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Ailish Henderson’s quirky, deeply personal textile work takes inspiration from her family life and history, creating evocative and meaningful pieces with a combination of vintage fabric, found textiles, sketches and photography. In this fascinating book, Ailish explains her working methods and inspirations, as a guide to help you create your own unique and personal textile art.

Chapter One explains how to start your project, looking at sketchbooks, mood boards and sources of inspiration. Chapter Two shows various ways of collecting and sourcing materials for your pieces, with a focus on memorabilia and found textiles. Chapter Three explores different ways of making, from printing to stitching, sketching or sculpting, always with a focus on cloth and textile. The rest of the book takes you through a series of narratives from Ailish’s own life that have shaped and inspired her work, giving helpful tips and prompts along the way. There are also contributions from other leading textile artists who create narrative textiles.

Beautifully illustrated with the author’s own work and that of other contributing artists, such as Lise Howie, Caren Garfen and Daisy May Collingridge, this book revels in the stories that can be told through textiles. It is the ideal book for any artist who wants to explore new sources of inspiration and create work that is meaningful to them.
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Castles in the Sky Dress (Ailish Henderson, 2013). Childhood linen, thread, antique familial lace.
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Dedication

To my grandmother, Narg: you wove the narrative within my soul.

To my grandmother, Lillian: I never met you, yet your fine soul led my pen to paper.

To my mother, who sewed the seed and taught me to read.

To my father, who taught me how to feel life.

Finally, to Barnabus, who led me into love again.

Thank you.
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Red and I (Ailish Henderson, 2011). Oils, brown packaging.
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Clasping after the loss of nargdad. My treasure Narg and I (2012).
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Once upon a time…

Step into my curious world, the tall and true tales of Ailish.

As a child, I was nurtured, cosseted and nourished in warmth. I led a Little House on the Prairie-style life, home-schooled by my dear mother, and I owe her for everything that flows from my head, mouth and hands. We did it all, including nature days and school trips to many a historical location – don’t get me started on the graveyard lichen trip or the chemical compounds of the White Cliffs of Dover!

As a young woman, my mother had made all her own clothes, and she endeavoured to pass this trait down to me. Let’s just say we differed on this. My weapon of choice would always be my pen and paintbrush – or so I thought. Yet here I am, writing a book about textiles!

My mother is the reason I look around the corner and go the extra step. We walked the curriculum line: every exam taken, no chickening out allowed and 9-to-4 days were mandatory. I thank her now for my ability to stay focused and driven. I thank her for our bedtime story nights, The Teddy Robber and glances of voyages across the seas. She may not have taught me the theory of everything, yet row by row my spelling is only in order because of her arduous ‘line-giving’.

As an artist, I actively use my own narrative line to build visual textile-based artworks. Almost every area of our lives can be used to create artistic matter. Be it good or bad, life’s path will be full of inspiring fuel to create artworks; we just need to comprehend how it can be used. This is where I hope to journey with you. I will walk you through using your own stories as a source of material. From traditional embroidered examples, through mixed-media stitched collage, to using the most subtle colour palette within a sculptural setting, there will be an aspect that captures your own interest.

My own personal pieces are used as illustrations, with suggestions as to how you can repurpose these ideas for your own personal stories.

This book is full of images, using examples from my own practice, from other narrative-focused artists, and from my own past and present students.

As the story-keeper, I will lead you through a variety of possibilities so that ultimately you can create a personal version using your own tales. I will leave you with a ‘comma’; you can then finish the sentence – your sentence, your narrative – leading to whatever your ‘full stop’ might be.
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A selection of my handmade sketchbooks.



Life can be beautiful, no matter the obstacles along the road. It is up to us to look for the beauty, to capture it and tame it to become a visual storyline: our story.

‘I will tell you the story, of Jack and the Glory…if you don’t speak in the middle of it.’

I held my breath and waited for my grandad’s (henceforth Nargdad’s) conspiring twinkle: Silence. Curiosity killed the onward vocals…. I caved, too impatient to wait. Of course, he was never going to tell me the story. He was teaching me a vital life lesson: patience.

My dear Narg, his other half, with knitting always in hand, her stories were always my demand. She never had a book in her hand. Life can be cruel, and only as I grew did I appreciate why she always made her stories up. I thought she did it especially for me, not realising her eyes had ceased to see.

Jack and the Bean Stalk, Red Riding Hood…this duo of grandparents, without knowing it, sowed the narrative deep within my soul. Ask any of my friends: even now I will go around the world and back just to tell the story of my day before I get to the point.

Yet isn’t that what makes life beautiful? The ability to see life with more volume than the skeleton narrow view?

This early foray into the world of non-book-led stories created a requirement for me to develop my own stories. This, of course, could have been translated in many ways. For me personally, it has found expression in art.
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Artist at work.



We all have our own life stories, or those we make up for ourselves. How can we use these as the ignition to produce textile art or mixed-media outcomes?

Within this book, I will not prescribe to you any definite course, one that you cannot make your own. I will lead you through a multitude of possibilities and starting points; things to make you think ‘what if I…’

Cherish your curiosity; embrace your own history, travels and the things that make you uniquely you, and use them to fuel your textile art projects. It is my hope that my book will give you the strength to follow your own narrative line and develop all those characters that lie in your heart.

‘Let’s start at the very beginning, a very good place to start’

– Julie Andrews, The Sound of Music (1965)
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Grandmother, what big eyes you have! (Ailish Henderson, 2023). Self-cut pattern, wool, intuitive cloth, treasured findings.






The narrative custodian

Moments matter. Do not let them scatter.

As an artist, and indeed simply as a human being, that statement shapes my path, dominating my thinking and practice. I like to question the impact that life’s events can have on our ongoing narrative; the things that are set to make us or break us. Strongly entrenched events, experienced in early years may only come to the surface decades later, where they often take on new meanings and can finally be understood and processed.

This focus has led me to specialise in research to connect the repair and restoration of you, the author of works, to the act of making – ‘Maker: Mended.’ This evidences itself in my work in both the written and practical form.

I wasn’t always inclined towards textiles. I began life very much led by pen and paint, pursuing an early education in the so-called Fine Arts. I was a raised in a family with a mother and grandmother who enjoyed cloth-driven practices, while my father’s side was very much paint-driven, so maybe I was always destined to bounce between the two. Experience has taught me that I don’t have to, I can combine and define a narrative path for myself. It took a happenstance with a certain textile arts tutor to formally introduce me to the material bound. I had met my match! This was love at first sight, and the novelty has never worn off.

As I have developed my practice, I haven’t bound myself to any one technique. I enjoy questioning how to marry textiles, sculpture and, yes, paper and pen.

My focus as an arts practitioner is to build evidence and research to provide depth and substance to my belief that, through artistic practices, one can ignite a form of repair for oneself, a ‘Maker: Mended,’ narrative in real time. The comma (,) at the end denotes the cold fact that there is no one-time fix. However, one can access a form of soothing and constant care through the application of one’s hands.
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The author (2019).




[image: Illustration]

Considering odes to one’s grandmother in direct connection to textile narratives.






How to read this book

Within these pages, I will give you the inspiration, the desire and the inner strength to fly. However, I won’t tell you the correct flight path, because there isn’t one. It depends on the turbulence, the conditions and the destination: your destination. Having said that, I will not leave you high and dry, at a loss as to how to proceed, so that you just don’t bother.

As much as possible, I have endeavoured to illustrate visually how you could approach things. I always find that a ‘could do’ list is much more tempting than a ‘have to’ list, don’t you think?

The narratives you will encounter are a juxtaposition of the fabricated and the true. You may identify with some of these narratives, but my goal is for you to locate your own story, thereby building your own personal textile narrative.
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Example of a scrapbook exploring ancestral linkage with grandmother.






Processes in motion
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Red Ties sketchbook work (Ailish Henderson, 2020). Bamboo base, handmade paper, red ink, thread with selected thematic imagery.
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Initial sketching out of Gigi’s Garden (Ailish Henderson, 2019).





 

This section is divided into three subsections. I hope they become jumpstarts for your own artwork. They are not a prescription, but they are important. In my early learning days, I remember going to an interview with a portfolio of my artwork; all carefully executed watercolour illustrations. The judging committee challenged my inspirational sources.

‘Where from?’ came the opening gambit.

‘My imagination, of course!’ I responded.

‘Yes, but artwork must have a background,’ was their ‘checkmate’ answer.

Granted, at times it is lovely to just make impromptu artwork, without any prior plan. However, I have learned over the years that the best ideas have a ‘walk-before-you-run’ aspect. In other words, you must know the basics before tackling the complex.

This is where this section comes into its own. If you are like me, on any gallery visit, you tend to be curious about why the artist in question created that scene. What went through their mind? Usually (although this is not a given), there will be a reason or a thought, which turned into a plan, which turned into a visual.

The key is not to get bogged down with doubts about what will appear in your creative hands. That is why I have titled this section ‘Processes in motion’; it is about keeping moving and taking the pen for a walk, rather than
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