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In conversation wi_th textile artists
Celia Pym and Julia Gutman.

Thread is vital in acts of repair. Lithe yet ml%};‘t‘)&
its strength and subtlety is defined py‘Whosef
wields the needle. We encounter 1t in all on’n;
every day: on our skin and underfoot, boun
within book spines and bus seats. Although when
used in the context of art, when stitches become
imbued with intention in folds of cloth, and e_dgqs
are brought together to meet and meet again, it
is also fundamentally emotional. Celia Pym and
Julia Gutman are two artists who both illuminate
the reparative potential of textiles and thread —
which is used liberally in their respective practices.
For Pym and Gutman, thread is the connection point
between them and cloth, a means with which to
mark holes and render figures, but also to navigate
themes of memory, intimacy and grief. While their
work is deeply personal, the clothing items that
form the base of their works are often sourced from
friends and members of their community; tethering
them to more stones'than solely their own. Through
‘hle;' sewing, mending and darning, they eschew
ls:or-ecz:lr::mas an 'md1v1duahst notion. But perhaps

: gnythmg, they §how us how slow, tactile
practnc‘e!S like these can invite in time and space
when it’s needed most,
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life lived Golr b de?ej} a::rzu\rnilrll)le signs of
and toes are prone to wearing throueﬁs’ elbo»\fs
sT(;lmeLNhat a conservationist of these sof% p'm]l)cyt‘l:]relss
e ¥ Res 8 : :
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working with small, close to th
things.” Coming from a family of‘at:?igtys’ ahnagd-blfsed
pym has long possessed an instinctive DIY :t‘f e;s,
although her discovery of textiles was one = (;3’
argely on her own. First studying weaving at S(I:T;]a |
when she was 16, trying on other people’s cardi =
eft on the backs of chairs at the weaving Sltizqs
pmmpted a realisation of the emotional qualities :)()f
clothing. “I rgmember thinking that I really liked
sort of inhabiting someone else’s skin. This idea the t
the cloth was the shape of them, it smelt like them ;
[ think there’s that emotional capacity that cloth'w
has to feel like someone else, feel like the otilng
person, or rgmind you of the other person,” explai s
Pm. “I think that the quality of cloth is that it
your whole body, sometimes”. Going on to Stl.:ds
a BA in sculpture at Harvard, she began to knit ay
a2 warm-up activity in her studio before commencins
work, which then led to a project to measure outi
journey around Japan for nine months in a piece of
knitting during 2001. Ultimately, this new affinity
with wool led her to an MA in textiles at The Royal
College of Art back in London by 2006. 4
Although the catalyst for her interest in mending
came in 2007 after the passing of her great-uncle
Roly, when she inherited his worn-out sweater.
Damaged at the forearms where he would lean
forward in his armchair to draw, it was heavy with
both evidence of his life and patches of mending
made previously by her aunt, who had passed
away before him. Pym noticed the holes that had
appeared since that had yet to be tended to and so
set about repairing them. Where signs of damage
hgd occurred, she let her needle roam wildly. But
this was not about erasure, rather, it was a way of
remembering. This process sparked a curiosity
about the patterning of damage and has seen Pym go
on to repair countless garments, which are too often
tied to stories of loss. “There’s the practicalities
of grief, there’s cleaning out houses and stuff and
people’s lives. And then there’s thinking about
them in moments you’re not expecting, coming to
terms with the feeling of their missing body, or just
missing them. And clothes can be this very powerful
reminder of them, of a person that you’ve loved,
becagse they’re so evocative,” explains Pym. From
opening the doors to her personal studio to holding
a live exhibit at the Victoria & Albert Museum,
Pym has encouraged the public to bring her things
to be m‘ended on a number of occasions. “I'm very
?OSY- I'm always delighted if someone will talk
‘0 me and tell me about themselves,” she smiles,
...With other people’s objects, a lot of the time it
gan bg easier to talk about a particular problem or
] particular object, than to talk specifically about
oss. If I ask someone if they have a hole in their
tgarmem and they show me a sweater that belonged
0 someone they cared about — even though that

wasn’t the invitati o

somethin b ] :‘;\T:;lihienlri13t;on was to show me
nuts an d bolts of b i sweat:a’n talk about the
we might do the mend... The me;s.maqe ol
pragtlcal act, and that’s quite si n'f:ng s
I think it is more straightforwardg thcant. Because
'flbout practicalities, and that ther i
in tl’}l:e pgctical and the purposcfu‘le .t ROt

‘or Gutman, the notion th i
?Sre’ tlntrinsically linked is e\?;rc-l;())rtehs]:r%tal:d)vgle;n 31?;

n’t a new idea, the way the Sydne -.b i
draws attention to L as_ed 'artlst
our lived experienfc:lgsg?;se t:rcet llzrr;piosnorfnes =
in its sensitivity. “...you can analﬁse a . ?und
jeans like an archeologist, looking for lirﬁ):s];r ?hOId
someone walked, sat, spilled; where the st
what they kept in their pocket,s ” echoes é o
}O{f:r rTe‘Cle;tA;)OdZ of large-scale’ textile wo:llgn :11\2;

e To e the Shadow. i
2_020 incorporates such g(;rrinegtosuilftgiilzaccﬁggg,
rigorously machine sewn and hand-stitcie(i
tcogether _tt(_) form elaborately embroidered tapestries.

mpositions are i
faces and limbs emgrl;:nifldlig}?tt a(:lg S(;i:(lii)(:v \There

, loose
threads fray, edges grow rough, lines are sewn and
then again. Their quality of de,pth and meticulous
detail is owed to her formal training as a painter
at UNSW Art & Design and an MA in sculpture at
Rhode Island School of Design, experiences that
gventqally led to pursuing her intuitive, labour-
intensive textile practice. “Sewing, at least the
way that T do it, is at once incredibly tender and
inarguably aggressive,” describes Gutman. “I am
bringing together disparate things, mending, but
violently puncturing the disparate parts in order
to do so. Louise Bourgeois said that ‘the beauty
of sewing is precisely in the fact that things can be
done and undone without damaging the fabric ...
it is a prevention against things being separated’...
At a certain point the image is so thick it breaks
my needle, which is sometimes the only indicator
that it’s done. I think that there is something kind of
beautiful about that finality.”

While dense layers render the tapestries virtually
indestructible, they simultaneously possess an
openness and softness; a poignant vulnerability.
While Gutman was creating them she was grieving
the tragic and unexpected loss of a close friend, “I
had a few pieces of clothing from her that felt really
charged. The moment I decided to incorporate
them, the images took on a NEW lifeforce.” From
that point on collecting garments from friends and
the conversations around those interactions became
integral, enabling the works to tell a multitude of
stories at Once, signalling both a personal and
collective restoration underway. “My process offers
a really simple gesture o the people In my life:
give me your old crap, take some time to remember
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work definitely mirrors the reality O.f ;nl):l Psisl: yf}?irs,
articularly as a means to process grief. Ha g h

P 5 Aty litary practice has been such a
slow, meditative, solitary p flect and
privilege: I have had time and space to re for
proces;A it’s therapy. It’s helped me to show up fo

the people in my life the rest of the llmg.An-ma!(lng,
for me, is not really about the productyon of objects,
but a more holistic approach to life: it’s about ho}v
the thinking and reading and labour involved in
producing those objects helps me become a more
present, connected and open person. Compassion is
the core value I'm trying to cultivate.”

Harnessing the reparative qualities of thread and
cloth, Pym and Gutman show how burdens of loss
may be eased by approaching memory as a tool to
reconnect to self and to connect with others. Their
thoughtful stitching represents the Jjoy found in acts
of care; a poetic reimagining of the outside edges
and innards of grief. As Pym mends, she invites
strangers to engage in pragmatic conversations.
Damage is recorded and the reality of someone’s
absenpc is sugid;nly lgss ambiguous. “It’s not that
mendm.sv_y ISNIhlS incredible work to move forward or
something, deduces Pym, “but the way I think about
mending is that it sort of cr
pay attention to the thing, |
a job to do on the piece o
with your hands, you’re to
at this thing and it just ma
with this object. In a w ) o
for time and space i alsg ;:]g:iznhfzjlp_ful. This call
Who believes the strength of ed in by‘Gutfnan,
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