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Introduction
Z Twist was the second strand of the two year programme Make, Create,
Cultivate and embodies what Somerset Art Works is about. ‘Place’ is very
important to us and indeed the impetus behind the organisation. We realise
that ‘Place’ means very little unless you pay attention to the history, industry,
landscape, people and communities within.
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Exploring the imaginative and innovative use of raw materials the project
brought together industry, heritage and education, allowing an exchange of
skills, ideas, and knowledge across the working practices of all the partners in
the South West. The partnerships that have been formed allowed access to
exceptional resources for the effective delivery of the work, in terms of
materials and expertise.
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The artists words provide an unique record of the processes and understanding
of their practice and a extraordinary insight into their creativity. Proving that as
is often the case that true innovation is accidental.
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Carol Carey, Creative Director - Somerset Art Works
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Lucy Lean - Artist Statement
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Lucy is a mixed media artist with a first BA Hons in Fine Art. She works from her
studio at home in rural West Somerset where she finds inspiration from the
beautiful natural surroundings. Her main concern has to do with exploring the
human spiritual and environmental relationship with
nature through the medium of stitch and mixed
media.
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Lucy’s approach to Z Twist has been influenced by
her interest in this
relationship and her intuitively led work is the result of
developing ideas from connections made during the
research for this project.
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Z Twist has meant a Stroud residency for Lucy, an area
and town previously unknown to her and therefore an exciting opportunity for
a new voyage of discovery. She quickly ascertained Stroud’s rich woollen
heritage and began experimenting with methods of felting starting with
locally sourced fleeces.
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Her industry partner WSP, who manufacture high quality billiard table and
tennis ball cloth, have been a key influence in her work for Z Twist. Through
guided visits to their mills at Cam and Stroud and supplying the materials for
the project, Lucy says “their support has been brilliant”.
As a way of expressing her merging ideas she has created an experimental
group of objects related to a theme based around the idea of cogs, wheels,
war and industry.
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The theme has been developed through making observations, collecting
information about the woollen industry in Stroud and Somerset, and
investigation into the processes and methods of felting.
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Industry Partner

WSP Textiles Ltd is an independent UK company who specialise in the
manufacture of high performance woollen cloth for billiard sports and tennis ball
coverings. Manufacturing in Stroud, the company is proud of its West of England
heritage and the WSP acronym recognises the founding mill owners, Messrs
Winterbotham, Strachan and Playne.

Today the Strachan brand dominates the snooker and English pool markets
while Playne’s tennis ball cloth can be found on Dunlop, Wilson, Head, Babolat
and Tretorn tennis balls used at many tournaments worldwide.

I visited WSP Textiles, my industry partner, accompanied by Jane Ford who is a
Stroudwater textile member and supporter of SIT. We were made very welcome
by everyone and given a fascinating tour of both sites at Cam and Stroud by
Beverley Carter (Business, Technical and Development manager at WSP).
The billiard cloth is made from New Zealand wool, selected for the quality of its
fibres. It is finished with a fine, close nap visible only by touch.
The tennis ball cloth needs to be tough so the wool is mixed with nylon which
makes it hard wearing. This mixture is used to make the weft thread and cotton
is used for the warp. We spent the morning at the Cam site where all the initial
manufacturing processes for both cloths including weaving, are carried out.
They are then sent to Stroud for finishing.

Measuring the milled cloth

Bales of Wool

“The cloth is milled so that the fibres
knit together and the cloth shrinks to
form a thicker material. This is
checked and the process stopped
when the cloth reaches a precise
measurement. The interesting thing is
that even though the same
materials are used, the time taken
for this process varies slightly. I
believe this is because of the natural
elements involved both in terms of
raw materials and human. It is
wonderful to think that allowances
are made for natural variations in a
modern industry.”

"A wall of stacked wool bales
suggests a violent past. Constricted
by metal warp and weft strapping
and punctured by bullet like holes, it
is a barricade."

"I like the idea of marking a tiny spot
with red thread that it needs to be
searched for in a sea of white
fabric. The indicated spot, usually a
knot or broken thread is then
mended by hand. This work involves
patience, tenacity, and a never
ending search in a task that is never
complete."
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Heritage
My introduction to the Somerset Heritage Centre was fascinating. I was
particularly keen to view military textiles and delighted to discover an impressive
collection ready and waiting for us.

I loved the chain epaulettes, stripes and label attached to this navy uniform.
Historically, dark cloth was produced at Lodgemore Mill, the site of WSP.

We were shown a beautiful and colourful collection of cards that soldiers sent
home to loved ones from the front during world war one. They stood out in stark,
colourful, contrast to the depressing, drab, muddy, monochrome images I
associate with that war. I had an idea to include these for researching purposes
as part of the education project.
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“The Museum in The Park” Stroud
The red cloth became famous for its brilliant colour. It is thought this superiority of
colour was due to the quality of the water in Stroud which was used in the
processes of making the woollen cloth. It was widely used for military uniforms
and also exported to America via the fur trade routes.

It became a highly prized commodity with the American Indians who used it
for clothing. Teasels were used for carding until quite recently. At WSP they
were used until the 1970ʹ′s. It proved very difficult to find something that could
replace them. Somerset was well known for teasel growing and was a major
supplier for their use in the textile industry.

Fullers earth was traditionally used to
clean the woollen fleeces and in the
fulling or milling process, hence the
name. Keen to acquire some locally
extracted fullers earth, I made
enquires at The Museum in the Park,
Stroud. Initially it looked unlikely that
anyone was still extracting the clay
but I eventually discovered a quarry
in Naunton, Gloucestershire who still
extracted and who were willing to
sell me a few small bags for my
experiments.!

This shows the woollen cloth being
stretched onto a wooden frame with
tenter hooks. These frames of
stretched, drying fabric could be
seen in the fields around Stroud. The
saying “on tenter hooks” came from
this method of drying cloth.
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Process
Early on in the development process I tried to consolidate a few ideas so that I
could make some decisions regarding materials and methods. It seemed my
experiments were leading me to dead ends and I realised I needed to step
back and take a fresh approach.
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After a conversation with fellow artist Debbie about where we were with our
work things seemed to become a little clearer in my mind. I think I had allowed
myself to become too bogged down by one or two aspects and needed to
step back in order to take a more open approach. One thing that needed
reinforcing was to stay true to my own motivational rational.
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So back to basics and things begin to move forward!
I visited Naomi Stannard at ‘Spring Grove Alpacas and Rare Breeds’ who
supplied and sold me three complete unwashed fleeces.
I bought some carding paddles, some needles for felting and begun to wash,
dry and card the fleeces ready to felt. Although I have wet felted before I have
never dealt with an unwashed fleece so was is a new experience and I loved it!
I love the feel and smell of the wool and the way the fibres are combed into
order during the carding process.

Naomi is a talented, local fibre artist who keeps her own rare breed sheep and
alpacas. We got to know each other last year when she spun the wool for my
installation “Down to Earth”. She is a highly skilled maker and, luckily she is
happy to share her expertise and knowledge with me. I chose the Llyen and
Shetland for their colour and the dartmoor for its texture and locality of the
breed.
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After a great deal of pondering I came across a very insignificant little
photograph in a book called ‘Making’ which is about Thomas Heatherwick’s
work. The photograph is of a small boxed installation which shows suspended
spools of thread. It was a eureka moment and I made some decisions about
a theme or motif which links strongly to many of the connections made
through my research.

I started to explore the idea of using shapes that suggest cogs or wheels and
was keen to keep a visually organic form. However some pieces are more
suggestive of primitive cultures such as Celtic, Native American or Norse, not
industry or war. (Possibly have a primitive shield-like appearance.)
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Experimenting with thicknesses I found the Dartmoor produces a good thick,
solid shape without using too much fleece. I decided to create circular
shapes in a variety of sizes using all three fleeces. Once made they can be
worked on in different ways with a variety of materials.
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Process
The organic elements will be present in the materials and the methods therefore
does it need to be visually present in the form? I wanted to consider this point
carefully especially when dealing with the vibrantly coloured cloth from WSP. The
contrast of colours will be extreme but I am hoping to use this element in a way
that will add another dimension to the work.

I couldn’t wait to start experimenting with all the material samples give to me by
WSP and I eagerly began trying out ideas. My aim was to find some interesting
formula for creating a variety of cog-like objects. I liked the idea of softly stuffed
fabric shapes representing hard metal machinery. It also linked the notion of
sand bags used in the trenches and waste sacks at WSP.
In fact I used the waste for the filling. I was keen to use my fullers earth clay and
found that drying it out before breaking it up and sieving gave a reasonably
good powdery substance which could be mixed with water and used as paint or
sprinkled and rubbed into the fabric. The dark wet clay dries to a interesting blue
grey that looks beautiful on the felt.
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The idea for this piece of work emerged as I contemplated and compared
the devastation and chaos war causes with the order and uniformity of war
grave cemeteries. The beautifully crafted, pre-dyed white billiard cloth
gave me the opportunity to express this notion while its shape is a
suggestion of its original intended industrial use.
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While hand sewing the final gap used for stuffing, thoughts of sewing up a
body came to mind and I decided that rather than trying to hide the
stitching I would use it as part of the narrative. I felt it was important to
make this work as near life-size as possible and researched the headstones
dimensions on the Commonwealth War Graves Commission website.
Obviously the dimensions aren’t exact due to the shape and materials
used. The embossed embroidery echoes carved inscriptions on white
headstones and suggests similarities to insignia on military uniforms.

Process

The work seemed to gather its own momentum and although I made decisions
and physically created the objects, I didn't really feel in control. It is a strangely
familiar feeling and one common to many artists I’m sure.
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My experiments continued. The piece below is one I made but couldn’t decide
what to do with it. It is a different shape, larger than all the other
sculptures the yellow was too dominant. I decided to give it a similar treatment
to the other yellow pieces and hide much of the surface by painting with fullers

The contrast between the
yellow and the clay is striking. I
really like the finished pattern
and it sits much better with the
other sculptures now.
earth. There is something quite subversive and enjoyable about painting such a
brightly finished fabric with mud.
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For this piece I used a quilting technique so that the white sections are raised
above the clay lines. It was
time consuming but I think it
worked well. I made the felt
fabric in round shapes
being careful not to cut a
regular circle and keen to
keep the shape as natural
as possible. It was
fun inventing solutions for the
edges that conveys a suggestion of cog teeth.
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I have discovered the sculptural possibilities of needle felting onto fabric and
have used a couple of my original, soft sculptured cogs made with raw billiard
table cloth, as a base. Using my washed fleece fibres, I needle felted directly
onto these bases with exciting results. The softly stuffed cog shapes became
firmer, more solid and I found that I could change the shape of the curves by
increasing the action of the needles.

Making and painting the soft cog sculptures was a slow process. I like to
use simple hand stitching wherever possible. because I find the repetition
of the action meditative and feel it conveys a natural, unique authenticity
to the work. Each ‘cog’ is individually designed and painted by using a
paper pattern as a mask.

I found some hard clay pieces within
the bags of wet clay and wanted to
use them in some way. It seemed
they were compact layers and I
wondered how they would respond
to carving. I really liked the results,
they are reminiscent of unearthed
primitive artefacts.
Stitching through the holes put me in
mind of stitching on buttons although
it was also necessary to secure
the edges due to the weight of the clay. I thought about the insignia stitched
in place on military uniforms and the fact that the clay, a grey monotone, is a
visual opposite to the decorative appearance of these motifs. Perhaps an
insignia of clay could be seen as more appropriate as we commemorate the
centenary of World War 1 and remember the mud and horror of the trenches.

The Pink Cabbage Exhibition
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Z – Twist was brought to you by
Somerset Art Works who have been
bringing together artists, designers,
textile producers, educators, curators
and archivists to raise the profile of
high quality textiles in Somerset and
the south west - past, present and
future.
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Three contemporary makers, Debbie
Smyth, Penny Wheeler and Lucy Lean
worked on a three-month residency
with the textile companies, John
Boyd Textiles Ltd, Fox Brothers Ltd and
WSP Textiles creating a new body of
work with support from local heritage
collections, Stroud International
Textiles, Somerset College.

!

Each maker was placed within a
traditional textile setting and asked to
explore the specific craft materials,
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techniques and processes
associated with that context. Based
upon this research they created an
exhibition of experimental textile work
for two venues, the Pink Cabbage
Gallery in Stroud as part of Select
2014 and Somerset College.
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Central to the residencies is a
commitment to learning and sharing.
As well as creating their own piece of
work in response to their residency,
each of the artists worked with
students from Somerset College and
other educational, community and
school groups.
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Z Twist was part of a two-year
programme delivered by Somerset
Art Works exploring the imaginative
and innovative use of raw materials.
sawztwist.wordpress.com
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