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The roads to the past have 
long been closed......II
by Maureen Hodge
1999-2014

Photo Shannon Tofts

Gobelin, Turkish knotting - cotton warp, 
wool, linen, cotton, mohair and gold leaf

274.5 x 152cm (9 feet x 5 feet)

Tapestry based on lines from a poem, I 
think by Anna Akhmatova, which 
contains the lines ‘ ...The roads to the 
past have long been closed..... a bricked 
up door, and an echo that still can not 
keep quiet.’

In 1978 Archie Brennan wrote about 
my work in the catalogue for my two 
person show at the Talbot Rice Arts 
Centre in Edinburgh. ‘Each tapestry is 
evolved from ideas, notes, drawings.....
yet the conclusions reached owe more 
to a sharp intuitive sensibility than to a 
calculated logical approach.....but do not 
be deceived and note how the earlier 
response to the sheer sensuality ... has 
these recent years been harnessed to 
control and bring a sense of order now 
so strongly underlying all her work. Yet 
never obvious, never tight or 
dominating, always simply employed to 
give form and framework to the lyrical 
progressions and poetry in her 
tapestry”   Now, almost thirty-six years 
later, it is still a fair assessment of my 
work.
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MAUREEN HODGE

Where are you based?
I live and work in Edinburgh, in a studio at 
home.

What is your definition / the 
definition you prefer of craft?
I am a gobelin tapestry weaver.  The word 
derives from Greek and Latin sources, 
through the Provencal ‘tapiz’ to the 
French ‘tapisserie’.  Tapestry has a history 
as long as time itself and gobelin or high 
loom weaving can be traced back, without 
difficulty, to the earliest days of Ancient 
Egypt, its sophistication pointing to a yet 
older tradition. Then through the Graeco-
Roman continuum this came down to us 
in Europe by way of the opulent medieval 
courts of the Burgundian dukes 
reaching its zenith, or nadir, depending on 
your point of view, in 18th century France.

How does craft relate to your 
practice as an artist?
There is craft in everything we, as artists, 
do - it is the skill used in producing the 
work.

How did you acquire the skills 
required for your practice?
Four years at Edinburgh College of Art 
- DA in Stained Glass, then Postgraduate 
Year doing Tapestry.  Weaving subsequently 
with Archie Brennan and at The Edinburgh 
Tapestry Company for 1964-1973, though 
latterly part-time.
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How did this prepare you for your 
practice?
Great all round and specialist education at 
Edinburgh College of Art.   When I went 
to The Edinburgh Tapestry Company I 
realised that though the apprentice 
trained weavers could do literally anything  
I had some different skills which were 
maybe as, if not more, important.  As I had 
only been weaving for a very short time 
(one year to a seven year apprenticeship) 
my ability was pretty limited but the 
weavers often took the most obvious 
route,  whereas I had to be more inventive 
and interpret the design to get around my 
technical shortcomings. I am also a very 
impatient person and that meant I ended 
up a fast weaver - an essential factor for 
the financial success of the business.

Thoughts on the future of your area 
of practice?
Not good. Today it seems to me that 
students spend a lot of  time talking about 
Art/Craft etc rather than actually learning 
to make things, and as there are also few 
places left teaching any of these Fine Art 
disciplines its hard to see a bright future 
for them, or in fact the Arts in general. 
Tapestry at eca was a strict technical 
discipline always allied to Art, which 
needed practice, long hours focused both 
on the craft and the ideas. Today Tapestry 
is often seen as something that can be 
‘learnt’ in a short, sometimes very short, 
course like a hobby.  The Fine Arts are 
demanding technically but also require 
drawing skills, conceptural sophistication 
plus ability, and experience, to translate 
the cartoon. 
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Flying Home to Arkadia
2006  
Photo Shannon Tofts

Starry Starry Skies
2009        
Photo Shannon Tofts
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3 key opportunities you have 
experienced in your career?
1 - Getting into ECA when I hadn’t 
really done Art at school.  
2 - Being the first  Tapestry student at 
college and so the first out.  
3 - And above all starting in the 60s when 
everything was possible: it was a magic 
time when the government, Lord Eccles 
the Minister for the Arts, and all the 
people involved in all the organisations 
such as The Arts Council, The British 
Council, the Crafts Council etc knew a 
vast amount about their areas of 
expertise, and lots about lots of other 
areas too.  They looked, visited, read, 
talked about everything that was going on, 
at home and abroad. They were 
enthusiasts who at every turn encouraged 
and supported anyone they came across 
whom they considered worth it.  They had 
very wide ranging tastes and had 
confidence in their own judgement.  The 
quality of the work was what counted, 
what was actually produced, not the 
artist’s ability to talk about what they 
were going to do.  It was a period when 
the UK was universally hailed as leading 
the world in the Fine Arts. 

Why did you select Anna Ray?
I selected Anna Ray because she is a young 
artist whose work captures the haptic 
joy inherent in fibre art without being 
restricted by any dogmatic adherence to 
a particular technique. Her work is fresh, 
different and both visually and 
conceptually exciting. She is always 
pushing the boundaries to see what will 
happen and is totally committed to the 
very highest standards in everything she 
does. 

Download this booklet free from 
http://www.fcac.co.uk/event/craft-generation/
Text © the artists;  images © as credited
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Work in Trondheim
Photo Ingunn Skogholt
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Remember
2005
Photo Shannon Tofts






