Project Description — Malaika Sutter

Crafting the Needle: Text/ile-Image Constellations in Contemporary North American Fiction and
Art

1. Current State of Research

Research on needlework has gained momentum in recent years (Jefferies et al. 2016; Hemmings 2012;
Goggin/Tobin 2009) but it has never been discussed in a study that focuses on its intermedial appearance
in contemporary North American prose and art. Within the context of North American literature, the most
recent study is Suzanne V. Shepard’s The Patchwork Quilt: Ideas of Commmunity in Nineteenth-Century American
Women’s Fiction (2001). It lays the foundation for my project in its exploration of the metaphorical use of
quilts in nineteenth-century American women’s fiction. However, Shepard’s study does not focus on the
quilts’ intermedial appearances. While there are studies on needlework and intermediality, in particular
ekphrasis,! they mainly focus on poetry (Loizeaux 2008) or on ancient, medieval, and early modern prose
(Hyer et al. 2016, Olson 2013, Heffernan 1993). The overlap of intermedial studies and textiles in
contemporary North American art and fiction remains neglected and it is the aim of this project to make a
substantial contribution to this research gap.

This project’s deployment of a close reading of text/ile-image constellations in contemporary North
American fiction and art will make use of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s concept of a “positionality of beside”
(Sedgwick 2003: 8). Sedgwick argues that the preposition ‘beside’ offers a less dualistic, less hierarchical, and
more ‘disordered’ approach, which will prove especially useful when discussing gender. This intervention is
also important to the fields of African American literature and textile art because research of the intersection
of these fields will provide new perspectives to canonical works such as those of Alice Walker, Toni

Morrison, and Faith Ringgold.

2. Objectives, Corpus, and Method
The objectives of this PhD project are:
(1) to analyze the rhetorical potential of needlework in contemporary North American prose texts and art
pieces and to understand the tradition of using needlework in women’s and LGBTQIA writing and art.
These aims will be achieved through a combination of close readings, historical and art historical
contextualization (Goggin/Tobin 2009, Grudin 1990, Parker 1984), and gender and media theory (Engel
2018, Loizeaux 2008, Mulvey 1975).
(2) to analyze the needlework’s intermedial appearances. The analysis of the ‘appearance’ is important in
order to point to the problematics of typologies (Louvel 2018, 2011, Rippl 2015a, 2005), particularly within
this unprecedented research field.
(3) to analyze the text/ile-image constellations’ (socio-political) functions (Brosch 2018a, 2018b; Louvel
2018, Rippl 2018, 2015b, 2015c). The functions are discerned with the help of the historical

! Ekphrasis is an intermedial sub-category and is defined as “zhe verbal representation of visual representation” (Heffernan
1993: 3).



contextualization (objective 1) and the theoretical framework and methodology of intermediality (Bruhn
2016; Rippl 2015a; Hallet 2015; Rajewsky 2005; Wolf 2005; Mitchell 1995).

(4) to analyze the close relationship of word and image within needlework and what the implications are for
the disciplines of art history and literary studies (Rippl 2015a; Louvel 2011; Loizeaux 2008; Heffernan 1993;
Mitchell 1995).

(5) to establish a reading practice for the analysis of female connoted crafts in prose texts and visual art
(Louvel 2018, 2011; Rippl 2015a; Mitchell 1995). This reading practice will be developed within the North
American context but it is the aim to make it applicable to other contexts that focus on needlework and
textiles in prose texts and visual art.

The texts 1 will consider are Margaret Atwood’s Akas Grace (1996) and The Testaments (2019),
Whitney Otto’s How to Make an American Quilt (1991), Tracy Chevaliet’s The Last Runaway (2013), Alice
Walker’s The Color Purple (1983) and her short story “Everyday Use” (1973), Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987),
Siri Hustvedt’s The Summer Without Men (2011), Glotia Naylor’s Mama Day (1988), and Jennifer Chiaverini’s
Elm Creek Quilts Series (1999—2012). The art pieces I will analyze and bring into a conversation with the prose
texts are: The Aids Memorial Quilt (1987—; cf. Ruskin 1988), selected story quilts from the exhibition “And
Still We Rise: Race, Culture and Visual Conversations” (2015—; cf. Mazloomi 2015), selected embroidery
pieces by Elaine Reicheck (1996-1999; cf. Reicheck 2000), selected story quilts by Faith Ringgold (1989—;
cf. Cameron et al. 1998), selected embroidery fabric collage pieces by Esther Nisenthal Krinitz (1977-1998;
cf. Krinitz/ Steinhardt 2010), Allyson Mitchell’s installation Cregp Lez (2012; cf. Mitchell 2012), selected
story quilts from the exhibition “Stitching Memories: African-American Story Quilts” (1989-1991; cf.
Grudin 1990), selected embroidery pieces from Diana Weymar’s Tiny Pricks Project (2018—; cf. Weymar 2020).
My analysis of these primary sources will consist of the parallel close reading of visual and textual

components.
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