» Prifysgol Cymru
. 3» Y Drindod Dewi Sant
Emma Shercliff " University of Wales

Trinity Saint David

Hidden Values and Human [Inconsistencies in Hand
Stitching Processes

pp. 153-169
Walton, Kerry (Loughborough University, UK), (2015) Crafting Textiles in the Digital Age Bloomsbury Academic

Atgoffir staff amyfyrwyr Prifysgol Cymru Y Drindod Dewi Sant bod hawlfraint ar y darn hwn ac ar y gwaith y cafodd ei gymryd ohono. Gwnaed y Copi Digidol hwn o dan
delerau trwydded CLA sy'n caniatéu i chi:

« fyndat gopi ai lwythoi lawr;
e argraffu copi;

Sylwch bod y deunydd hwn yn UNIG at ddefnydd myfyrwyr sydd wedi cofrestru ar y cwrs astudio fel y nodir yn yr adran
isod. Caniateir i holl staff a myfyrwyr eraill ddarllen y deunydd yn unig ac ni ddylent ei Iwytho i lawr ac/neu argraffu copi

Mae'r Copi Digidol hwn ac unrhyw gopi digidol neu brintiedig addarparwyd i chi, neu awnaed gennych, o dan delerau’r Drwydded hon, i'w ddefnyddio gydar Cwrs Astudio
hwn. Gellwch gadw copiau o'r fath ar &l i'r cwrs ddod i ben, ond at eich defnydd personol eich hun yn unig. Bydd pob copi (yn cynnwys copiau electronig) yn cynnwysy
Rhybudd Hawlfraint hwn abydd yn rhaid eu dinistrio ac/neu eu dileu pan fydd Prifysgol Cymru Y Drindod Dewi Sant yn galw am hynny.

Ac eithrio'r hyn aganiateir gan gyfraith hawlfraint, ni chaniateir copio, cadw neu ddosbarthu pellach (yn cynnwys drwy e-bost) heb ganiatéd deiliad yr hawlfraint.

Mae gan yr awdur (ac mae'r term hwnnw'n cynnwys arlunwyr a chrewyr gweledol eraill) hawliau moesol drosy gwaith ac ni all staff na myfyrwyr achosi, na chaniatau, i'r
gwaith gael e aflunio, e lurgunio neu ei addasu mewn unrhyw ffordd arall, neu ei drin yn ddiraddiol mewn unrhyw ffordd, afyddai'n niweidiol i anrhydedd neu enw dar
awdur.

Mae hon yn fersiwn ddigidol o ddeunydd hawlfraint awnaed dan drwydded gan ddeiliad yr hawl, ac ni ellir sicrhau ei chywirdeb. Cyfeiriwch at yr argraffiad cyhoeddedig
gwreiddiol os gwelwch yn dda.

Trwyddedwyd i'w ddefnyddio ar gyfer y cwrs M7X02015 - Exploration Research and Praxis

Teitl: Crafting Textilesin the Digital Age

Enw’r Awdur: Walton, Kerry (Loughborough University, UK)

Enw'r Cyhoeddwr: Bloomsbury Academic

Staff and students of the University of Wales, Trinity Saint David are reminded that copyright subsistsin this extract and the work from which it was taken. This Digital Copy
has been made under the terms of a CLA licence which allows you to:

« access and download a copy;
e print out acopy;

Please note that this material is for use ONLY by students registered on the course of study as stated in the section below. All
other staff and students are only entitled to browse the material and should not download and/or print out a copy.

This Digital Copy and any digital or printed copy supplied to or made by you under the terms of this Licence are for use in connection with this Course of Study. Y ou may
retain such copies after the end of the course, but strictly for your own personal use.

All copies (including electronic copies) shall include this Copyright Notice and shall be destroyed and/or deleted if and when required by University of Wales, Trinity Saint
David.

Except as provided for by copyright law, no further copying, storage or distribution (including by e-mail) is permitted without the consent of the copyright holder

The author (which term includes artists and other visual creators) has moral rights in the work and neither staff nor students may cause, or permit, the distortion, mutilation or
other modification of the work, or any other derogatory treatment of it, which would be prejudicial to the honour or reputation of the author. Thisisadigital version of
copyright material made under licence from the rightsholder, and its accuracy cannot be guaranteed. Please refer to the original published edition.

Course of Study: M7X02015 - Exploration Research and Praxis

Title: Crafting Textilesin the Digital Age

Name of Author: Walton, Kerry (Loughborough University, UK)

Name of Publisher: Bloomsbury Academic



11
HIDDEN VALUES AND HUMAN
INCONSISTENCIES IN HAND
STITCHING PROCESSES

Emma Shercliff

A new craft revival

The proliferation of interest in textile crafts in contemporary Western cultures is indis-
putable. Since craft in the UK was conceived as distinct from both fine art and artisanal
labor in the mid-nineteenth century,! there have been a number of craft revivals. Each
resurgence of a cultural or popular recognition of craft seems to coincide with periods
when craft skills are perceived to be almost In danger of being lost, or in transilion Lo
become something else through the introduction of new technologies, economics, or
politics.2 When considered thus, as a culture that appears to be disappearing, craft is
retrieved and reclaimed enthusiastically, idealized as especially meaningful or valuable.?
Reflecting this, hand stitching tends to have an ambiguous status; it is both revered by
some and ridiculed by others. This labor-intensive and precise craft currently attracts
both popular and avani-garde interest as part of this wider craft revival and is visible in a
variety of contexts.*

The phenomenon itself invites research, as each new craft revival has different
historical contexts and slightly different vaiues. With the growth of screen-mediated virtual
cultures in a postmodern and post-industrial UK, the specific qualities of hand making
take on new meanings and suggest new possibilities.® Architect Juhani Pallasmaa clams
that “our embodied existence is rarely identified as the very basis of our interaction and
integration with the world, or of our consciousness and self-understanding.” Because
there are computer-aided machines to execute tedious, repetitive tasks like stitching at
speed and with accuracy, the particular instances of voluntarily using our hands in time-
consuming craft activities merit re-examination. | argue that hand stitching cultivates a
distinctive form of attention to the self that has renewed significance in the context of
the commonplace anti-haptic experiences of keyboard and screen interactions that now
infiltrate daily routines in the home and the workplace. In this world overwhelmed by
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the convenient speed and spontaneity of visual information, where image and concept
hold supremacy over sensory experience,’” the processes involved in making things by
hand remind us that we are physically grounded by our bodies in a material world. As
philosopher Matthew Crawford proposes:

Thinking about manual engagement seems to require nothing less than that we
consider what a human being is. That is, we are led to consider how the specifically
human manner of being is lit up, as it were, by man’s interaction with his world through
his hands.®

As a “manual” craft, to use Crawford’s terms, hand stitching activates the articulation of
the hand, eye, mind, memory, and material. This chapter explores some of the cognitive
and emotional qualities particular to hand stitching processes in order to be able to
respond to Crawford’s proposition. The examples discussed suggest that the practice of
hand stitching is a process that needs to be understood as a mode of interaction if it is
not merely trivialized as quaint or domestic labor, or archived as ethnographic curiosity
or art object.

The hegemony of digital production methods has transformed the human experience
of working by hand. These new technologies currently redefine the body and the hand,
as mechanization redefined manual labor in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.®
Contemporary fashionable aesthetic qualities that speak seductively of the handmade
might include: (1) uniquely individual products made to the customer’s own specifica-
tions; (2) exclusive artifacts that demonstrate a high degree of care and attention to
detail in their design and manufacture; or (3) the current trend for all things vintage,
particularly the “make do and mend” revival that reflects a well-marketed, nostalgic
ideal of a hand-worked past. These qualities can be and are reproduced easily by
machines. However, it is the qualities a machine cannot reproduce or mimic that |
am interested in. The body and the senses are not relied upon as they once were in
manually skilled manufacturing processes, but the human scale of the body, its inner
biological rhythms and emotional responses may be used to measure a different sort
of performance.

In contrast to the reproducible perfection (or imperfection) achieved by machine-
made textiles, hand making reflects the uniqueness of the individual and reminds us of
our human inconsistencies. The infinite differences represented by traces of the hand no
longer indicate imperfection keenly replaced by machine uniformity, but on the contrary
are prized and valued representations of personal expression. The visible mark of the
hand signals the physical presence of the human being. In fast-paced, digitally mediated
lifestyles, much can pass us by without leaving any real impression or testament to us
“being there” and “having done it.” A handmade artifact is a document of close physical
interaction between the maker and their world.
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Making processes: “In touch” with the world

Handmade samples and artifacts demonstrate inquisitive, exploring hands knowl-
edgeable about their world—hands that know how to handle and manipulate materials,
hands that interact with the material world. This is described by Pamela Johnson as
“ltlhe need to make, to engage with the world in a tactile way, the need to transform
materials or to respond to those transformations ... an articulation of being in the world
through the senses.”® Making things can be a more complex process than might be
initially thought. It involves several different kinds of processes that inform each other
and overlap. As human beings we use our emotions and our senses to explore and
interact with our world as an ongoing experience and evolving relationship with materials
and things. On this | agree with anthropologist Tim Ingold’s view. He “considers the
process and practice of making, skills and intelligence as emerging from a progressive
and continual adjustment of practitioners’ perception and body movements in relation to
their environment.”" This view is shared by Martina Margetts, who states that “making
is a revelation of the human impulse to explore and express forms of knowledge and
a range of emotions; an impulse towards knowing and feeling, which shapes human
action and hence the world we create.”"'? She also implies that this is an ongoing process
of interaction that continually transforms both the person “doing” and the world being
“done to.” The processes of making, like the acquisition of experience and knowledge,
reveal tentative explorations towards an external world. The thing made renders these
encounters and transformations visible and tangible, and contains within it a document
of the processes undergone.

An encounter suggests an unfamiliar or unforeseen “coming-up-against.”'® “Coming-
up-against” is critical here as it implies being “in-contact-with.” There is, therefore, a
physical and active dimension to an encounter. All senses are alert to the event. The
sensory boundary between the self and the thing encountered is permeable and an
impression is made. Through touch, smell, sound, and vision, elements of the thing
encountered seep into and enmesh with the self, thereby transforming one's knowledge
of the surrounding material world. Philosopher Michel Serres’s writing about the sense of
touch in his book The Five Senses: A Philosophy of Mingled Bodies proposes that the
body mests the world through the skin in a mutual touching where things mingle: “I mix
with the world which mixes with me. Skin intervenes between several things in the world
and makes them mingle.”14

Overlapping these processes of discovery and creation is a process of knowledge
acquisition. The hands draw upon the knowledge they already hold from previous
encounters and manipulations with materials; they negotiate constantly with the new
idea held in the mind tacitly and new knowledge gained from the experiences had during
this new encounter.'® Artifacts are produced out of this stimulating process of encounter,
exploration, and interpretation between the eye, hand, mind, materials, and method as
by-products of material investigations that lead to further discoveries, acquaintances,
and conversations with the world. As poet Joseph Brodsky explains, these actions are
possibly more emationally and cognitively stimulating in a maker’'s consciousness than
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the product: “the first, the second, and the last reality for him is the work itself, the very
process of working. The process takes precedence over its result.”®

Ethologist Elien Dissanayake also considers this “behavioral tendency” to be more
meaningful than the result. Her term for creative activity is “making special,”"” which as
a verb in the present continuous conveniently relocates the emphasis from the artifact
to the process of making. She writes: “Making special emphasizes the idea that the
arts ... have been physically, sensuously, and emotionally satisfying and pleasurable to
humans."’® Noting that a great deal of time and effort is spent on what might appear to
be gratuitous pastimes that take away energy from more directly useful activities, she
proposes that making might be considered as a human behavioral trait that “satisfies an
intrinsic and deep human imperative.”'® She suggests that this type of pleasure derived
from handling and making is “hardwired into human nature,” citing the example of babies
born with incipient hand movements that presage the grasping, gripping, and handling
of things, leading to more sophisticated patterns of playful experimentation, and poten-
tially to tool use and making.?® Discovering our potential to “make” our relationship to the
material world is associated with meaningful and pleasurable sensations and emotions
for good reason; it fuels our curiosity and we therefore continue to make our world.

Methods used: Hand stitching workshops

I'have found “hidden” a useful concept through which to study this physical quest for
knowledge. The mark of the hand visible in handmade artifacts represents a store of
knowledge and information that is often unwritten and non-verbalized. This “hidden”
knowledge embodied in the handmade artifact implies here that such knowledge cannot
be put into words and is unmeasurable and often taken for granted.

As part of my doctoral research, | conducted a series of practical workshops to
explore ways of investigating and articulating elements of this “hidden” knowledge,
such as the specificity of manual engagement in hand stitching processes, the sorts of
embodied knowledge sought and acquired, and the nature of the interactions it makes
possible. Over a period of five months, | ran three workshops with students: two at the
Royal College of Art with participants of varied stitching experience, and one at the Arts
University Bournemouth with experienced stitchers.?' The workshops involved drawing
and hand stitching exercises as stimuli for discussion with participants, with the expec-
tation that the conversation prompted by the immediacy of the experience of stitching
might offer different insights from those achieved by interviews or questionnaires. |
discuss here observations drawn from the conversations and artifacts made during these
workshops. ’

Paying attention

Hand stitching is precise work. The deft coordination of the hand, eye, and mind in the
making of stitches demands that one pays attention. Importantly, each repeated gesture
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Figure 11.1 Samples from the first workshop, held at the Royal College of Art, made by
participants with varied skill levels. Left: skilled in the basics, having to pay attention to the
placement of the needle. Right: moderately skilled, having to pay attention not to pull the tension
of the thread taut. Photograph: Emma Shercliff,

is almost the same each time—so similar that the body repeats it without having to learn
a new movement, but each time a minute adjustment of placement or direction retains
the mind’s attention. The attention requires a combination of senses, especially touch
and vision, adjusting spontaneously to constantly changing stimuli.

Depending on the task, the stage of execution, and the skill of the stitcher, the type
of attention may vary. A participant with only basic skills explained her need to pay close
attention: “If you come from a non-practical stitching point of view, as | do ... what was
difficult was to actually put the needle in the right place ... | needed to concentrate
more.”? And a skilled participant unlearning a technique was acutely aware of the level of
attention necessary to prevent the automatic responses of her hand: “I was automatically
pulling it to make sure that the tension was right ... | had to consciously pull the thread
out again ... | don’t know how much my hand is used to it, but it kind of did it on its own.”
Figure 11.1 illustrates the samples from this first workshop evidencing the traces of the
related hand stitching tasks made by the participants.

The slow rhythm of hand stitching sets up a patrticular frame of mind that absorbs the
individual in the task. The rhythmic, repetitive, accumulative gestures generate conditions
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__ B
Figure 11.2 With bowed head and work held close to the torso, the body manipulates itself to

facilitate the close attention and focused concentration required for hand stitching. Photograph:
Emma Shercliff,
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that draw together mind and body and inspire a focused attention on the moment in
hand. Indeed the posture adopted by the body while stitching (Figure 11.2) seems delib-
erately to pull the hands, eye, and mind closer together in their shared concentration.
Other activities described by the participants as demanding similar types of attention
include driving, drawing, and model aeroplane making. The mind and body are fully
engaged in the activity, albeit while sitting still. Pallasmaa describes this “mental and
material flow between the maker and the work” as “so tantalising that the work seems
to be producing itself."%

Although David Pye was an outspoken critic of the Arts and Crafts ideals, he appears
to agree with William Morris about “that mysterious bodily pleasure which goes with the
deft exercise of the bodily powers."?* Pye admits that “there can be a certain pleasure
in finding that one’s judgement is being exercised only half-consciously, and in letting
the process continue ... One can, for instance, do a great deal of sawing and chopping
without quite knowing how one has arrived at the result correctly. The hands appear to
do it on their own, without referring to the head.”® The focused hand-eye coordination
required for the combination of precision and repetition of these gestures engenders an
almost trance-like state of mind.

The words used to describe this experience include phrases like “drawn in by,” “lose
myself,” “disappear,” which suggest the sensation of being absorbed into, merged with,
or swallowed up by the work—letting oneself become part of the work without quite
knowing how it happened.?® The boundary of the self is blurred with that of the work.
The self as a contained subject, normally conscious of where the body stops and the
external world begins, relapses into a “lost 'oceanic’ state of synaesthetic synergy, where
boundaries differentiating self from other have become fluid, permeable or mutable.”?
The normally clear distinctions between the person doing and the thing being done to,
between subject and object, are temporarily suspended, as is the sense of time passing,
and even of location. Claire Pajaczkowska proposes the term “haptic” —the muscular
action of manual dexterity and the sensory relationship between vision and touch—as a
clue. Like knowledge acquired tacitly, a haptic experience is outside language, beyond
the reach of words and the formal rules of syntax and grammar. It does not adhere to
the rule of subject, object, verb: ““Doing’ can have the meaning of ‘being done to' in a
way that combines active and passive both simultaneously and indivisibly."?® Ingold writes
of things leaking: “[l]t is in the opposite of capture and containment, namely discharge
and leakage, that we discover the life of things.”?® Paradoxically, it is in these moments
of suspending reality that we discover the life of things, that we are most in touch with
the world.

Positive psychology offers another explanation. This total absorption with the task in
hand, this feeling of wholeness, typically generates a heightened sense of self-awareness
and a losing track of time that is described by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in
his research into states of optimal experience as “flow.”® Flow is understood to be a
form of pleasure that arises from total absorption in an intrinsically motivating activity, as
described in the words of one participant: “You really get into it and you can’t stop.” It is
a component of an experience worth having for its own sake, independent of any other
type of external reward.
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On the other hand, once the pattern of the gesture is recognized and is settled
into a rhythm, concentration may change its focus. This is illustrated by a participant
accomplished in hand stitching who, having made her design decisions, describes the
execution as “a purely enjoyable process you know, | could do anything, | could watch
telly ... not something new, one of my favorite films, one I've watched a hundred times
before ... | could talk on the internet with my friends.”

Doing as a way of knowing

Tacit knowledge is the term used to describe the phenomenon of the body learning how
to do something and to consequently store this knowledge to refer back to and use intui-
tively to execute tasks like cooking, driving, and making things. Craft critic Peter Dormer
called it “personal” and “practical know-how.”®! It is acquired from watching others and
by practicing through physically engaging the body, as opposed to reading instructions
in a book. The knowledge is evidenced in the doing, and can become so habitual as
to go unacknowledged. Yet these actions of the body are intentional and thereby imply
an understanding of the possible consequences, explained by Christopher Frayling as
“the knowledge which enables him to understand and overcome the constantly arising
difficulties that grow out of variations.”?2

Figure 11.3 The participant initially ranked the sample on the left, executed by me prior to the
workshop, as the least aesthetically pleasing. After executing the task herself, shown in the
sample on the right, she then ranked it the most aesthetically pleasing. Photograph: Emma
Shercliff.
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Listening to participants’ comments, | discovered that the knowledge gained from
doing is a notably different experience from that of looking. The first workshop requested
participants to make value judgements of simple stitching tasks | had executed myself
prior to the workshops, first by looking and, second as a result of having done the
tasks themselves. Their evaluation changed; the doing altered their perception of the
stitching. Referring to the sample on the left in Figure 11.3, having made her own
version (shown on the right), cne participant explains: “I found that my evaluation in
terms of its aesthetic qualities changed a bit after doing it according to which | enjoyed
more.” Other participants express similar changes of perception: “There is a change in
the balance of how | appreciated the patterns and textures after | made it myself,” and
“[njow I've done it, it gives me a different insight.” A process is not necessarily apparent
from just looking at an artifact. Doing the tasks led to a deeper appreciation of what is
perceived visually.

Embodied intelligence

The coordination of the eye, hand, and mind is therefore not limited to equipping an
individual to mechanically execute practical tasks. A later exercise illuminated ways
in which the careful coordination of hands that “appear to do it on their own, without
referring to the head” can be applied to understand and interpret hand stitching without
recourse to verbal instruction.

Without prior discussion or explanation, each participant was required to reproduce
a piece of stitching that had been made by another. They therefore drew on their store
of tacitly acquired practical knowledge to work out which methods were used by their
partner stitcher and then again to reproduce the techniques they recognized. In this
workshop, ali participants sought to interpret the original work with a personal response.
Plate 18 illustrates two of these pairings and shows the possible extent and variation of
this kind of practical understanding and interpretation.

Initially, all participants found it difficult to describe in words how they had set about
the task. The activity was performed by the thinking hands without recourse to language,
as described by Pallasmaa: “Artistic images expose us to images and encounters of
things before they have been trapped by language. We touch things and grasp their
essence before we are able to speak about them.”* Further discussion revealed that
the eye, hand, and mind were working simultaneously, intuiting how to make the work:
locking closely to dissect what had been done, drawing on their own views to interpret
the intentions of their partner, and on their store of practical knowledge to execute the
task. Fingers holding the needle feel across the fabric and search for the exact position
to reinsert the needle, in cooperation with the eyes that check resemblance and the
mind that imagines the interpretive response. A sensual intelligence® accompanies the
dexterity and precision of handling and positioning the needle as hands gauge distance
and use pressure in their search, feeling when the tension of the thread is sufficient
to have satisfactorily made a stitch. The tacit knowledge held by the hands means
they know what the fabric and thread should feel like as they work, while their eyes
consciously attend to the kind of stitch they want to be seen.?® Richard Sennett describes
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this as *a constant interplay between tacit knowledge and self-conscious awareness,
the tacit knowledge serving as an anchor, the explicit awareness serving as critique and
corrective.”s”

Emotional responses

Such encounters as described above are perceived as emotional as well as sensory
experiences. The emotions involved fall into different categories. Sometimes they are
inimately entwined with the maker’s sense of self, their identity, and their connections
with people and places. Other categories concern the challenges encountered in solving
problems, for example, the frustration felt at not finding the appropriate technique and
spoiling materials by having to unpick and re-stitch, or the shyness felt when faced with

Figure 11.4 “Blending In": subtly intervening on a found fabric by neatly outlining and filing in the
gingham checks. Photograph: Emma Shercliff.
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a new materiat or method, or the nervousness when learning a new manual skill. Practical
knowledge is applied and challenged, but the emotions are also called upon to drive the
activity and make decisions.

On the one hand, a simple task of stitching a straight line in parallel to the edge of the
cloth demonstrated how the more prescriptive the task is for an accomplished stitcher,
the less the emotional involvement. One participant explains: “You didn’t really have to
think for that one ... not really a lot of emotion ... [I] paid attention to a certain extent, just
trying to make it straight enough for it to be a line ... You could think about other things
while doing it.”

However, the more open to interpretation the task is, the greater the attention paid and
the stronger the emotional involvement. My invitation to respond freely to found fabrics,
already colored and patterned, provoked overtly emotional responses as the participants
tried to find a way to intervene on the material by using hand stitching. In order to find a
waly of executing the task satisfactorily, the participants seemed to come up against what
Pajaczkowska describes as the “paradox of destruction and creation” inherent to hand
stitching.®® They experienced this particular stitching task diversely as an empathetic
integration, or aggressive possession or frustration. For instance, one participant, who
had chosen a fabric she liked, followed the contours of the existing shapes with her
stitching, describing that she was “using the shapes that were on the fabric already and
just adding to it really ... | think | blended in a bit ... lt's quite an easy fabric to add to.” She
felt surprised and slightly disappointed at her subtle intervention (Figure 11.4), thinking it
perhaps ought to have been visibly more dramatic.

Another participant described her response as being motivated by the extreme
emotions of hate, love, and anger in an attempt to overpower the material and to find a
way of possessing it in order to transform it. Her intervention (Figure 11.5) is also inspired
by the existing motif, but instead of blending in, her stitching almost smothers it. She
explains:

| think mine stands out. It's quite obvious that I've added to it. I didn't do it to make
it blend in. For me that was like vandalism, it was like graffiti ... so | didn’t want it to
blendin ... I'd rather passionately hate or absolutely love something. Like if | absolutely
hate something I'll try and put my stamp on it, cut into it, destroy it, make it into
something | actually like. If | don’t have any emotional response towards it then there’s
no point really ... Blank things to me are clinical, there’s no life to them. | like taking
something that already exists and turning it into something else.

A third explained that she found the task frustrating and felt she could not satisfactorily
make her mark on top of someone else’'s work:

When | started | had total lack of imagination ... | tried to break this already finished
fabric ... why break this fabric? I'm not good at adding, | can’t manage with scrap
fabrics already completely finished. Makes me less imaginative. | usually work with
completely blank fabric. So using this is not original for me. | want to create from
scratch.
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Figure 11.5 "Hating Flowers™: stitching a strongly personal mark onto a found fabric.
Photograph: Emma Shercliff.

This seems to align with the perspective of jeweler and craft writer Bruce Metcalf. He
argues that the foundations of craft practice are rooted in a biological context, recounting
that in his experience as a teacher, students attracted to a craft discipline discover that
“the exercise of their newly discovered sensibillity is both pleasurable and powerful ... The
motivation is felt: self-perceived as an emotion.”3®

Self-centered

The practicing of a technique embeds the practical knowledge into the body tacitly. Being
unique individuals, each body that makes is different and the ability to make becomes
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deeply entwined with an individual's sense of self. The act of making is a non-verbal
expression of ‘I am here and this is what | think and feel.” In the above examples,
responding to materials was accompanied by, and even driven by, a personally shaped
emotional experience.

When probed to think beyond the stylistic intentions of their stitched work, participants
began to hint at more visceral understandings of their craft that reveal the physical body
to be very much at the center of their world:

ft’s almost like a bridge between us and the world, because textiles ... are constantly
in contact with our body. For me that's why stitch is so important. Because it's almost
like, a part of us ... it's amost like, at one with us. When [ think of stitching, | think
of mending. So | think of scars, making something better, like embellishing ... going
through the body, like through the skin, from outside going in, and then coming out
again.

Another imagines it to be “almost like tattoos in a way, all over us, almost like clothing ...
just all over, messages and images.” And “| see it as threads that go through the body
but then join on to other people. So there's a link.”

Conclusion

In considering some of the qualities and values of hand stitching processes, this chapter
has explored ways in which textile craft skills can enrich an understanding of the material
world and sustain a continually changing relationship to it, by cultivating a distinctive
form of attention to the self. If screen-based work can provoke a fractured and dislo-
cated sense of self, by contrast handwork can encourage a focused awareness of the
body as a whole being literally in touch with its environment. In support of this, Serres’s
concept of "mingling with the world"#® proposes “a conception of the human being not
as a composite entity made up of separable but complementary parts, such as body,
mind and culture, but rather as a singular locus of creative growth within a continually
unfolding field of relationships."!

Hand skills can highlight the significance of touch, and the powerful stimulation
provoked by handling materials reminds us that the body is a sensate being affording
access to particular types of embodied knowledge. The illusion of experience mediated
frequently today via screen technologies causes the materiality, temporality, and spatiality
of real experience to stand out as novel or precious, and physical experiences of making
provide “a central point of bodily reference within the fluidity of time and action.”? The
scale and pace of hand stitching match those of the body, grounding cognitive and
emotional experience in a tangible process. The physical proximity of material, tools, and
body enables a person to feel situated in time and space, and the relatively slow pace
allows for contemplative thought and open-ended exploration as a refuge from the more
habitual speedy results and instant gratification. | suggest that the focused, calm rhythm
of accumulative hand stitching is one way for individuals alienated by the intangible nature
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of the objective world of consumption to assimilate the surrounding material world, strike
up conversation with it, feel grounded by it, and articulate themselves within it—literally
10 make it one’s own.
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