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The Use of Text in Abstract Textiles
by Sarah Showers

The September CQ Magazine really got me thinking about my use of 
text in textiles. Looking through my archives, I realise that, while text 
figured in some of my early abstract pieces, I could find almost none 
from the last 12 years! Why was that?

I’ve pulled out the under bed drawers, unwrapped boxes of old work, keen 
to see if my recollections were the same as reality. They were.

The truth is that only with work started whilst undertaking three years of 
study on a course with Bren Boardman was I actively designing and 
creating pieces that contained some text. This was from 2008 to 2011. 
I was surprised by that and it shaped my next questions to self. What was it 
about those years that I was open to and enjoyed working with text?

Our tutor, Bren, encouraged us to use a sketchbook, only referring to 
one as a work book to help us over the hurdle of having to produce an 
Art Work! We were encouraged to choose a theme to work to and so 
spend time investigating it, trying out ideas, developing possibilities and, 
for me, crucially, ‘Sample, Sample, Sample’! With no pressure to come 
away with lots of completed work, we experimented. The use of text was 
one of the elements many of us had not contemplated in the context of 
fabric and textiles. 

At the same time, I was lucky to spend a couple of days with Lonni Rossi 
who brought a German Thermofax machine on which we could create our 
own images and text to print onto fabric. We didn’t know anywhere where 
such a machine was available in the UK. In addition we had access to 
Lonni’s own gorgeous range of printed, multi layered fabric.

I still have these work books and, in raiding those, it was fascinating to see 
the experiments on which I worked.

The following are, I think, the main reasons for this sudden creative burst 
including text for the first time.
• The development of the Thermofax screen as it allowed us to print our 

own text onto fabrics and to vary the scale of that text. Since then, I use 
Thermofax screens regularly.

• Lonni Rossi’s tuition.
• Learning to free machine quilt and to try freehand written text, still not 

mastered!

• Working with a very creative and supporting group of fellow students; 
we learned so much from each other!

• The CQ Journal Quilt project, particularly the 10” square.
• The choice of a very wide theme to investigate. I had recently visited 

Jordan and Petra so this became a rich seam to explore. 
• Becoming aware that the process was as important as the end result.

I still cherish many of the samples and finished quilts made over this time 
and I’m conscious that, in some ways, this was the most creative period of 
my life.

Now that I have recognised that text was a vehicle for pattern, subliminal 
messages and upfront pointed comment, I’m wondering whether I may now 
be more open to its use in the next project? I’m using the images and 
memories from our recent trip to Iceland as its theme. As I get to grips with 
this, I shall be interested to see whether some text will lend itself to what I 
eventually generate through developing ideas.

Without the impetus of this Magazine, I may never have asked myself 
these questions.

As ever, CQ has helped to engage the brain and inspired me to think in a 
slightly different way.

sjtreen@gmail.com
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