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stand. This posture and the scale at which she works - some pieces are more
than two metres long - are those of a painter. Embroidery, however, reveals
the hand of its maker much less directly than painting. In spite of the intensity
of work, the repeated wrap of thread around a kindred textile, the artist's
actual fingerprint is hard to distinguish. An embroidered stitch also differs
from a painted or drawn mark by virtue of this complete embrace of its ground
or support. The thread, or floss or twist, is drawn repeatedly over and under
the support, effectively binding it. Not surprisingly, there can be as much work
behind the surface as on it.2

Embroidery's labour and the time it occupies are both marked as feminine,
an association born of the historical fact that women have been the principal
practitioners of the craft.3 Emblematic of the interrupted nature of women's
domestic time, embroidery can be picked up and set aside again and again: it
was made to be interrupted. This flexibility can be turned to advantage. Jane
Austen, an accomplished needlewoman, used it as a foil for her other work.
When visitors came calling, she used her needlework to conceal her
manuscript. Time spent at needlework could be useful, or not. The embroidery
samplers made by young girls and women in previous centuries displayed the
qualities demanded of the needlewoman - chiefly diligence and patience ­
which were precisely those virtues demanded of a wife. But just as the virtues
of the needlewoman were transposed onto an idealised model of femininity,
so too the connotations of embroidery as a tissue of fabrications were
transposed onto another model of the feminine. In their case book, Studies on
Hysteria (1895), Freud and his mentor, Josef Breuer, argued that constant
needlework rendered women especially prone to daydreaming and, from this, a
certain kind of hypnoid state, if not hysteria, could develop. In short, sitting at
needlework prompted idle, and potentially pathological, female reveries.
Colette saw something very different in the detached attentiveness produced
in the act of plying thread: the possibility of filial transgression. 'I don't much
like my daughter sewing', she wrote' 'She is silent and she - why not write
down the word that frightens me - she is thinking:

Colette's words were stitched by American conceptual artist and
needlewoman Elaine Reichek in her Sampler (dispositional hypnOid states), a
1996 work included in her 1996-99 show, 'When This You See.. :, at New
York's Museum of Modern Art project room. Reichek's breezily self-referential
use of embroidery marks a distance from 1970s efforts to recuperate various
forms of needlework for women's art, most famously in the feminist ethos of
Judy Chicago and Miriam Shapiro. Reichek's work shares more with the
nuanced criticism of Roszika Parker's 1984 book The Subversive Stitch:
Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine, which studied the way embroidery
inculcated femininity while giving women an opportunity to negotiate its

constraints. For Reichek, who came of artistic age in the late-1960s,
embroidery was of interest precisely because it could make marks that did not
look like artS Now, for artists of another generation, as Rankin's quote and
works by Tracy Emin and Alighiero Boetti among others attest, embroidery
takes its place among painting and drawing as just another medium, one
whose historical freight is optional.

While Reichek now uses a digital sewing machine, Rankin retains
embroidery's handcraftedness and frees it up formally. Her organdy panels float
in suspension and, by appearing almost immaterial, they effectively minimise
the stitches' bond with their support. The stitches' marks - the contour lines of
cartography, the run-together words, the tracks of retraced footsteps - take on
the quality of thought captured in its passage, and of doodled half-thoughts
fretted and fixed before they fully form. Many of these marks and their
arrangement resist figuration. That is, they refuse to cohere into a meaningful
unit against their largely invisible background. Shadowed and sometimes
ghosted by the underlying thread, words hang suspended, and these too take
on a different weight, sliding between narratives-in-miniature and descriptions
of states of being - WHENYOUHIDElNTHESHADOWSYOUBECOMEME and
IWANTEDTOSCREAMBUTlNSTEADDIDSOMEWElRDSORTOFJIG - while often
reading first as elements of design. The play between seeing and reading,
between legibility and pure opticality is a fertile field in contemporary art, and
Rankin gives it a further tweak by exploiting the valency of the embroidered
mark - testing, as it were, the weight of words by teasing apart their texture,
their image, their semantic meaning, and their shadow.

Rankin's use of embroidery is neither celebratory nor self-referential.
Nothing in her practice suggests the kind of identity-affirming engagement
with the history and meaning of embroidery that drove and delimited the work
of her female predecessors; nothing, that is, beyond the choice of embroidery
itself to secure a medium of her own. Tracking the way thoughts, half-thoughts
and recollections give form to real and imagined landscapes, her 'brainscapes'
ask embroidery to do something new: to mark and bind in floss the scattered
and discontinuous contents of consciousness itself.

1 Correspondence with the artist. February 2007.
2 See Anne 8utler. The Arco Encyclopedia ofEmbroidery Stitches. Arco Publishing, New York. 1979.
3 When embroidery was a craft organised through a guild system in very early modern Europe, it

was, however, a male preserve.
4 Colene and Roben Phelps. Earthly Paradise: An Autobiography ofColette Drawn from Her Lifetime
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