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Rachel Ratten is a Timaru-based artist whose work has 
encompassed a variety of media, including painting, 
printmaking, drawing and quiltmaking. She holds an MFA 
(with distinction) from the University of Canterbury, and has 
previously taught painting and printmaking at Aoraki 
Polytechnic, Timaru.

In her current work, she uses the quilt as a medium to test 
the limits of fabric when deployed in a purist manner to 
create abstract designs for quilts that look to modernist 
styles of painting. In her previous work as a painter and 
printmaker, she has interrogated themes in popular culture, 
including film history and kitsch, to make narrative, 
figurative work. Her work is held in collections around New 
Zealand and internationally.
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This recent series of works from Timaru artist Rachel Ratten 
owes its vitality to translations in media and a modification of 
content. Trained as a painter, but also having quilted for 
twenty years, Ratten’s works exemplify a desire to integrate 
these two aspects of her creative output. On the one hand 
they are clearly quilts – all the stitching is evident and the 
material hangs heavy from the wall. On the other, they 
exhibit a painterly preoccupation with form and 
juxtaposition of colour which, when realised in fabric, 
coalesce to create a layering and interlocking that more 
closely resembles abstract painting that the pillowy 
geometric patterns of traditional quilts. It is unsurprising 
then, that before she starts making a quilt, Ratten first trials 
the design through the application of paint to paper, testing 
layouts to see what works before producing the final result in 
fabric.

Eschewing the figurative and narrative elements that 
characterised her earlier painting and printmaking, Ratten 
has opted for the collaging of pure colour. The title of this 
series points to an acknowledgement of twentieth-century 
art history – ‘construction’ invites associations with 
Constructivism, the avant-garde abstract art movement that 
pushed an aesthetic of austere utilitarianism. The ebullience 
of Ratten’s quilts may not share the hard-line pragmatism 
that drove the constructivist movement, members of which 
also referred to themselves as ‘artist-engineers’, but in a 
sense, her artistic trajectory might find a contemporary 
affinity to the Russian Constructivist artist Lyubov Popova. 

Working in the Soviet Union as a painter who later went on 
to create designs for textiles, stage sets and costumes, 
Popova sought, along with the other Constructivists, to 
‘overcome the isolation of the artist from society.’¹  Writing of 
the paintings she called ‘spatial force constructions’, they 
were “to be regarded only as series of preparatory 
experiments towards concrete material constructions.”²  This 
quote could equally be applied to what Ratten is attempting 
with these current works – taking principles of formal 
composition in painting, and migrating them from the planar 
canvas to the pliable, textural surfaces of the quilt to produce 
something with more heft than straight painterly illusionism. 

As a quilt is an object that originally served foremostly a 
utilitarian purpose, with a pedigree in the folk arts and 
traditions of many cultures, it makes sense that a visual 
reading of these works would attempt to tie them to their 
place of origin. The concentric stitching across their surfaces 
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viewed up close resembles the furrows of ploughed fields of 
the South Canterbury hinterland west of Ratten’s home in 
Timaru. The turquoise and azure colour blocks of fabric echo 
the glacial-fed lakes of Tekapo/Takapō and Pūkaki, and the 
brown, fawn, buff and taupe reflect the dry tussock 
landscape of the Mackenzie Basin. Black, grey and white 
could reference moraine and snow on the slopes of 
mountains, while pinks and purples allude to the spring 
flowering of lupins that line the highways of the region.

And of course, also addressed in these works is the question 
of distinctions between the ‘fine’ arts of painting, sculpture, 
etcetera, and ‘craft’– the activity of producing domestic 
objects of functionality, which were often practiced by 
women, and hence seen as a lesser art form. This opposition 
between craft and art has thoroughly been broken down in 
recent decades, and it is now commonplace to see major 
exhibitions of works that have previously been undervalued 
as craft in the world’s public galleries. Rachel Ratten’s recent 
work in quilting continues in this trajectory of elevating 
previously diminished craft to distinction-blurring art.

James Hope, Curator - Art, Ashburton Art Gallery

Overleaf | Rachel Ratten, The Construction 
of Colour #18 (detail), 2022, commercial and 
hand-dyed cotton fabric
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