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INTRODUCTION

The story of modern textiles is inextricably linked to
the story of modern art and modern life. The social,
political and economic transformations that
prompted modernist experimentation also fuelled a
sea change in the way textiles were made, used and
perceived. Indeed, by looking more closely at these
often-neglected objects of art and utility, we can
trace not only the larger cultural influences but also
the important artistic movements that took shape
during the modernist period. Modernist textiles are in
fact fascinating social and aesthetic documents that
reflect the conditions of their creation and embody
the spirit of their age. ’

During the extraordinary decades from 1890 to
1940, textiles moved to the centre of modernist
theoretical dialogues and debates, as they began to
embody the ways in which art, craft and architecture
could be fused in decorative and architectural
programmes. The revolutionary new notion of the
‘total work of art’ (Gesamtkunstwerk), which placed
textiles on an equal footing with other arts, began to
permeate modernist practices and impact all facets
of textile design, theory, production, marketing and
consumption. Textiles were suddenly visible in every
aspect of modern life — the home, the factory, the art
showroom — and each had its own economic and
artistic implications.

The nineteenth century represents an era when
traditional notions of artistic expression collided with
the realities of mass-production during the height of
the industrial revolution, leading to a rapidly
widening chasm between those arts removed from
the chains of industry, such as easel painting and

sculpture, and those aligned with or impacted by it, 13
such as printmaking and metalwork, with textiles
occupying a middle ground. This tension actually
began in the Renaissance, when the demand for
intricate, one-of-a-kind textiles, such as pictorial
tapestries, engendered highly specialised, labour-
intensive and time-consuming means of production.
Production was so specialised that the product was
not typically designed and produced by the same
person. This division of labour intensified during the
nineteenth century, as the technological innovations
of the industrial revolution and the increasing
emphasis on machine-made products meant textiles
began not only to be mass produced but also mass
consumed, which exacerbated the conflicts between
art, craft and mass-production. During the second
half of the nineteenth century, applied arts reformer
William Morris and his followers in England actively
sought to reconcile design and production and to
revive the medieval handicraft tradition by promoting
handcrafted objects for daily use. He believed that
the act of handcrafting was an integral part of the
artistic process and experience, and the value of the
object increased through practical use and joy in
labour.! Morris understood that textiles represented
the materials and processes most directly tied to the
industrial revolution, now that all of the processes
once exclusively controlled by hand — spinning,
dyeing, weaving — had become mechanised; thus
textiles became central to his vision of bridging the
gap between art and craft, or ‘intellectual art’ and
‘decorative art’.2 Under Morris' reform movement,
textiles began to be perceived and produced



