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PREVIEW

DIS/rupt 
a world in motion

During May, the Textile Study Group unveils DIS/rupt

at the Select Festival. Dr Melanie Miller was invited to curate 

the show and, in 2016, had the privilege of working with the

members during a residential weekend. Here she reveals 

how each individual artist is responding to the theme

We live in an uncertain World.

the only certainty now seems to be

uncertainty. it can seem as if life was 

more predictable during our parents’ 

and grandparents’ time. Jobs were ‘for life’,

banks could be depended on, politicians

could be trusted. Life wasn’t all sweetness

and light but the ever-present threat of

terrorism that can strike anywhere hadn’t

come to pass.  The seasons followed each

other in a predictable pattern. 

Over the last few decades everything

seems to have changed. Banks fail. ‘News’ 

is created through phone hacking and

corruption – or even fabricated, as in the

recent ‘fake news’ scandal. Global warming

is affecting the entire world. Disruption 

on personal, political, local and global 

scales is part of life. 

The Textile Study Group embarked 

on creating work for their new exhibition

DIS/rupt many months ago and the theme

was decided before the seismic disruptions

that occurred in 2016 within the British and

American political systems. The past year

has seen increased levels of armed conflict

and global terrorism, and the refugee crisis

has intensified. By the time you read this,

the unimaginable will have happened with

the inauguration of an American President

whom to many seemed unelectable only a

year ago. It is impossible to predict what

further disruptions will have happened in

the intervening months within European

politics and military conflicts. 

Within this exhibition, members of the

Textile Study Group will attempt to 

convey and comment on some of the

major disruptions of the 21st-century:

global conflict, with the concomitant

problems of migration and the refugee

crisis; global warming, with the ensuing

problems of climate change and ecological

disruption. Other aspects of disruption

addressed are more personal and local. 

A total of 20 members will have work in

the exhibition.

As Penny Burnfield comments: ‘Possibly 

the ultimate disruption for any person or

country is war. My parents’ generation was

deeply affected by both the First and

Second World Wars, and all the other

conflicts that took place in their lifetime.’

Her piece The Old Lie consists of a flag

annotated with the words ‘Dulce et

Decorum Est pro patria mori’ from 

Wilfred Owen’s excoriating poem. 

Forbidden: Books can be Dangerous, an
assemblage of burnt and gagged books by

Jean Draper is a powerful comment on the

fallout from wars, with the destruction of

knowledge and culture.

Recent global conflict has led to the

ongoing refugee crisis with people fleeing

war, persecution and poverty. According to

the United Nations High Commissioner for

Refugees (UNHCR) 2016 report, there are

now more displaced people than after the

Second World War. Sian Martin heard one

individual’s heart-rending story and has

used it as the starting point for her piece.

Ahmed’s father was a nomadic farmer in

Shelley Rhodes, Only Five Percent
(detail), 2017. 100 individual
components 100 x 300 x 1cm.
Cloth, paper, stitch with image
transfer and printing 2
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Afghanistan and the family lived in peace

until Isis came and stole his two sisters.

They returned to take Ahmed too and

shot and killed his father when he tried to

stop them. His mother told him to run as

she kissed him on the cheek. He escaped

and made his way through Europe, arriving

in the UK after several years in the ‘Jungle’

at Calais. Ahmed says he can still feel his

mother’s goodbye kiss on his cheek. He

has not been able to find out what

happened to her.

Consideration of the plight of refugees

also informs Dorothy Tucker’s work, 

Hung Out to Dry… Left Behind. Dorothy 

is interested in how cultural traditions 

are adapted or assimilated. Dorothy has

created two garments presented in

contrasting conditions. One is a dress hung

out to dry on a washing line. The other is

on the floor, stained and torn, partially

concealed in sand littered with cigarette

butts as if it has been left behind. Through

these contrasts she invites the viewer to

imagine what might have happened, and

think about the danger, disruption and loss

experienced by refugees. The garments

carry designs based on the pomegranate,

a symbol for life, growth and fertility. 

Drawing on the experiences of her

daughter-in-law’s Chinese family Alison

King has considered how immigrants are

assimilated – or not – into their adopted

cultures, and how they maintain their

indigenous culture. This is represented

through a table setting that reflects the

‘old’ and the ‘new’.

Several members are making work in

response to the impact of environmental

change on our precariously balanced

ecological system. In Drowning by Numbers
Sarah Burgess examines climate change

statistics with particular reference to

melting ice caps and rising sea levels 

and the resultant drowning of vulnerable

communities in low lying areas of the

world. In an attempt to convey the

physical change that rising levels will bring,

Sarah’s work will ‘drown’ over the course

of the exhibition as dye seeps up the

fabric. As with climate change, the work

will be disrupted in un-stoppable ways 

that cannot be accurately predicted. 

Shelley Rhodes’ work explores the death

of the world’s coral reefs, which is causing

significant disruption to the marine eco

system. Coral is a living creature and its

extinction will have a catastrophic effect

on coastal communities and a cascading

detrimental impact on all life in the oceans.

Fifty per cent of the world’s coral reefs are

already damaged.  Ten per cent are

damaged beyond repair and only five per

cent are unaffected and in pristine

condition. 

Two members – Ann Wheeler and Bobby

Britnell – have looked at disruption within

disparate manufacturing traditions: lace

making in rural areas of Britain, and bark

cloth in Uganda. Until the mid 19th

century agricultural workers, and their

children, in some rural areas of Britain

supplemented their income by making

bobbin lace. The invention of net making

machines and jacquard machines that

could imitate handmade lace led to the

collapse of income for the lace makers,

and a concomitant disruption to their 

lives and standard of living.

For hundreds of years bark cloth, made

from the Mutuba tree had particular uses

and significance for the Bugandan people

in Uganda, and was a key trade item. The

trade was disrupted when Christianity and

Islam demonised bark cloth, and the

introduction of other fabrics by Arab

traders and colonialists exacerbated its

demise. Bark cloth was recognised by

UNESCO in 2005 as ‘a masterpiece of the

oral and intangible heritage of humanity’.

Bobby Britnell is involved in collaborative

projects to help revive this ancient craft.

Rosemary Campbell, Julia Triston and Julie

Saunders are making work that examines

the domestic disruption that can ensue

when relationships break down. The use of

scraps of white paper within Rosemary’s

piece is ambiguous. Is it wedding confetti –

or the shredded divorce documents

reflecting a life in pieces? 

Disruption is not always negative; it can

bring new opportunities and new ways of

looking at things. The Textile Study Group

is a group of textile artists and tutors

known for innovative and challenging

approaches to both traditional and

contemporary art practice. The intention 

is that this exhibition will highlight serious

issues with wit and imagination.

Dr Melanie Miller

textilestudygroup.co.uk
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1. Jan Evens, Leaf Sanctuary, 2017.
60 x 130 x 2cm. Calico, lawn, paper, print,
chiffon, acrylic paint, machine stitch

2. Sarah Burgess, working sample for
Drowning by Numbers, 2016. Sample size
28 x 18cm. Cotton organdie, dye
penetration across a range of threads

3. Gwen Hedley. Fractured, part of triptych
Narrative of Ruin, 2017. 61 x 67cm
Calico, paint, thread, painted, ripped,
rearranged and re-stitched

4. Alice Fox, Galling (detail), 2017. Series
of units from 5 to 25cm. Found objects
and materials, paper, oak gall ink, 3D
stitching and looping

5. Julia Triston, To Know A Veil, 2017. 
170 x 210 x 20cm. Vintage wedding veil
(1938), contemporary bridal netting,
machine embroidery threads

DIS/rupt is part of the Select
Festival presented by SIT select
and takes place in two venues in
Stroud: Museum in the Park 
(1-21 May) and at the Lansdown
Gallery (3-21 May). There is also 
a programme of workshops and
events including a symposium
DIS/rupting Tradition: New
Textile Languages featuring
contributions from June Hill,
Alice Kettle, Melanie Miller 
and Michelle Stephens 
www.sitselect.org
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