
Hello 

Thanks for joining me for Making Meaning, my podcast exploring meaning in making. 
I’m Ruth Singer, artist and writer and I’ve created this podcast to share with you the 
conversations I have with other artists and creatives about why they do what they do. I 
love talking about the more complex meanings going on behind the scenes of what we 
put out into the world, the reasons why we chose those stories and what it means to be 
an artist. We share thoughts about artistic process, how we come up with ideas, how it is 
slow and difficult sometimes to make those ideas into things. Every conversation I have 
brings up new directions to explore in how we engage with the world and I hope you 
find these discussions as fascinating as I do. This week in episode three I am talking to 
Caren Garfen. Caren is an artist working with textiles to share incredibly powerful and 
meaningful stories. We first met at the opening of On My Mother’s Knee, an exhibition at 
Llantarnam Grange Arts Centre, Wales, which explored makers’ influenced by domestic 
heritage in 2013. I was so delighted to meet Caren as I’d admired her work for years and 
although our work is very different, we had a lot in common and had a great time 
chatting in the cafe after the preview and on the train home. Caren’s research-based 
work was hugely influential to me at that stage of my career as I was just beginning to 
exhibit my own narrative-based work and find where this kind of work fitted in the 
gallery world. At the time we met Caren was best known for her work around eating 
disorders and she mentions these pieces in our conversation as well as more recent 
work focusing on anti-semitism and the holocaust which we discuss in depth.  

A few months ago Caren and I chatted on the phone about our work, family history and 
the challenges of researching and making during the pandemic without interacting with 
other artists so I was delighted when she agreed to talk to me on record for this podcast. 
I think this is a fascinating conversation full of so personal and powerful reflections and 
thoughts including the connections between our work and our family histories.  
Ruth: 
So Karen, do you want to tell me about what you're working on at the moment? what 
you've been doing recently? 

Caren Garfen   
Yeah, I'm working on pieces about anti-semitism and contemporary anti-semitism and 
also historically about the Holocaust. So yeah, devastating subject area. And I think both 
of them are essential. You have to know the history, you have to know the past of 
everything. I mean, it goes back much further anti-semitism than the Holocaust. But 
that's where that's where I'm starting. The work is difficult, but I'm doing it.  

Ruth: 
Yeah. And you've been working on that for quite a while? 



Caren.  
Yeah, I started in I think it's about the beginning of 2019. And, like many things with my 
work I, I think, right, that's I would never do anything about the Holocaust, just in the 
same way I would have never done anything about eating disorders, which also, oh, 
really difficult subject me as well, in a different way. And, you know, when I made the 
kitchen installation, I people say, oh, what you're going to do next, Caren?  is going to 
do next I said, right, I'm definitely not doing anything about women and the body or 
dieting. And then I got an email a couple of weeks later from a young girl who said that 
she'd see in the kitchen, and actually made her want to get better. And so we talked 
about that. And it was, I just felt so honoured that she had contacted me privilege 
because, you know, it's a secretive illness really. And so we talked and she very kindly 
sent me her diaries, copies of her diaries and, and there I was, again, talking about the 
body. But even in a more, a lot of the humour came out of it, because there was a lot of 
humour in my work before that came out. And I started making this work. And I carried 
on making work about it for four years. And then it gradually came to a natural end. So I 
don't force my work. And I'm sure you don't you don't forget your research it You carry 
on, and you adapt and change to what you're making. So 

Ruth Singer   
and quite often it's a wait and see quite what the idea resolves into. I don't maybe you're 
I mean, how much do you do? Do you mean plan and kind of know what your next body 
of work is going to be about? 

Caren Garfen   
Honestly I don't I don't plan it. I don't plan it. And I didn't force it because you just can't. 
And at the end of the eating disorders, I suddenly I just couldn't do anything for well, at 
least six months. I just couldn't I think you have to come out of that mode and you don't 
know what you're going to do next. And then, once again, somebody said something, 
and it triggered something in me. I thought this is very interesting. And what do I know? 
You know, how much do I know about the Holocaust? How much do I know about anti-
semitism, contemporary anti-semitism, I thought, I just have to research it, I really need 
to teach more than anything else. It was to teach myself. And, and then I made a piece, it 
was a map. And it was a map of the Middle East. And it was looking at where Jewish 
people were expelled from Middle East and from North Africa. They, they were also they 
were persecuted, and who lost their homes, they were murdered, all these things 
happen to them. So I wanted to do I wanted to do it from that perspective, really. And I 
thought, I'm really a novice here. But I made the piece. And actually, it was acquired by 
the Jewish Museum, London. So that was like a huge boost. Because I thought, if I can 
do that, I can do more. And also, that's where the research started. 

Ruth Singer   
And how much of that relates to your own family history? I mean, are you kind of 
drawing on that in a loose way? 

Caren Garfen   



Yeah, it is a loose way. Because I'm just grateful that my grandmother, she came to the 
UK from Poland. As a young woman, I think she might have been about 11. So her 
parents came away. And her family. I didn't realise, but you know, one part of her family 
were lost. I mean, you look at the family tree, and it says, The Holocaust, the Holocaust, 
the Holocaust, or Treblinka. So I know, they were lost. We was never talked about, no 
one knew about it. And it's like, I'm not. And I, I would be, what would I be third, third, 
generational, fourth generation, maybe. So I'm away from it. But there are sorts of things 
that happened. I don't know, people I know people that come into the family who've 
been in the Holocaust or Auschwitz. So when we were children, my neighbours, our 
neighbours who live downstairs just under us was Eva, Eva Ferenski. And the other side 
was Mrs. Isaacs, and they were known as aunties. They weren't our aunties. But I clearly 
remember Eva having she had this these tattoos on her arm. And, and they were, I like 
them, but they just seem different. It was different. And, and they, they'd obviously been 
through a major trauma. So it was there, there was a connection from my childhood.  

Ruth Singer   
it's a sort of inherited fear of inherited trauma of however many generations you have, 
my grandma was a refugee, Jewish refugee. In the 1920s, she left Russia, and I think 
that's, you know, that that doesn't go away. That's kind of always there. Whether it's 
directly affected you your generation or not, it's kind of I think it's kind of it's really 
significant. I've got the same gap of family tree, you know, great grandparents, totally 
unknown, you know, there's just a, just a blank space. And it's, yeah, it's, I find that really 
interesting, because empty spaces and kind of lack of information is something that I'm 
really interested in. It's a kind of overall kind of concept that I'm exploring with my work 
that hasn't hasn't resolved into much actual work yet. But it's something I'm really 
interested in the idea of missing information and gaps. And kind of not having 
particularly not having material culture, not having objects and sort of family things 
passed downs, no photos, whereas the other elements of my family that's quite 
significant. And I've done a lot of work around other my other side of my family, dad's 
family, who you know, and I've been doing this for you, and I've, you know, and I knew 
my grandad very well. And, you know, I said, it's kind of it's very visual and very kind of 
tactile, kind of history, but, but also with my grandmother on his side, my dad's mother, 
she died before I was born. But she was a seamstress. So I always feel like there's a 
connection with this woman I never knew. And I found that really interesting in terms of 
kind of how that impacts the stories I choose to work with in my work. 

Caren Garfen   
Yeah, I think so. I think I think actually, you carry that through your genes. I just, it's I 
mean, my family is very creative from all sides. You know, my mother, my grandmother, 
she in her old age, she made these collages, textile collages, and she had her own 
exhibitions. She was a bit of a local celebrity, and we were so proud of her. And we went 
to her exhibitions and everything. Unfortunately, I've only got one small piece of hers 
now, but it's there. And my uncles, they were use their hands in their work. And my 
mother, she was definitely a seamstress. I mean, she, that's what she worked at. And my 
sisters are also creative. I think it's there, I think it's there in your genes, and you hear 



about other people who are very good at other things. And it comes from somewhere, it 
doesn't just, it's not just you don't just pick it off and say, right, it seems stress is 
something well, you're, you're actually growing up with it as well. Sometimes. 

Ruth Singer   
I'm thinking about kind of objects and kind of personal possessions and things because 
you've used objects and things in your work quite a lot. Can you do want to talk about 
that? 

Caren Garfen   
Yeah, yeah, um, gosh, I just more and more. So I don't know what it is there. There is 
some sort of connection because I made a piece recently. And we had to clear out a 
family member's house and I came across this old pocket watch. And, you know, it 
would have just got chucked away, no one would have paid much attention. It was just in 
the back of a drawer, and no one would have even looked in there. But of course, I did it. 
And immediately, I said, I have to have this for my work. And at the same time, I was 
looking at an old friend, I got in contact with them a lot. But he found he found us. And 
then I said, I'm making this work, of course. And he said, Well, you do know my mother, 
you do know my father were both refugees, and they came from Germany. And I said, 
No, I didn't know. And he, he just sent me everything. I mean, she lost her mother, father, 
her two brothers. And that I made a piece of work using that watch, and was about turn 
back the clocks, I called her back the clock, I wanted it to just say she wanted to go back 
to that happy time. When she was she loved her brothers immensely. But and there 
again, I'm privileged that he would talk about this, I made a piece about his maternal 
side and a piece about his paternal side. But using you know, I got a miniature suitcase 
from actually, ironically, it came from Germany, a miniature case, and I wrapped it up and 
then I painted on it. The transport and where, where this suitcase would have gone. And 
then there was this label, the label was handwritten on it. So I think that particular ones 
hand stick tag, like a, like a luggage label. And that was stitched with her story. And, and 
the most well, difficult thing as I saw, I went to Israel to Jerusalem and to Yad Vashem, 
which is the Holocaust Museum. And they showed you all these beautiful pieces of, of 
objects, different objects, and they had, they all have these brown tags on them, saying 
how much they were worth. And they were all went to Germany to their economy, for 
them to pay for the war really, against Jewish people, ironically, so I wanted to use those 
sort of labels for this work. So that's another object and necessary object but you You're 
the same I know with your your dad's work, you use the tools from his my granddad. 
Yeah. Also your granddad from his garden? shed? I remember we had that exhibition. 

Ruth Singer   
Yeah. And I think actually, I was reading something about sheds this morning. And you 
know, there's something about that physical space, because because my granddad 
lived into his 90s. So I knew him very well as an adult, as opposed to, you know, 
grandparents who died when I was young. Yes, that space being in the shed, I kind of 
like semi recreated it in my own studio, a lot of these boxes and things, really, because 
that, and I have a lot of his furniture and things, you know, it's very, I think, perhaps 



because it's my training in museums is that I'm very object focused on really see kind of 
stories within within objects, I find it very hard to not fall in love with objects all the time, 
and anything that's got a significance, but I think it's really interesting to work. You know, 
I think it's because I worked in museums, but then you do it as well. 

Caren Garfen   
That's exactly I think there's a sort of this connection. I don't know what it is about 
objects that they they hold their own story in the same way that textiles do. And people 
can connect to them. You know, someone will connect, oh, you know, garden trowel or 
whatever took garden tools that you were using. People can connect, connect to that, 
but then they also have this thing with the textiles. They want to touch them. They want 
to hold them and people relate to that. But then say well We are relating to it for our 
work. So my one piece I'm working on now actually, it's called Sour Taste. And I got this 
tiny little tea cup and saucer, and they're antique coming out, they weren't mine, I can, 
you can purchase anything you like these days online is that some miracle, and is 
exquisite. Absolutely is because beautiful with bold and, and little flowers and in red and 
green is really a beautiful piece. And I'm using that is that it's made in Germany, this 
piece is a German porcelain piece. And I've got a spoon a vintage spoon, but from 
Berlin. And, and they are central to tell a story. I knew I knew what was going to happen 
originally, before I got a piece because I think it was two years ago, I was reading 
something, something popped up in what I was reading, and I made a note of it. But it's 
so it's taken, like two years to get to this point with this piece. And now I'm working on it. 
And I want you to use that word about your work evolving. And in this piece, you may 
find the same. You don't start with right, this is what it's gonna be this is the end piece, 
you'll have an idea. But then you will understand stitching. I'm subconscious, it's just 
there. And I'm thinking again and saying, hang on a minute, this is too much. I'm going 
to leave this out. You have to you have to sort of do it. You have to cut things out or add 
things. And it's such an interesting process. I just, I love it that you mustn't be You 
mustn't have tunnel vision, no tunnel vision in your art. Well, you it sort of opens up like a 
flower while you're making it. Because I had an idea of actually writing on a postcard. 
I've got a vintage postcard from Berlin, on Potsdamer Platz, which is where this story 
takes place, real real story, and I was going to write on it what happened. And I thought 
this is not necessary. It's not, you don't have to tell the full story. So I'm gonna have that 
blank, but ready to be written, that will have the German stamp on it. And it will have a 
German pen, fountain pen left to it, because the people that are in this story had to 
leave this restaurant, suddenly, because they were told, we do not serve Jews. So I've 
hand stitched, we do not serve Jews, but they are going to be cut up into the individual 
letters, and put in the bottom of this cup. So you're looking down into it. And you can 
just read it. They're like, they're like tea leaves. So they leave. But it's also like the dregs 
from the T, which means those people, that's how they were treated. Jewish people and 
others were treated by the dregs of society. So I didn't think of that when I first started 
stitching, because I was just gonna have it as a note, you got to, you know, your brain 
just adapts and changes. And I'm sure you find the same, or making something and then 
you think I'll change it. I'll adapt it. I'm open, you've got to be open to changing your 
own work. 



Ruth Singer   
Yes, yes, I quite often go back and change things. Sometime later. I mean, sometimes 
even years later, I go back and kind of rework physically rework things, but often go 
back and rethink things, I see new, new meanings in my work that I hadn't even noticed 
at the time and then become really significant. And that leads off into another new 
direction. And going back question, I was just wondering about you. You have seem to 
have the titles of the work before it's finished. And I really struggle with the way when 
you kind of developing the concept and the idea is, Well, 

Caren Garfen   
it depends. Sometimes it's there. Sometimes I can suffer for a week. So what I'm going 
to call something but it has to be right it can't if it's not right. So with with sour taste, I left 
a sour taste in their mouth. I was just lying in bed the other morning thinking about how 
this work was going to not when it was finished. I mean, how I hoped it would look. And 
then oh, no, I haven't actually thought thought of a title for it. And I was just thinking this 
thing and that thing, and you just wait until the right and the thing that you think is right 
for the piece. Yeah, yes, like selection, this piece that is now in Australia, touring. It's 
about I selected people and then there's photographs of them in many brains, and I 
selected them. And I chose people who, who were murdered in the Holocaust. But all 
were wore glasses. So there was a reason more than one reason for that the first one was 
to just get a random cross section of, of Jewish people who were living in Nazi Germany 
and not Nazi Germany, but Nazi Europe. So they came from all different places, and they 
were murdered. And then that to me was, okay, that's fine. And I wrote, I wrote about 
them. And then, and then I did these ophthalmic lenses, and I, and their stories are in 
them. But I thought, okay, that's fine. That's fine. It's historical, but there's no edge to it, 
they need something else needs to be added to make this right. And then, and then I 
thought about all the, all those people that were actually murdered, more 
contemporarily. That's the right word. Since then, so all the way up to today where 
people are murdered, because because they're Jewish, for no other reason. You know, I 
think the most devastating one was a Jewish woman who was in her 90s living in Paris, 
and she was stabbed and burned. And she, she had actually survived the Holocaust. So 
those stories and all those people, they all wore glasses to use that for her. She was the 
one person I had to put her in. So she was the exception that proves the rule. And yeah, 
it was amazing to get this piece. You know, I didn't think that anyone would want to 
actually exhibit these pieces, but it was accepted for the art textile biennale with the 
fibre arts Australia, and, and it won an award. So you just feel if people can understand 
it, and connect to it. That's brilliant. 

Ruth Singer   
Yeah, and I think that's, that really makes it feel worthwhile when you're working with 
other people's stories. And they are properly appreciated, because it's, it's a, it's a big 
deal to work with other people's stories, because you do an awful lot of using Well, I do 
work with a lot of dead Victorians. But 



Caren Garfen   
oh, yeah, that work that you made. I think it's exceptional, that piece about out women in 
prison, criminal. 

Ruth Singer   
Criminal quilts is really interesting, because I didn't start off as a kind of emotional 
engagement with the individuals, it was very much responsive to the photos. And it was 
a kind of, because it was a kind of short project, and then it's kind of become more and 
more in depth. And I have done more and more work on individuals. And now I can kind 
of, there are a few who I just want to keep researching. You know, and I can't find much 
about them. And it's really frustrating. And other ones, I've got a reasonable amount of 
information. Yes, yeah. But then, yeah, they're all kind of individual pieces work. So I've, 
there's a pair of sisters who we traced, who were from Rutland, so which is kind of near 
me, so I was interested in them and how they come about, and then there's a bit more 
research on them in the last year or so. And I'm doing a collaboration with a friend kind 
of about them looking at kind of pairs, because they you know, they look very similar, 
but one of them's disabled, and they ended up in workhouse, and that, you know, one 
of them had a child in the workhouse in the 1910s 1920s. And I managed to trace the 
child as a really emigrating to America, I think. So, you know, I mean, then the story goes 
cold, but it's, you know, this, there's such complexity there. And again, it's the kind of 
gaps of knowledge, you know, I know, this little snapshot about these women, you know, 
from their time in prison. And that's kind of, you know, because the records exist, 
because they were in prison really, that otherwise, you know, I would never know about 
them, and they'd be very hard to trace. So, yeah, it's, again, it's those kind of the missing 
things, I don't know about them. And with these working with the prison photographs, 
there's no personal connection, you know, I don't have any kind of family records of 
them or anything like that, All I've got is this, the information from the prison records and 
what we can find on ancestry. So I'm having there's no kind of sense of personality or 
humanity apart from their visual appearance, you know, what you can kind of guess from 
them. So it's always very intriguing to try and you know, because not make judgments 
about people based on their photographs and you know, their life story that you can 
gather together, but it's just facts, you know, it's, it's very much a human, really, just those 
those little fragments of story. And the same way, you know, people who died in the 
Holocaust are not just people who died in the Holocaust, they were humans with, you 
know, complex families and lives and, and that's what your work kind of really explores 
that and takes that I think that taking a snapshot of a human life, every person and kind 
of Yeah, exploring that. And 

Caren Garfen   
I think you're absolutely right there. And I'm so fascinated by your idea of that there's, 
there's a blank space, there's, there's a gap. Because those people have come and 
they've gone and frustratingly, no one knows very much about them. I found the same in 
a piece I've just finished. And it's, it's a map and Atlas. And it's about. It's about the 
German fashion industry in the 1930s. And in the same way, I think that's not the 
scientist when there was a name. But we don't know anything, we don't know where 



they went, we don't know what happened to them, although we can have a good idea 
that they ended up in a concentration camp or murdered. So in that instance, just out of 
interest is that I left a gap, I left a gap where there's nothing because this watch is soft 
material, and that the fact that fashion labels that I had stitch made myself, one space 
has got black swatch. And next to it, there's nothing because I want to say this is a 
memory of those people that we were, we don't know anything about who are gone 
about played a vital role in the fashion and textile industry in Germany. So I really 
appreciate what you're thinking about. Because it's a very difficult thing. When you you 
get there in the frustration of not knowing what you're doing. But but you can make your 
artwork about that. That's what you're going to do that is not an artwork out of those 
missing histories. 

Ruth Singer   
Yeah, I think it's, it's quite, I love that piece poke my great grandfather had not fashion 
factories, but he had factories in in Germany and had them confiscated as well. So, 
again, we don't know that much about it, you know, we're still trying to piece that 
together in terms of, you know, what happened, we know that he lost them, but we don't 
know anything much more about it. So, you know, this is kind of, they become sort of 
family legend. And yeah, you know, things that just sort of float around that don't that 
aren't tied down very much, which is is always interesting. And how do you? I mean, 
when you're working with other people's stories, how do you approach that? Do you are 
you? I mean, you can't always be in touch with all of the families with all of these people, 
you're? 

Caren Garfen   
No, because most of them are no longer alive, or, obviously, they aren't alive Just 
because they were murdered, or their families, you know, time has gone on and people 
that have registered them. They're also very old. And then where do you go? Do I speak 
to 122 different people? You can't. So what you have to do, is just treated with utmost 
Integrity, Authenticity, and most of all sensitivity. If you you have to be sensitive to what's 
going on. And yeah, I think you have to just have this innate knowledge, this innate 
feeling, this is where I'm going, and I'm going this far. And then I know whether to carry 
on with it all. Am I going to hurt anyone? No, I'm not going to hurt anyone, I wouldn't, I 
just wouldn't go down that route. It's just, it's just got to have this real, sensitive feeling 
about it. And 

Ruth Singer   
he's very respectful, you know, the work you're making is always treating people with 
massive amount of dignity and respect. And that's, you know, that's all we all any of us 
can ask for, isn't it and particularly people who for whom that was denied, and their love, 
you know, I think, and similarly, with the, you know, the Victorian criminals, I'm working 
with it, I want to give them back some, some of that dignity. Because, you know, they 
were they, they were, had hard lives, and often were very badly treated by the, by the 
system and in society. So you know, it's all I can do. And similarly, when I've worked with 
kind of contemporary story, so I did a piece for my exhibition a couple of years ago 



about a memorial quilt so kept collecting names of loved ones who died because that 
was the whole theme of among the exhibition and kind of the project, ongoing kind of 
work that I was doing myself about my own friends and family who died, but I wanted to 
kind of bring in other people's stories because that kind of connecting with other 
people and kind of engaging with other people feels really important to me, that part of 
my work is not just all about me. It's not my ideas. I mean, I do make what I have made, 
it's just about all we've done from and I'm kind of working more with other people's 
stories, but that was again, it was a kind of like, oh, it seemed like a good fit. I'm going to 
make a piece that's a memorial to you know, my friends and family and then I'm going 
to kind of see if anybody else wants to contribute. And I had over 100 contributions and 
Wow, really, really impactful. You know how that really engaged people, and they loved 
it. And you know, and people are. So I was really honoured that people gave me their 
such personal stories and told me about their loved ones. But you know, often really 
hard stories and really sad, really sad stories. And I was really touched that people 
wanted to share that with me. And, you know, we're happy for me to stitch that in but for 
them if you know if they chose to be part of that it's really powerful to have it stitched 
into an artwork. Literally, yes, 

Caren Garfen   
I think people feel honoured that you have selected their family. And yes, people want 
to be remembered, I think, and they want their families they want want to be able to say, 
Yes, I knew them, I loved them, they were a real person, whatever it is, and so that's a, 
that's a great way, what you're doing is a great way of doing 

Ruth Singer   
that. And that piece is now in the museum collection where I've been the museum, both 
of textiles, which is just seems perfect to me, you know, because they really engaged 
with they said, you know, we know that a lot of their visitors contributed to it. And you 
know, yes, so it really ties it to place into a time. And I think now, you know, because it 
was a it was a pre COVID project, you know, the whole kind of memorials thing feels 
very kind of even more complex now, is more poignant as well, isn't it? Yeah, absolutely. 
But, you know, I'm, I'm really, we worked really well, I was really pleased with that piece. 
And again, it was a kind of, you know, I'll just start this and see where it goes. Yeah, yeah, 
have a plan that it was going to have 100 names, you know, it wasn't that I was just 
starting it and hoping that people wanted to contribute and was amazed by how much it 
captured people's emotion, you know, had a kind of emotional engagement, which is 
kind of what, what I want. That's kind of what's out if people respond to it in that way. 

Caren Garfen   
Yes. But you don't start off that way. When you make a piece you're not. I personally am 
not sitting there thinking I'm wondering what is going to happen is people will make 
people cry. Think that's all we want. That's just what happens. And I remember talking 
about remembering people, I made a piece for salt smell. It was a group exhibition, and 
in salt air, and I just went through an old census, I can't remember 1890s, I think. And I 
drew out all these women who worked in the male, and the women who married women 



who were cast aside. And it was it was an interesting project. So I had the names and the 
real people that lived in that area, were hand stitched and onto these plaques, and these 
reels. And Gosh, people came and looked at the work and they were crying. They were 
really crying. And I I was sort of overcome, because I never really gave it that much 
thought about, I was making it for this space. I knew I was very interested in it. I was 
interested in these people's stories. And then it was saying, that was my auntie, that was 
my great heart. This was my father's family. And they worked in the mills. And so it 
actually something I gave no thought of at the time, was his huge connection between 
the viewer and the artwork. And that makes you feel very emotional, I think. 

Ruth Singer   
Yeah, as an artist. Yeah, that is really important, isn't it? And I, it's something I kind of 
always try and remember that the work has to be seen has to get out of the studio for 
people to really, you know, how people engage with it is really important. You know, I 
don't just make work for me, it kind of needs to be seen. Yeah, it needs to, and not in a 
kind of, I've got to be shown in a gallery, you know, it's for my self esteem exists, express 
expressing ideas and thoughts that I want to talk about. But I know I assume, I hope will 
engage and you know, it will, will help other people will kind of respond to it in their 
own way. And people respond in completely different ways, unexpected ways. And 
when I've been kind of in residence in my exhibition spaces and people respond, really 
bizarre. Unexpectedly, I was a piece in my, my show at gawthorpe Hall, which was about 
childlessness. So it's quite a rule personal thing to me. But there's something about it 
seems to make people laugh. When expecting that you sat there in the gallery and 
people go around looking at things reading the labels looking at things and then they 
just burst out laughing 

and why that's quite painful, but also it's not that they just missed it. I 

think they're misunderstanding. Yeah. They're kind of saying it is that I've made some 
kind of joke but yeah, it was weird that 

Caren Garfen   
it is I know when I did when I did the second installation of the teenager's bedroom 
when it was about eating disorders, that I had this very large Doll's House, which have 
been set up as if it was the secret life of an eating disorder. And what to tell the truth, it 
was great because it drew people into the space. And they go, Oh, well, why don't we 
go to Donna's house? Let's have a look at the Doll's House and some people didn't see 
beyond the Doll's House. And obviously a lot of people did. I mean, I think that was 
probably the most emotional show that I've ever done. Where, where it was displayed at 
the knitting and stitching show. 

Ruth Singer   
Yeah, well, it's such a varied audience you get there as well as people who are just want 
to know how it's made. And just interesting technique, and then people who are really 
can get it and understand the story. And that's, that's always an interesting thing about 



the textile world. It's such a mixture of, yeah, just want to know, what is the stitch? Where 
did you get your materials? Wow, this is amazing, this, this is really engaging, and then 
that's what you know. And that kind of that's what it's all about, isn't it for you notice that. 

Caren Garfen   
That's the perfect word engagement. Yeah. And it's the word I would use if you if you, if 
you've made a work and people do engage with it, either they laugh or they cry or, or 
they talk about it. But that's, that's, that's a privilege. And Alyssa success in her artwork, 

Ruth Singer   
making people think it might be you know, think more about themselves, think about 
issues they've not, they've not engaged with, it just kind of sparks some kind of 
contemplation in because here, is actually there. And what I think you know, the 
crossover with yours, and my work is that people don't always see that immediately, they 
kind of they can look at it, and kind of see it in a kind of visual or interesting. And, I 
mean, I've seen it sometimes and then they look closer, and they go, Oh, you know, like 
you say, you know, they don't always look at the details. And then when people do 
they're kind of rewarded with this additional understanding and a definitely real 
connection that you don't get otherwise. 

Caren Garfen   
There's Yes, yeah, because there's this the layering, because I know you the same when 
I'm making artwork is full of layers, I'm you can take what you want from it, because it 
starts off a basic thing you're looking at is a textile piece. Yes, it's hand stitch. And then 
there's all the layers or the concept concepts that are in this piece that I've worked and 
researched and cried over or laughed over. They're all there. They're all embedded in 
the pieces. It's that background, that makes it an authentic piece. I think if you I mean, I 
can't make a piece just look pretty. And I say you'd rather torment yourself and your 
audience. With all this research. Yeah, 

Ruth Singer   
I think it's interesting, because I've kind of changed in my work. Because I used to make 
money, I started off making decorative pieces that were, you know, exploring historical 
textiles, which was what I was interested in, and I you know, and it was kind of research 
base, but I had quite a kind of Revelation, year or so about 18 months, where I delved 
into doing much more personal research and working with museum collections in a 
different way and started making work with meaning behind it. And it kind of went, Oh, 
this is good. This is what I and looking back. That's what I always wanted to do. But I 
didn't really know how to do it at first, because I just started, I left a job in museums, and 
went into a studio with a, I can make things for a living with a man and not really 
knowing what I was doing. So it took me quite a few years to kind of get to that stage. 
And then it's taken me more years to kind of, you know, really make that into a into my 
career, you know, to kind of like, put aside to the other things and teaching particularly, 
it's kind of really focused on that. But yeah, now I find I kind of, you know, sometimes I 
start playing around in the studio, and I'm kind of making something that's just for fun. 



But what it's about is it doesn't I kind of get Yeah, I kind of get stuck because it's not 
about anything and make things for myself sometimes is really is really significant. I can't 
really make something, you know that that doesn't feel impactful in some way. But you 
know, sometimes I'm just exploring an ongoing story. That's not a difficult story. But you 
know, it's just things like working with, with the tools that I started working with my 
granddad's tools, so obviously that had a real personal connection, but then I've started 
working with other tools and that becomes more of an exploratory. Yes, more enjoyable, 
and it's, I can read in all sorts of other complex meanings and stories into that, 

Talking to Caren is really inspiring and has reminded me of some of the routes I want to 
explore more in my work. Family and personal history (others as well as our own) is such 
an impactful way of working to create meaningful work, even if those themes are 
challenging and upsetting. There are so many stories that need to be told and textiles is 
such an accessible way of telling them, and I hugely admire what Caren has done with 
her recent work in making contemporary, 21st century anti-semitism visible to people 
who probably didn’t realise it was happening.  Her work show so much sensitivity and 
care with both historical and modern stories of tragedy and horror, demonstrating how 
important artist interpretation is to understanding the world. I will come back to some of 
these themes in a later episode talking to a museum professional who also has worked 
with artists to help make complex and difficult subjects accessible.  

At the time of recording this, my Maker Membership theme is family and this has 
inevitably thrown up some personal challenging themes and thoughts for those taking 
part in the programme. Although it can be hard to start with difficult and challenging 
subject matter, those that pursue it, usually find it incredibly rewarding and meaningful 
both for themselves and those who see and engage with their work.  
What I want to achieve in my Maker Membership is a supportive structure for building in 
meaning into textile work, about researching and thinking deeply about what we can 
share and help others to understand through textile making. When I was developing my 
work away from decorative and into meaningful narrative, it was artists like Caren who 
inspired and encouraged me to pursue the less obvious routes and find the unique and 
personal stories which resonate. I hope that I can do the same by sharing this 
conversation. 

You can find links to Caren’s website and images of her work and some of mine on my 
website ruthsinger.com/podcast 

In the next episode I am talking to artist Richard McVetis about what motivates him to 
use stitch to tell stories and how he researches and develops his work.  I’d love to hear 
your thoughts as makers or viewers of work which explores complex and challenging 
subjects via instagram @ruthsingertextiles or via my website ruthsinger.com.  You can 
also support the podcast and my work through my Patreon : patreon.com/ruthsinger 
Thanks for listening, I’ll see you next time.   

http://ruthsinger.com/podcast
http://ruthsinger.com
http://patreon.com/ruthsinger



