. Maater

Weavers: Tapestries from the Dovecot Studios, 1912 - 19280.
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32. Sikes, Gini. "By Design"™, Metropelis. April, 1985, p. 393,
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37. Edinburgh College of Art prospectus supplement, 1981/82,

38. May, Rollo, The GCourage to Create, New York: Bantam
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Booksa. 1975, p. 100.

39. Steiner, George, "Viewpoint: A New Meaning of Meaning”,
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40. Collins, Judith, The OUmega Workshop, Chicago: University
of Chicago Preas, 1984, p. 170. »

VI. THE IMPLICATIONS OF WORKING IN HIGHWARP TAPESTRY
1. Rosler, Martha, "“Lookers, buyers, dealers and makers:
Thoughts on audience,"™ p.20. :

North American journal devoted to textiles.
3. Ontario Crafts Council exhibition, 1986.

4. Ontario Craft News. Vol. 10. #6. August, 1985. Letter from
Lyn Carter.

5. Constantine and Lenor Larsen, Beyond Craft: the Art Fabric
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from San Jose. California.

p- 96. The entire review reads:




Rozsika Parker is clearly a thorough researcher - she has

- unearthed an almost unbelievable amount of material on the
history of embroidery as well as embroidery from England and, to
a lesser extent, America. The common denominator of this huge
pile of material is Parker’s feminism: "I hope to demonstrate how
ideologies about women determine both the writing of history and
the stitching of images." However, Parker is like a good coock
who can’t bear to leave out any of her favorite dishes when
planning a meal and the result is a mishmash. Her approach might
have worked better in a collection of essays than in a
book-length treatise. The material is fascinating and Parker’s
interpretations are often sensible and enlightening, so there is
much to recommend in this book, but this reveiwer is disappointed
that it isn‘t more tightly focused and boldly structured.

The following quotes should give some indication of the
scope and flavor of the book:

The practices which isolated women after childbirth,
although they are often accompanied by apparent control of
childbirth by women, are closely linked to male domination.
Conception and birth, as I have stated, are central to the
content of Opus Anglicanum (ecclesiastical embroidery
produced in England from approximately A.D. 900 to 1500).
Yet they are presented in such a way as to circumscribe the
power and significance of women. The ritual from which men
were excluded (childbirth) was made public on the garments

.worn by the priests, taken ocut of the hands of women and
placed on the backs of the priests.

Despite such plent;ful ev1denca of tha thought and care that
went into the conatruction of these pictures, with their
skilled handling of texture and color that echoea acrosa the
satin, commentators have dismissed stumpwork as simply
‘quaint’ because of the embroiderer’s disregard for correct
scale. Flowers tower above people ... Had the Stuart
embroiderer worked toc scale,. the flora and fauna in her
pictures would have been so small that their speciea and
apecial characteristics would have been lost to sight.

The Victorians identified embroidery with femininity in the
context of rigidly defined aex rolea. Embroidery ia atill
identified with femininity, but the framework has changed.

By the 15th century, male embroiders received 7 1/4 pennies
a day while women were paid 4 1/4 to 6 1/4 pennies a day.
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