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Natural surroundings, communication, and conscious and subconscious are my three key words that spark my interest and practice. Vanessa Barragao (natural surroundings), Ellie Collins (communication) and, Alexandra Kehayoglou (conscious and subconscious) collectively visualize nature with textiles, evoking emotion through colour, textures and structure. Using art with purpose, creating with intention and providing a form of therapy and calmness; a reminder of how nature can nurture the mind, body and soul is the focus of my practice.

Natural surroundings are an area or grouping of objects untouched by humans, not changed or adapted, in their purest unkept form. Natural is defined ‘as found in nature and not involving anything made or done by people’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). Surrounding is ‘the place where someone or something is and the things that are in it’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). Within textiles this representation is through colour, materials, imagery and revealing the beauty and art of nature, the untouched. Bringing textiles and nature into a form of art; bringing the connection beyond the materials used – seeing it visually as an image too, early textiles such as wool and silk originate in nature (Welters et Lillethun, 2007, p.414). Using textiles to showcase nature, authentically showing itself again in its natural form, texturally or through colour. Forming and merging effortlessly, creating the image and the mood from nature reflecting on rather than imposing on nature – the greens, the blues, all of the elements and essence. 
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Figure 1: Botanical


Vanessa Barragao’s ‘botanical’ collection (fig 1) captures the peace of nature as it is situated in Heathrow airport. It is untouched and pieces together effortlessly, the plants combine into a setting, singularly or together as one. The composition and structure of the objects simulates the wider world and the natural world. Recognising what textiles and nature provides in a new form, togetherness but also singularly; art provides a reminder of normalised things such as materials or imagery and objects (Sudjic, 2008). Natural Surroundings within textiles forms a different type of art, an intention to connect and soothe the mind, body and soul; from the communication of emotion, sensation and thoughts developed from the imagery, colours and textures themselves. ‘They are calculatingly designed to achieve an emotional response’ (Sudjic, 2008, p.8), the use of natural surroundings imagery within mindfulness and meditation exercises draws on this. 

Textile art and the representation of natural surroundings are similar, both being a form of healing through evoked sensation and emotion ‘the concept is an essentially impersonal representation; it is through it that human intelligences communicate’ (Durheim, 1976, cited in Ingold, 2000, p.158). Remaining tranquil from the untouched therefore uncomplicated idea. Norman (2004) refers to this as ‘emotions aid in decision making’ (Norman, 2004, p.19). Textile art provides design innovation resulting in challenging perspectives, enhancing well-being by intuitively harmonising design and the wider world (Fuad-Luke, 2009, p.19). Natural surroundings will always bring a ‘new perspective’ because it is ever changing – the weather, the angle of view, growth, season, surroundings. Bringing a slightly different sensation due to always seeing a new view, a new detail. By recognising the sensation; the grounding nature makes us feel which may not be acknowledged if you did not see it in that new form, the textile form and translation of those elements. ‘The artist’s eye is always seeing, sensing and feeling the atmosphere around at that moment’ (Warren, 1993, p.35). Barragao’s work encapsulates the essence and emotion of nature as it is translated and reformed. Capturing what a lot of people would not have seen, not acknowledged; focusing their attention through the presence of her work. The placement of her work, contrasting natural surroundings within an airport makes it abnormal and stand out. Playing on words; ‘natural’ as defined as untouched whilst textile artists are touching and creating. For nature to be acknowledged does it always need to have a human presence: be it destroying nature, for sustainability, or to acknowledge the plants and remove it from the natural environment.  
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Figure 2 and 3: Coastal Landscapes


In textiles communication would be used visually to translate a thought, emotion or narrative through the colours, design, material and structure; symbolising what is being portrayed and created. Communication is ‘the imparting or exchanging of information by speaking, writing, or using some other medium’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). This will set a clear intention with the design so that it can translate clearly to the viewer to avoid misdirection and misinterpretation. If it is portrayed accurately, it is easier to instantly evoke an emotion or memory. ‘It is important for designers to think about who determines these colours, why were they chosen, what sort of factors were taken into consideration when the decisions were made’ (Mcnamara et Snelling, 1995, p.28). This correlates with the theory of semiotics where the knowledge of signs and symbols can result in wider interpretation than the image that is seen (Triggs, 1995). Ellie Collin’s (fig 3 and 4) uses textiles to represent coastal landscapes, using colour and textures to evoke the calmness and peace frequently associated with being in these locations. Stimulating your senses of sight and touch, using textile art with a purposeful aim to relax the mind and body from a thought or memory, as a form of meditation, or therapy. 

Collin’s uses imagery to not only transport somebody emotionally but also the textures and materials used, every element has been thought about and how that could translate to our mind and body in meditation. How using something tough and wiry or filled with chemicals would change it all, Collin’s has made sure the textile art is aligned with the message through her work. Using merino wool or 100% Egyptian cotton, a natural softness, pure from the ground or animals, free from chemicals. Pure and light, soft qualities combining to the want of lightness for the mind and body. Beige is neutral and could be grounding but also light from the touches of yellow like the sun; providing space. The communication needs to be shown from the start, process of the materials used until the final outcome of the visual work itself, every element needs intention to be successfully translated visually and verbally. The narrative and actions need to go hand in hand, ‘design seems to be a notice that says there is some purposeful reflection and consideration going on expressed as the thoughtful, imaginative and material craft work activities of a designer’ (Bleeker, 2009, p.4).

Communicating through textiles with semiotics is used to stem the original thought or emotion at a given time, that is the artists aim; the power of that emotion and development is up to the individual. Whilst a designer can simulate an emotional response, for each user the interpretation will be shaped through the lens of their individual lived experience and cultural background; on this the designer has no control (Chapman, 2005). Which is interesting as the individual is in control of it all, the feeling is not new, it has just been heightened. What is new is how they react from the heightened emotion; this will vary depending on if it is controlled or uncontrolled. The artist’s intention is to take control so you are emotionally vulnerable and emersed in the experience, if you aware of it or not. With art provoking opportunity and assistance to guide you through those emotions to help healing. Sudjic regards object design as an influential lens through which to view the world (Sudjic, 2008). The emotion would not have been aroused if it was not for the design, one alteration would have created a different outcome for you, the artist, the design and the emotion or aim. Semiotics can be a very subtle way to powerfully add a complex meaning and aim to art, it can show something so simple in a complicated manner when you start to unpick it. Williamson (1994) regards this as generating new understanding of existing things. 
Collin’s picks a small section of a coastline to base an artwork on, whereas a whole coastline itself is large and filled with objects and sounds which could be seen as overwhelming. The simplicity of Collin’s work using one or two colours, one material, and varying knots throughout creates a whole new perspective of the location that inspired her, it is a new experience which will provide new thoughts and emotions internally. 

In textiles the conscious mind is influenced by reality whereas the subconscious is based on perspectives. Leading to emotions and a pre-existing understanding which intertwines and contextualizes into a narrative through a visual lens. Conscious ‘awake, thinking, and knowing what is happening around you’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). Subconscious is ‘the part of your mind that notices and remembers information when you are not actively trying to do so, and influences your behaviour even though you do not realize it' (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). ‘Design is the conscious and intuitive effort to impose meaningful order. It is only in recent years that to add the phrase “and intuitive” seemed crucial to my definition of design. Consciousness implies intellectualization, cerebration, research, and analysis. The sensing/feeling part of the creative process was missing from my original definition’ (Papnanek, 1985, p.4). Your intuition can appear as confusion or unknown with your body signalling and telling you something; but this is not new it is your subconscious, something you have not recognised or have missed. It seems to bring a deeper connection and meaning, it is a whole-body or out of body experience; a sensation. The conscious is recognised thinking in the mind, it doesn’t transfer through the body as it is smooth sailing, a constant and recognised thing. While the subconscious is unknowingly there; when it is recognised, it can be overwhelming as if building until that moment to evolve to a conscious thought. Highlighting the impact of what we consume, as it can accumulate over time and linger to create a thought or idea. ‘Traditionally the perceiver added nearly nothing, just the having-of, the consciousness-of, just the perceiver of-the-percept, the transparent “of” of the percept’ (Gendlin, 1992, p.344). Breaking down Gendlin’s idea, he is instigating the conversation that the conscious thought did not create itself, the subconscious did. An impossibility as based on real life influences and experiences, so our thought has not started anything new. What is new is the individual has been able to recognise and acknowledge that percept.
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Figure 4: Return to a loving dream



Alexandra Kehayoglou’s ‘Return to a Loving Dream’ (fig 4) examines the interconnectivity between humans, nature and their surrounding landscapes with influence from Singapore’s landscape history and specifically Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve. In this instance, linking back to Gendlin, any addition from the perceiver is minimal because it is aesthetically a realistic landscape that has been reformed into art using the same structures, shapes and colours with intention to recreate that imagery and location. Kehayoglou regards the greenery as being so lush and absorbing that an individual could lose their focus, considering it dreamlike. She plays with a conscious knowing or feeling of a subconscious event of sleeping and dreaming, how she thinks that would feel as nobody knows what it feels like to dream. It is about transporting you consciously to that subconscious place, which brings a new perspective or a heightened emotion and feeling as you cannot force yourself into subconscious thought. Removing you from the pressures of life to a state of dreaming where you are not in charge of decision making. Kehayoglou displayed the piece in the windows to create ‘a portal to another reality’ (Kehayoglou, 2019) which plays with imagination (another type of subconscious thinking) as if an ideal; because it may not last forever either in reality, or in our mind, and memories across our lifetime. 

Conscious and subconscious combine reality and life events, while also emotions, perceptions and behaviours. Developing over time these change the memory or thought of the event, as each time reimagining creates an altered outcome. ‘Thoughts are inner representations (and misrepresentations) of the external; they have contents’ (Devitt et Sterelny, 1999, p.137). This emphasises that a thought is not the life event itself, it is transporting us back to a memory mentally but never physically. It is a representation; a pre-existing knowledge and understanding that is not tangible as it is following a content of previous events. Inner representations highlight that things are external then turned to internal when processed in the mind, as thoughts are within us and only us. No two people’s thoughts are exactly the same, and no thoughts within ourselves will be exactly the same therefore leading to misrepresentations. Kehanyoglou’s title ‘Return to a loving dream,’ emphasises the want to think about external things as the artwork is based on a place. As a tangible representation preventing possible future misrepresentations when going back to Devitt and Sterelny’s theory (Devitt et Sterelny, 1999) as the starting point of the dream, the art will remain the same. 

The title shows the want to subconsciously think with a conscious intention. Guiding thoughts, with the textile art providing a visual starting point to transport you mentally, as if putting you in a trance and relaxed state of mind as the starting point of creating the imagery is done for you. Creating an ease and comfort to dream; as dreaming relies on visual imagery with your eyes being closed. ‘Return’ which is part of the title, seems to provide a fondness and fulfilment from the want of a reoccurring dream. But is it reoccurring as maybe only the starting point is what reoccurs as anything else could happen after that, because the imagery is so broad being nature and greenery. We adjust and control the environment depending on our wants and needs (Norman, 2004). Kehanygolou is using this to relive memories and the beauty of nature in her art; creating something tangible like textile art which will not change, unlike memories or nature itself. This is showing her want to hold on to that moment in that time, to pause; the want to go back to that exact moment. Possibly the tangible representation of this art is a misrepresentation itself, it could be her perception of that environment and how she absorbed it, manipulating the size, shapes and colours in the art to be more absorbing. Deleuze questions perception referring to it as hallucinatory with no object of focus (Deleuze, 1993). The conscious and subconscious in the whole process of this artwork has become connected and intertwined, then losing the authenticity of which is which, what is real or a perception. 

I have deconstructed how natural surroundings, communication and conscious and subconscious are demonstrated within textile art. They are separate elements of the design process, one is imagery, the other is translation, while the last is stimulation caused from the art. Together, they link as natural surroundings. This based on the image and representation itself, and the emotions, the setting and objects evoke. Demonstrated through the visual communication of the art by the artists and viewers conscious and subconscious recognition and thinking, merging to create the visual art itself. Merging the natural world and humans either impacting psychologically or emotionally has led to the question ‘How do textile artists use semiotic imagery of the natural world to evoke an emotive response?’
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