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WOrKING AS A group, we – Denise 
Jones, Debbie Lyddon, Mary Morris 
and Poppy Szaybo – set up the 
Archive Project as a forum for the 
discussion of ideas related to the 
archive. We also planned to exhibit 
the artwork that evolved from 
these discussions.
 As is so often the case with 
textile practitioners, the group 
came about through our textile 
networks. Poppy, Mary and Denise 
studied together at the University 
for the Creative Arts (UCA) 
Farnham, and Debbie knew Mary 
and Denise through another textile 
group, Studio 21. At this time 
Poppy was working at the London 
Metropolitan Archives, and Denise 
was researching in the Women’s 
Library at the London School of 
economics and Political Science, 
and the Museum of London.
 We held our first exhibition 
together at Haslemere educational 
Museum in Surrey in 2016, at 
that time focusing on collecting, 
selecting, ordering and classifying. 
We were also drawn to the objects 
in the museum. Our thinking 
rapidly developed into questioning 
what constitutes an archive, what 
gets to be saved or discarded, and 
how this pertains to textiles.
 Our second exhibition, held 
in the magnificent space at the 
Cello Factory, Waterloo in May 
2017, emerged from this thinking. 
Lesley Millar, Professor of textile 
Culture at UCA and Director of 
the International research Centre 
at UCA, opened the exhibition. In 
her speech Lesley commented on 
how this work explored the idea 
of absence within the archive. It 
included ‘things’ that might not 
be considered to be important in 
knowledge making.

The Archive Project

Denise Jones	considers	how	an	archive	
can	provide	inspiration	for	textiles

Inspiration
the Cello Factory exhibition was 
founded on the premise that 
textiles and textile paraphernalia 
are valuable and significant. It 
sought inspiration from historical 
objects that were in some way 
connected to textiles. the very idea 
of ‘document’ became broadened 
to include textiles. the exhibition 
evidenced how as a group we had 
shifted our questioning and were 
responding to specific objects and 
texts, within and beyond formal 
public archives. We were opening 
up the idea of what an archive 
and a textile can be. the scope 
of what constitutes an archive 
was expanded to include more 
than what textile academic Janis 
Jeffries refers to as ‘the traditional 
reservoir of data associated with 
records, documents, photographs, 
manuscripts, contracts, plans 
and other material considered 
significant for preservation’.1 
this exhibition drew attention 
to everyday and familiar objects 
and documents within family 
collections, in order to widen our 
understanding about what gets to 
be kept or passed on. It specifically 
drew attention to material culture 
and material textile practices.
 Implicitly, it highlighted that 
objects connected to textiles – 
cloth, thread, quilts, embroideries, 
buttons, haberdashery and sewing 
kits – bear ‘silent witness to the 
past’.2 they show the continuous 
entanglement between the 
histories of objects and people 
and how we make use of certain 
materials to express ourselves.
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“We were 
opening
up the idea 
of what an 
archive
and a 
textile can 
be”

Exhibition pieces
Poppy Szaybo used photography 
and textile to explore old sewing 
boxes and their contents. In her 
work Unboxed, she ordered her 
photographs of needlework items 
as a grid alongside the artefacts 
she had sourced and collected 
online. She presented these 
possessions as a messy tangle on 
a shelf. through representing 
them in photography she gave 
importance to the objects and 
elevated their status. Her series 
of small, framed textile pieces In 
the Archive were of layered and 
meshed fabric and thread and 
suggested gaps and empty spaces, 
the lacunae of the archive.
 two large undulating panels 
called Scute I and Scute II, made 
by Mary Morris, were prompted 
by rich collections of buttons 
and old button boxes. Mary 
referenced the button tins of 
her grandmother, mother, aunt, 
mother-in-law and her own and 
the memories associated with 
them. As well as representing these 
family networks, the work drew 
attention to the tactility of buttons 
and of Mary’s memories of them, 
of sifting through them with her 
fingers. It was noticeable that the 
panels were touched by many of 
the visitors to the exhibition. the 
buttons were sorted and colour 
coded to make a ‘carapace’, a hard 
protective and scaly skin of button 
scutes. this aspect of the work was 
inspired by a sewing basket made 
from an armadillo, which disturbed 
Mary as a child.

 Debbie Lyddon was motivated 
by the writings of her grandfather, 
Charles thomas Sewell, during 
the Battle of Jutland in 1916. As 
a Leading Signalman on HMS 
Southampton he witnessed and 
recorded the unfolding events in 
a notebook now treasured by the 
family. Using semaphore, Morse 
code and naval flag signalling, 
Debbie retraced the battle on 
three large dyed, painted and 
embroidered flags called The 
Signalman. the third cloth, 
representing the height of the 
conflict, was charred and burned 
away. It movingly evoked the 
distress her grandfather must have 
felt as the battle became more 
threatening.
 As part of her ongoing research, 
Denise Jones responded to 
embroideries made by imprisoned 
suffragettes in Holloway between 
1911 and 1912, following the 
window-smashing campaign. the 
embroideries are held in public 
collections and some are privately 
owned. She made a long bleached 
and printed cloth, The Spirit Level, 
which hung from a rose briar 
and trailed along the floor. She 

exhibited a densely embroidered 
cloth called Cloth of Dreams, which 
was folded on a square of plate 
glass with a stone, frame, offcuts 
of thread and a needle and thread. 
the work Entangled was made 
from small wrapped bundles of 
cloth that were all interconnected 
and looped together. Visitors 
were invited to register, in cross 
stitch on the cloth Here, Hear, 
their presence in the gallery and 
their acknowledgement of the 
significance of gaining the vote.

Detail in textiles
As a group we agree that by 
looking beyond public and civic 
repositories of knowledge, and by 
scrutinising material objects and 
more specifically textiles, a discreet 
and nuanced space is opened up. In 
this often overlooked space more 
intimate, affective and relational 
knowledge can be revealed. textile 
seamlessly intersects here as it 
draws our attention to the human, 
to touch and being touched, and to 
our fundamental connectivity.
 In September 2018 the group 
will return to the Cello Factory 
for our third exhibition. Current 
thinking for this exhibition is to 
focus on detail, on noticing tiny 
scraps of information from objects 
and texts that move us, puncture 
us and make us feel. the Archive 
Project looks forward to seeing you 
there.

© Denise Jones 2017

denise Jones is a doctoral student at uCA 
farnham and is researching suffragette 
embroideries made in Holloway prison and 
the material practice of embroidering. 
Find	out	more	about	The	Archive	Project	
at:	https://thearchiveprojectsite.wordpress.
com/

Top tips
If you’ve been enthused to seek inspiration from an archive, The Archive 
Project offers the following suggestions for getting started.
•  Ask if there is an online catalogue so that you can be more precise in 

your search.
•  Look closely. Draw, write, photograph, make notes and always handle 

the object if you can. How was it made?
•  Research the wider context of the object or text. Who made it or 

wrote it and why?
•  How does it make you feel?
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