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INTRODUCTION

The world is full of pattern and design – applied, implied and integral within nature. We humans need its colour and the fascination, reassurance and reflection it brings. I love to paint and am endlessly intrigued by pattern and how it works; these are the fundamental strands of my creative and professional life as a decorative applied artist, working within the industry. This book sets that commercial process aside to explore and describe the application of colour and pattern by hand, directly onto fabric.


The nature of making a design for print production requires, at its heart, the organisation of marks and motifs into a repeat that can be printed on large rotary, flatbed or hand screen-printing machines. Of course, this organisation is the subplot of a pattern repeat. What sells the cloth is the colour, scale and content – in a way, the dream.
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Cote d’Azur being commercially printed.



During my long career as a textile designer, since the mid-1960s, the greatest amount of time has been spent inventing, painting and colouring patterns in repeat on paper for commercially printed textiles. More recently, I’ve expanded my horizons into taking direct action, hand-painting unique and decorative pieces onto the cloth itself. Naturally, the two pursuits share a great deal – an understanding of colour, distribution, motif, scale and so on – but their differences are equally important.
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PAINTING ON FABRIC: STARTING OUT
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Traditional pieced quilt, cut and made from printed fabrics from my ‘FreshPicked’ collection for Free Spirit Fabrics USA 2022.

Designs destined for production have a long journey – often literally across continents – from my hand to those of the final customer via the manufacturer, the cloth merchant, the engraver, the printworks, the colour-matcher, the agent and the retailer. And then they’re subject to the wielding of the mighty scissors – I have no say in how they’re used, so I need to ensure that the fabric will withstand all the cutting and sewing and still be recognisable as the pattern I invented on day one!

Painting straight onto fabric is a very different experience – from me to you, in a manner of speaking, with no middlemen or commercial production issues. Everything is unique, and for commissioned items such as this upholstered chair (here) and the silk jacket (here), the placing of the patterns and colours in relation to the form and usage is in my hands. The beauty is that the pattern doesn’t have to repeat – there can be just one bird or just one square, if it’s in the right place.
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On my friend’s chair I imagined a blue bird peeping over her shoulder, whistling a soft song.
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The tiny dots painted at the cuff edge of George’s fancy jacket make a great contrast to the otherwise ebullient jungle scene, and are a seductive detail when sitting at table or holding hands! You can take a closer look at these pieces later on in the book (here).





Painting directly onto fabric can be a risky business, full of chance encounters with wayward inks, unintended splodges and unforeseen ‘effects’. But along with these comes the tremendous fun and liberation of planning bespoke pattern making. Writing a favourite poem on a scarf or painting a vibrant coloured border onto a dress, making a special cushion for a friend or a summer skirt for a customer – the content, pattern and colour placement makes things particular, outweighing any potential disasters. In these instances, the form and its function are in my hands.

Over recent years I’ve experimented with and invented various techniques and methods for painting on textiles; teaching myself and many others too. Recently, at a short course I was teaching at Morley College about painting on fabric, a student commented, ‘You should write a book about this.’ I answered, a little nervously, ‘I am!’ This book expands on my story: how I do it, what to expect and how you can do it too. I can’t teach you how to draw, but I can show you how to paint on fabric, to experiment with techniques to make patterns on cloth and to think about how pattern works. This is not a book about rigid rules to stick to, but rather one of examples, proposals and possibilities, instances and encouragement.

Students often tell me they can’t draw, they don’t know where to start, or they feel constrained and hesitant when faced with a blank surface. To make pattern, you don’t necessarily need to be able to draw. At its heart, pattern is largely about the rhythm: the building up and organisation of marks. You do, however, need to understand the concept of accumulation and the importance of composition and colour distribution. If you love pattern and cloth, want to experiment and learn about hand-painting, then this is the book for you!

When painting, I need to be able to feel the pressure of the brush, to be sensitive to the timing of the mark and the rhythm of its repetition, and to let these things feed back to me. I admit, I talk to my work all the time as I try to get it into shape; the marks, the drawing, the balance, the harmony, the structure, the colours, the content – they’re all part of the dialogue. I often tell my students to let their work talk back to them, to listen to the conversation back and forth between the eye, the paper and the hand.
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FIRST PRINCIPLES

Before starting any project, make your work area (however small and modest) as pleasant as you can. Give yourself enough light, space and time to set things out nicely so you can enjoy the doing of the work! If you haven’t painted on fabric before, you might like to start by practising your mark making with the various brushes and tools described in the next section (here). As you’ll see, these tools are a great way into experiencing painting, organising mark making and forming patterns.
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I always use inks and paints that can be heat-set with a hot dry iron on the reverse at the end of the project. Once set, the cloth can be washed by hand to rinse out any loose colour on the surface, and then pressed again with a steam iron. But, in fact, ‘finished’ pieces can be revisited, as I will describe (here), and overpainted and improved as you see fit. My calico and cotton hand-painted garments have all been washed in the machine at thirty degrees; I wash the linen items kindly by hand, and again, iron when damp.

The chosen fabric needs to be stretched and pinned to make an even, stable surface. You can be quite muscular with the pinning – by the time cloth (even silk) reaches you, it’s had a hard life being woven, washed, pulled and rolled, so it won’t mind an extra tug.

[image: ]


I either pin directly onto my wooden worktable with paper or old fabric beneath, or I use a 10mm (3/8in) foam board as my surface (of course, any drawing board will do). Apart from avoiding pinholes in the table, the advantage of using a board is that you can prop it up as you go along to give you some perspective on your progress, and it’s easy to set it aside while you have dinner. And when your work is finished, you have the opportunity to look at it from a distance and in the vertical plane, which is always instructive! I generally have a few boards on the go, acting as extra studio walls.

As very wet paint can cause the foam board to warp, it’s a good idea to cover it with a thin plastic sheet, wrapped around tightly and secured on the reverse. A polythene dust sheet from a DIY merchant is cheap and will go a long way; it can be wiped clean too, but it’s not advisable to iron on. With clean water, kitchen towel or a cotton rag at the ready, and whatever tools and colours you can muster, you’re ready to paint!

You’ll need to practise and get the hang of how your paints and inks are working for you. They’re affected by temperature and humidity, as well as the cloth used, so it’s very tricky to prescribe exactly how much water you’ll want to use to thin your paint, how quickly it may dry or how far it may spread on the fabric. This is one reason why a trial run is always a good idea when you’re starting out; another is the fun of just seeing what occurs. Painting on fabric, as I’ve said, can be unpredictable; ‘mistakes’ can happen. Very often, spills can be mopped up and thus removed quickly with kitchen towel, but sometimes one just has to go with it, incorporate the mess and embrace the experience – even somehow to make a virtue
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