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Introduction
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Perhaps you are an accomplished sewer who would like to learn more about altering fabric into mixed-media art pieces. Maybe you are a prolific artist who would like to learn how to use a sewing machine to incorporate fabric pieces into your work. You might just have an intense desire to quilt, sew or create things with fabric. If any of these descriptions apply to you, then you have picked up the right book.
I consider myself a mixed-media artist. I have a long past creating mosaic art with glass and tile. I also love to paint and create mixed-media collages. Working as an artist has always been a solitary experience for me. Whether it was in my garage studio, at my kitchen table or alone in my car jotting down ideas, my artistic dialogue was limited to myself. I started yearning for a connection to other artists. I wanted to connect to some creative partners with whom I could develop a small artistic community. It wasn't until I made the decision to step outside my little work zone in my home studio that I really started blossoming.
A few years ago I wanted to learn how to sew and took a quilting class at a local sewing studio. I hit many roadblocks along the way trying to figure things out on my own. Let's just say that my seam ripper and I became very close! Creating my blog (www.chrissiegrace.blogspot.com) led me to develop relationships with other artists and sewers who were happily offering tutorials online. I saw that quilters were having online quilting swaps and a lot of painters were hosting round robin journal collaborations. After joining and completing a few of these swaps and collaborations, I realized how much I was learning! Working with other artists can provide you with knowledge and inspiration that is impossible to gain by working alone. Besides that, it's just plain fun!
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When I created this book, I wanted to host a number of online swaps and collaborations focusing on fabric art. I have an affinity for both functioning fabric pieces (quilts, home accessory items and garments) and fabric art (altered fabric art pieces, fabric round robin journals and quilt blocks) for their aesthetic qualities. I decided to include a mix of both types of projects in the book.
I wanted to represent an eclectic group of sewers and artists, so I asked people with very different backgrounds to participate. Some of the people in our group were very experienced sewers, while others didn't know how to sew but had the desire to learn. They actually learned through the process of our projects! You will find that if you decide to host a collaboration or swapping group, you will have participants who range in levels from beginner to advanced. Be prepared to work with people of all technical levels. This is part of the fun; when you are in a group, you are both learning and teaching at the same time.
If you are trying to decide whether you would like to either participate in or host a swap or collaboration, consider the power of working with a group. When you participate, the projects are usually assigned a theme. This theme may be a subject that you would not normally choose to work with. Your imagination will be stretched as you wrap your creative senses around that subject. Knowing that other people are collaborating with you gives you a sense of artistic security. There is an unspoken agreement that while you are working with other people, you are giving the same precious time and respect that other artists are giving.
One aspect of collaborations and swapping to be aware of is deadlines. Some artists or sewers are intimidated by deadlines. They don't want their work to feel rushed. But deadlines are a great way to hone your artistic processes. Sometimes, it is good to just go with your first idea, and if you are a perfectionist, to let it go when it's time. You also need to be respectful of deadlines for other people's sake. There is nothing more disappointing to fellow participants than when someone makes a commitment and then is late or backs out. Of course, unexpected events come up, but always try to communicate clearly with your host if you are having a hard time keeping up.
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The most exciting part of collaborating with others is the inspiration you gain. Your take on a subject will be completely and totally different than someone else's. When we completed the round robin project for this book and I got it back in the mail, I was in tears over the talent encompassed in that package. While the thirteen artists had been given the same theme, they all had expressed a different interpretation. Knowing that it had taken almost nine months to complete and had traveled all over the country was an overwhelming feeling. It was so exciting to hold all that inspiration in my hands! I really felt connected to all the other participants at that point.
When participating in projects, there are many online sites where you can post pictures of the projects in process, as well as the finished art. I consider this to be an essential part of the process, so that everyone can see the fruits of each other's labors and be recognized for their part in the finished product.
I hope you are inspired by the efforts of Sharing Stitches. I had so much fun writing it, and I am honored by the women who chose to participate. Thank you, ladies, for your time and effort, and for the many lessons you taught me along the way.
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SWAPPING and COLLABORATING
SWAPPING
When swapping, I suggest starting small. Do a swap with one person. Agree to send each other a box of items to work with (keep it under $20) and then see what each one of you creates. Do another one with three to five people. Everyone can send a fabric to each participant and receive just as many various fabrics in return. As your participant list grows, your variation in fabrics gets larger, too.
I recently did a quilting swap where we made one hundred quilt blocks. The theme was simply red and aqua. I sent my blocks to the host, and I received one hundred different blocks from the other ninety-nine participants. I now have a huge range of blocks to make a quilt with. This swap was a lot of work, but it was so much fun!
COLLABORATING
There are so many online groups available that it can be quite overwhelming to pick one to join. One of the best places to start is a Yahoo group (http://groups.yahoo.com). Try to narrow your search by typing in keywords such as sewing or round robin. If you can't find a group that matches your interest, think about creating your own. Being active on a personal blog can help you connect with people who may be interested in participating.
When you are part of a collaboration, there may be questions about who gets to keep the final product. With some groups, you will agree to do enough collaborative pieces that everyone in the group will get to keep one. Sometimes (as in the case for the two collaborations we did in this book), you can auction the piece off and use the proceeds to donate to a charity. This is a great way to give back to
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