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We have all become familiar with the experience of wearing a mask. Our natural 
ways of communicating with expressions are limited and faces become harder to 
read. Masks are no longer just for performance, they have become a necessary 
part of how we navigate the world.
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Making Investigations 

Making Investigations is a series of toolkits by artist Beth Hopkins that offer 

processes, ideas and techniques to support you in developing your art 

practice. 

Making and thinking as processes are important in Beth’s work where 

materials and ideas are often explored together. For Making Investigations 

we want to bring together doing and making with ideas and concepts. 

Beth works in a diverse range of materials and techniques that include, but 

are not limited to: textiles, drawing, found objects, research, assemblage, 

wrapping, willow, weaving, clay, dyeing, sharing, binding, stitch, printing, 

revealing narratives, asking questions, combining, casting, concrete, writing 

and observing.

There is a strong tactile quality to Beth’s work, a sense that the materials 

have been tested, worked with over and again to be understood. It’s 

interesting to see these investigations as conversations that she facilitates 

between materials, ideas and techniques, through which knowledge is 

produced.

Making Investigations is grounded in the way Beth works with other people. 

Running regular workshops at Bethlem Gallery, she works alongside 

participants, opening up a conversation through art making where learning 

is a two way thing. We wanted to capture some of her approach and care 

for others so that you might find new methods and materials that support 

your own making and practice. - Bethlem Gallery
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Introduction

What should a sculpture be made of? What happens when you move away 
from hard materials like metal, stone or wood to softer materials? Fabric can 
be stuffed, suspended, draped and sculpted. Twisting, gathering, knotting all 
become possible. 

Textiles is seen as a heavily gendered medium, traditionally ‘women’s 
work’. Tied to the domestic sphere - dress making, mending, crafts - it has 
been denied the status given to traditionally masculine mediums like bronze 
or marble. Without access to studio space and the costs that entails, many 
women artists have to combine art-making with childcare and work from 
home. This leads to the question - why can’t art use domestic materials? 
What does it mean to make a sculpture out of a tablecloth, or a bed sheet. 
These are intimate materials, loaded with associations and meaning. 

There is a distinct uneasiness when the spectre of craft looms too closely 
to art - but the boundary is becoming more porous and open to debate. In 
2020 the Tate acquired three quilts hand stitched by the Gee’s Bend Quilt 
Makers, three generations of African American women from a small town 
in Alabama. Made from worn out jeans, strips of old fabric and cornmeal 
sacks, the quilts speak of a history of slavery, the civil rights movement and 
Black Lives Matter.  

Working with textiles has the power to build strong bonds within groups. In 
2019 in collaboration with another artist, Michelle, I established a stitching 
group at Bethlem Gallery. Open to beginners and experienced sewers, it 
tackled isolation and taught new skills. A community of regulars developed, 
who supported and encouraged each other. 

This toolkit gives prompts for you to explore the potential of working with 
textiles. It does not require embroidery stitches or complex patterns - much 
can be achieved with a basic running stitch. Working with fabric doesn’t 
necessarily demand sewing - it can be tied, taped or painted on. This toolkit 
is about play and experimentation, testing out new forms and finding new 

ways to communicate through textiles. 



Working with textiles 

A piece of calico is like blank paper. Stitching is an extension of 
drawing to me, black stitches on a white background - but it also 
has depth and  the potential to move into three dimensions. I 
enjoy the challenge of making forms out of fabric, which is 
often a process of trial and error. You can make fabric 
sculpture at home, without the need for messy materials 
- unless you choose to experiment and combine 
fabric with other mediums. Fabric becomes very 
interesting when it is combined with wax, plaster 
or concrete. 

My approach to working with fabric is 
based on simplicity - I mostly use 
running stitch and back stitch, and 
occasionally a sewing machine for 
bigger forms. Sometimes I ignore 
sewing altogether and use string to 
gather and twist the fabric, or use 
strips of fabric to bind found objects 
(see Making Investigations 
Toolkit #2 - Binding). 
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Stitching text is a process I return to in my work again 
and again, it can illuminate and conceal simultaneously. 

Recently, I made a soft sculpture titled Lucid 
(pictured here), which I hand stitched with 

free-writing - some of it makes sense, but some 
of it doesn’t. I wanted to take something as 

fleeting as a stream of consciousness and 
set it down slowly and deliberately 

in stitch.
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Artists who use textiles: Andrew Omoding

Andrew Omoding is a Ugandan born, London 
based artist who creates largely autobiographical 
works through an intuitive process that begins 
with the materials he gathers together and evolves 
around ever-changing stories describing his life and 
the world as he perceives it. Andrew weaves, sews, 
threads, constructs, hammers and screws materials 
together merging with and becoming part of the 
work while simultaneously singing and telling 
stories.

In 2019 Andrew Omoding was artist in residence 
at Camden Arts Centre where he created a series of 
sculptures and immersive fabric installations that 
considered the ritual of home and relationships. 
Andrew built up his creations by systematic 
layering of textiles, wrapping and attaching, adding 
swatches, painted patterns and textures to complete 
the piece. His colourful, vibrant and energetic 
sculptures transformed the studio into a domestic 
space, evocative of his associations of home. 
Audiences were invited to enter into the installation 
and interact with the works, which included sound 
sculptures and the ceremonial costumes. 

To find out more about Andrew’s work visit: https://
actionspace.org/artists/andrew-omoding/
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Clothing

‘Clothing is an exercise of memory… How did I feel when I wore that…

They are like signposts in the search for the past.’ Louise Bourgeois

Louise Bourgeois is best known for her 30 foot high metal sculpture 

‘Maman’ which was exhibited in Tate Modern’s Turbine Hall in 2000. 

However, she also stitched onto small pieces of textiles like handkerchiefs. 

Bourgeois was from a family of tapestry weavers and used fabric frequently 

in her work.  She hung old dresses, slips and night wear in her installations. 

The choice of clothing as a sculptural medium is loaded with meaning. 

We choose our clothes to represent ourselves to the world, it helps to 

construct our identity. Worn next to our skin every day, clothes imply 

physical connection and in art can act as a stand-in for the body, implying 

its presence in its absence. 

‘Florid’ (pictured opposite) is a fabric sculpture weighed down and stuffed 

with my own clothes. It is bound with strips of clothing from my family 

and friends. Tearing the clothing into strips is a satisfying process, and I find 

the binding and weaving of the strips together comforting. When I began 

making this  piece I imagined that it would be suspended from the ceiling, 

but as it came together I saw that it was made to be held.  
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 ACTIVITY 1: Gather / Twist / Tie

Materials

- A piece of of unwanted clothing 
- String / wool or rubber bands
- Pencil or pen
- Paper 
- Camera or camera phone

1. Take a piece of clothing headed for the charity shop. How can 
you use the existing shape of the garment to make new shapes? 

2. Try twisting the fabric - how does it respond? Cut some string, 
gather up a section and tie it round the base. Twist the string round 
and round the section until to create a strange bent shape. Repeat. 
You may like to cover the whole piece of clothing or leave some of 
it so it is still recognisable as a garment. 

3. Decide if you’d like to go further with your sculpture. If you’d 
like it more 3D, try stuffing sections with another piece of clothing 
or stuffing from a soft toy. You could make a companion piece. 

4. Draw or photograph your sculpture from two or three angles. 
What does it turn into? 
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Fabric and protest 

Textiles are often the medium for public protest - fabric banners can be 

made quickly using household fabric, they fold away quickly and easily and 

can be worn during protests as a cape. Unlike carboard placards, they can 

be reused. 

Activist Aram Han Sifuentes founded the Protest Banner Lending Library 

in 2016. The banners are hand stitched, used in a protest, returned to the 

library, and then taken out by the next person. Aram says ‘as a non citizen 

and a new mother, I cannot always go to protests.... I realized that there 

were many people who… needed to find a way to participate, resist, and 

speak up but also couldn’t always go to protests because they too were 

mothers, non citizens, undocumented- those who would be at great risk 

if caught up and arrested.’  Stitching the banners are a way to have your 

voices heard and take part in a protest whilst remaining at a safe distance. 

Vince Laws - DWP Deaths Make Me Sick (Pictured opposite)

This is one in a series of shrouds highlighting the deaths of people dealing 

with the DWP in the UK. Exhibited at Bethlem Gallery in 2019, they are 

spray painted onto bed sheets using stencils. Artist and campaigner Vince 

Laws says of his work: ‘They’ve been on street protests, in Parliament, and 

hung on gallery walls. They definitely attract attention… They’re bold and 

vibrant, and when people read them they are shocked or sad or angry, or 

pleased to see their story represented.’

‘Art has given me a platform to engage with, and challenge, an even wider 

audience. Put simply, art taps into the emotional rather than the logical. By 

using art to respond to these issues, I want to share a message with people 

who might not otherwise engage with them during such politically turbulent 

times.’ - Vince Laws. Find out more at www.vincelaws.com 



Activity #2: Stitch / Speak / Resist

Materials
- An unwanted piece of household fabric, e.g. tea towel, duster, 
Ikea bag 
- Scissors

Your choice of
- Needle and thread
- Acrylic paints 
- Spray paint and stencils 
- Felt and fabric glue 

1. Choose your words. It could be a protest slogan or a quieter 
protest. You could distill it into a few words or a statement, or a 
longer piece of writing. 

2. Choose a piece of household fabric - this could be anything from 
a duster to a bedsheet, depending on the size of your protest. 

3. Begin stitching, forming each letter using a running stitch. Other 
options include acrylic paints, spray painting with stencils or you 
could cut letters out of felt and glue them onto the fabric. 

4. Make your protest public. Take a picture of your protest and 
share it with Bethlem Gallery on social media using the hashtag 
#MakingInvestigations
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Further questions

What does working with textiles mean to you? 

Does stitching make you feel empowered or disempowered? 

Does it mean something different when a man makes art with 
textiles? 

What are the differences between drawing and sewing? 

What happens when you mix fabric with other media, like plaster, 
wax or concrete?



Resources

Books 

- Entangled - Threads and Making, Turner Contemporary, Karen 
Wright

- Gee’s Bend: the Architecture of the Quilt, Paul Arnett 

- Louise Bourgeois - The Fabric Works, Germano Celant

- The Subversive Stitch, Rozsika Parker 

- Vitamin T: Threads and Textiles in Contemporary Art, Jenelle Porter 

Websites

- Andrew Omoding www.actionspace.org/artists/andrew-omoding/ 

- Protest Banner Lending Library www.aramhansifuentes.com/
protest-banner-lending-library

- Vince Laws www.vincelaws.com 
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Making Investigations has been created by Beth Hopkins and 
Bethlem Gallery

http://bethhopkinsart.blogspot.com
Instagram: @bethhopkinsart
www.bethlemgallery.com

If you would like to, you can share your drawings publicly with us 
on social media using the hashtag 
#makinginvestigations

Twitter @Bethlem_Gallery 
Instagram @bethlemgallery
Facebook @bethlemgallery
Or you can show it privately just to the Bethlem Gallery team via  
info@bethlemgallery.com

Image credits:
P.2 - Red Cluster by Beth Hopkins, 2020, photographed by Sam Curtis
P.4 & 5 - Lucid by Beth Hopkins, 2020, photographed by Sam Curtis
P.7 - Installation view from Andrew Omoding’s Artist Residency at Camden 
Arts Centre, 2019 © Hydar Dewachi
P.9 - Florid by Beth Hopkins, 2020, photographed by Beth Hopkins
P.11- Yellow Torsion by Beth Hopkins, 2021, photographed by Beth Hopkins

P.12 - DWP Deaths Make Me Sick shroud (Victoria Smith) by Vince Laws

P.15 - Fabric Form by Beth Hopkins, 2019, photographed by Beth Hopkins
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