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This essay explores 3 key words related to my practice: stitch, narrative, and health. Through the essay these words will be described and analysed in relation to three artworks and three key thinkers. The three artworks I will look at are ‘Blue Jumper’ by Bridget Harvey, ‘Quilt of Remembrance’ by WAVE Ballymoney and ‘Investment- Tabitha’ by Tabitha Moses. The 3 key thinkers that will help me to expand my knowledge of the words and images are: Rozsika Parker in The Subversive Stitch, Karen Nickell in Troubles Textiles: Textile responses to the conflict in Northern Ireland and Frances Reynolds in Textile art promoting wellbeing in long term illness: some general and specific influences. The discussion of these key words, images and texts will lead to a research question which will inform the basis of my dissertation.

Stitch

Stitch can be understood as to “make, mend or join (something) with stitches” (Dictionary.com, 2022) using a needle and thread and is traditionally linked to domestic function and/ or decoration of cloth. Stitch is universal and apparent across cultures; it is a diverse medium which can be a hobby or profession. Traditionally stitch has been given a low status due to its associations with women and the domestic. “It is ironic that despite being derogated as ‘craft’ and ‘women’s work’, textile making provides an important source of cognitive coping or intellectual stimulation for many women” (Collier, 2011, p.110).  Women’s status and stitch both lack respect and appreciation; this is seen through history and time. Stitch has always historically been a big part of women’s lives, as a form of expression, protest, for personal use and a form of language (Sabau, 2018) enabling women to have a voice and express how they were feeling in addition to providing comfort. Limited by their sex, women were encouraged to sew, and this provided a freedom and sense of independence. These ideas are echoed in the feminist text by Rozsika Parker, The Subversive Stitch, that speaks of embroidery as “both a weapon of resistance for women” and “…a source of constrain. It has promoted submission to the norms of feminine obedience and offered both psychological and practical means of independence” (2010, XIX). Stitch provided a sense of liberation for a woman in a time of female restraint; however, this was still within the confines and expectations of the ‘woman’s role’. Whilst offering the opportunity for self-expression it arguably was still self-limiting.

Within contemporary society stitch is still used as an active method of expression. The Blue Jumper by Bridget Harvey (see figure 1) can be seen as a symbol of anti-waste; moth eaten but still repaired through heavy darning. Harvey uses her stitch as a slogan, representative of her views on repair, re-wearing, and the pressures of buying new clothing. “Personal, political, active, and rebellious. Resilient against pressure to buy new: I can, I will, I am, through choice and necessity, wearing, repairing, and re-wearing” (Bridget Harvey, 2022). Harvey uses the blue jumper as a symbol of decorative activism. Although the stitches serve a purpose, they are also a form of decoration and expression of her personal views on the waste prevalent in the twenty-first century. Stitch joins things together- metaphorically as well as physically. Repairing increases the longevity of an item and creates a caring connection and new love for items. Melanie Klein in The Subversive Stitch wrote, 

When I was growing up, all the women in my house were using needles. I have 	                                         always had a fascination with the needle, the magic power of the needle. The needle is used to repair damage. It is a claim to forgiveness. It is never aggressive, it’s not a pin (Klein, xix, 2010).

Stitch is a peace maker, it makes ends meet, it joins things together and mends them. Stitch can be used as a form of peaceful protest, passivist activism, bringing people together. Repairing increases the longevity of items and adds personality to them. The time that is spent on mending can be seen as an act of care and love, forming a stronger connection to the item and it is often kept for longer as a result (Gauntlett, 2011). 
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Fig.1: The Blue Jumper

Increasing environmental concerns have brought stitch to the forefront as sewing clothes and repair are used as methods to tackle the waste from over consumption of clothing. The ‘make do and mend’ philosophy from the Second World War is being reintroduced, as the national curriculum moves to teach students to design and fix their own clothing (Webster & Bennett, 2019). A more robust connection to clothing is made through the method of repair with an emotional connection being formed (Gauntlett, 2011). Clothing becomes a memory of the experiences a person has had and the time they have spent with an item; a new narrative and meaning is thereby created with each stitch.





Narrative

This section will explore the word ‘narrative’ and its context within stitch. The Cambridge dictionary defines narrative as “a story or a description of a series of events" (Cambridge Dictionary, 2022). Stories can be communicated through various art forms such as textiles and stitch. Sonja Andrews (2008) in her paper Textile Semantics: Considering a communication-based reading of textiles, proposes that textiles are cultural signifiers that communicate meaning, she says that images that create a narrative, symbols, motifs, text, visual language and materials all have meanings. As such these can be used to tell stories through cloth and stitch. However, stories are not only stitched into cloth, but stories can also be told verbally whilst stitching. In Inuit culture the older generation would tell of stories “about life on the land” and remember stories of their ancestors and feel close to them whilst sewing patterns linked to their family and heritage (Emanuelsen et al., 2020, p5). Like Inuit textiles the Gee Bend quilts tell stories of their heritage through stitch. “The quilts have many stories to tell of artistic innovation, triumph over hardship, and pride in heritage” (Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2022, p.1).  

As such, stitch can tell us stories about creativity, skill, technique, new innovations in making, social, economic and political narratives as well as historical and cultural traditions. Alice Kettle in Stitched Stories describes how stitch connects the “... past with the present...” and “..merges personal memory with collective remembering” (Kettle, 2016, pages 264- 265). Remembering and stitching can also have health benefits. Sewing can help people to relax to be able to talk about troubling events. “Participants described sewing as a mechanism they used to get through emotional times in their lives and as a tool to help when they needed to calm down or think through situations” (Emanuelsen et al., 2020, p.5-6). This demonstrates how stitching can support wellbeing and help people to tell their stories. This is further exampled through the textile work of Louise Bourgeois which Frances Morris describes as “... psychological repair. This active process of transformation of material, self and being in the world, shaped by thread and stitching, in Bourgeois’ case is emancipatory, hopeful and recuperative” (Kettle, 2016, p 264). In describing stitch as emancipatory, Morris points to the political power of textiles and stitch. Alice Kettle argues, “Thread has the potential to make change, transform the materials and people it engages with and to describe the world” (Kettle, 2022, p. 14). Textiles has had a significant role to play in both personal transformation and change but also social, economic and political change. Textiles have historically been used as a political voice for women through embroidered banners in the suffragette movement, through to Arpilleras (patchwork quilt made by Spanish women), where images and text have been stitched, patchworked, and weaved to record narratives through history.
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Fig. 2:  Quilt of Remembrance.

Figure 2 is a collaborative quilt project run by WAVE Ballymoney, an organisation which provides support to those who have been affected or traumatised by the Northern Ireland conflict. The Quilt of Remembrance was inspired by the Aids Memorial quilt which was exhibited in Ulster in 1991 and is made up of 10 panels; figure 2 shows one of these panels which contains 49 squares. Each square remembers a deceased person from the Nationalist/ Republican side of the conflict and uses their clothes and symbols and images to tell their story. The Quilt of Remembrance as such contains powerful personal stories. However, in only representing the stories of a group of people from one side of the conflict it opens debates about “contested memory, and the continuing memorialisation disputes of who should be remembered and how” (Nickell, 2022, p 247). More recent approaches taken by WAVE in making quilts is to focus on collaborative projects with people from both opposing views and all of which are looking for therapy. They make quilts that include neutral symbolism about reconciliation and peace in a neutral sense. In Karen Nickell’s essay ‘Troubles Textiles’: Textile responses to the conflict in Northern Ireland says, “the language of cloth gives us a way to talk about a fragmented society and nation - holes, tears, seams, patches, layers, mending, darning, joining, fraying, ripping – all ways to visualise and articulate the fabric of society” (Nickell, 2022, introduction). Nickell’s uses textile terminology as a metaphor for people's experiences to allow them to identify their shared human suffering and come together in unity and reconciliation. 




Health 

The final key word is health, this section will use the journal article Sewing and Inuit women’s health in the Canadian Arctic from Social Science & Medicine (2020) by Kristin Emanuelsen et al., which introduces the idea of sewing being a self-care and form of healing for mental and physical health within Inuit culture. It will also look at the idea of flow and optimal experience that sewing can promote. Tabitha Moses will be the artist discussed in this section as she works with mandalas and sewing as a form of healing for her health and experience of infertility.

Sewing can help maintain social relationships and cultural traditions which creates a sense of personal identity and feeling part of a wider community; these factors support health and wellbeing (Emanuelsen et al, 2020). Emanuelsen et al. (2020, p.6) suggest that sewing helps people to connect with their heritage, culture, identity and ancestors and reports, “Others described sewing as something they really love, that makes them feel healthy because of the happiness it brings them and the memories it helps them create”. The Inuit's used sewing to help them feel better, give them space to think and work through problems both emotionally and physically; the physical act of sewing through thick, tough fabrics to express their anger and frustration. As such sewing was described as “...a form of healing...” that gave them a sense of satisfaction and achievement (Emanuelsen et al, 2020, abstract). In summary the Inuit people felt that sewing brought positive health benefits and was a meditative practise. 

Flow is “a state of concentration so focused that it amounts to absolute absorption in an activity”, which results in feelings of satisfaction (Csikszentmihalyi, Harper and Row, 1990, p.1). Flow is the perfect point in which we set “ourselves challenges--tasks that are neither too difficult nor too simple for our abilities” (Csikszentmihalyi, Harper and Row, 1990, p.1). This helps us to build a strong self-belief that we can overcome obstacles and our lives can be improved both mentally and physically. Flow has meditative and healing qualities as it creates a space in which “... time no longer seems to pass the way it ordinarily does. Generally, after the experience we do not know where the time went; however, during the actual experience, time seems to stand still” (Csikszentmihalyi, Harper and Row, 1990, p.5).
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Fig.3: Investment- Tabitha

Tabitha Moses explores the themes of stitch, narrative and health in her textile piece called ‘Investment- Tabitha’ which is about Tabitha's ongoing journey with infertility. On a hospital gown she embroidered lucky symbols and imagery that corresponded to her story and experience with infertility. It took four weeks to complete the hospital gown. Tabitha’s gown includes embroidered depictions of the IVF process, drugs, sperm, egg, womb, tear drops, acupuncture points, good luck imagery, cells, and a baby with a halo around it. Tabitha uses the phrase ‘magical thinking’ in her work which Eugene Subbotsky in the article Magical Thinking- Reality or Illusion? explains “...just as rational thinking helps us to cope with problems in the physical world, magical thinking comes to our aid when we deal with problems in our personal, social and emotional life” (Subbotsky, 2004, p.339). Tabitha Moses also explores the state of flow and meditation. Through stitch she says “I find hand embroidery a contemplative, and sometimes therapeutic, act – it takes so long that you spend time getting to know the subject intimately. My hands are busy but my mind is free to roam” (National Museums Liverpool, 2022).




Conclusion 

From my exploration of these three key words, images and texts it is evident that there is a connection between them. The words stitch, narrative and health can be understood through each other. Narratives about health and well-being can be stitched using imagery, text and visual language. These can take the form of personal stories, community or cultural experiences and traditions. Textiles have been historically linked to ‘women’s work’ and women’s stories. Stitch has been closely linked to the idea of femininity and so through time the view of stitch has corresponded to public views of women, being weak and not skilled. Many women and artists are reclaiming stitch today in their personal and public work. Textiles can be a form of communication which can narrate political messages as seen through all the pieces I have researched, as well as suffragette banners and arpilleras which are all also a form of activism. Stitching with others also helps to build social and cultural relationships and connections to one another through meeting and making. Stitching can help relax someone so that they are able to freely talk about their personal experiences and narrate stories. Stitch itself has its own story and through its process and technique, metaphors of mending and repair can allow for emotional experience to take a physical form and emotional healing. Stitching has many health and therapeutic benefits including its meditative, expressive and repetitive properties that help with creating a sense of achievement and overall wellbeing. 

Even though the three images I chose have different stories, concepts, functions, purposes, and unique narratives they are connected through the benefits that stitch brings to health. They all example how stitch, through its physical process and its metaphors of repairing, mending, joining, and connecting have an emotional and wellbeing impact on the individual maker and their communities. This topic has lots of potential to be developed into a study for my dissertation and reflects my interests and practice as a surface pattern designer and textile maker.

Question 

How can stitched stories support health and wellbeing? This work explores stitched textiles in relation to health, with a focus on narrative, by means of image analysis, artist interviews and academic resources.
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