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Wheat & Barley Fields

E

arly every morning Pauline Burbidge sets out for a walk with her husband, sculptor Charlie
Poulsen. Nestled in a rural area north of the River Tweed, their home lies on land that
marks the border between Scotland and England, known as the Scottish Borders. Although
Pauline takes the same route each day, it is as with all good walks through a familiar landscape:
the path is the same, but the walk is always different. One day there may be deer, and another day
Pauline may glimpse an owl or a bevy of swans. The fields change color by the seasons, blending
from green into gold and brown, and the end of the path may, in good weather, reward the walker
with a view of the tallest point of the Cheviot Hills that straddle the Anglo-Scottish border. ➺
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Starting each day with this intimate
connection to the landscape is a deep and
rewarding part of Pauline’s practice. Her
quilt-making career has spanned almost
five decades, her work has been exhibited
internationally, and she has garnered
acclaim as one of the UK’s preeminent quilt
artists. Her nature-inspired work is held in
the collections of major museums in the UK,
including the Victoria and Albert Museum
Textiles Department, and her current work
is an ongoing exploration of the interplay
between that work and the natural world.
When Pauline and Charlie purchased the
rural property over two decades ago, they
had to look carefully to see the possibilities.

Starting each day
with this intimate
connection to the
landscape is a deep
and rewarding
part of Pauline’s
practice.
Wind-over-Water

Starscape

Honesty Skyline
In the collection of The Quilters’ Guild of the
British Isles, UK.

The buildings were solid with thick
stone walls, but they needed care and
time to give them new life. “It was a set
of derelict farm buildings, which we
have slowly converted and renovated
into our home and studio spaces,”
Pauline says — “We each have three
spaces; I use a converted garage for
paintings and drawing on my cloth and
some printing. I use the top granary for
machine-stitching my quilts; here I have
a gorgeous long-arm quilting machine.
And I have a general studio space, which
is part of the house. I use this space
generally to make up the image of the
quilt — draw, design and think, collage,
stitch, and finish off the work.” ➺
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Rye Grass

It’s fascinating to see the change in Pauline’s
work through the decades. Her earlier works, such
as Mirrored Steps created in 1983 and featured
in “Masters’ Art Quilts” (Lark Books, 2008), are
intricately geometric. Like many art quilters,
Pauline began her journey in the medium with an
appreciation of more traditional quilts. She liked the
clean edges and the geometry in the designs — one
of her earliest art-related memories is of creating
a complex geometric drawing that her third-grade
teacher posted on the wall of her school — and the
challenge in the making. Even as a child growing up
in Dorset, in the South of England, when her mother
tried to help her with something she was making,
Pauline would work on the piece in secret, wanting
to figure it out for herself and do it her own way.

days a week on this; then I proceeded with my quiltmaking the other two days and the weekend.” She was
able to build up a body of work this way, slowly and
methodically over three years, and finally had enough
to organize a one-person show at a gallery in London.
Eventually she began teaching workshops and, as
her reputation grew, writing and giving presentations
on her work. In the last decade, she’s been able to
pull back from that to spend more time in the studio,
a luxury made possible by the wide appreciation of
her work and, she laughs, a state pension. “Which is
fabulous; it is the first time in my whole career when
I have had regular income coming into my account!”
She isn’t anywhere near official retirement, though —
not even close. Her days are, if anything, too crowded
with things demanding her attention, all the things
that working artists must do before they can get to the
studio: setting up exhibitions, updating the website,
responding to emails, tackling the bookkeeping. “It
always seems to be a fight to get off of the computer
and into the studio!” Pauline says. “I try to set the
admin work into blocks of time; however, quite often
this planning doesn’t work. Somehow, I have to feel
very organized with everything before I can be at ease
in my studio.” ➺

Order & Chaos

In college in Somerset and, later, in London,
she studied art, fashion, and textiles, completing
a three-year degree in fashion and textiles from
St. Martins College of Art. “This was a fine and
reasonably good experience, although I really
never felt that fashion was the right department for
me, and this was confirmed when I began to work
in what would loosely be called ‘the rag trade’
in London. I worked in this field for a three-year
period and then became aware that I wanted
to work with fabric and color in a much purer
way — this is when I took up quilt-making and
loved it!” The training in garment design came in
handy, though, as Pauline needed a way to support
herself financially in the beginning. “I used the
skill of pattern cutting — for garments — that I
had learned in college. I managed to work three
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“Then I may make some fabric rubbings from the wheat ears, or do some drawing or monoprinting samples, which may be or may not be added to the work. So the process is very fluid
and open. Decisions are made and changed as I progress through making the top cloth collage
until I am satisfied with the image. I stitch by both hand and machine, on the top cloth, to secure
this fabric and imagery, and this stitching is also creating new marks, lines, color, and texture
to the work. Then I am ready to think about the quilting; this is usually a separate stage of the
making.” She often works on two quilts at a time. While one is in the early collage stage, pinned
to her design wall in her main studio, the other is mounted on her long-arm quilting machine in
the granary. After the machine quilting is complete, she mounts the quilt in a hand-quilting frame.
“The finished piece has many layers of stitching on it, but I try to keep the intensity of the quilting
stitching about equal on the whole piece so it will hang flat on the wall. I work out how I’m going
to finish off the edges, and most of my finishing work is done by hand.”
For another quilt, Lindisfarne Revisited, a conversation with the landscape of Lindisfarne, or
Holy Island, Pauline used sand from the island itself. “I collected a small carton of sand from the
landscape that had inspired me to make the work,” she explains. “I used this to tint the fabric,
but it didn’t leave much of a color on the fabric, so I dropped a few drops of fabric paint into it
and mixed this with water.” She rubbed the mixture over the cloth, dried and heat-set it, and
then laundered it before collaging it to the quilt top, further deepening the conversation between
landscape and art. ➺

Pauline’s current work is deliberately
much looser and more organic than
her early pieces and, as she explains
on her website, is inspired by “a love of
the rural landscape, the natural world,
and the spirituality of a special place.”
She explains that in the beginning, she
meticulously planned out each design
on graph paper before rendering it
in fabric. “Today I collage and stitch
cloth in a very free-form way. Each
quilt is very different, and different
processes are appropriate for each
piece. It’s not predictable, but I try to
let the imagery lead the techniques.”
In 2013, she began working more
intensely with mono-printing and
cyanotype printing, wanting to focus on

Horizon
In the collection of the IQSCM, USA.

The Waterfall
In the collection of the IQSCM, USA.

her drawing skills and incorporate the
results into her quilts. She generously
describes how she might go about
responding to a particular landscape,
as she did in Wheat and Barley Fields.
If she’s working with cyanotype prints,
as she did in this piece, she begins by
collecting plant material — the wheat
ears — to make a variety of prints.
“From this I select the best prints and
begin to think of the overall proportion
of the work, and at the same time the
images of those fields are in my head.”
She collages her chosen prints to a
large backing cloth, pinning and handstitching the individual pieces in place.
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In order to spend as much time as possible
in her studio, Pauline has created several
carefully thought-out streams of income,
supplementing the sales of her large quilts in
ways that still allow her to do what she loves. In
addition to her wall hangings, which are called
Quiltscapes, Pauline also creates functional bed
quilts in her Quiltline series. These have been
indispensable for bringing in income, as they
take less time to make and are therefore more
affordable: People who might not be ready to
invest in a large wall piece can still purchase a
piece of usable, one-of-a-kind art. “I deliberately
developed this range to help with sales since
giving up teaching,” Pauline explains. “Printing
greeting cards has also been very useful. They
are a small way of earning some money related
to my work, and they act
as an advert, too!”
Another way of getting her work in front
of the public is the annual open studio she
hosts with her husband. Because they don’t
live in a large metropolitan area — or even a
smallish, minor one — they have made their

Causeway III

Lindisfarne Revisited
In the collection of The Shipley Art Gallery,
Tyne & Wear Museums, UK.

Open Studio a much-anticipated event, now
in its 24th year. They open up their whole
farmstead, with lush gardens filled with
Charlie’s sculpture. For four days, everything
is accessible to guests, and Pauline says,
“People get to know that these events are
on; they can make contact and continue to
follow my work progress.”
To find out more about Pauline Burbidge’s open
studio, visit allanbankmillsteading.co.uk. To see
more of her work, visit paulineburbidge-quilts.com.
Ricë Freeman-Zachery lives in Midland, Texas, and
welcomes connections on Facebook.
Photography of Wheat & Barley Fields, Starscape,
Honesty Skyline, Order & Chaos, and Rye Grass by
Phil Dickson.
Photography of Wind-over-Water, Horizon, and The
Waterfall by Keith Tidball.
Photography of Causeway III and Lindisfarne
Revisited by Luke Watson.
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