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An Introduction

The great doesn’t happen through impulse alone, and is a succession of little things that are brought together

Vincent van Gogh

Every day across the world, in every community, people are making myriad things as totems of celebration or loss, as talismans of luck and happiness, as harbingers of hope or simply to delight. Yet many of the things they make – paper boats and lanterns, eccentric costumes and colourful kites, sentinel snowmen and turreted sandcastles and more – are excluded from the panoply of what we call crafts. Such things do not necessarily require honed artisanal skills. They are simple objects, usually created at home from basic or found materials, most often for a local participatory event. Their makers seldom receive any formal guidance on how to construct them. Rather they learn by watching others, replicating their methods, being shown the rudiments of design and structure by a father or grandmother, a schoolfriend or sibling: shape, size and symbolic iconography passed on from one generation to the next as a form of material legacy to become, in time, a tradition. 

What is made, while individual and sometimes personalised, often has a public purpose as a contribution to an age-old ritual or annual festival, evoking a potent expression of shared energy and spirit. Such events connect the makers to their history, their culture and their distinct identity in a memorable way. It is mesmerising to watch a flotilla of paper boats inscribed with people’s hopes drift out to sea, to encounter a nighttime city street glowing with illuminated lanterns made by one’s own community, to witness the mass release of hundreds of dancing kites into a summer’s sky. And it is the public presence of these individually crafted objects that endows such events with special meaning, that invests them with emotional, sometimes even spiritual, resonance. Through them participants and spectators can, for a little while, transcend their everyday lives and experience a moment of collective wonder.

It is curious, therefore, that such common and widespread creativity is generally overlooked: its history rarely explored, its significance scarcely discussed, its contemporary practice barely considered. Along with many other things we now think of as mere playthings – puppets, toy theatres, kaleidoscopes and dress-up dolls – such artefacts have been deemed to be of negligible cultural value. Yet most have a surprisingly rich history, rooted in shamanic rites, in scientific experiment, in religious devotion or in social change. These are artefacts made with an altruistic intent: to share and preserve material memory, keep faith with local traditions, maintain cultural continuity and curiosity, and replenish community spirit. For the Obon festival in Japan, floating lanterns decorated with personal messages are sent out to sea to convey the souls of loved ones back to their afterlife. In Korea, the birth of a baby is marked by the making of a special kite inscribed with hopes for the child’s future. Flown by family members, the kite’s string is cut as it rises so that their petition for the baby’s wellbeing can be carried to the gods above. While in Mexico, for the Day of the Dead, people make and display loops of delicate tissue-paper flags with cut-out images of death to remind revellers of the fragility of life. 

Most of the objects people make at home are short-lived. The snowman melts, the sandcastle is washed away, a ­costume, once worn, is discarded. And yet something of their quality persists. Our experience of them has an ­afterlife, remembered as part of a cherished moment of fun and fascination to kindle a lasting affection. Their very ephemerality endows them with a preciousness so that they linger in our memory as intangible keepsakes. 

I have always been a maker, someone who relishes creative possibilities in the unlikeliest of forms. The home I grew up in housed an abundance of salvaged oddments – bits of string, scraps of cloth, coils of wire and a plentiful supply of paper and card. Making in our house was something you did whenever you happened upon something that might become something else: a foil biscuit wrapper would be pounced upon to fashion a tiny silver chalice; yesterday’s newspaper commandeered, cut into strips and – with each strip rolled, glued and painted – threaded as beads on a necklace; a length of cardboard could be notched at each end to fashion a makeshift loom. At theatre school, under the tutelage of a prop master from the Royal Shakespeare Company, I was taught how to replicate a commedia dell’arte mask by disguising latex as old leather with a surfeit of shoe polish, and I constructed a wooden toy theatre, styled in homage to the celebrated Glasgow architect Charles Rennie Mackintosh, in stark white paint with a proscenium adorned with the Glasgow rose motif. 

When I became a community artist, making with others became my full-time job. Craft workshops abounded and with them came puppets, pinhole cameras, pop-up books and a plethora of miscellaneous, crafted diversions. This was making as co-creation, passing on the knowledge and confidence I had acquired to others so they could realise their own original, creative expression, where the process – not just the product – was an essential part of our co-­operative journey. 

I discovered that making offers both physical and mental stimulation. It is a sensory and tactile pursuit. With hands acting as mediators between the intimate self and the external world, a maker can feel the potential of different materials, experiment with their pliability or strength and be responsive to touch. And making is therapeutic, providing a distraction from anxiety. It is soothing to settle into concentration, into the rhythm of creativity. The colouring in of tiny figures to grace the stage of a paper theatre is mindful; the snipping out of small pieces of paper to fashion an intricate paper-cut might not seem taxing but it still demands vigilant attention. And what we make is autobiographical, it marks our presence at this time in this place. It captures our personality. 

In our fast-moving, algorithmic world of sophisticated technology, there is a growing appetite for simpler forms of imaginative creativity, a yearning to embrace a more personal, more ecologically sensitive way of registering and expressing our humanity. But there are also ways in which digital media is supporting this new enthusiasm for making, with platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Pinterest, Facebook and YouTube all enabling people to discover and exchange creative ideas and techniques more widely: multiple online sources to inspire and support would-be makers. More than this, there is a revival of interest in participatory events: an increasing enthusiasm for kite festivals, lantern processions and costumed gatherings around the world. People are coming together and contributing something they have made themselves. 

All this heralds a growing recognition of the value, both individual and collective, in the simple things we create, not just because of the pleasure we experience in their making but because, in this increasingly grim world of ours, any small delight feels like treasure. The small things we make are unique. They are intimate, creative expressions of ­celebration, commemoration and connection; imaginative, tactile markers of our human existence. Through them we can journey beyond the humdrum of our everyday lives to embrace, however fleetingly, a moment of mesmeric enchantment.





1

Paper Boats
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For whatever we lose (like a you or a me)

it’s always ourselves we find in the sea

‘maggie and milly and molly and may’, 

e e cummings

It is the evening of 31 December 1999, the brink of a new century. In our small glen, we have reached the climax of what has been a year of community workshops and events. Now we are gearing up for the grand finale. A huge digital clock has been installed outside the village hall to flash through the last minutes of the twentieth century and, in the hall, our oldest resident, ninety-year-old Jessie, has already sliced through a home-baked millennium cake to enthusiastic applause. On the loch-side of the building, a large wooden boat – hewn by a local builder – lies waiting, its sails writ large in golden script with the dates of the departing and arriving years. It will be set alight just before midnight in a spectacular visual hurrah. But, before that, before the countdown of the clock and the burning of the boat, there is to be another mesmeric event. 

Over the previous week I have been helping local children make tiny boats from silver card. Toothpicks have been requisitioned as masts; printer paper appropriated to serve as billowing sails on which the children have penned their hopes for the future. A tealight has been carefully placed in each boat, each one safely secured by a liberal dollop of Blu-tack.

Now, as darkness falls, the children process from the hall to the old bridge. It is a route they know well but, while they have been devouring cake, it has been transformed and turned magical with verges of candlelit lanterns that spill streams of gold across their path. And nature has lent a hand, providing the unexpected enchantment of a sky studded with stars. The procession is led by a local piper playing a sonorous lament. It endows the event with gravitas, as its haunting skirl and drone harbour age-old memories. The children encounter an elsewhere world. Our glen is said to be a place of thin air where the separation between heaven and earth is more fragile than in other places. Ours is a land where fairies dwell and spirits lurk, where ancient beliefs are mapped out in standing stones and silver streams. Here, we are thought to share our lives with beings beyond our ken. And tonight, on the eve of the new millennium, that claim feels more plausible than ever. 

At the bridge the flotilla of our children’s hopes lies nestled in the dark of the water. Earlier that evening, anxious lest a boat be toppled by the current and a child’s dream washed away, I had arranged for a wooden pallet to be anchored to the riverbank and had my husband lower me down to it on a makeshift harness. It was a challenging enterprise, given the steepness of the bank and my less-than-sylphlike frame, but it allowed me peace of mind. I crisscrossed the pallet with double-sided tape to ensure that each little boat was fastened firmly to its wooden surface so that the armada could float down the river. And, at the first wheeze of the pipes, I had my husband lower me again so that I could ignite each tealight with a shaky hand. 

As the children, families and neighbours reach the bridge we unloose the pallet from its moorings and launch its cardboard fleet. It floats downstream, claimed eagerly by the river, following its curve, speeding on and on until it reaches the arch of the bridge, where it disappears. Everyone rushes to the other side, awaiting its re-emergence. There is a whoop of triumph as a quiver of reflected light appears, followed by the palleted fleet illuminated in starlit, candlelit glory. We watch to the end of its flickering gleam, holding vigil until the river’s bend takes it on its course, on to its end, carrying the hopes of our children far from home and out to sea. 

Well, that’s how it should have been. Real life, however, is never as reliable as we plan. On its reappearance the pallet is abruptly grounded. Quick-minded onlookers snatch up fallen branches to prod it onwards, but their efforts are in vain. We placate the anxious children by reassuring them that the river will urge it on, that later its current will tug their boats free and send them on their way. In truth it is a local farmer who, very early next morning, clambers down and sends the pallet bobbing off to sea.

Paper boats represent improbable but possible survival. While a boat symbolises the journey of the soul, each fold made in a paper boat is thought to strengthen its capacity to carry that soul, or the wish a boat carries, safely to its desired destination. Paper boats are harbingers of hope: each sailing an act of faith. Our trust in water to carry us – and what we give it – somewhere else is an ancient tryst but it is one tinged with risk and misgivings. Water symbolises the power of life – regenerative, cleansing and redemptive – but it also threatens. It is both a creator and destroyer. 

It was in Japan that the first illustrations of origami boats appeared, their existence recorded when they featured as repeating motifs on a kosode (the predecessor to the kimono) depicted in a pattern book of 1713.1 The secret of how to make paper from plant fibres had been safeguarded in China for over 500 years until it spilled out to other parts of Asia, reaching Japan in AD 610. While the Japanese might have gained knowledge of the process of making paper, it remained a complex and labour-intensive process, and paper was a valuable and treasured commodity reserved for ceremonial purposes, such as the making and wrapping of offerings to deities. It was used with reverence, with an awareness of its preciousness.

 Origami originated in Shinto/Buddhist practice, where small, folded simulations of nature – butterflies and birds – were created to boost the efficacy of temple blessings. The use of a single sheet of uncut folded paper ensured that there would be no openings for evil spirits to slip through and, because of its spiritual purpose, the art of origami evolved as an intricate, mindful craft with its own etiquette to become a unique feature of Japanese culture. Over the following centuries, as paper technology and production expanded in Japan, what is now called ‘recreational origami’ emerged. Made as gifts to warriors, as favours for weddings or as festive decorations, many recreational origami models still hold symbolic meaning: a crane for long life, a dragon for wisdom, a swan for tranquillity, a frog for thrift and a paper boat for hope. By the eleventh century, both origami and the techniques involved in making paper had migrated to Europe. The earliest European record of a paper boat is found in the medieval Tractatus Sphaera Mundi (On the Sphere of the World), written in 1230 by the English scholar, monk and astronomer John Holywood.2 His illustrated treatise includes a small drawing of a town lying huddled along a shoreline as a tiny, folded paper boat drifts through the waves.

Today we view paper as a basic material: utilitarian, cheap and plentiful. But until the early nineteenth century and the advent of paper-making machinery, paper was produced one sheet at a time by manual workers and was a highly valued material. Letters, inventories and reports were penned with words crammed tightly together to make the most economic use of the paper they were written on. And paper was recycled, reused, stuffed into walls to act as insulation, slipped between the cloth layers of a quilt to provide extra warmth, and utilised to stiffen ecclesiastical vestments. A vintage textile retailer told me that she once found, in the remnants of a sixteenth-century vestment, the fragments of a musical notation for a canticle that would have been sung at a Catholic mass, a hymn forbidden by the Reformation. Here was a melody not destroyed but repurposed and safeguarded as a lining for a costly, embroidered ecclesiastical cope. Its surprising rediscovery unearthed music that had been unheard and unsung for hundreds of years.



Experimentation with the use of wood pulp and the industrialisation of paper-making processes in the early nineteenth century made its mass production viable and its cost more affordable. As supply increased and prices were reduced, the use of paper became more playful. Paper was adopted as the craft material of choice for fun pastimes in family parlours. These became hives for the domestic manufacture of paper novelties: dainty Valentine cards, silhouettes of relatives, decoupaged boxes pasted with an exuberance of paper scraps, concertinaed paper fans, lampshades made from paper that had been delicately pricked out with winsome designs, and pretty paper garlands and bouquets. 

This enthusiasm for paper crafts included the making of paper boats. They became a common sight on Britain’s boating ponds in local parks: a popular recreation. As an island nation, with a proud naval history, not only were Britain’s seas and rivers thick with commercial shipping, but its canals, lakes and ponds were all sites ripe for public pleasure. It is no surprise, therefore, that the construction and sailing of paper boats became a widespread diversion. The novelist Jane Austen cites paper-boat making as one of the entertainments she organised to distract her newly motherless nephews from their grief. Writing to her sister, Cassandra, in 1808, she reports, ‘We do not want amusement . . . spillikins, paper ships, riddles, conundrums, and cards . . . while I write now George is most industriously making and naming paper ships.’3

A decade on and it is the radical, English Romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley who has become enamoured of paper boats, enthusiastically launching his miniature fleets on the Serpentine in London’s Hyde Park, on the ponds of the city’s Kensington Gardens, and setting more adrift on Oxford’s waters. His 1848 biographer, Thomas Medwin, left us an image of the poet excitedly engaged in a flurry of paper-boat adventuring: 

He took as great an interest in the sailing of his frail ­vessels as a ship-builder may do in that of his vessels – and when one escaped the dangers of the winds and waves, and reached in safety the opposite shore, he would run round to hail the safe termination of its ­voyage.4

Shelley’s friend Thomas Jefferson Hogg also attested to what he called the poet’s ‘unaccountable passion’ for paper boats, remembering that ‘all wastepaper was rapidly consumed, then the covers of letters, next letters of little value; [then] the most precious contributions’.5 Given that Shelley used redundant missives for his boat construction, it is not inconceivable that some of these boats might have been crafted from discarded drafts of his poems. Perhaps Shelley watched to see if his words prevailed, if they could weather the ripples of a pond or the current of a river, and – if they reached a shore safely – exulted in the successful trial of their poetic persistence. In one of his poems, ‘Letter to Maria Gisborne’, written in 1820, Shelley even makes reference to his paper-boat sailing: 

. . . the breeze

Is still – blue Heaven smiles over the pale seas. 

And in this bowl of quicksilver – for I

Yield to the impulse of an infancy

Outlasting manhood – I have made to float

A rude idealism of a paper boat6



And Shelley was not the only poet to seize on the image of a paper boat as a potent metaphor. For the Indian writer Rabindranath Tagore paper boats were harbingers of promise. His were boats of dreams: 

Day by day I float my paper boats one by one down the running stream

In big black letters I write my name on them and the name of the village where I live.

I hope that someone in some strange land will find them and know who I am.7

Tagore was writing about his own childhood experiences in India, when the monsoon season sheeted the streets in rain from June to September. For centuries, Indian monsoons have heralded a rush of children escaping outdoors to float their home-made paper boats on rivers and streams, launching them on overflowing gutters and deep-watered puddles. Some children, as Tagore recalls, inscribe their little boats with their name and the name of their village: each casting off their boat in the hope that not only will it survive the journey but that, should it be stilled on a faraway shore, it will be found by another child who, on discovering the name and whereabouts of its creator, will make contact. Their paper boats are imbued with the possibility of connection.

By facing their fate in mercurial waters, fragile paper boats make optimism, courage and possibility tangible. And for those unable to explore wider horizons, a paper boat travels as a cipher for their spirit. It represents their future. This is the sentiment behind the India-based Paper Boat charity, which chose a paper boat for its name and its logo. It is committed to supporting children who face economic and educational barriers to progress. Following its mantra, ‘Imagine, Create, Play, Share and Reflect’, the charity works to equip children with the skills, confidence and ambition to journey beyond their current limitations and realise their potential. To this end, it has established child-centred, community-owned creative spaces and has designed a programme of events to inspire children to overcome their present difficulties and discover new opportunities.8 And it was in the spirit of future possibility that members of the Youth Congress in Hubballi, Karnataka, organised a paper boat race in 2020, not in a local river but in the city’s puddled potholes, as an imaginative way to draw attention to the tardiness of the municipal corporation in tackling its much overdue programme of road repairs. 

It is India that holds the 2022 Guiness World Record award for the greatest number of people making paper boats in the least time when, in Cuttack in the eastern state of Odisha, over 2,000 students made 23,000 paper boats in 35 minutes.9 And also in India, that same year, twelve-year-old Nesto Biju from Kerala won the national record for the smallest paper boat, just 4mm long, to be fashioned by a child.10 Paper boats are an intrinsic part of devotional practice in India, tactile markers designed to appease and appeal to its many water-bound deities: Varuna, the god of the Ocean; Narmada, the river goddess; and Ganga, the goddess of purification and forgiveness, to name but three. And it is to honour Ganga and placate her spirit, that people fill their paper boats with incense and marigolds on a daily basis and float them on the Ganges River as a sacred act of veneration and penitence. 

*



Paper boats were a mainstay of Victorian entertainment and they feature in the 1896 edition of Pleasant Work for Busy Fingers; or, Kindergarten at Home by Maggie Browne, which sits on a bookshelf in my writing shed. It is an adaptation from a German publication and features a paper boat on its cover. Its fictional protagonist, Aunt Pollie, has been appointed guardian to her young nephews and niece – Bob, Bessie, Bertie and Baby – as their mother is ill. She tackles her mission with an alarmingly energetic zeal. Through 322 pages, Aunt Pollie steers her charges away from any possible slide to idleness by guiding them through multifarious edifying projects. The making of a paper boat is included in her relentless schedule of creative activities: 

‘It is quite simple,’ said Aunt Pollie. ‘Do as I tell you, and you can manage it easily for yourselves. Fold down each triangle, so that all three lie in a square . . . Let us call the top angles of the triangle a, b, and c, the centre of the square d, and this part e,’ said Aunt Pollie. ‘Fold the paper so that a, b, and c lie on d. . . . Double the square in half, then,’ said Aunt Pollie, ‘so that the top of it lies on e, and you will have a single boat on one side and a pocket on the other.’ 

‘It is the jolliest thing we have made yet,’ said Bob.11

Despite the accompanying diagrams, Aunt Pollie’s method and explanation of how to make a paper boat would bamboozle an adult boat-builder, never mind a child. But making a paper boat should be a simple, straightforward process. It demands a minimum of materials and a modicum of dexterity and there are, for those uncertain of how to progress, an astonishing number of manuals and YouTube videos devoted to the subject. The three-pointed boat is the simplest and most popular model, requiring a single sheet of paper and a small number of folds. More sophisticated models are crafted by those with a surfeit of patience, time and engineering skills – pirate vessels, canoes, yachts, full-rigged sailing ships – but, for most of us, a basic boat will suffice. 

With that in mind, I confidently embark upon construction. Sitting at the kitchen table one Saturday afternoon I equip myself with some sheets of paper. Eschewing Aunt Pollie’s complicated instructions, I fold my paper as I think it ought to be folded and fold again. I turn down an edge here and a triangular flap there, but nothing remotely like a paper boat emerges. I resort to YouTube and carefully watch a pair of disembodied hands crafting a paper boat. When I try to copy them I get confused as to which way the paper is to face and how to execute the final pull of what is now a multi-folded piece of paper to reveal the boat itself. I watch the YouTube video again, this time pausing at each step, paying closer attention to every crease, checking and double-checking my progress, but I still find that the final abracadabra moment, the transformation from two-­dimensional folded paper to a three-dimensional paper boat, evades me. I rewind, replay, rewind, replay until, finally, I have made my ten folds correctly and I have tucked in my edges and tugged my paper bundle open. And I discover that, at last, I have a paper boat cradled in my hands: a perseverance rewarded, a paper boat created. 

It was this simplest version that George Wyllie, the ­Scottish artist, sculptor and performer, decided to emulate in 1989 – albeit on a much larger scale. George Wyllie was the ­great-great-grandson of a Corsican mariner. He spent much of his childhood beguiled by the sea, living for a while in Dunbarton, holidaying in Dunoon and making small boats to sail on the ponds of his local parks, including a mini-­galleon that he called The Merry George made from scavenged offcuts of wood and cloth. As an adult, George Wyllie continued to follow the call of the sea and went to work for a company of ship owners and stevedores, delivering letters to and collecting reports from vessels docked along the River Clyde. At the age of eighteen, with the Second World War underway, George enlisted and was assigned the role of petty officer in the Royal Navy. His wartime experiences saw him traverse the world – Gibraltar, Algiers, Sicily, Greece, Sydney – evading bombardment and capture, experiencing the terror of artillery fire on the D-Day beaches and witnessing the emaciation of the POWs liberated from Japanese prison camps, some of whom boarded the ship George served on to return home. A short time after the first nuclear bomb destroyed the Japanese city of Hiroshima, killing over 100,000 of its inhabitants, George visited the city and witnessed first-hand its awful devastation. 

When the war ended, George returned to Scotland, found employment as a Customs and Excise officer, reclaimed his role as husband and embraced mischief and delight by making eccentric art from scrap materials. He became a father, built a rowing boat, then a dinghy, joined a yachting club and sailed around the coast of Scotland. He also took delight in devising large, ironic sculptures as visual puns, built from salvaged paraphernalia and named with characteristic playfulness: A Dancing Lamp Post, Mortgage Climbing the Wall and A Canary with Its Foot Stuck in a Girder. He found artistic empathy and encouragement in the company of Richard Demarco, then the enfant terrible of the Scottish art scene and a promoter of international avant-garde events and exhibitions. Joseph Beuys, the provocative German artist and art theorist, was another creative soulmate. When George decided to take a leap in the dark and make visual arts his profession, he applied to the Arts Council of Scotland for support but his application was rejected. He realised that he was viewed as an amateur outsider, destined to be relegated to the fringes of the art world. But he carried on regardless, making his own idiosyncratic art. 

This is a fate experienced by many other outsider artists, those self-taught creatives who make works that are not modulated by a mainstream arts culture but stand alone as singular, self-expressive statements. Within its ranks are artists such as the American Judith Scott who, born deaf, used wool and thread to fashion abstract cocoon-like forms that evoked her sense of isolation and separation. A fellow American, the preacher Howard Finster, filled his garden with over 40,000 paintings and sculptures as personal visions of human inventiveness and nature’s bounty. While the Russian artist Eduard Bersudsky created monumental kinetic sculptures from redundant wheels, metal scrap and old furniture, incorporating exquisitely carved human figures and animals as visual commentaries on social repression and the abuse of political power. In time the work of these artists became noticed, reviewed, exhibited, collected and acclaimed. They, and other self-taught artists, eventually found themselves acknowledged as significant by an art world that had excluded them, recognised as a separate artistic genre, as a self-styled cultural force.

So it was with George Wyllie. He was nearly sixty years old when he took early retirement and devoted himself to creating artworks that, in his own words, were ‘plain, clear, open and visible’: art that was dubbed quirky by some but that resonated with community relevance. This was art that emanated from the heart, from George’s sense of emotional connection to the places and people he knew and cared about. In 1987, for the Glasgow festival of Mayfest, George finally won his artistic spurs when he conceived and engineered a vast straw locomotive as a homage to Glasgow’s long-lost engine-building prowess, a poignant symbol of the past skills and spent spirit of the city – both a commemoration and a lament. 

The decline of what had been a nineteenth-century industrial boom, which had seen Glasgow celebrated as the second city of the British Empire, brought mass unemployment. Poverty and drug addiction stalked the city’s streets. George crafted his locomotive as a metaphor for past community strength and present civic fragility. For six weeks it dangled from the huge Finnieston Crane on the River Clyde, the last landmark of a lost industry, hung high like an urban mascot in the spring sunshine, appearing as a sombre silhouette in the dark of the night. And it was loved. It seemed a heartfelt symbol representing what the people of Glasgow feared their city had become, a place of frail fortune. After six weeks, the straw locomotive was lowered, put on a low-loader lorry and driven through the streets of Glasgow to the former site of the North British Locomotive Works, where it was set alight. As his giant sculpture turned to ash, its steel skeleton revealed another symbol secreted within its depths, a giant question mark that hovered in the last of the flickering flames like a portent of what lay ahead. 

It was two years later that George launched his giant paper boat, nearly 24 metres long.  It too made visible – made palpable – the tragedy of community loss. Its ambiguous name, ‘QM’, was pondered over by many, although George, ever mischievous, failed to enlighten. Did it stand for the Queen Mary, one of the largest ocean liners ever built on the Clyde, or for George’s own cryptic trademark signature stamp, his ever-present question mark? George Wyllie voyaged with his paper boat down the Clyde, the river that had harboured maritime traffic since the fifteenth century. It was the shipyards, established along its length three centuries later, that fostered a dynamic industry which became the lifeblood of the city. Thirty thousand ships had been constructed in its yards by the 1960s, when the privatisation of shipbuilding coupled with increased competition from overseas manufacturers forced a downturn. By the 1970s the designers and draughtsmen, tracers and engineers, joiners and riveters, who had won international renown for the quality of their workmanship, found that their talents had become redundant when Glasgow’s shipbuilding industry collapsed. With its demise came unemployment and demoralisation. Civic pride was decimated. The spirit of the city was eroded.

George Wyllie’s paper boat was a statement not of protest but of dismay. At dusk, lit from the inside, it lay like a ghost ship on the silent dark of the river. And George took his paper boat into deeper waters, first to London where, on reaching the Houses of Parliament, it opened up to display his question mark. The following year the paper boat was transported to America, with George boarding a plane to fly ahead. Reunited with his boat, he sailed it up the Hudson River and into the World Financial Center, with members of the Duke Ellington Orchestra trumpeting his progress. But when he docked it was to the patriotic swell of the bagpipes and the unfurling of the Scottish Saltire, which fluttered from his paper boat’s mast. Keeping his Scottish credentials to the fore, George recited to the assembled crowds the first sentence of The Theory of Moral Sentiments by the Scottish economist and philosopher Adam Smith, the precursor to his classic text The Wealth of Nations: 

How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it.12

And George’s paper boat continued its journey. It sailed down the east coast of Scotland. It sailed to Antwerp and Liverpool. And, wherever it went, George went with it, treating the gathering crowds to a rousing chorus of ‘The Paper Boat Song’ he had composed himself, to the accompaniment of his ukelele. 

I knew George a little, if not well. I first met him when he kindly agreed to open an exhibition in Glasgow that featured work by aspiring artists, a small group of people of different ages and backgrounds who, lacking the necessary qualifications, had been excluded from art school but who harboured artistic talent and dreams. With the support of the Collins Gallery, under the guidance of the artist Kim Paterson, and with the mentoring encouragement of other practising artists, the group had assembled an astonishing array of powerful work that George was happy to admire. His presence, and his enthusiastic endorsement of their achievement, lent them confidence. 

Later, George invited me to his seventy-fifth birthday party, where Liz Lochhead, later Scotland’s Makar (national poet), recited a poem she had written in his honour, ‘A Wee Multitude of Questions for George Wyllie’: 

In the dark space of our heads

divers, multitudinous, unmarked, the questions float

above a straw locomotive and a paper boat.13

And, in his last years, a friend brought George to visit me in my small glen and we walked to the bridge where, years before, local children had sailed their hope-inscribed paper boats. When I suggested a game of pooh sticks (racing small twigs down the river), George acquiesced with glee. We dropped our sticks over one side of the bridge and waited, watching on the other side for them to re-emerge – as the small boats had done that Millenium evening – willing our own to lead the race, to slip into the fastest current and find itself victorious. 

George spent his last days, appropriately, in the Sir Gabriel Wood’s Mariners’ Home, where his room was called a ‘cabin’ and where the walls displayed pictures of seafaring adventures. He died in 2012, aged ninety, but his paper boat lived on. It inspired new songs to be written, one by Karine Polwart, the celebrated Scottish singer-songwriter, and another by the Irish composer, Gareth Patrick Wiliams. It was also immortalised on one of the twelve community-created textile panels made as a fabric calendar of Glasgow for its year as European City of Culture in 1990. There, on the May panel, ‘Paint the Town Red’, which traces the city’s political history, is George Wyllie’s paper boat, reprised in crisp white cotton, floating across a sunset-hued Clyde River. It takes its place on the textile alongside other significant landmarks of Glaswegian subversion: the Rent Strike of 1915, the raising of the red flag in the city’s George Square in 1919 and the Glasgow Upper Clyde Shipbuilders’ work-in of 1971. And, in Greenock, a harbour town on the Clyde estuary where George built his paper boat, a new gallery named The Wyllieum has opened, dedicated to George Wyllie’s work and legacy. Exhibiting his original sketches, an assemblage of his artworks and showing archive film of him at work, it stands as a testimony to the originality and popularity of a playful maker and ensures that George ­Wyllie’s indomitable spirit will live on.

Paper boats have become the metaphor of choice for others using their voices to comment on social and ecological malaise. For the 56th Venice Biennale in 2015, the Brazilian artist Vik Muniz launched The Lampedusa, a 14-metre-long paper boat whose hull was imprinted with a magnified headline that had appeared in an Italian newspaper on 3 October 2013: ‘Migranti, centinaia di morti . . .’ (Migrants, hundreds dead . . .). This was the day that 366 migrants drowned in their attempt to reach safety on the Italian island of Lampedusa. Muniz’s paper boat was intended to be both a memorial and a rebuke: a call for more care and compassion for those fleeing desperate circumstances by desperate methods. But his artwork attracted controversy. Made to commemorate those who had died and raise awareness of the plight of migrants, Muniz was accused of trivialising the escalating horror of such drownings by encapsulating their tragedy in a plaything made of paper. 

Undaunted, other artists have followed, choosing paper boats to illustrate the vulnerability of sea-crossing migrants. In 2017, the artists Patricia Silva and Lyall Harris published a limited edition of their book Paper Boats, featuring 100 photographs of people’s hands holding a small paper boat. Some have it lying on their outstretched palm, some have it nestled in their cupped hands, while others hold it gently between their fingertips. When I emailed Patricia Silva to ask if she might tell me more about the process of creating the book, she was generous with her response. 

She wrote of how she had sent Lyall Harris some origami paper and, within a fortnight, received back 200 tiny paper boats made not only from the paper she had sent but also from pages of Italian-language textbooks and maps of countries beset by war, famine or ethnic persecution. She described how she placed the boats in a box and walked the streets of Florence, asking strangers if they would be willing to choose a boat and allow her to photograph their hands as they held it. She not only stopped passers-by but also enlisted family, friends and colleagues, consciously involving people from different backgrounds, ages and genders. Having equipped herself with a blank book, she asked those she photographed if they would write a few words in it, to register their thoughts on the migrant crisis, taking care to keep her voice neutral so as not to influence their response. 



What Silva and Harris produced was a moving visual documentary and a poetic commentary on the loss of identity experienced by displaced people. The boats symbolised, in Lyall’s words, ‘the collective voyage’: both the shared physical perils experienced by migrants and the emotional and social displacement they all encountered. Since time immemorial, people have sought refuge from fear by fleeing the country of their birth on dangerous waters, hoping to find a safer future over the seas. While too many have died, even those who have managed to reach a safe harbour often remain adrift, severed from their families, their homelands, their cultures and traditions, forced to make what they can of their lives in a place that is not home.

More recently paper boats have been used by other artists as a metaphor for the jeopardy facing our natural world from global warming and ecological carelessness. In 2010, the German conceptual artist Frank Bolter inveigled volunteers to help him construct a giant paper boat that he launched on the River Thames in London in a project called To the World’s End. This was a boat designed to sink, its sinking deliberately orchestrated to demonstrate the environmental threat posed by our throw-away society. 

Bolter continued his campaign, sailing and sinking outsized paper boats in Leipzig in Germany in 2011 and in Galway in Ireland in 2016. Then, in 2022, Bolter changed tactics and ramped up his visual declaration of the need for change. In Procida, a small island in the Bay of Naples, as part of the city’s programme as the Italian Capital of Culture, he launched the Procida Paper Fleet (La Flotta di Carta). It was led by Bolter in a 9-metre-long paper boat that he had built in collaboration with the island’s community. The boat carried the slogan ‘Children Will Save the World’. Following it were over 2,000 other paper boats made from recycled paper, created by local children who had illustrated and inscribed them with messages that voiced their embrace of cultural diversity and inclusion and expressed their fears for the world they would inherit. The children’s boats were launched along the eight beaches that curve around the island’s coast, each small fleet making its own journey before joining one to another and another to become an armada of the next generation’s humanitarian unity and concern.

The symbolic use of paper boats to promote public concern at climate change also galvanised a group of Scottish writers to take action, as I discovered when I was visiting the Edinburgh Book Festival in August 2023. Popping into the Writers’ Tent to catch a friend, I spied a paper boat, made from a map, lying on the table and pounced upon it with unseemly zeal. I was just beginning to research paper boats, so to find this one, encountered in the unlikeliest of places, seemed a talisman of sorts. On asking what it was doing there, who and what it was for, I learned of the Scottish writers who had begun a campaign to urge members of the Scottish Parliament, and others with national and civic power, to honour their pledge and undertake the measures they had promised to safeguard our natural world. Through social media and live events, they were encouraging people to make 1,000 paper boats from recycled paper and write on them their own ecological concerns. The boats were to be sent to political and environmental representatives, and more were to be brought to the Scottish Parliament in November for a collective display of disquiet. This was a call to action inspired by the Japanese belief that if 1,000 origami paper cranes are made with hopeful hearts then whatever is wished for will come true. 

When I got home I looked up their website: paperboats.org. Under a drawing of a paper boat was the tag line ‘We will rise’. The group’s mission statement demanded that MSPs (Members of the Scottish Parliament) take urgent action in the face of accelerating climate breakdown. There was a poem by the current Scottish Makar, Kathleen Jamie. Its last verse read:

I heard the beautiful promises . . .

and, sure, I’m a river,

but I can take a side.

From this day, I’d rather keep afloat,

like wee folded paper boats,

the hope of the young folk

chanting at my back,

fear in their spring-bright eyes

so hear this:

fail them, and I will rise.14

I decide to join the campaign, to contribute, and I buy a second-hand copy of the selected writings of John Muir, the Scottish-born naturalist, environmental advocate and philosopher who, having emigrated to America in 1849, ultimately won the accolade of ‘Father of the National Parks’. Feeling somewhat guilty at the desecration of a book but reassuring myself that it is for a very worthy cause, I cut out its pages one by one and begin to construct twenty-five paper boats, one for each year of my twins’ lives. I write ‘Hope’ in red felt pen on each boat.



On 23 November 2023, I leave home at 6.30 a.m. in the winter’s dark to get to Edinburgh for the launch three hours later. Rain is scudding horizontally across the sky, pummelled sideways by a fierce wind. It is tempting to turn for home but I drive on, despite the alarming whooshes of water that punctuate my journey. 

When I arrive at the Parliament building there is a small huddle of campaigners shielding from the rain under its eaves and I hand over my clutch of paper boats. The rain leaves off and I find a small stone tussock to squat on until the event begins. I watch as a couple in the distance round the base of Arthur’s Seat, the ancient hill that looms over Holyrood. Their heads are bent down against the wind and they are gripping a large cardboard structure tight between them, wrestling against its struggle for freedom. They gamely steer themselves and their burden towards the crowd and when they reach their destination they unloose their wayward parcel and undo its wrappings. It is a 1.5m-long boat made of cardboard which, once opened, acts as the repository for all the small paper boats people have made. 

Along the piazza edge of the Parliament building, a textile frieze of brightly coloured panels is being laid out on the ground. Curious, I wander over to discover an exuberant display of stitched and knitted protest. Made by groups and individuals from different parts of Scotland, the panels voice their care and anxiety about the human cost of climate change, the lack of political will, the urgent need to protect the earth. Here is the natural world textured in cloth, thread and yarn: seas crocheted in rivulets of wool, trees branched in fabric leaves, flora and fauna animated in patterned patchwork, a materialisation of our threatened universe. Slogans proliferate: ‘Dare to Care’; ‘Restore, Respect, Repair, Renew’; ‘Love Life’; and, more expansively, ‘We Don’t Inherit the Earth from Our Ancestors, We Borrow It from Our Children’. In the drab grey of a November morning, the vibrant panels are uplifting. 

With a large crowd now assembled, there is a frisson of activity. A microphone rasps and, with a choir especially recruited for the event and schooled that morning under the direction of Karine Polwart, the singing begins. Voices are raised soulfully to sound out the ‘Unst Boat Song’, a song sung in ancient Norn, a language that came from Scandinavia to Scotland’s Shetland Islands centuries before. It is a prayer for protection of those at sea and as the harmonies rise and fall, they fill the air with a lilting rhythm that traces the ebb and flow of tides. 

There are speeches. Kathleen Jamie reads her paper-boat poem and others recite their own poetry. This is, after all, an event organised by Scottish writers where, for them, words are as important as deeds. The choir strikes up again, this time with a song written by Karine for the Paper Boat writers’ campaign:

These boats are made to dream 

These boats are made to wonder

These boats are made to hope 

And they’re not going under.15

It is Karine who places the first boat on the Parliament pond. Press photographers crouch down for the media snapshot. Other people pluck paper boats from the large boat container and lower them gently, sending them skimming over the pond’s surface. I follow suit, fishing one out and setting it down on its watery bed, where it hugs the pond’s edge in a shy protest. When later the Scottish writers’ collective post online images of the event, it is possible to see, close-up, the handwritten messages that people have put on their paper boats: ‘You are Never Wrong to Do the Right Thing’; ‘Save the Earth Today to Survive Tomorrow’; ‘Protect Our Future’; ‘Save the Earth’. Many of them are signed. There is power and potency in the simplicity of these hand-made, autographed tokens of protest. This gathering of small creative acts is both heartfelt and purposeful, and the launching of 1,000 paper boats – of 1,000 Climate Hopes – has honest concern on its side. It might not carry the blare and bluster of larger political rallies but, in its own poetic way, it makes its point.

When I strolled away from Holyrood, back up the hill to Edinburgh’s city centre, I thought about the people who had made all these little paper boats. What were they thinking as they folded them into shape, what were they feeling as they laid them down on the still water of the pond? Is it different to make something with a public purpose, with a cause in mind, than to make it for private delight? 

I found myself thinking back to China where, thirty years earlier, I had visited remote hilltop villages that could only be accessed on foot and were culturally different and disconnected from mainland China. I was there courtesy of a Winston Churchill Memorial Fellowship, searching out story cloths, the complex embroidered narratives of the Miao people, one of China’s minority clans: textiles that, over centuries, had documented their history and beliefs. I found that I had stepped into not just an ancient way of life but a different sensibility. The Miao are animists. They believe that each person, every creature, each element of nature and all objects have a distinct spirit: a spirit that they have a responsibility to shield and nurture. They therefore strive to manifest a harmonious spirit in everything they make – in the baskets they weave, the doors they carve and the embroideries they stitch. 

What astonished me then was the exquisiteness of their craftsmanship. These were people who survived on what they could grow, on the livestock they raised, on the ­little they might sell at market and what they could make themselves from local materials. The villagers operated collectively, sharing labour, skills, tools and materials, heaping up wood, stone and dyestuffs in communal stores for anyone’s use when the need arose. Yet, despite their isolation, despite the fact that what they created would only be seen and appreciated by their own community, each and everything they made was beautiful and meaningful. Theirs was a making imbued with altruistic intent. What they created added to the intangible store of community good, marked with talismanic symbols of protection and good fortune to safeguard those they lived amongst and those who would come after. 

As I meandered my way through the grey streets of Edinburgh, I pondered on whether the contributors to the paper-boat event were propelled by an innate animist instinct. When they were folding and refolding their paper, were they thinking that they were helping to reshape their own future and the future of the generations who would follow? Did they believe that their hopes and concerns could reside in the boats themselves, be somehow absorbed, trapped within their folds? The value of making does not lie solely in what is made but why it is made, its context. We make such meaningful artefacts to connect to something beyond ourselves: a tradition, another person, a cause, a different culture or a faith. The children in our glen that Millenium Eve, the children in India who set their paper boats afloat under a monsoon sky, the myriad artists who created paper boats to register dismay, all trusted that their fragile ­vessels would reach a wider world. And the makers of the paper boats that were launched in November at the ­Scottish ­Parliament believed that they were creating a visible, ­tangible petition that would touch the conscience of those in power. It might be a small act, a simple symbol, but a paper boat has emotive strength. It has potency. 

Paper might seem like the dullest of materials, ordinary and featureless, but its transformative potential cannot be underestimated. It is through the crafting of paper that diverse cultures throughout the world have sought to protect, protest, preserve and promote the wellbeing of their families and communities; to commemorate the dead and celebrate the living. Accessible and adaptable, paper has been used in a plethora of ways to carry human dreams to distant shores. 
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