
Endnotes

Over twenty years ago, I taught myself tablet weaving using 
Peter Collingwood’s Techniques of Tablet Weaving. Even 

with this amazing book to work from, being self-taught has led 
to numerous mistakes and learning experiences. My current 
project, a reproduction of a sixteenth-century Ethiopian cur-
tain is a prime example of this, a process �lled with “learning 
experiences.”

Tablet weaving is a narrow-band technique. While there are 
some belts and girdles that are slightly wider, the vast majority 
of tablet-woven bands are less than an inch wide. �e excep-
tions to this are a number of curtains, all from the 1600s, made 
in Ethiopia. One of these curtains now resides in the Royal On-
tario Museum in Toronto, Canada. Professor Michael Gervers 
from the University of Toronto wrote an informative article in 
the September 2004 issue of the Burlington Magazine entitled 
“�e tablet-woven hangings of Tigre, Ethiopia: From history to 
symmetry” that contains an overview of all the curtains known 
to exist.

�ese curtains represent the Mount Everest of tablet-weav-
ing projects, and while I was unwilling to attempt to recreate 
the silk curtain in the Royal Ontario Museum, Gervers’s article 
led me to a lovely geometric design from the Abba Yohanni 
church woven in more a�ordable cotton.

Very early on, I determined that I would not try to re-create 
the curtain thread for thread. �e complex knot-work cross 
designs are error free, but even a cursory glance from an 
inexperienced observer reveals errors in the relatively simple 
diamond patterns. Judging by the types of errors, it seems 
apparent to me that several weavers were working at the same 
time, and that the master weaver in charge of the piece was 
likely not on hand when the diamonds were being woven. In 
one area in particular, the diamonds are interrupted by a zigzag 
line about a third of the way into the band, while the remain-
ing two-thirds have their diamonds o�set from one another. 
If you realize that each diamond represents hours of work, it 
is obvious that the weavers were either blind or too stubborn 
to �x the way the cards were being turned to synchronize the 
pattern. Once an error is introduced into the weaving, undoing 
the error is a slow process, so it is not surprising that they le� 
the error in the curtain. �e �awed area is eventually reset with 
several solid lines running across the band, but a second sec-
tion of the same diamonds has even more �aws in the pattern. 

My own errors in the 
reproduction are not quite 
so dramatic, but I tend to 
bring it to all of my classes 
so that I can point out the 
variety of “beginner” errors. 
Many of my errors derive 
from the sheer number 
of threads involved. �e 
threads are bundled in 
groups of over a hundred, 
so it is extremely di�cult 
to maintain consistent 
tension. �is has caused 
variations in the sizes of 
my diamonds. I suspect the 
Ethiopian pieces were wo-
ven using a warp-weighted 
loom or just by staking the 
threads in the ground. I will 
certainly be using a di�er-
ent setup when I weave the 
next section of the curtain, 
and a warp-weighted sys-
tem may be one of the best approaches. 

With the shed limited by the height of the 2-inch square 
cards but stretching 2 feet across the width of the band, it is 
di�cult to have a clear shed. �is has caused me to be more 
aware of subtle visual clues in the position and twist of the 
�bers as well as tactile clues, feeling for variations in individual 
thread tensions as I pass the we� through the shed.

�e challenges of this project have caused errors, but the 
errors have helped me become a better weaver and a better 
instructor. By working outside of our comfort zone, we can 
create ever more elaborate and beautiful works of art, once we 
learn from our mistakes.

And now go, and make interesting mistakes, make amazing 
mistakes, make glorious and fantastic mistakes. Break rules. 
Leave the world more interesting for your being here. Make good 
art. 

—Neil Gaiman

Learning from Mistakes
R O B E R T  S C H W E I T Z E R

If you’re making mistakes, it means you’re out there doing something. And the mistakes in 
themselves can be useful.

—Neil Gaiman, Commencement address May 17, 2012, University of the Arts1
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Above: Work in process: Robert’s reproduction 
of a historic tablet-woven band from Tigre, 
Ethiopia. PHOTO BY ROBERT SCHWEITZER
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1 http://www.uarts.edu/neil-gaiman-keynote-address

080_HWMA14_endnote_1b.indd   80 2/21/14   9:27 AM




