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Abstract 

The proposed paper takes as its object of investigation the overlooked and often despised category of 

women’s domestic arts as sites of important cultural, social and rhetorical work. Specifically, this paper 

explores the complex relationship between women and needlework stitched in times and places of adversity, 

such as prisons, charity schools, and orphanages. How do women respond to such adversity in creating a silken 

communication? What function do the pieces they stitched serve? How do these pieces offer new insights into 

women’s lives and material conditions? While current work on women and material culture has focused 

primarily on women as consumers, this paper provides case studies of women as producers of needlework, 

turning to ’local’ or ’situated knowledge’, to justify the claim that women’s stitching can be interpreted as an 

epistemic activity, defined as gendered. Here I also argue for touch and the dexterity of the practiced hand as 

ways of knowing and demonstrate not only the deep knowledge of the material used, but also the creation 

and communication of knowledge about women’s material condition, as definitions of their rhetorical 

engagement. As such, women’s manipulation of the world is central to constructing social meanings that 

operate beyond the traditionally prescribed (and circumscribed) boundaries typically occupied by women. 

 

Keywords: women, material culture, needlework, embodied knowledge, situated knowledge, material literacy. 

 

 

Introduction 

Malea Powell observes, “History isn’t a dead and remembered object; it is alive and it speaks to 

us. We are obligated not just to our ancestors out of whose lives we ‘make’ that history but also to 

the places and spaces, and the living things therein who remember them and-through them-

remember us” (121-22). In this essay, I turn to some of the adverse spaces and places
1
 in which 

historically young women have stitched (e.g., charity schools, orphannages, and prisons) to examine 

how both space and place leave a mark on what gets stitched, how it is stitched, and why it is 

stitched. How do women respond to adversity in needle and thread? What function do these 

stitched pieces serve? How do these pieces offer new insights into the “lives and . . . experiences of 

[material] conditions of women”?
2
 My focus in this paper then is on the material practice of stitching 

and the impact of space and place in that practice. 

While current work on women and material culture has focused primarily on women as 

consumers, this paper provides case studies of women who were producers of needlework, 

                                                 
1
I use place to refer to a physical, material location and space to refer to a state of mind, a metaphorical sense 

of place. As Anthony Giddens and Martina Löw have theorized on the duality of space whereby spaces both 

constrain and permit action whereby both the location and the perception are the outcomes of constituting 

place.  
2
See June Hannam who makes the argument that “[t]he emphasis on language and discourse has challenged 

old feminist certainties about lived experience, the nature of women's subordination and the use of the 

category woman. There has been a shift away from an interest in the material conditions of women's lives 

towards a concern with representation, symbolism, discourse and the text” (Hannam online). While I agree 

that the emphasis on discursive matters broadly conceived challenges old feminist certainties, especially about 

“the nature of women’s subordination and the use of the category woman”, I don’t agree that material 

conditions of women’s lives can be divorced from discourse; thus, I examine both. 
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engaging in “gendered material practices” that are best understood as epistemic. Here, I argue that 

women’s engagement with the material world is not only informed by a deep knowledge of the 

materials used, but women’s manipulation of the material world is also central to constructing 

social, political, economic, and cultural meanings that operate well beyond the traditionally 

prescribed (and circumscribed) boundaries occupied by women. Women thus participate in the 

creation, maintenance, and communication of various knowledges. As historian Laurel Thatcher 

Ulrich has demonstrated with her own work on women and textiles, the ways in which women have 

manipulated the material world bear scrutiny as legitimate subjects of social, political, cultural, and 

economic history. 

To justify claims that women’s needlework can be interpreted as an epistemic activity, I turn to 

two key concepts: “situated knowledges” (sometimes referred to as local knowledge) and 

“embodied knowledge”. Both of these concepts have been posited by feminists as a way to 

destabilize the dominant validation of disembodied, abstract thinking
3
. Situated knowledge invokes 

a geographic metaphor of place - knowledge emerges out of the specifics of a particular location 

(and time)
4
. Embodied knowledge reconnects the abstract - or whatever may be called “truth”, 

“facts” or “ideas”- with the body’s ways of knowing. However, what is left out of these two 

formulations - implied by them, but not articulated - is the interaction between the body and the 

place, and this interaction can be conceptualized as the domain of the hand - that bodily part which 

engages with and transforms the materiality of the place, space, and time. As Grace Fong notes in 

her examination of “embroidery as a knowledge field”, “through embroidery as practice and 

knowledge, individual women were able to create a space of local and limited empowerment for 

themselves and other women” (2). While Fong focuses on literary representations of embroidery to 

make her case, I turn to the actual material objects of embroidery to argue for the hand as an 

epistemic instrument. 

Privileging the hand over the eye (though the eye is key to what the hand can accomplish) might 

undo the way in which the eye has been co-opted by thinkers as the mind’s tool of investigation. 

Though eyes are just as embodied as the hands, philosophy has managed to elevate the status of 

eyes, by making them central to the way in which we conceive of knowing (“I see” equals “I 

understand”). Patricia Spyer has aptly called this privileged focus on the eye “ocularcentrism”. Here I 

argue for touch as key to knowing one’s materials, and the dexterity of the practiced hand, for 

knowing how to transform those materials
5
. 

More specifically, I turn to five samplers constructed under material conditions, times, spaces, 

and places of adversity to show how knowledges constructed and circulated through the stitched 

                                                 
3
See Donna Haraway’s “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial 

Perspective”. Foucault’s work on the body as a site for disciplinarity has been foundational in bringing the body 

back into cultural history. See, for example, Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality. For an overview 

of Foucault’s impact on embodied knowledge, see Arthur Frank, and Felix Driver. 
4
See, for example, Carl Knappett who argues: ”We should not treat objects as individual, isolated items; 

attention must be devoted to both their spatial and temporal situatedness. The former refers to the complex 

environment of human and non-human objects in which individual artifacts are enmeshed. The latter consists 

of an artifact’s location within the flow of time, and how that artifact is experienced by agents over the course 

of a life time” (62-63). To Knappett’s argument, I’d add an artifact’s location in place/space is just as important 

as temporal location. Hence, I draw on the concept of kairos, the rhetorical construct of “right time and place” 

for a particular piece of rhetoric. There is lots of disagreement over what constitutes kairos, but treatment of 

the debate is out of the scope of this piece. See, for example, Sipiora and Baumlin. 
5
Pamela Smith’s concept of material literacy is an artisanal epistemology whereby one gains “knowledge 

neither through reading nor writing but through a process of experience and labor. Rather than producing a 

‘lettered man’, such literacy has the goal of making knowledge productive” (76) comes close to what we are 

arguing here. However, we see no need to disconnect reading and writing practices from experience and labor 

practices; indeed the knowing hand is central to writing practices. 



Maureen Daly Gauggin, ”Suturing Adversity in Estranged Spaces: Kairos and Meaning Making in 

Women’s Needlework Samplers”.                                                                                                

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                     Page 4 

 

works are tied to space and place as well as to the dexterity of hand: I begin with a sampler that 

comes from an English charity school. 

 

Charity Schools 

In England, charity schools, also called Bluecoat Schools, date back to the mid-16th century and 

were originnally erected and maintained in various parishes by donations from the congregations. By 

the 19th century, English elementary schools were predominantly charity schools. These schools 

mainly taught poor children to read and write, and, in some cases, how to do arithmetic, geography, 

sewing, and knitting. The goal of a charity school education was to prepare young people for trades 

or services, and so the curriculum reflected this goal. Thus, religious organizations usually provided 

clothing and education to students freely or at little charge. They were dubbed Bluecoat Schools 

because the color blue was typically used for children’s’ charity school uniforms as it was the 

cheapest dye then available for clothing. Socks were typically dyed in saffron as it was thought that 

the color golden yellow would stop rats from nibbling the pupils’ ankles. This caution calls attention 

to another indicator of the type of place charity school pupils inhabited. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. 

        Bluecoat Boy statue from St. Mary Kensington Charity School.  

Courtesy of The Anglophone.  

Photograph by Thomas Moore. 

 

Figure 1 displays one of two statues created by the mason Thomas Rustace in 1712 that mark the 

entrance to St. Mary Kensington Charity School on High Street in Kensington, London. The young 

bluecoat boy holds a plaque that reads: “I was naked and ye clothed me”. Boys and girls were usually 

taught separately, and at this school the two doors to the old school are still labeled “Boys” and 

“Girls”. 
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Figure 2. 

Sampler from Kensington School,London, circa 

19th century.  

Courtesy of Witney Antiques. 

 

Figure 2 displays a sampler stitched by one of the young girls trained at the St. Mary Kensington 

Charity School. She worked it in red silk on gauze, creating four different alphabets, one set of 

numerals, and crowns for “King”, “England”, and “Queen”. This work is a marking sampler, a genre 

typically taught to lower class girls to prepare them for service work. This sampler shows that this 

student had control of her needle and could do rudimentary work with the needle, marking linens, 

and mending. This genre often circulated as a curriculum vitae to show future employers that a 

young girl knew how to sew. In 1840 needlework was “expected” in all English national schools for 

girls; it became compulsory in 1862, part of an education designed to train women for service and 

housekeeping. 

Prominent in the bottom part of the sampler is the name of the school: “Kensington. II. School”. 

Missing is the name of the needleworker, though name was a common feature of marking samplers. 

Because this piece left off the maker’s name, it may have been an early school exercise, or perhaps 

the teacher wanted to draw attention to the name of the school because it may have been a piece 

that was meant to be sold. Many charity schools did sell needlework to collect funds for maintaining 

schools. The lack of the stitcher’s name renders this an anonymous piece - one of many hand 

wrought by children of poor economic backgrounds who were treated as indistinguishable. What is 

clear in this piece of work is that place gets prominently displayed as an important focus. That is, the 

charity school itself is what is distinguished. If it were not for charity or bluecoat schools, many poor 

children would not have received any kind of training to prepare them for work in service or trade. 

For young women, becoming skilled at the needle for mending, marking, and making clothing was 

essential if they were to secure a position in a household, one of the few career opportunities open 

to them in the 19th century
6
. 

Another form of the charity school was the Sunday school, a movement started in England by 

Robert Raikes (1735-1811), a publisher and philanthropist
7
. In 1805 King George III stated, “It is my 

                                                 
6
The limited opportunities for 19th-century women are captured by Geraldine Clifford’s title “Marry, Stitch, 

Die or Do Worse”. 
7
The story in North America was slightly different as the rapid growth of the Sunday school movement was 

largely due to two women: Sarah Trimmer (1741-1810) and Hannah More (1745-1833). Sarah Trimmer, a 

writer and critic of children’s literature, was a philanthropist who founded several charity schools and Sunday 

schools. She also wrote manuals and textbooks for women who were interested in starting their own schools; 

profit from these books helped further other educational projects. Trimmer’s work inspired others such as 
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wish that every poor child in my dominions be taught the Holy Scripture” (qtd. in Perkin 37). Many 

Sunday Schools fulfilled this wish. Figure 3 shows a sampler stitched by Alice Alcock in 1846 when 

she attended the Bennett Street Sunday School in Manchester, England. The Bennett Street Sunday 

School, first situated in premises on Gun Street and Primrose Street, was founded in 1801 by David 

Stott (1771-1846). In 1818 a new building was erected by public subscription and built on Bennett 

Street. 

 

 
 

Figure 3: 

Alice Alcock’s 1846 English 

sampler. Courtesy of Witney Antiques. 

 

Alice Alcock’s sampler is particularly noteworthy because it records and prominently displays the 

sources of funding for the new building; these appear alongside a picture of the new Bennett Street 

Sunday School. The four-story building with separate entrances for girls and boys takes up nearly 

half of the sampler. To the left are stitches that say: “Total cost of Erecting The Building £2524. 

Subscriptions from the Teachers and Scholers [sic] £802. Do[nations] from The Trustees Visitors and 

Friends £1218”. On the right, she continues: “Balance of rent & c[ash] received by the Trustees and 

applied to the Liquidation of the debt on the School 504. Total £2524”. 

With these lines, Alice demonstrates that she knows how to stitch numbers and perhaps how to 

do rudimentary math-skills necessary for her to secure a service position somewhere. Students were 

taught reading (to read the Bible), sewing, and knitting; however, religious instruction was the 

primary function of the Sunday school. That biblical education is evident on this sampler. To the left, 

the phrase “Feed my Sheep” appears and to the right, “Feed my Lambs” both references to John 

21:15 where Jesus asks Peter to “feed my sheep” and “feed my lambs” after he’s been resurrected. 

Why was this sampler stitched in 1846? We might speculate that since this was the year its 

founder, David Stott, passed away that it was assigned to Alice (and perhaps other students) to 

honor his memory. Whatever the reason, place and space take center stage in this sampler as both 

the school and the financial record of the subscriptions used to build it claim a good deal of space in 

this piece. This fine sampler makes a great CV to be shown for securing a service position and for 

establishing the source of Alice’s education. It no doubt left an indelible mark on her memory of 

where she studied, a proud impressive place and her stitching accomplishment that showed she was 

clearly ready for stitching in service. 

From Bluecoat and Sunday schools, we move to orphanages where the young were also trained 

for service and labors of different kinds. 

                                                                                                                                                        

Hannah Moore to found Sunday schools. Hannah More’s father, Jacob More, was a schoolteacher who made 

sure his daughters were well educated. Hannah learned that lesson well and was ripe for Trimmer’s influence. 

Despite many protests, Hannah More helped to set up twelve schools that focused on teaching reading 

(especially for the Bible and Catechism). She also donated money to Bishop Philander Chase, founder of 

Kenyon College in Gambier, Ohio in 1824. 
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Orphanages 

Cheltenham Female Orphan Asylum (see Fig. 4) was located in Gloucestershire, England. It was 

founded in 1806 as a charitable institution by Queen Charlotte (1744-1818), wife of King George III 

(1738-1820), and later patronized by Queen Victoria and her daughter-in-law Queen Alexandra. 

 

 
 

Figure 4. 

Cheltenham Female Orphan Asylum. Postcard by J. Fisher distributed 

in the 19th century. It was published by Griffith and appears in 

Griffith’s History 

of Cheltenham and Its Vicinity 

(16). 

 

Starting as a school of industry for poor girls, it evolved to become a female orphan asylum 

(which it was in 1838 when the picture in figure 4 was drawn and engraved by J. Fisher and 

published in Griffiths History of Cheltenham and Its Vicinity by Samuel Griffith); it eventually became 

a public orphanage. The young girls there were taught needlework, and were expected to do plain 

work sewing for the public at a price, and fancywork occasionally for raising funds. Griffith provides a 

chart of the list of charges in 1826 for a variety of plain work items from shirts, to child’s shifts, plain 

petticoats, and so on along with baby linen (16). People were to bring their material already cut out 

according to a pattern. If they brought uncut material and a pattern, an extra charge was added on. 

These tasks helped to fund the Orphanage, and helped to train the girls for service as this was 

precisely the kind of work they would be expected to do. 

In addition to consumer goods, young girls worked on needlework samplers, such as this one by 

Monemia Hanly dated August 1, 1843 (see fig. 5). In this sampler, young Monemia stitches a hymn, 

The Orphan’s Prayer (also known as The Orphan’s Hymn) by Matthew Gregory Lewis (1775-1818). 

Most likely she sang this piece in church while she was at the Cheltenham Female Orphan Asylum. 

Here are the four verses she stitches: 

 

Anonymous. The Orphan's Hymn  

 

Where shall the child of sorrow fiind  

A place for calm repose?  

Thou, Father of the fatherless,  

Pity the orphan's woes!  

 

What friend have I in heaven or earth,  

What friend to trust but thee?  

My father's dead-my mother's dead;  

My God, remember me!  

 

 

Thy gracious promise now fulfil,  
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And bid my trouble cease;  

In thee the fatherless shall find  

Pure mercy, grace and peace.  

 

I've not a secret care or pain,  

But he that secret knows;  

Thou, Father of the fatherless,  

Pity the orphan's woes! 

 

 
 

Figure 5: 

Monemia Hanly’s 1848 Plain Text 

Sampler. Courtesy of Witney Antiques. 

 

The lyrics in this 19th-century hymn draw attention to the space and place in which Monemia 

Hanly found herself - alone with no parents and facing life in an orphanage. The hymn begins by 

focusing on place and space: “Where shall the child of sorrow find/A place for calm repose?” Here 

“place” can be read as both a physical place where she can find solace and a metaphorical space for 

calmness in the mind. The hymn then prays “My God, remember me!” and asks God to “Pity the 

orphan’s woes!” Thus, the two senses - place and space - are central to this hymn. This sense of 

space in needlework is embedded in a sampler made by Lorina Bulwer in circa 1900 when she was a 

resident in the female lunatic ward of the Great Yarmouth Workhouse. As the Norfolk Museums and 

Archaeology Service website notes, “in the sampler, Lorina tells the reader stories about her life and 

her family, including how she feels about being in the workhouse. She is furious at finding herself in 

there, with few rights and labeled a lunatic” (Norfolk). Space - the perception of place - is a palpable 

key in many samplers wrought in adverse places. 

Cross-stitched in black and red thread, Hanley’s sampler represents early training in needlework 

as cross-stitch was one of the first stitches a young child learned. Most marking samplers contain 

cross-stitch and most were constructed in red thread (as the Kensington sampler shows) even 

though red was the most expensive thread. Because these samplers were meant to show that the 

needleworker knew how to stitch and, specifically, how to mark linens, red reflected the color 

typically used for marking personal clothes and household linens. Therefore, it is not clear what 

Hanly’s reasoning was for switching her colors between black and red unless she worked only with 

what was readily available. What is also not clear is whether this was a schoolroom piece or whether 

it was done to sell to raise funds. What is clear is the pressure of place - the orphanage - and of 

space in which she finds herself - as both are prominent in her work. Did stitching these verses bring 

her comfort or more distress? It is hard to say, but having spent time stitching these lines, Hanly no 
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doubt remembered them throughout her life, such is the power of space and place on memory and 

such is the power of handwork. 

 

Prison 

There are many genres of needle-work samplers: marking samplers, memorial samplers, 

genealogical samplers, friendship samplers, map samplers, verse and picture samplers – to name 

just a few. The genres mark their maker’s gender, class, region and place. One common group of 

English school-girl samplers is known as “fancywork”. Elizabeth White Nelson teases out the complex 

meaning of the term “fancywork”: 

 

The word itself contained a dichotomy between pleasure and profit that was at the heart of the 

middle-class market culture. Fancy was the opposite of utilitarian. It implied leisure, aesthetic 

taste, and gentility but had overtones of frivolity. Work tempered this impression of flightiness 

and linked fancywork to the virtue associated with production. . . As a labor of leisure, fancywork 

embodied the dilemma that faced middle-class women: their leisure was an important and 

visible marker of class, but their idleness raised anxieties about the dissipation of the rich. 

Because fancywork was, by definition, both leisure and work, it carried the cachet of feminine 

accomplishment and deflected accusations of idleness (Nelson 132). 

 

Marla Miller adds that “throughout the nineteenth century, fancywork helped growing numbers 

of middle-class and working-class women resist the encroachments of industrial capitalism, by 

allowing women to domesticate products of mass production as they selected and reworked them 

into artful reflections of a more personal aesthetic” (214). Typically, fancywork samplers were taught 

and created by middle – and upper class women. Some working class women created these to sell, 

though few were taught the skills to make them. Fancywork samplers were proudly displayed by 

upper socioeconomic parents who wanted to show their daughter’s accomplishments with the 

needle as well as her virtuous demeanor. But sometimes the two accomplishments were at odds 

with each other.  

An example of a fancywork sampler can be found in Figure 6. This piece was carefully stitched by 

Annie Parker in 1882 while she was a prisoner at Bedford Gaol. She used her own hair for thread and 

created this sampler as a gift for Robert Evans Roberts
8
 then Governor of Bedford Gaol

9
 a position he 

held from 1855 to 1886 (Stockdale). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8
In addition, Governor Roberts was innovative in his use of photography to record prisoners. Records of all the 

photographs from the prison register for the years 1859 to 1877 are currently available in the website Bedford 

Gaol at www.schools. bedfordshire.gov.uk/gaol. 
9
For detailed information about Bedford Gaol, see 19th Century Bedford Gaol at 

http://www.schools.bedfordshire.gov.uk/gaol/contents.htm 
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Figure 6: 

Annie Parker’s 1882 Fancywork Hair 

Sampler. Courtesy of Witney Antiques. 

 

Just three years after she completed this piece in August 1885, Annie passed away from 

consumption in the Greenwich Union Infirmary at the early age of 37. At the time of her death, she 

was serving another sentence in Bedford Gaol. Annie had served many times in Bedford Gaol as she 

had been charged with drunkenness over 400 times; she thus spent the greater part of her adult life 

in prison. In an August 1885 article in the Daily Chronicle, which covered Annie’s death, Annie was 

described as “well educated” and a “model prisoner”. The fine work on this complex sampler gives 

evidence of her good education and upper class background. 

The sampler in Figure 6 was one of several that she made while imprisoned
10

. Claire Smith points 

out that “there is a longstanding affiliation between confinement and creative. While restricting the 

movement of the human form, prisons, workhouses, internment camps, hospitals and asylums have 

long been the site of great imagination and industry” (1). Annie’s sampler is a “site of great 

imagination and industry”. By using her own hair as thread, Annie followed a technique common in 

the 19th century for creating special gifts to bestow on relatives and dear friends. Thus she must 

have held Governor Roberts in high regard. Around the edge is careful crochet work in a lace-like 

pattern. With her dark hair, she stitches in fine detail four verses from the hymnal My God, My 

Father, While I Stray
11

 authored by Charlotte Elliot (1789-1871) and composed by Johann D. Meyer 

(b. 1821). It was most likely a hymn Annie sang in church at the Gaol. In the last panel is a verse from 

Psalm 79:11 of the King James Bible where she addresses both God and Governor Roberts. She 

stitches that she created this work with her own hair in January 1882 and presented it to R. E. 

Roberts. In direct contrast to this eloquent piece of work, Annie must have found imprisonment a 

difficult and adverse experience in a confined place and a troubled space. 

                                                 
10

The exact number of embroidered pieces Annie created is not known but a few pieces exist in collections 

such as a pincushion worked in hair now at the Black Museum of Scotland Yard and another hair sampler in 

the collection of H. M. Prison Service in Newbold Revel, London. 
11

The lyrics to My God, My Father, While I Stray: "My God, My Father, While I Stray”/My God, my Father, while 

I stray/ Far from my home on life's rough way/ Oh, teach me from my heart to say,/ "Thy will be done”// 

Though dark my path and sad my lot, /Let me be still and murmur not /Or breathe the prayer divinely taught, 

/"Thy will be done"/ What though in lonely grief I sigh /For friends beloved, no longer nigh, /Submissive still 

would I reply- /"Thy will be done"/ Though Thou hast called me to resign /What most I prized, it ne'er was 

mine; /I have but yielded what was Thine- /"Thy will be done" // Should grief or sickness waste away/My life in 

premature decay, /My Father, still I strive to say, /"Thy will be done"// Let but my fainting heart be blest /With 

Thy sweet Spirit for its Guest; /My God, to Thee I leave the rest- /"Thy will be done"// Renew my will from day 

to day; /Blend it with Thine and take away /All that now makes it hard to say, /"Thy will be done”. //Then, 

when on earth I breathe no more, /The prayer, oft mixed with tears before, /I'll sing upon a happier shore, 

/"Thy will be done"//. 



Maureen Daly Gauggin, ”Suturing Adversity in Estranged Spaces: Kairos and Meaning Making in 

Women’s Needlework Samplers”.                                                                                                

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                     Page 11 

 

The lines in the hymn speak to these two kairotic conditions of space and place, beginning with 

the title: “My God, My Father, While I Stray”. Certainly, being arrested for drunkenness multiple 

times could be described as “straying”. Repeatedly throughout the hymn (see note 11), the refrain 

calls to God to teach the lesson “Thy will be done”. It talks about “life’s rough way”, “dark my path 

and sad my lot”, “my life in premature decay”, and “in lonely grief I sigh/For friends beloved, no 

longer nigh”. These lines call attention to the space (mental state) Annie was no doubt dealing with 

in the soberness of her cell, her place. As Bernice Archer observes about the needlework completed 

in the World War II Changi POW camp, stitching was “a therapeutic comfort in times of stress, with 

an opportunity for delicate creativity within a brutalizing environment; and an affirmation of one’s 

existence and endurance. . .  [I]n the overcrowded conditions of the prison most women craved 

space, peace, quiet and privacy where they could sit with their own thoughts” (161-62). No doubt 

Annie craved the same things and stitching helped her “to enter a mental space removed of the 

everyday” (Smith 3), for as Smith observes, “needlework can be seen as a tool which offered not 

only a practical skill, but also a state of enlightened contemplation” (3). In short, “in an environment 

of finite choices and extensive periods of isolation, [stitching] allows the maker to transform hours of 

confinement into a period of productivity and creativity” (Smith 9). Contemplation by needle and by 

hymn lines is soothing. 

This hymn, “My God, My Father, While I Stray,” must have been important to Annie because she 

kept restitching it while she was in Gaol. In the hair sampler in figure 7 (another of Annie’s works), 

Annie again stitched four verses from the Hymn My God, My Father, While I Stray. The first three 

verses are from the first three verses of the hymn but she skips the next two to stitch the sixth verse: 

 

Renew my will from day to day;  

blend it with thine, and take away  

all that now makes it hard to say,  

Thy will be done! 

 

 
 

Figure 7. 

Annie Parker’s Hair Sampler 

circa 

1880. Courtesy of Witney Antiques. 

 

Given her daily struggle with alcohol, this last verse is especially poignant. She asks for renewal of 

her will every day! 

As in her other sampler (fig. 6), she ends with a biblical verse, this time from Matthew 11:28: 

“Come unto Me all that labour and/are heavy laden and I will give you/Rest”. 
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Figure 8: 

Close up of the End of Annie’s 

c1880 

Sampler 

 

Annie was most likely “heavy laden”. (See fig. 8) How else could she feel after hundreds of arrests 

for drinking. This is an unfinished sampler as there is a blank space at the bottom. Did Annie have an 

idea of whom it was for or was she meant to later figure out whom to give it to or did she do it for 

herself? The fabric in the sampler dates in the 1880s; but it is not clear if it was an earlier or a latter 

work as compared with her 1882 sampler in figure 6. Given the extraordinarily fine work of this 

piece, it might be speculated that it was done after 1882. 

On the morning she died in August 1885 she had just given another sampler to Dr. Dixon, the 

assistant medical officer of the Infirmary. We don’t know how many others like the ones in figures 6 

and 7 she stitched. How many of these did she complete during her 400 arrests? We may never 

know, but what these pieces do show is that Annie Parker, who was well trained in and well 

experienced with her needle, was suffering under adverse conditions of place and space as she 

stitched. Her needlework pieces show how place and space - both physically and psychologically - 

are integral to creation and circulation of meaning. 

 

Conclusion 

All of the samplers examined in this discussion are marked by space and place, showing how both 

of these kairotic constructs are central to the creation and circulation of meaning, and how 

needlework functions in adverse places and spaces. Adversity in location and in mind serve as 

powerful conduits of creativity and production. Further, these hand-wrought pieces are also 

representatives of embodied meaning, crafted by practiced hands. These material practices, those 

that the hands perform, are a form of knowledge-making, and yet have been overlooked or ignored 

as inferior to other forms of expression or thinking that appear to leave the material world behind. 

Dewey’s analysis of the way in which we tend to value the immaterial over the material aptly sums 

up what is at stake in this argument: 

 

The depreciation of action, of doing and making, has been cultivated by philosophers. . . There is 

also the age-long association of knowing and thinking with imamterial and spiritual principles, 

and of the arts, of all practical activity in doing and making, with matter. For work is done with 

the body... is directed upon material things. The disrepute which has attended the thought of 

material things in comparison with immaterial thought has been transferred to everything 

associated with practice. 

The mundane processes and concrete materials that make up what gets called “crafts” are 

usually overlooked or if acknowledged, perceived as debased or beneath what is considered that 

which is disembodied or abstract and rises “above” its circumstances of production. Not 

coincidently these practices and materials are gendered as feminine (Dewey 22).  
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This paper challenges this hierarchy and calls for attending to everyday situated and embodied 

knowledge as “creating both personal and historical legacies” (Pritchard 1) and, by that, rescuing 

women of all classes from, obscurity. 



Maureen Daly Gauggin, ”Suturing Adversity in Estranged Spaces: Kairos and Meaning Making in 

Women’s Needlework Samplers”.                                                                                                

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                     Page 14 

 

 

Works Cited:  

 

Archer, Bernice. The Internment of Western Civilians Under the Japanese 1941-1945: A Patchwork of 

Internment. London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2005. Print. 

“Bedford Gaol, 1801-1887”. Crime and Punishment in the 19th Century. schools.bedfordshire, 2012. 

Web. 22 July 2012.  

Clifford, Geraldine. “‘Marry, Stitch, Die or Do Worse’: Educating Women for Work”. Work, Youth, 

and Schooling: Historical Perspectives on Vocationalism in American Education. Eds. Harvey 

Kantor, and David B. Tyack. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1982. 223-68. Print. 

Dewey, John. The Quest for Certainty: A Study of the Relation of Knowledge and Action. New York: 

Minton, 1929. Print.  

Driver, Felix. “Bodies in Space: Foucault’s Account of Disciplinary Power”. Reassessing Foucault: 

Power, Medicine, and the Body. Ed. Colin Jones and Roy Porter. London: Routledge, 1994. 113-

131. Print.  

Fong, Grace S. “Female Hands: Embroidery as a Knowledge Field in Women’s Everyday Life in Late 

Imperial and Early Republican China”. Late Imperial China 25.1 (2004): 1-58. Print.  

Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of a Prison. Trans. Alan Sheridan. New York: 

Vintage Books, 1979. Print.  

---. The History of Sexuality. Trans. Robert Hurley. NewYork: Vintage Books, 1988. Print.  

Frank, Arthur. “Bringing Bodies Back In: A Decade Review”. Theory, Culture and Society 7 (1990): 

131-62. Print.  

Giddens, Anthony. The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Cambridge: 

Polity, 1984. Print.  

Griffith, Samuel Young. Griffith's New Historical Description of Cheltenham and Its Vicinity. 2nd ed. 

Vol. 1. London: Longman, 1826. Print.  

Hannam, June. “Women’s History, Feminist History”. Making History: The Changing Face of the 

Profession in Britain. N.D. Web 20 March 2012.  

Haraway, Donna. “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of  

Partial Perspective”. Feminist Studies 14.3 (Autumn 1988): pp. 575-599. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3178066 

“Hidden Disabilities, Institutions: Samper by Lorina Bulwer, c 1900”. Norfolk Museums. Norfolk 

Museum Service, 2010-17. Web 20 July 2012. 

Knappett, Carl. Thinking Through Material Culture: An Interdisciplinary Perspective. Philadelphia: U 

of Pennsylvania P, 2005. Print.  

Löw, Marina. “The Constitution of Space: The Structuration of Spaces through the Simultaneity of 

Effects and Perception”. European Journal of Social Theory 1 (2008): 25-49. Print.  

Miller, Marla R. The Needle’s Eye: Women and Work in the Age of Revolution. Amherst: U of 

Massachusetts P, 2006. Print.  

Nelson, Elizabeth White. Market Sentiments: Middle-Class Market Culture in Nineteenth Century 

America. Washington: Smithsonian, 2004. Print.  

Perkin, Joan. Victorian Women. New York: New York UP, 1995. Print.  

Powell, Malea. “Dreaming Charles Eastman: Cultural Memory, Autobiography, and Geography in 

Indigenous Rhetorical Histories”. Beyond the Archives: Research as a Lived Process. Ed. Gesa 

Kirsh and Liz Rohan. Southern Illinois UP, 2008. 115-127. Print.  

Pritchard, Sue. “Keepsakes of Identity: Michele Walker ‘Memoriam’”. V&A Online Journal 1 (Autumn 

2008): 1-14. Web 20 July 2012.  

”Samplers Town and Country”. Witney Antiques. Imprint unknown, 1997. Print.  

Sipiora, Phillip, and James S. Baumlin, eds. Rhetoric and Kairos: Essays in History, Theory, and Praxis. 

Albany: SUNY, 2002. Print.  



Maureen Daly Gauggin, ”Suturing Adversity in Estranged Spaces: Kairos and Meaning Making in 

Women’s Needlework Samplers”.                                                                                                

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                     Page 15 

 

Smith, Claire. “Doing Time: Patchwork as a Tool of Social Rehabilitation in British Prisons”. V&A 

Online Journal 1 (Autumn 2008): 1-21. Web 19 July 2012.  

Smith, Pamela H. “Giving Voice to the Hand: The Articulation of Material Literacy in the Sixteenth 

Century”. Popular Literacy: Studies in Cultural Practices and Poetics. Ed. John Trimbur. 

Pittsburgh: U of Pittsburg P, 2001. 74-93. Print.  

Spyer, Patricia. “The Body, Materiality and the Senses”. Handbook of Material Culture. Ed. 

Christopher Tilley, et al. London: Sage, 2006. 125-29. Print.  

Stockdale, Eric. A Study of Bedford Prison, 1660-1877. Gloucestershire: Phillimore, 1977. Print.  

Ulrich, Laurel Thatcher. The Age of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the Creation of an American 

Myth. New York: Vintage Books, 2001. Print. 

 

Author 

Maureen Daly GOGGIN is Professor of Rhetoric and Chair of the Department of English at Arizona 

State University, is the author of Authoring a Discipline (Erlbaum, 2000), editor of Inventing a 

Discipline (NCTE, 2000), co-editor of Recialized Politics of Desire in Personal Ads (Rowman and 

Littlefield, 2008), and co-editor of three edited collections with Beth Fowkes Tobin on women and 

material culture, Women and Things, 1750-1950 (Ashgate, 2009), Women and the Material Culture 

of Needlework and Textiles, 1750-1950 (Aghate, 2009), and Material Women, 1750-1950 (Aghate, 

2009). She has also written extensively about the history of rhetoric, gender and race, and material 

culture.   

 

Contact: maureen.goggin@asu.edu 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


