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This book is dedicated to all women who create sheds, but particularly to one woman for whom sheds are her lifeblood and who was the inspiration for the birth of this celebration. Lizzy Smith has, over the years, built sheds wherever she has lived as surely as the shoots of spring are impelled to rise, bringing forth the promise of extraordinary creations. There have been corrugated iron structures, humble tool sheds, saunas, and leviathan boat sheds. As we celebrate these private spaces, I recognize that the seeds of recording that celebration were sown with this eccentric shed-woman.


[image: images]




This edition published in 2021 by CICO Books


An imprint of Ryland Peters & Small Ltd


20–21 Jockey’s Fields, London WC1R 4BW


341 E 116th Street, New York NY 10029


First published in 2014.


www.rylandpeters.com


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Text © Gill Heriz 2014


Design and photography © CICO Books 2014


The author’s moral rights have been asserted. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher.


A CIP catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress and the British Library.


ISBN: 978 1 80065 028 2


E-ISBN: 978 1 80065 065 7


Printed in China


Art director: Sally Powell


Production manager: Gordana Simakovic


Publishing manager: Penny Craig


Publisher: Cindy Richards


Editor: Helen Ridge


Designer: Alison Fenton


Photographers: all photography by Nicolette Hallett, except pp. 116-117 (Gill Heriz), pp. 124-125 (Trish le Gal), pp.30-31 and 186-187 (Tracy Litterick), and p. 134 (Lindsay Simon).




Contents


Introduction


Chapter 1


Sheds for painters


Chapter 2


Sheds for living


Chapter 3


Sheds for makers


Chapter 4


Sheds for sculptors and potters


Chapter 5


Sheds for growers


Chapter 6


Sheds for working


Chapter 7


Sheds for builders


Thinking about a shed


Index


Acknowledgments


[image: images]




What is it about sheds that is so appealing?


Do they remind us of the hiding places, of our childhood, when we made dens out of anything and everything, wherever we could, turning bunk beds, packing cases, ruined walls, and hedges into our own secret places, and lost ourselves in the world of our imagination?


As we sit in our centrally heated houses, amid the trappings of consumerism, do we, as adults, crave that simpler life? Is there a collective primal memory of a more elemental existence that gives us direct contact with the few things we need in order to live? When we enter our sheds, we see a table, a chair, a bench, boxes of tools, seeds, a simple stove, a tea kettle. We can pretend, play, create, be ourselves, and find freedom from the paraphernalia of everyday contemporary life.


When we were young we tried to understand the mystery of our fathers disappearing into their sheds, their own private realms, but as girls then, and as women now, we, too, have built, converted, and kitted out spaces for our own needs away from everyday life. Women, too, have sheds.


When the idea for this book arose, I keyed in the words "Women’s Sheds" on the internet, which led to the digital universe scratching its patriarchal head. The initial response was that "shed" meant losing weight. A second attempt brought the reply, "Do you mean ‘Men’s Sheds?’" No, I did not! I tried again. There was more scrunching of the massive labyrinthine lexicon wrapped around the whole of our e-planet and reaching into the stars. "Do you mean ‘Women’s Shoes?’"


The invisibility of women’s sheds began to raise a challenge. Are women’s private and working spaces meant to be invisible? Are they so private that we succeed in hiding them from the rest of the world? Do we enjoy the assumption that sheds are for men, and thin women like shoes a lot?


In the West, for the last two hundred years or so, women have been primarily identified as "homemakers," even when they have also been engaged in paid work outside the home. Women have snatched moments and spaces for their own creativity, while dealing with the demands of everyday domestic and working lives. Nevertheless, in this context, "the shed" has been a sanctuary for men to "retreat" to or for women to be "banned" from. Thus the shed has never been known as a space for women. It has been seen as a non-domestic male space for male activities—absolute privacy away from the female domain.


Women as gardeners may be the exception to this generalization but what’s certain is that, historically, women have built, bought, and converted spaces for themselves for a whole variety of reasons and for a wide range of uses. And they still are.
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Aileen’s shed was her gift to herself when her father left her some money.
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Lizzy has built several sheds for her friends, but this is the latest one that she built for herself.


Traditionally, women have taken time for moments of creativity within their demanding everyday lives wherever they could. They have always used small domestic spaces, and that sometimes included sheds, for their own practical and creative needs. These humble or not so humble sheds have, undoubtedly, been the places for inspiration, for the creation of novels, paintings, and the making of gardens.


Going to the shed is both a physical removal of ourselves to "another place," and a retreat to a space where our emotional needs are met and we can be ourselves. Our sheds are often the one place we can call our own and where we can do what we like!


In our sheds we create art, we write or make cartoons, and reach out to the world through doing the things we enjoy and which challenge us. We plant seeds, retreat, think, work, make, and mend, and have the tools of our trade around us. We collect curios and turn detritus into art. We gather totems from walks, vacations, and loves, and then artfully enshrine them or carelessly allow them to collect cobwebs on windowsills. We store spades, brushes, memories, and chitting potatoes.


For many women in this book, the link to nature, to the sounds and sights of birds, insects, and animals through windows and doors thrown open is at the heart of their enjoyment of their sheds. Many describe the owls, the pheasant, the wren… as well as the sounds from inside of mice nesting and the shed itself creaking with a life of its own.


This book is an exploration through fields and gardens, around corners, and down intriguing paths to find visions of sheds and spaces created anew or re-invented by women for themselves. Sometimes they are magnificent in their ambition and grandeur, sometimes tumbledown, utilitarian, and ordinary. They are built from timber, tin, brick, adobe; they are huge and they are tiny. Then there are the women for whom one shed is simply not enough.


This journey takes us to sheds from the U.S. and the U.K, from France and beyond. It is a very eclectic collection, with different visions, uses, and materials. Some are designed for beauty, while others evolve for purely practical reasons. Whether you have a shed or not, you will find inspiration in these pages.


As we travel, we are guided by themes such as vision, sense of place, use of space, memories, creativity, and resources. There is no intention for those themes to be rigid or to define each shed. A shed may be a place of creativity and hold memories, be a retreat and a place of work, for instance. Indeed, our spaces can perform many functions and meet many of our needs. The best sheds do this!


It is hard to give coherence to the sometimes multiple uses that women have for their sheds. Themes, however, do emerge, and we have divided this book into seven chapters.


The best-known sheds, and possibly the most ancient, are those of growers—gardeners, plantswomen, women who keep animals, and farmers. They need a place to store tools, seeds, and animal feed, and somewhere to provide shelter from the rain or the sun, somewhere to sit, sort seeds, or do nothing. Occasionally, the garden shed starts to become a mini-home with armchairs, paintings, a stove, tea, and eggs.


We look at the arts in three sections: the sculptors and potters, the painters, and the makers. All these women use the tools of their trade to bring to life the products of their creative imaginations and labors.


Then there are those women who have built their own sheds—or imagined and dreamed their sheds into being with the help of others. We look at what inspired them and how they did it, the materials used, and the concepts of recycling, re-inventing, and re-using.
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Maddy’s shed is her studio, a quiet place where she can work.


Women working from home use their sheds as an office space, with a desk for planning, thinking, writing, and creating. In the face of the continuing dual responsibilities for earning money and domestic life, this is the "go-to-work" place, giving us the separate space we need. There is flexibility as well as some level of control over whom we allow into our sheds.


Then I write about what sheds have to do with our lifestyles and how we live. The shed can be an extra bedroom for guests or visiting family, somewhere close but offering a little independence. We may also sleep there ourselves from time to time, enjoying the simplicity of being away from the clutter and machinery of the house.


For a few women their shed is also their permanent home. They may have downsized or just prefer to live simply, whether for economic, environmental, or personal reasons. And then sheds can be the repositories of the stuff of living, from boats, blankets, and baskets to tents and anything we don’t want to keep in the house but can’t bring ourselves to get rid of.


Many women and their sheds resist being categorized, and some may have many sheds for different reasons and uses. These are located in the chapter where they most reflect the women themselves. These hard-to-define sheds may be complex but they are always interesting—just like the women who own them.


My hope in writing this book is that the spirit of all these women and their sheds comes through, whether they are beach huts, trailers (caravans), shacks, garden sheds, barns, lean-tos, falling down promises of sheds-to-be, or magnificent tailor-made constructions.


There will be some who will ask ‘Is this really a shed?’ To answer that, in the panel above there are some definitions, and the approach taken for this book.




What is a shed?


Can we describe any building which is separate from the main building as a “shed?”. Here are some definitions:


Chambers Dictionary says that a shed is “a structure, often open fronted, for storing or shelter; an outhouse.”


A Thesaurus comes up with the words hut, lean-to, shack, tool shed, bicycle shed.


Wikipedia says that “a shed is typically a simple, single-story structure in a back garden or on an allotment that is used for storage, hobbies, or as a workshop,” and that “sheds vary considerably in the complexity of their construction and their size, from small open-sided tin-roofed structures to large wood-framed sheds with shingled roofs, windows, and electrical outlets.”


The word “shed” is thought to derive from Scead, which is an Anglo-Saxon word meaning shade.


Sheds were therefore functional rather than aesthetic structures.


In the end we find that each shed has a different meaning for each woman. So we asked the women themselves to talk to us about their own sheds, and what they mean to them.







Chapter 1


Sheds for painters


Painters have made their marks on surfaces throughout time and across continents. Using their imagination, they have transformed paper, canvas, any surface you can imagine, through line, form, and color. Styles are from the decorative to the political; from the figurative to the abstract. Culture, styles, and practices give us a myriad distinctive works of such variety that there is something for everyone to relate to or be inspired by.


Women’s sheds and studios provide environments for a rich variety of expression. Inspiration might start in the imagination; in the landscape; in the market place; from photographs and multi-layered sketch books exploring nature, relationships, the world, and ourselves.


Painters’ sheds or studios are places of alchemy: paints, brushes, bottles and jars, the smells of white spirit and oils, of pastels and chalk. There are the sounds of the radio, of a hammer and nails… the unrolling of canvas or laying out of paper… color waiting to be formed into art.


There are the ubiquitous arguments and discussions about art, what it is, and whether it has value. But one thing is certain—it is all around us, and much of it has been made in women’s sheds.
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Alison’s hut is almost hidden from view, tucked away at the end of the garden.


Covered in clematis, jasmine, and roses, this wooden hut is almost invisible and in a world of its own. To reach it, Alison has to pass under a metal arch of climbers, which flower until the frost comes along. In summer, the hut is completely hidden from the house, which is situated in Blakeney, Norfolk, England. The hut is Alison’s studio, where she not only paints but, more important, gives herself time to imagine, with Theo the cat by her side.


The hut is a tidy jumble. Well, maybe not so tidy but one senses that everything has its place, even though, to the outsider, there is no apparent order. The placement of seemingly random objects actually has an aesthetic that comes from this artist’s creative mind. There are brushes and pens in pots and mugs, shelves of paper, inks and paints.


Alison uses the hand-operated etching press to make artists’ prints—etchings, drypoints, and collagraphs—by hand in small editions. The glass top alongside is a recycled windshield from an old Morris Minor car, on which she mixes ink and rolls it out with a brass-handled roller.


The walls are a patchwork of rich brown varnished plywood, except for the “gallery” wall that Alison has painted a pale blue, to create a neutral backdrop and also inject some light into the space when the days are overcast. Pinned haphazardly to it are magazine tear sheets, posters, postcards, photos, scribbles, and small works of art, for both enjoyment and inspiration.Alison loves being outside in the garden (yard) and, when it’s sunny, she will take a break from the studio and maybe cuddle the cat. But even when it’s wet and windy, she can still enjoy the feeling of the outdoors while tucked away warm and dry in the hut, with the rain beating down rhythmically on the roof and the wind howling all around. When it’s hot and she’s working at her press, the door remains open and Theo can come and go as he pleases.


[image: images]


The hand-operated etching press is used to make different types of artists’ prints. Its glass top belonged to an old Morris Minor car.


“I like that tidying up in the hut is cursory—just making enough space to sit down and get on with something is fine. None of this ‘making things hygienic or neat.’ And if, in my enthusiasm, I spill paint or glue or drop bits of paper on the floor, who cares? Nobody on their deathbed ever said they wish they’d done more dusting!”
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Framing the door is a tangle of climbing clematis, jasmine, and roses, held up by a metal arch. Their heady perfume wafts into the hut in summer.


“One visitor said it was the bleakest studio he had seen.”
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A jumble of potted plants outside the rather run-down lean-to contrives to make Tessa’s studio a little less stark.
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The cool north light is perfect for painting. Works in progress are propped up wherever there is space.


This shed is, in fact, a brick-built lean-to, fitting snugly against a pretty cottage, near Halesworth, Suffolk, England. At a guess, the cottage is about three hundred years old. Pots and troughs of plants stand higgledy-piggledy outside, beneath the two tall windows that let in the cool north light. It’s an entirely functional space, with a single room, painted top to toe in white. This acts as a backdrop to Tessa’s oil paintings of rural scenes. Evidence of her work is everywhere, from the paint stains on the wooden floor to the boxes of oil paints and painting rags. It is a place of work and creativity.


[image: images]


Whimsical coastal scenes decorate an old wooden box.


Tessa keeps her workspace simple, so that she can focus on whatever she is painting. She knows it’s not the most glamorous of studios and, being north-facing, it’s also not easy to keep warm, but an old-fashioned, one-bar electric heater does the job. However, it suits her needs perfectly. She has done her painting here for thirty years, and it is where she feels settled, secure, and able to concentrate.


Distractions are few, but the pair of blackbirds that return each year to nest in the bay tree in the backyard are always welcome. Every spring there is a new family to enjoy. When Tessa had her cat, she would often see the birds eating rather brazenly from the cat’s dish. Now, it’s the miniature dachshund, Nina, who keeps Tessa company, settling herself in front of the heater.


Tessa does most of her drawing from life. She then brings the drawings back to the studio where she paints the scenes in oils on boards previously washed with color. She spends hours completely absorbed in her work, while a classical music station plays on the radio in the background. Whenever she feels like a reviving cup of tea, she returns to the kitchen next door.


Tessa’s commute to her shed, from the domestic to the creative, takes just seconds, but her working day actually starts at the breakfast table. Dressed in her painting sweater, she thinks about what she’s going to paint for the rest of the day. Last thing at night, just before going to bed, she will revisit her current painting in the shed to take a final look and then sleep on it.


Nicky enjoys the fact that the informal gallery and studio for her paintings, behind her house in Harleston, Suffolk, were originally part of a workshop in a carter’s yard. Dating back to around 1876, the long, brick structure was built by a Samuel Borrett, a carter as well as a builder. She even has the beautiful, original, handwritten deeds that list the yard, the workshop, the stable, and a well.
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The building used as the gallery and studio is steeped in history. Dating back to around 1876, it was orginally a workshop in a carter’s yard. Nicky is proud to own the original deeds.


The open yard is entered through large double doors, and its history is there for all to see. The uneven and worn flagstones speak of a distant time when carts and horses were driven over them as they clattered in and out.


Nicky has converted the sheds at the back of the yard into her studio. Ancient nails for holding all those essential lengths of rope and various tools remain hammered into the beams. Everything about the space is makeshift and a bit decrepit. There is a patchwork of glass in the windows, and the door has an extra piece attached to the bottom, to stop the rain from seeping in underneath. The clay lump wall is returning to straw-filled mud where a previous owner tried to paint it with modern latex (emulsion) paint.
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