
Ruth Singer   
Welcome to making meaning a podcast exploring the meaning behind what we make. 
I'm Ruth Singer, a textile artist and creative thinker. And I make things from textile and 
other materials. A lot of my artist practice and working life revolves around writing, and 
talking to people sharing ideas and inspiration, and together growing our 
understanding of the creative process. Whether is important to me as cloth, whether I'm 
writing for exhibitions or publications, or talking to emerging artists on training courses, 
conversations about creativity, fill me with joy, and I want to share this with you to inspire 
and enlighten you about what goes on in an artist's mind. Episode Two, is the first of my 
conversations about the meanings behind what we make. And I'm starting with one of 
the people I most love talking to my good friend Gillian McFarland. Gillian and I met 
when we shared a studio seven years ago in Leicester, and instantly found a great 
rapport and bond between ourselves and our work. We've collaborated on lots of 
projects over the last few years, and are still finding ways to work together more 
remotely now that she's moved home to Scotland, and that I can't nip up and down like 
the way that we always intended. Gillian is an interdisciplinary artist who works across 
materials and processes to explore ideas and experiences. She works a lot in 
collaboration with other artists, including me. She trained in fine art at Central Saint 
Martin's, and then worked as an art therapist, which I think accounts I have very 
thoughtful practice and unique perspective on making and creating. She's had a 
number of artists, residencies solo and group exhibitions, and done lots of art science 
collaborations. Gillian has worked a lot on paper and in print, and in collaboration with 
glassblowers, as well as a wide range of other approaches relevant to the material and 
ideas that she's exploring. The connecting thread between her work is around curiosity 
and making sense of the world through making art that has depth and complex 
meaning. Gillian is brilliant at generating ideas, making connections and getting 
amazing collaborations going. We were really lucky to work together in 2017, as artists 
in residence at Leicester University Department of genetics, which Gillian set up and we 
sourced our own funding for, we spent an amazing few months poking around in labs 
with a scientific glassblower Gail price and with Professor Turi King and her colleagues, 
exploring ideas around genetics and DNA, we've also collaborated on other projects, co 
creation work, and exhibitions. In this wide ranging conversation, we talked about what 
we've learned through working together, what concepts and ideas we share in common 
and the things we are both fascinated by like stains capturing the passage of time, using 
data, the power of objects to tell complex stories and the importance of co-creation. 
Gillian knows my work really well, and always has such fascinating insights into my 
practice and ideas, which I hope you'll find is interesting and intriguing to listen to, as I 
do to talk about, at the end of the conversation, we talked about our new art science 
collaboration, which I'll pick back up on later. And all the other projects and 
collaborators mentioned are on the website under Ruth singer.com/podcast. So here's 
the conversation. 

Ruth Singer  
So we started off working together about 2014 when we were sharing studio. And then 
we started exploring stains because you were working with stains on paper marks, stain 



like marks, and I was doing some stained pieces on textile. And I think you spotted the 
kind of the crossover there, which I don't know that I would have seen I think it was 
really, it's always really interesting to get somebody else's perspective on what I'm 
doing. 

Gillian McFarland 
I remember you were doing those tablecloths that you were putting out and people 
were having cups of tea and spending time around the tablecloth. And I was really 
fascinated with the idea. The tablecloth recorded that conversation in a very tactile, 
visual way. And I had at that point, a lot of my work had been sort of motivated by my 
mother who was blind. And when she passed away, and we were cleaning out her 
house, which is my parents house which they’d had for over 50 years actually, when you 
took everything out that you would normally look at, all the furniture and the paintings 
and things. And there was this mark round the house around the wall where she had 
obviously felt her way over the years. And it was that that was the most powerful thing to 
see.  That presence of her recorded delineating a space. And I think that's what I 
responded to in your stains to that sense that they had captured. It was like, well, having 
done as we started with together this road map into art and science in I think it's 
something about visual data. There's kind of an element in recorded activity.  

Ruth 
Yeah, I was really interested in making the passage of time, kind of concrete and visual, 
and I was doing some also trying some things with natural dyes and adapting the dyes 
so it looks so the fabric looks one colour, and then you add a stain to it, and it very slowly 
changes colour. So it was kind of like trying to find ways that I could capture something 
that had happened at a moment in time or a change over time. And you're right. I mean, 
that kind of ties in with my, a lot of my work around objects and like materials, and they 
kind of the stories that are embedded into the whole I use is kind of use and damage 
that I'm really interested in.  

Gillian: And there's an awful lot of interest now in deep mapping, which I think is 
fascinating that idea that objects are or hyper objects that that we hold on to this 
invisible stuff and energy and meaning and significance. And they're sort of talismans 
passing through time, they're almost a bit like that Meteor that passed through our 
galaxy and out the other side, you know, I think that things can become imbued with a 
potency in meaning.  

Ruth: Yeah. And it's I think it's ways of kind of ways of sharing that amazing kind of 
capturing that, because you did a similar thing of capturing time with your printing.  

Gillian: Yes, I'm still doing that, actually. So I'm still interested in that. But that sense of 
time. And I think now being in Scotland and living in a landscape that I was brought up 
in as well. And my father was brought up in and my grandfather,  grandparents lived, 
you know, there's a real sense of some of the walks I go on, I knew that they would have 
walked and sort of walking that time, we're sort of imagining, even in the house that 



we're living in at the moment is the old pub, from 1711. And sometimes I sit and I think 
about the talk, you know, I'd love to be able to hear and see the conversations and the 
friendships that maybe were made or broken, you know, as humanity view, we're kind of 
tolerated on this, the land maps it and and the planet. You know, I've done some work 
with working with astronomers that that sense that we are just such a tiny part of a huge, 
you know, if you, if you can map it out this huge sense of time, we had that just a tiny 
pinprick in it, and I find that fascinating. So some of the things I've been doing sort of 
leaving zinc or steel plates out in the, in the weather, and weathering them, and then 
printing them. So quite like that, because, well, one of the steel plates, they just rust, so I 
don't actually have to use any inks I quite like that you just dampen in the paper and, 
and print with that, and you get these beautifully orange patterns that come from the 
weather. And then the zinc plates, I actually I kind of just collect the you know, the things 
fall off trees, little bits of seeds and things, the cat walks over them, there's obviously 
atmospheric drop on them. And, again, includes up very, very gently so that I don't 
disturb what's on the surface and print them. And so every month, I've been trying to 
build a picture of the year, a visual picture, but then that that got me into thinking with 
working with Graeme Hawes, obviously with glass. You know, could you capture stuff in 
glass, because that's slightly more permanent. And it's the process it goes through, I 
thought was quite interesting. So we embedded steel, pieces of nuts and bolts and bits 
of metal into the glass so that they're partly visible. And I have those out rusting away in 
various geographical spots as well to see what will happen. 

Ruth: That's very, two very different approaches, the one that is very hands off, you kind 
of like you leave it to happen and you resist it. And then you just have you work with 
what what you're given.  And then working with the glass. It's quite directed, isn't it? You 
have to really plan and structure and it and it has a whole. Yeah, as you say much more 
concrete much more  permanent feel to it.  I think one of the things I really learnt from 
working with you is that the process is as important as the as the product because I work 
in the you know, in the craft sector, it's all about material and technique and process. 
And, you know, you you work with this thing and this material, and you don't really 
nobody really expects you to do completely different things and work. So when we did 
our residency in Leicester, in the genetics department, I didn't really make any textile 
pieces at all through that whole project, which was kind of disconcerting, but also really 
liberating to get it's all about the ideas and the exploration. And, you know, we didn’t, e 
produce quite a lot of kind of finished work that we exhibited, but there was so much 
more that kind of just kind of… 

Gillian 
Did you find that quite difficult to let go of the textiles Did you find it difficult to? Yeah, I 
did it first. I mean, quite Yeah, I made a massive sketchbook that I carted around 
everywhere. And I really enjoyed doing that. And I kept marking things or kind of 
notating things that I could make into textile, but it didn't feel necessary. It didn't, you 
know, it would have felt like trying to kind of add in an extra, whereas actually it was the 
exploration of ideas and the experimenting. And what I was trying to bring in with a 
textile was layering when we were looking at kind of we were doing all kinds of like 



small details and then layering pieces up and I did quite a lot of layering like with 
microscope slides and you know and kind of and then we start working in the petri 
dishes, there were lots of that was layered. And this kind of that was where I was thinking 
of bringing the textile in that kind of layering. Because layers is something I am really 
interested in anyway, because it makes a lot of sense in textile working a lot of with 
transparent textile, but an old various construction methods in textile it really works, it 
lends itself to so but trying to kind of experimenting with some of those ideas without 
textile, you know, was that's where it got really challenging for me and really interesting. 
And, but as you say, like some of it, particularly the glass, because we also worked with 
the scientific glassblower Gail, and the permanence of it is really strange for me, 
because working textiles mostly you can just unpick it. It's not, um, you know, so that, 
and that whole working with somebody where we were creating this collaborative work, 
but I didn't touch it at all. And it was weird as a maker.  

Gillian: Yes. No, I agree. And I think, what I quite enjoyed, obviously, because I don't 
come from a crafts background, my skills in I don't have that kind of skill and craft set 
that I knew I have perfected a technique. So when I work with yourself or with Graeme or 
with Gail, there's a sense that you're working with somebody who has the knowledge, 
and I really enjoying being allowed to, to stand alongside but to also kind of push, it's a 
bit like, what would you call it, it's sort of like, throw my ideas in, and then something 
else happens, and then they come scooting out again, and, and so it's very much that, I 
love that collaborative, letting go, because you can hold on to your ideas too tightly, and 
they stop. It's a bit like having children, if you if you're too controlling, it doesn't turn out 
well. You know, you've got to let it have its own space to do its own thing.  

Ruth: Yeah, and I think that's one of the thing you're really good at is kind of like seeing 
all of the things, all of the possibilities and exploring just going off on a kind of on a 
direction that's open, you know, I would never would have even noticed. And then that I 
mean, when we, you know, when we were working in that time, and in the studio, or in a 
sort of semi studio there at the university, you know, we're kind of we'd go in on a 
Monday morning and kind of go, right, what are all these ideas, we kind of just play 
around with things. And I think that was, you know, that was the really liberating and fun 
with just  the unknown outcome. 

Gillian  
It was disconcerting to the scientists, wasn't it? They were like, well, where are you going 
to make something? When are you going to, you know, they couldn't see that the actual 
exciting bit was was the possibilities, the connectivity, wasn't it connecting up things.  

Ruth: And I think it's because people expect something concrete and visual, finished 
that they recognise, and I know that that's what I was used to doing.  And it's through 
that process of working with you that I've understood that actually, it's always been 
about the process for me, but I've never kind of articulated it, because it's always been 
about the finished thing. You know, if I'm working, I've been doing some work recently, 



where I've been exploring old bits of patchwork, like looking at where it's kind of frayed 
and disappeared and what the colours underneath. And it's just a process, there's no 
finished outcome for me to exhibit. And as a craft maker, I get stuck in a loop of kind of 
like, ooh, is this this is my work? It's research, it's kind of what I do. It's what leads to my 
work, but trying to find a way to kind of share and articulate that. So it becomes more 
accessible.  

Gillian: Yeah, it's stuck with that find that very interesting, because I've come from a fine 
art background where, you know, the more mess, the better. And then you kind of I think 
it was sinking previously, but that idea of getting lost in making something only to find, 
you know, you lose what you would came in with, but you find a whole lot more that you 
come out with. Yeah, and but as I've got older in my practice, which is one of my 
practices kind of sort of limped along with me through life through other sort of 
distractions and things that have ended up getting in the way. And so I get these 
periods where I can get really, really focused in and then sort of life things happen. But 
more and more a question, a thing of value, to actually remember doing this in Bath 
when I was in my studio in Bath, having a long conversation. So if you make something 
or fabricate something that works really well that people like that, perhaps sells, you 
kind of get caught by that. And it's then do you then not? Are you just a producer of, you 
know, for consumers. And obviously, you know, the way the world is at the moment, we 
don't need more things. But we need people to draw out the narratives and the unseen 
and we need people to be resourceful. We need people to feel that physical experience 
through their body and to me more and more I get drawn to craft because I think craft is 
about making something that's that's useful that draws you in and its use might be that it 
has, it brings a narrative that resonates that takes you closer to an understanding, but it 
has that use it's not about some fine art particularly is about selling and I find more and 
more and again, I have wrestled with that, because then there's this issue around Well, if 
you don't sell, how do you finance yourself? 
And I was very struck, I don't know if you heard Mark Carney in his Reith lectures, you 
know, about how about our economic crisis that we're in a crisis in values I think he talks 
of, you know, that the very start with is something posted him a question about women, 
and how do we value the unpaid labour that women do? And he and he compared it to 
the tree in the Amazon forest, that it is there and does huge value, but it's not valued 
until it's chopped down and turned into something? And is that as a society we're not 
valuing creativity. We value it for an outcome, I think.  And maybe the outcome that 
we're looking for is the wrong outcome.  

Ruth: Yeah, absolutely. I think I've kind of gone through the same loop, you know, I don't 
produce a lot of work anyway. And I produced very little in the last couple of years. 
Because I haven't got an exhibition deadline, I work to a deadline. I mean, I have, I 
always say that and then they go, well, I produced this and this and this, and this. And 
this. So you know, there is actually what, what I'm most interested in now is, is exploring 
the ideas and exploring ideas with other people and engaging, because we haven't 
been able to do that for a year. That's partly why I created this podcast so I can have 



these conversations that I've missed. Because for me, this is part of, you know, these 
interesting conversations and exploring ideas is part of my artists process. But as you 
say, it's the How to make a living out of that always becomes a challenge. And that's 
what people always, you know, question and that and that makes other people outside 
the sector question the value of what you're doing, and kind of if it doesn't generate an 
income, then what is it for, which is one of the most depressing things is like asking, you 
know, what is the sunshine for? 

Gillian: You know, there is an income, but it's not a monetary income.  And I think so you 
kind of think, well, actually, I can show you all the income, which is huge. But it's not a 
monetary one.  

Ruth  
Yeah, yeah, is its value and what we what we count is important and what, what kind of 
matters, which is why I think, particularly with my work, in the last few years, I've been 
focusing more and more on kind of subject matter, that means that has meaning that I 
feel like I'm kind of contributing and talking about things that are important, rather than 
just making what I want to make, you know, I'm kind of trying to push push the 
boundaries a bit more. And obviously, I'd be, you know, in the normal world, we'd both 
be doing a lot more kind of working with other people and kind of that kind of 
community based work and you know, and engaging with different people in different 
situations. And I think I do miss that. I find that, because I found that that's a very 
creatively stimulating, I mean, it's physically exhausting a lot of time. But it is stimulating, 
it's stimulating. And I do kind of miss this challenge of kind of making it challenge of  
working with people who who don't care where you've exhibited, how many books 
you've written, or interested in that they've got or like, what have you got for me today? 

Gillian 
that's just because I think at that level that you're talking about, it is about the materiality 
of what you're doing. And so actually, you're producing fabrics, and there's a materiality 
and a craft, and it is social activism. Actually, I think it's true essence, it's actually, you 
know, you have agency in your own life, you can take these and you ask me lots of 
questions. And there's a sharing of knowledge and understanding and a questioning 
that goes on in that kind of group work. It's, Yeah, I agree. I miss that, too. Although 
having children. I kind of have it happens every time. What's that? What are you doing 
with that? 

Ruth:  
Yes. Well, that constant questioning. And I think that's one of the things I've missed is 
that I mean, not the questioning from your children, but questioning from other creative 
people, like, you know, what are you working on, you know, being able to talk through 
those ideas. I mean, that was the joyful thing, when we were sharing a studio that we 
could just kind of mosey on over and go, oh, what's happening here, you know,  



Gillian:  
and now hearing someone's thought process, like, that is lovely, isn't it?  

Ruth : 
And that's, I think one of the best things about collaboration is that is the the 
conversations and the thought processes and the sharing of ideas. It's, and I think, you 
know, you and I both been quite fascinated with archives.  

Gillian:  
And I think, you know, if you view people as archives, we're all archives of our own lives. 
And so there is something lovely about rummaging in somebody else's thought 
processes isn't there?  

RuthYeah, yeah.  

Gillian: Fascinating. Yeah. Yeah.  

Ruth: Well and also other people's understanding or interpretation of your own work 
people you know, because other people see such different things in it then you would 
yourself and I think that's that always sparks so many different kind of directions as well. 
That's why when you know, when we were able to work together a lot we wish we could 
quite easily just have yes really long, rambling conversations about what we could do 
this and this and what about this and this is interesting. . 

Gillian: Absolutely. I was thinking because was when when I worked with you. That 
particular project, the genetics, when I think of all the projects that well, actually some of 
the ones with Graeme too, but that sense of surprise, and what we need is that it just 
wasn't what I thought we do. You know, and it just was so clear that that's what we had to 
do once we got in there. And we're working, it just kind of came to us, didn't it?  

Ruth:  
I think the other thing that was fun with that one, it was the kind of the co-creation, so 
particularly like the petri dish project, where we send out petri dishes and asked people 
to contribute their own interpretations of genetics, of their genetic story. And I think that 
was, you know, that's something I really like to do kind of involve other people, but not 
necessarily through the kind of traditional, you must run a workshop. Yes, it's more kind 
of allowing people to engage in a way that works for them and produce whatever they 
are interested in. 

Gillian: Yes. And we had some, that worked beautifully, too, because they were very 
physical objects that came back and the thought that had gone in to those petri dishes, 
and was just you felt a sense of one of the things that kind of sort of exploring that 
moment is this idea that through art making you develop a culture of care. And I think 



that that as a project, there was a sense that people cared enough to share things that 
they thought through do their own interpretation of DNA or genetics around their own 
circumstances. And we got some very personal pieces, didn't we? 

Ruth:  
Yeah, yeah. I'm always bowled over when, you know, professional working artists will 
contribute their time, and their ideas to a project that has no financial value to them. But 
it's not about the financial, and I'd be the same, it's the kind of it's, it's a creative eating, 
gives you a reason to kind of explore something new. And that's always really, really 
exciting. And I think the being part of a larger group, you know, especially because we 
all work on our own even more. So now, I think that something about being part of 
knowing that there's going to be lots of other contributions and your work was just part 
of a larger whole was really, really interesting. I think there's one of the things that I got 
out of that genetics residency, particularly was the using data, which you mentioned 
earlier on. Yes. So when we did a project with with the school visitors, when we were 
about curling tongues, and creating the kind of visual piece is collecting that data, and 
that really sparked the scientist as well. Oh, yeah. When they talk about a visual 
interpretation of data, they're talking about a graph or whereas we were working on 
paper on paper, that was actually textured and, and tactile. And then I taken that forward 
in, both in criminal quilts and looking at the data that we collected in that, and now I'm 
doing that with the data from the food bank that was working with that kind of trying 
new ways of exploring the information that we've got, and kind of extrapolating and 
doing different things with it. Yes, just, I can, I can kind of see that trail coming straight 
from that genetics project into what I do now,  

Gillian: Which is to be honest to people, I think all creatives are working with visual data 
all the time, because everything is a stimulus. And we're making sense of what we see. 
And ordering it in some way and then re-presenting it.  

Ruth:  
So yeah, yeah, I guess so. But I guess I guess I'm talking about kind of literally, yes, 
spreadsheet. It's always been very visual, you know, the game right. Here's a 
spreadsheet that I this is my source inspiration, I wouldn't have imagined that I could, 

Gillian  
I think because scientists are more explicit, they gather data, to prove something or to 
demonstrate something. And I think as artists, we've responded to the data in a very 
different way. It's because it's engaged us and and maybe it's sometimes it can be very, 
very subtle. And I think what's quite interesting about art and science is it's it's very 
focused in on to the actual content of that data, making it, what would you say? It's not 
about making it more visible,  it's about making comparatives? Isn't it about making 
making judgments from it, their data, they use it to justify theories that they need.  



Ruth: So proving, proving theories nature and yeah, whereas we're kind of we can go 
the other way we kind of have you don't have to prove anything. I know, which is always 
the always the fun bit to kind of explore whatever we want to explore. And then we did a 
project with Leicester Print Workshop. Oh, yes. Yes, it's where we started exploring all 
sorts, we've done a lot of print work together, that's what we were doing quite a lot of 
collaboration that carried on. 

Gillian:    
The sense of impact wasn't that something can leave an impact it was carrying on from 
that idea of staining that that actually some impression of something on something 
causes this other impression.  

Ruth  
And, yeah, so we did quite a lot of work with kind of taking up objects to pieces, which 
we've done that before and kind of printing from, from the fragments and kind of 
interpreting the meanings of those little pieces left behind. And we started working on a 
piece that was kind of we were kind of swapping over from one piece to another. So I'd 
work on a piece and then you'd work, you’d create something from that and then I 
create from your piece and sort of swapping and to-ing and fro-ing and I think again, 
that's a really, it was a really interesting way of working that is again, very much about 
process.  

Gillian: 
It’s also mapping where it had been so, you know, I often think you work with all textiles. 
So there is that sense that it has changed hands again and again, the garments or the 
fabric. And so there is that I think maybe what we were doing was sort of mirroring that 
mapping it going backwards and forwards and being impacted and changed. And then 
how that narrative then continued, which was quite interesting. But the printing, I love I 
mean, I do love processes and, and I love I loved going into the university and seeing all 
the I mean, it sounds silly, the fridges and the freezers with all the Tupperware boxes, this 
idea of freezing something to keep it and and so sometimes I think printing this out, 
there's a part of that process, which is about smoothing the blankets, applying the 
pressure wiping cleaning the plates, and then that reveal at the end. But I find that quite 
enticing.  

Ruth: 
Yeah, I mean, my my solo print work really has been very much about capturing textile 
processes. So I'm capturing a kind of part may textiles I'm unpicking stitching, and then 
I'm picking and kind of leaving marks,  it’s all about the marks left behind and things you 
don't notice. And there's something about particularly with textile with the patchwork 
prints it you notice that the little loose threads and the tacking because it takes away all 
the colour and the and the textures.  



Gillian: and that is the human element of it, that is somebodies time, I mean, that is the 
sense again, going back to mapping that real slowing down. And I think that's 
fascinating the work you do where you're unpicking that. I mean, do you think of the 
person who's made that stitch? 

Ruth Yeah, mostly what the most of the unpicking work I've done mostly what I think is 
my Granny's embroidery. I think it was hers. It's hard to know. But yeah, that was very 
intentional. And I've done a whole group of work using my granny’s sewing box and 
actually working very, very slowly, with the things I found in the in the box. So it’s her 
embroidery things. And there was a lot of cut threads. So kind of cut sections. So I just 
used what was already cut, I didn't go break into a kind of a new skein. And that really 
interesting because, you know, I learned so much about her. I never knew her she died 
before I was born. So I learned so much about her just from like sorting her embroidery 
box, you know, 40 years after she died.  

Gillian: But that’s so interesting.  A similar one in that Paul's father would love to draw. He 
worked in a completely non-arts related environment, down the docks, but he had taken 
up as in his retirement drawing and things. And he left this little box of pencils. And 
some of them some of them were just little stubs and I was really excited to start to use 
those to finish because there was a sense that he was working his way. He was a very 
methodical, practical man working his way through the pencils. And I think there's 
something lovely about stepping in into a line, into somebody else's shoes, I suppose in 
some ways.  

Ruth: 

And yeah, I understand that. It gives you an understanding and interpretation of what 
what they were doing, what they're how they worked, what they do to do you know how, 
how neat and tidy, somebody keeps things. It's obviously amazing to me, because I can’t 
do it! 

Gillian: It's also making me think, so I've got this project at the moment spirit of North, 
which it kind of pulls together lots of these interesting bits. And part of it was Spirit of 
North started when the Fukushima disaster happened when there was this big 
earthquake and the tsunami in Japan, and then the nuclear exclusion zone. And it's to 
do with contaminated land, really the project Spirit of North and north is where land is 
not contaminated, where perhaps technology isn't. It's it's a sort of state of mind that it's 
a place of arrival or departure. But it's not. It's a bit like getting to the end of the rainbow. 
You never quite get there. It's always north, wherever you sit, you situate yourself, north 
is always out there. And so that's been really interesting. And one of the things I kind of 
was thinking what would I do with for this, and the thing that came to mind was I found it 
when we were sorting out our house, my family’s old tartan travelling rug, which is just as 
beautiful old worn tartan rug. But as an object. It's an Invitational Object. It's something 
that you you find a lovely view or a place and you sit on it, you spread it and you sit on it. 



It's a bit like your tablecloth. And you would have your sandwich on it, or you would read 
your book on it and and I thought actually, that's a really interesting object. This idea of 
something that invites you in.  

Ruth: 
Yes, I've got the same I've got one as well. It was my granddad's I found when I cleared 
his house.  

Gillian:  I’d love to do a project on tartan travelling rugs.  

Ruth: Yeah, yeah, it's but i think i think that's interesting thing, the idea of the object that 
takes you metaphorically to a place, you know, kind of transport to somewhere different.  

Gillian: Yes,  yes. the Japanese have it, they have these gates, the Torii gates that you 
step through and immediately, I mean, they just put them up in the landscape. But as 
soon as you step through it, you're stepping into something sacred. And I rather 
thought, oh, actually that’s a bit like tartan travelling rugs, as soon as you spread it out, 
you’re sitting down,  

Ruth you’re on holiday, and you're in North.  

Ruth  
Yeah, yeah, that's interesting. Yeah. Nice. That sounds great.  

Gillian  
I do like that kind of playful sort of thing that starts to happen. When you start thinking 
around ideas, I love that start of a project when somebody gives you something, and 
then you sort of, it just sits there in your head. And lots of things start to spark.  I think the 
hard bit, and I have a very eclectic mind. And what I really enjoyed about working with 
you is you're very good at formulating something and making a structure around it. But 
my eclectic mind, it kind of goes too fast, and then all the stuff starts. And then I do get a 
little bit anxious about Oh, should I go that way? Or should I go this way? 

Ruth 
Yeah, almost having too many options is yes, there's too many ideas. I mean, you know, I, 
I have the same problem. I mean, I you know, I mean, it's different, we work in different 
ways. But I do have the struggle with the too many ideas option, which is why it's kind of 
easier for me to kind of try and contain one or two of yours than to try and formulate 



too many, you know, there's too many of my ideas as well. So where we can kind of cross 
over, there's a kind of little crossover in the middle, where, you know, your ideas and my 
ideas kind of overlap. Okay, ah, that makes sense that works for us, whereas,  

Gillian  
and I think that's where that having a process or a craft, whether it's printmaking or 
textiles or glassblowing, that again, then gives you a sort of fencing around it that kind of 
contains is that these are your boundaries. Okay, this is what you can do. And it's quite 
nice to push them. But you know, you can only push them so far. Otherwise, it stops 
being that. 

Ruth: 
Yes, yes. And quite exciting to experiment to kind of, yeah, what the boundaries are, you 
know, when I had, in my textile practice, I do sometimes make pieces that aren't textile 
or aren't, you know, don't actually have any stitch and kind of kind of looking at things 
like these antique patchworks that I've been investigating. And you know, I can’t… can I 
exhibit that as my work? Because I didn't make it? I haven't actually done anything to it. 
I've just kind of looked at the back of it and had thoughts about it…  

Gillian   
Of course you can! Duchamp’s Urinal!  And I do love the fact that I think you and I are 
very similar in that we have these conversations with ourselves. It's almost like we are 
asking ourselves, like, are you being silly? Or can you do this? Is this allowed? Can I give 
myself permission?  

Ruth:  
and that’s why collaboration is great, because that gives you the permission to do things 
because you're exploring, you know, you're, you're sharing those ideas and kind of, 

Gillian: and that other person is acquiescing, you know, if you'd said, No. 
If the other person's going well, yeah, okay, then it's like, Oh, okay. they say they can do 
this. Yeah. 

Ruth   
Yeah, yeah, I think I mean, it's like you say that the developing the project ideas, the kind 
of that starting phase is so exciting. There's a brief point of kind of, oh don't know what 
I'm going to do this is slightly terrifying. Because, you know, especially with something 
like the genetics project, you know, because everybody expected us to test to make a 
double helix. And we said no but we can't explain what it was that we were going to do, 
because we knew we weren’t going to make a double helix. Yes. So you know, it was, but 
I think that's the part of the project where there's the kind of slight terror of what am I 



going to do, and then the kind of, it's kind of I think about the sparks start flying, you get 
these ideas, and one of them will work out?  

Gillian Exactly. Some of them, I think it's having the confidence to know it's alright to get 
lost, and you don't know where you're going. If you do know where you're going when 
you start, what's the point? And you've done it before, why do it again? I do I do enjoy 
repetitive practice, if when I'm, it's a bit like treading water, while I'm waiting for the next 
clue to come.  

Ruth 
That’s what hand stitching is very much. It's a meditative work. And almost always new 
ideas come out of it, you know, and it's a really, it's a kind of, it's a really fertile time for 
exploring ideas. Unless, I’ve discovered, when you're doing stitching, though, you have 
to keep counting each stitch because you're transferring data. And just because your 
mind wanders, you've got to count to 300. 

Gillian  
That would drive me insane.  

Ruth  
Yeah, yeah, it was. It was a small piece of work. But it took ages because it was quite 
hard. Yeah, it was kind of hard to do. That was looking at the food bank data. And it was 
Yeah, it was strangely, the not being able to have my mind not being able to wander and 
explore ideas was was really frustrating. I think that's partly why I don't you know, things 
like knitting. I don't really follow patterns. I just kind of knit socks round and around 
because my mind can wander whereas if I have to concentrate too much, it feels too 
hard. Yes, sort of ceases to be ceases to be exploratory and free, it becomes something 
else. 

Gillian 
I mean, obviously, I my background is in art therapy. And, you know, I have a real belief 
that unconsciously when you're making something that enters into the work, and I think 
if you're feeling frustrated making something, your work will feel frustrating, you know, 
to others as well, you know? 

Ruth 
Yeah. Well, you know, and if the process is what's important, you've got to be enjoying 
the process. If the process is painful, well, then that's what your work will be about. Yeah, 
but it was there isn't anything? Yeah, it doesn't. Doesn't feel inspiring. Yeah, yeah. Yeah. 
So our next project together, we're kind of getting hopefully getting cracking on is 
working with more genetics-type work. 

Gillian 



So it's quite an interesting place. It's an institute in Dundee, which does a lot of the 
genetics in crop research and plant research. Yeah, I think it will be interesting to first to 
experiment with the kind of more remote collaboration which we've not had to do 
before. 

Ruth 
It's, it's a, it's been an interesting challenge that I'm not going to be able to get to go 
and see the labs or anything like that, like we did previously. So I think I'm going to be 
very much responding to your your ideas, you know, what you come up with? And then 
our response to that rather than us kind of, yes, you know, physically going together and 
then sitting with our paper and sketchbooks and stuff. Yeah, I mean, I've been thinking 
about kind of repetition. And I think you kind of have genetic sequencing, because that 
kind of that repetition and slight with slight changes, so at least that we're exploring a lot 
with their previous projects. And that kind of still intrigues me. I feel like there's a lot to 
do, I think there's a lot more we can do with that. I love those glass beakers that we 
worked with where we just did those slight manipulations and the shadows, you know, 
even the slightest manipulation changed how that piece of shadow was thrown. Yeah, 
yeah. So I think we've got a lot to explore.  

Ruth 
I've loved listening back to this. It's such a joy to bounce ideas around with Gillian and to 
share our own perspectives and ways of thinking. As we mentioned, at the end, we're 
just starting a new collaboration with a scientist at the Hutton Institute in Scotland. Since 
recording the podcast, we've actually started work on this in more detail, and are 
planning a co-creation project which you can get involved in. To keep up to date on this 
and other projects, I'd encourage you to join my studio stories email list where I share 
more about what I'm working on. And if you want to support the podcast and hear more 
about the making of it, you could try joining my Patreon membership to you'll find links 
to both of these on the podcast page, Ruthsinger.com/ podcast. And if listening to this 
conversation makes you think you'd like to talk to me about your own artists practice. 
Whether you are starting out or you're well established, I'd really love to hear from you. 
You can find out more about what I offer on my website, Ruth singer.com/mentoring. 

And that's the end of my first full episode of making meaning. I've loved recording and 
sharing it and I hope you found it inspiring to make sure you subscribe to making 
meaning podcast in your app to get the next episode when it comes out, which will be 
in two weeks time. For that episode, I'll be sharing a really powerful and thought 
provoking conversation with textile artist Caren Garfen, and I'm sure you'll love it. Until 
then please use Instagram to get in touch with me. I'm @RuthSingerTextiles. And let me 
know what thoughts and comments you have about making meaning and the complex 
stories behind what we make 
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