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1INTRODUCTION



When the Covid pandemic took hold early on in 2020, severely disrupting, restricting and transforming our lives, we were confronted with the challenge of developing our own particular coping mechanisms and ways of attempting to restore some sense of equilibrium. Many of us were reminded of the basic human need for self-expression. Especially during the periods when we were all locked down, it would have been hard to ignore the extent to which not only other artists, craftspeople and designers, but hobbyists too, seemed to find solace in the act of making. It quickly became apparent on social media platforms such as TikTok, Pinterest, Instagram and YouTube, and on classes being taught on Zoom, that many waking hours were being spent baking sourdough bread, sculpting pots from self-hardening clay and expanding one’s vocabulary of embroidery stitches, along with numerous other previously unexplored expressive pursuits.

Creative acts require being in a zone of ‘playfulness’, allowing ourselves to have fun, experiment and also make mistakes. Science has proven that creative engagement and ‘play’ have numerous benefits for our health and wellbeing. They have the capacity to calm and comfort, reduce stress and anxiety levels, improve self-esteem and inspire new ideas and ways of thinking. It is no wonder that during a global pandemic, many people around the world sought to engage in these essentially self-healing activities.

On a purely sensual level, there is something very soothing, perhaps even primitive, about the use of many textile tools and implements and the handling of cloth and fibre. The rhythmic, repetitive nature of hand stitching, hooking or punching into cloth is deeply in tune with both mindfulness and the ‘slow’ movement – their increased popularity being largely due to the widespread experience and health consequences of stress, anxiety and time poverty.

My own practice of more than thirty years and my enthusiasm for the medium of rug hooking comes from a variety of sources, and least of all from any claim to be a talented needlewoman! The medium’s simplicity, its folk-art culture, its inventive use of recycling and indeed its social history, with its humble, utilitarian beginnings, all contribute to its persistent appeal. It is largely because of its rich history that this book devotes several pages specifically to the craft; taking a look – past and present – at the many differences in techniques, designs and materials employed across both sides of the Atlantic.

My own art training was in exhibition and display design, and then some years later, as an art therapist. Unlike many other makers and collectors of rag rugs, I have no known personal family history where rag rugs featured in our lives. However, my paternal family were textile traders; my grandmother’s shops displaying a sumptuous array of buttons and trimmings. Some of my earliest memories, much to my parents’ displeasure, are of unpicking and trying to work out the construction of the candlewick bedspreads which adorned our beds in a style typical of the 1950s.

I have always been challenged and motivated by the notion of creating or refashioning ‘something precious out of that which might otherwise have been discarded’. In primitive terms, as a child I would frequently want to investigate the process of combining different found materials and media: ribbons, string, papers, shoe polish, wax and paint. As a design student back in the late 1960s, I was making and selling hand-painted papier maché buttons, brooches and buckles, to appear as fashionable accessories in the pages of glossy magazines.

The fundamental concept of creating marks, pictures, patterns and surfaces from juxtaposed units of looped or tufted colour and texture, is possibly the prime fascination for me as a maker. In this respect, the process of making rag rugs is comparable to mosaic, beadwork, needle punching, collage, pointillism, and even the British tradition of well-dressing, whereby to a degree, found materials also provide some of the interest and inspiration.
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Hand-painted papier-mâché brooches. Lynne Stein, 1971. © Lynne Stein
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Wentworth Chair (detail). Early twenty-first century. Mosaic. © Candace Bahouth
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Hatching Rocks. NanC Meinhardt, 2009. 25 × 36 cm (10 × 14 in). Embroidered, free-form right-angle weave. Glass seed beads. © NanC Meinhardt




[image: ]


Hot Dog (Pharma’s Market). Cleo Mussi, 2009. 80 × 52 cm (31½ × 20½ in). Mosaic. Recycled crockery. Photo: Peter J. Stone



When I was first introduced to the techniques of ‘hookie’ and ‘proggie’ at a workshop led by Ali Rhind in the early 1980s, the potential for manipulating fabric and fibre, creating exciting textures, patterns and colour blends, and finding one’s own unique and expressive way of working became quickly apparent. The immediacy of the process and the accessibility of tools and materials were also part of the appeal. There was no tedious warping-up of looms or hand-spinning of yarn, and if I was less than satisfied with a particular area, it could be undone and recreated very simply.

Acquiring the necessary tools for this craft involves little expense. Rummaging around thrift stores and charity shops for fabrics is most definitely part of the preliminary fun. The basic methods and techniques of rag rugging are easily learnt, providing scope for creating a broad range of both decorative and functional items: cushions and corsages, hangings and handbags. The possibilities for collaborative making – whether as a family, a group of friends, or as a school or community project – are diverse. In my many projects over the years, with different groups of people, young and old, it is obvious to me that rag rugging, rather like the traditional quilting bee, is socially as well as creatively therapeutic, offering the opportunity to participate on so many levels. This might simply involve contributions of cast-off clothing or the provision of anecdotal information to inform the design of a wall hanging. As well as being enjoyed by children, it can be a beautiful translator of their artwork; and part of its appeal for an older generation undoubtedly lies in the memories triggered. Aesthetically, the medium often seems to be enriched by its collaborative nature.
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DZESI II. El Anatsui, 2006. 303 × 463 cm (121 × 185 in). Aluminium bottle caps, copper wire. © El Anatsui
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Well-dressing. Eyam, Derbyshire. © Lynne Stein



The density and compactness of the looped or tufted pile produce a sturdy and durable finished textile, and as long as this is not exposed constantly to harsh sunlight, the colours retain their vibrancy. I have been told many stories of stair runners made during the 1930s and earlier, which are still well and truly intact despite having been subjected to phenomenal wear and tear.

The terminology attached to the tools and methods of rug making are, to some extent, geographically dependent. In County Durham, for instance, the word ‘proggie’ would replace ‘probby’, used in Berwick-upon-Tweed, or ‘peggy’ and ‘tabby’ in other regions. All indicate the method of pushing short strips of mostly recycled fabric through the reverse of a hessian backing cloth to achieve a soft, thick, shaggy pile. Hooking and prodding involve the use of different tools, and achieve different surfaces. As basic textile processes, however, they combine and are compatible with other materials and ways of working. Some of my projects will, I hope, encourage you to explore these possibilities.
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Lynne Stein with Simonstone Primary School and Eleanor Palmer (detail). Gawthorpe Hall residency, 2000. © Lynne Stein




[image: ]


An ongoing project involving people with visual impairment, 2009. © Heather Ritchie/Rug Aid
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Las Rancheritas Rug Hook Project, Oralia Mermaid, 2010. 92 × 81 cm (36 × 32 in). Hooked wool and polar fleece. © Charlotte Bell



Rag rugs, like patchwork quilts, were born out of necessity, as a way of providing some domestic warmth to an otherwise cold stone floor. Increased ecological awareness, the fashion for wooden and stone floors to replace wall-to-wall carpets, and a certain revived interest in ‘home crafts’ and domesticity, all contribute towards the resurgence in the relevance and popularity of rag rugs within the lands of their origins and beyond. Guilds and groups continue to grow and thrive on both sides of the Atlantic. Museums and galleries exhibit and introduce the work of both established and lesser-known makers. Magazines, newsletters, blogs and forums are published, always with something new to say.
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The Women of Santiago Atitlán. Juana Yolanda Charnel Ajú. Chuacruz, Sololá, Guatemala. © Multicolores, Guatemala
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Bar-B-Que. Ronald Veasey, Creative Growth Art Center, 1990. 90 × 106 cm (35 × 42 in). Hooked wool. © Ronald Veasey
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Boucherouite rug, late twentieth century. 122 × 127 cm (48 × 50 in). Knotted with a symmetrical knot pile. Rag and lurex. © Gebhart Blazek/courtesy berber-arts.com
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Totems. Ali Rhind, 1996 (part of a larger installation). Prodded wool. Photo: David Lawson



Socially and economically beneficial projects and inspiring innovations have taken place in various parts of the world, from Heather Ritchie’s Rug Aid in the Gambia, Mielie in South Africa, Las Rancheritas in Mexico and Multicolores in Guatemala, to the hand-hooked woollen textiles being made by adults with developmental disabilities at the Creative Growth Art Center in California. The Boucherouite rugs made by Moroccan Berber tribal women would be hard to surpass as a stunning example of the links between necessity and inventiveness. The term bu sherwit means a scrap or piece torn from pre-used clothing. Synthetic fibres, including lurex, nylon and plastic, now provide the weft materials
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	Imperial


	2.5 centimetres (cm)
	=
	1 inch (in)


	90 centimetres
	=
	1 yard (yd)


	1 metre (m)
	=
	39 inches
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