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The ongoing debate about whether textiles have antistic clout has
i momsentue over the last Aty years Some still recognize divie
sions hetween textile art, design ard craft, distinguished as copeepal,
miass-proslueed @nd handmasde. Vet the WeTy nature of textibes defics such
Boundarses. Thoir inla.gur"r ranges from abstract bnpirtm'ia'l arsl, however
madle, their artistic message is not limited by their end use; rather, it is
aften enhanoed h_l' thee rales textiles ]ill}'. This was ance understood.
In the 17th century it was more prestigious and costly to own a fine silk
garment or tapestry than a painting by Sir Peter Lely' Industrialization,
with it consequent gentrification of a Imrgfnning munlidbe class, and the
2oth century’s Modern art movement — which pushed decorative arts
e a subcategory labelbed Trivolity’ — solidified the tenet that textile arts
were feminine and thies less important. Subsequent and serous financial
imvestments in painting aml sculpture further rendered the status of ex-
tiles questionable. Restored appmriutinn hias been mlﬂp;ing =l Iy' SHCE
the 1o60s, when two things occurred. First, the International Taq'mstr_l,-
Biennial was founded in Lausanne, Switzerland, in 1962, and until 1595 it
showeased autograplic, as opposed o reprographic, tapestries, as well as
three-dimensional fibre works, And second, a5 temporary art installations
aml the use of non-mmonuneental and often impﬂmnrwnt meaterials Four-
ishsl, the breakdown of traditional distinctions between the various arts
was recognised.?

Writing in 147¢, the oritic Hugh Kenner captured the significance of this
vl “Them suddendy the strategy shafted. Instead of art that could only go into
niseunns, 570 bagan to be furned ot that mssaams couldn’t get at, Esrthaorks,
for instance, Cand] a kimsctic soulpeure of dyes deopped into a seream . Hasving
goaded ihe musseam into & fremey of soquisitivensess, the artist's new ploy is o
taumnt it with the pon-soquirable.” The most famous examples of mon-aoguirable’
textiles in art are the bindscapes and baildings “wrappad” by Christo and Jean
Claude the first appeared in 1061, and the largest. Huowming Fece, lasted for
fourteen days is 1976 [} H-}'lhn g, feiminisy artists often confeomted ghe sub-
Jugation of women by conseiously incorporating textile tehmiques inm their

Sherry Tuckle, a professor in social studies of science, has made the angu-
ment that tools catalyse changes in bow we think. This supports the convictions
of several anthropologiats sl ethnographers wha believe that, millennia ago,
ithee very developmment of the buman brsin was stimslatid iy he CHTEETS T of
basketmaking echnigees The cogmitive scicntist Donald Norman tells us
that we hlame ourselves when we cannot make a gadget work, when in fect the
pon=communicative gadget is just badly designed.** We have mo such profdem
with textiles: they are communicatinee even when the technisques and machinery
jevalved in their manufecture i complex. Textiles long ago became essential
models of cogritive processing, providing pathways co robasthes (in the human
finger replacements provided by the lasches in s lae isrl'.-rﬁuu:,' lmil;mlg
frame} and computing (via the early 15th-century Jacquard puncheasrd weaving
msechanizm). Sabcomsciows understandings allow us to intuit a vast range of con=
cepas from mathematses g psychobogy, the latter clearest in tbe notion of comfort
blankets. Textiles speak to our shility to grasp these big ideas, In ber series of
works ‘Finsding Heme' [ol Christine Akins explarnes “the soul-search for a place
af meankng and I:rlmp'ng'. miug her handmade “eewling e’ Becnnkes £r I'iFI'.i-F'“
the husnen newd o meke crotional connections Hm-H}ung Suh's |¢nunudy
anwehedd o Floaling Fears ] spesics to the same imgalse o visualize thet which
is fervently felt, and we must wonder what larks in the shadows. To appreciace
such works we call upon haptic perooption, for which textiles provide the most
abumdant lessons, traming nod anly the ingers, but alse the eyes. And there is
ample evidence that, should scientists care to look fior it they would find a gene
that sdentifes these whocould be sabd 1o think with their fingers amid are destinad
1o manipulate materials Michsel Brenmansd-Wood [un] arad Hay Sclimachi [ul.
for example, are both artists who, bong into their carecers, discovennd ancestors
who were also involved with making textiles; it seems that the requisite skills are
valuable enough to be passed along genetically.

The visual vocabulary of textibes demonstrates long ‘comversations” that
reach back thowsands of years and connect dafferent civilizations around the
globe. The rosmdel form containing depictions of animals or people is an excel-
lemt example af this connectson, and we can trace fts hastorcal vovage, The
ancient I‘.gwnim hirmgl:,.ﬂu Far ‘elrrnal |.mr-¢|-'.r|' was i sk riug, a clrele
on a horizontal lise thet represented a stylized loop of rope, and expressed the
enclosing anid encircling nature of textibes and their strucoures. Oocasionally
the shape was elongated into a cartouche to ‘guard’ a royal name, which was
exprossed through stylized figures and animals. Although the use of hieroglyphs
wis pearly extinct by the early Christian era, surviving Egyptian textiles dem-
onstrate that the pictorial reandel remained in ciroalation, typically in the small
tapestry-woven woollen nsertbons in linen garments pna). Simélar roussdel pag-
terns charseterize the roughly eostemporary silks asseeiatad with Sassanisn
Fersia (224=-a42), which are the first known examples :‘ﬂ‘pi¢mr|t| losem-woven
lengths of cloth, creased by emploving different coloured wefts that slmost
entirely cover the warp, in a compounsd twill called armiton or samste.
Froe Persia and Islamic Soghdia in Central Asia for Sogidiana, centred on
Samarkars). these silks 2] were dispersed as gifis ard trade goods along the
Bilk Hiul as far north as Scandanavia ], and were brought to Eastern Asia
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