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A Life in Ar t

Greg Somerville has been well known as
an Australian quilt ar tist for almost three
decades, outstanding initially as a talented
man in a largely female tradition, who as
an ar tist/maker has broken through the
traditional boundaries to create beautiful
works of ar t in textiles, paying tribute to
age- old techniques while incorporating
imaginative new ar tforms.
Top: Like wave embroidery on seashore cliffs No. 1
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‘As a boy I began my study and
practice of colour combining and
abstract/geometric pattern building.
I was seduced by the flexible, soft,
textural and even the sculptural
potential of textiles...’
My life in art has taken its own particular course: as a designer
maker, as a social activist and as a philosopher.
As a maker, this life began early. Sewing, crocheting, knitting—
long before I was 10. This fitted my inclinations for problemsolving, practicality, patience and the need to use my hands
to build. As a boy I began my study and practice of colour
combining and abstract/geometric pattern building. I was
seduced by the flexible, soft, textural and even the sculptural
potential of textiles. I realized that this was a bit strange
because no other boy I knew did this. Fortunately I had a
family who supported me in these endeavours and supplied
me with materials and skills.
My philosophical life evolved later and didn’t impact on my
life as an artist/maker until I went to university in my early
twenties. There I studied biology, where the intellectual world
view of science entranced me. I was drawn, with ease, into the
realms of the very small (microbiology, genetics) and to the
realms of larger systems (ecology and its unifying ideology).
At this time I was also introduced to comparative religion,
esoteric thought; to what was then on the fringes of biology,
psychology, physics; to Buddhist practice and meditation;
and to Islamic mosaics. My art became infused with all that I
was absorbing in these free-flowing intellectual pursuits. This
continues to the present.
I began drawing and painting mandalas and started work at
the National Herbarium (Royal Botanic Gardens) where my
propensity to be helpful and practical and my interest in the
work of science was recognised despite having very long
hair and an obvious lack of botanical knowledge. Starting as
an assistant doing odd jobs, packing and drying specimens,
and doing the mailing, I found myself drawn to the Ecological
Survey Team within the Herbarium. The attitudes, artistic
interests, the emotional life of this group fitted me like a glove.
This was an early confirmation that the intellectual life of
science could coexist with and even support an artistic life. A
brief stint doing ecological survey work followed.
During this time I was also studying cabinetmaking and
patchwork/quilting. After three years at the Botanic Gardens
came work at the Visual Art School at Nepean CAE as a Technical
Officer. This was an early education in the vagaries of art
training but it was valuable exposure to many ways of seeing
and thinking. I have never regretted not going to art school.
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Indra’s Net No. 63, detail

Indra’s Net No. 63

‘...there are long established
techniques...that have allowed
me to layer and piece together
visual elements in an elegant way
to create images that capture
dynamic natural processes and
the fractal patterns of Chaos
Theory’
Patchworking was a revelation—a moment of
recognition of the congruence of my textile and
abstraction leanings and as I was to realise later, many
other leanings. The fairly rigid strictures in regard to
technique that are promoted by the Guilds of Quilters
was anathema to my primary interest in design and
ideas, but I learnt technique sufficiently to make my
fabric constructions. The world of quilting and the
larger realm of textiles attracted both the artist/maker
and the social activist within and led to the meeting of
a small cohort of like-minded artist/quilters.
What I found attractive in the realm of quiltmaking has
sustained me for decades:
• Quiltmaking has a long tradition in being based in
community. Quilts are made by groups and individuals,
as gifts to children, for people in need and to mark rites
of passage, such as marriage.
• The tradition of quiltmaking came about, in part, from
a social as well as economic need—to recycle cloth, to
patch together the remnants of a life.
• It is an artform that can include many other mediums
- sophisticated patterning, collage, painting, printing
and even photography. Throughout its history there
are sublime examples of the artistic use of these
different mediums.
• Being an artist/quiltmaker has been an important
political statement for me—as a male artist working
within a largely female practice and in a practice that is
not always seen as an artform.
• An unexpected discovery I found on the way was
that there are long established techniques (collage/
applique, screenprinting, low relief sculpture/quilting)
that have allowed me to layer and piece together
visual elements in an elegant way to create images
that capture dynamic natural processes and the fractal
patterns of Chaos Theory. (Try seminole patchwork
done my way!) These became very important aspects
of my practice in patchwork and quilting, although this
is now changing.
Indra’s Net No. 6, detail

Borderlands No. 9, detail

My practice in art has drawn on the traditional and
established. From long-ago exponents of quiltmaking
I have learned that anything is possible even within
these mediums when approached with a creative
mind. Inspiration comes not only from other great
traditions of art but also from daily walks in the bush.
I photograph and draw with ink and pencil. Recently,
these photos and drawings have been transformed
into printed fabric. At this point, to a person who has
some mastery over quilting and collage, this offers
magical possibilities.
Today I find myself returning to a simpler acceptance
of who I am creatively: an artist who makes objects of
beauty and meaning; a philosopher; someone whose
focus is on the positive and who hopefully can transport
the viewer to a more harmonious, peaceful state, if only
for a short time; and one whose work rewards after
many viewings, still revealing something new.
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Greg Somerville, Borderlands No. 9

Greg Somerville’s work has recently been exhibited at the
Wangaratta Regional Gallery and the Blue Mountains Cultural
Centre and has been featured in ‘Textiles – The Art of Mankind’
by Mary Schoeser, an international survey of textile art.
www.gregsomerville.com.au
www.performingdesign.com.au

