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Lately I've been wondering about what it means to lead a
creative life. Clothed as we all are by a 24-hour news cycle,
embellished by swatches of ecological, political and social
violence, the arts can feel frankly worthless. We speculate
under a veil of anxiety on how useful it is to dedicate a life
to making. These are questions that textile artist Celia
Pym has asked herself many times. Her creative output is
bookended by two distinct experiences with the messiness
and majesty of life and death: firstly by working part-time
in the stroke ward of herlocal hospital and then by training
as a nurse. “I really couldn’t make a living, but then I was
also asking myself what the purpose was to all of this, to
being in the studio. To making work,” she says.

In May of this year she published On Mending, her re-
flection on 17 years of making and restoring. She offers
10 personal stories, each told through the rehabilitation
of a single, at first unremarkable garment. Central to the
book is her long-form collaborative exercise of tending to
strangers’ clothes. She writes about what it means to put
your arm inside the sleeve of someone else’s jumper and
giving space to what is missing. “T have always been moved
by the intimacy of caring for someone and the professional
distance you need to let someone know, as you hold them,
that you are there for them,” she says, drawing on her ex-
perience of working within a team of skilled nurses. “Part
of the work of mending is about how grief doesn’t have to
remain the same, you recognise that life keeps moving for-
ward and because I'm handling real things, people’s clothes
and stories, the impact is more direct for me.”

After she stopped nursing, Pym received a grant from
the Crafts Council established to reveal the mutual bene-
fits of collaboration between medicine and makers. Pym
was paired with Richard Wingate, the Head of Anatomy
at King’s College London who invited her to set up a
mending desk in the corner of the dissecting room. The
project was completely open-ended and brought together
all of the bits that make up and interest Pym. “It was and
is a very special place. There are around 9o bodies each
placed on single tables, so it is intense. At the time I kept
thinking about all of those questions around intimacy and
care, and I was thinking about this difference between a
worn-out thing and anew thing. The privilege of caring for
someone or something,” she says. The loose concept was
that Pym would mend things that the medical students
brought to her. “I would just sit there and wait for them to
come to see me surrounded by colourful balls of wool, sat
in the corner of this brightly lit, chemical-scented room.”
As the students would often be overcome by the intensity
of the experience, Pym’s workstation became an informal
fainting desk where she would sit, listen and stitch.

“Thinking back to this notion of slowness, I ended up
being in that dissecting room for six months. I mended a
lot of things and that was kind of it, but having that space
within the room really changed it —I wondered how that
might be applied to other places. What if I sat in my college
every day mending clothes and just wait to see what hap-
pens? How does this activity change dynamics and offer
an opportunity for a conversation that doesn’t normally
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ar’s Jacket, mended 2022
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Fraser’s Jacket (detail), mended 2022
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Elizabeth’s Cardigan, mended 2002—-2016
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48 Mended Croissant Bag, 2023 Roly’s Sweater, mended 2007 49
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50 Rolf’s Sweater, waiting to be mended Siri’s Sweater (detail), mended 2021 ST
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Mended Cheese Bag, 2022

Yuri’s Work Apron, waiting to be mended

53



LETAAS S,
SR

- 4

Lo o3 e

) ]

55

Siri’s Sweater, mended 2021

Mended Bread Bag, 2021
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