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Creative Project Review 

Esoteric Stitches 

 

When debating what direction to take with this project, I turned to module two as the 

discussions of art and symbolism had gripped my imagination to a greater extent than the 

other modules. The ideas which I explored in the essay for module two while analysing 

Albrecht Dürer’s etching Melencolia 1 were the original starting point. The many layers of 

meaning within that image fascinated me and I had thought to create a similar image but filled 

with symbols relevant to myself. However, after many rough sketches and plans, I came to the 

conclusion that it just wasn’t the right project for me. It felt forced and awkward rather than 

the more natural expression of identity which I had perceived in Dürer’s work and hoped to 

create for myself; to compound the feeling of insincerity in the work, it has to be said that my 

artistic ability did fall somewhat short of my vision too. Looking at all my plans and carefully 

chosen symbols it struck me that I was trying to make my identity fit the template set by Durer 

in both composition and format. So, I needed to somehow distil the concept I was inspired by 

in Melencolia 1 but translate it into a form and medium as a more authentic expression of 

myself. 

Dürer’s skill when producing his etchings was that of a Master craftsman; skills passed down 

from Master to apprentice over generations and used by Durer to communicate his knowledge 

and identity. I am no Master artisan; I certainly don’t have the skills in creating images that 

Dürer demonstrated. I am, however, in possession of other creative skills which were passed 

down the female line in my family from generation to generation (though I had resisted these 

for much of my childhood as they involved sitting still). The embroidery techniques learned 

from my mother struck me as an equivalent to the etching. 

The concept of translating the work into such a traditionally female craft reminded me of a 

question I had asked myself in my learning Journal when I observed how so many of the 

traditions were passed down between men, transmitted through writings and rituals from 

which women were often barred. So where were the women? In what ways could women 
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transmit knowledge down the generations in ways that connected them to something deeper? 

Have women’s crafts served a function of transmission? 

My choice of project is essentially a self-portrait in symbolic form and the product of several 

concepts which caught my attention through the first year of the MA.  I am not merely a body, 

and through this project I seek to represent those aspects which would not easily be 

communicated with an image of my physical self as a material form, but would draw on the 

mind and spirit, something that we find in all areas of our lives. The information from our 

physical sense can drown out other perceptions.  

It is also a reconnecting with my roots through a skill my mother tried so often to pass on 

through my childhood, one which she had learned from the generation before her. 

 

 

So, I have two lines of thought to follow in this essay. Firstly, how to express my life and hopes 

in symbolic form and secondly, to explore the ways in which the creation of decorative textiles 

has been connected with the transmission of sacred knowledge or used as an active process 

similar to the talismans outlined by the Renaissance magus Cornelius Agrippa (Agrippa, 2012, p. 

166). 

Textiles in mythology and spiritual practice 

Today women enjoy equal access to education and are able to participate alongside men in the 

transmission and expression of the esoteric knowledge of our history as well as play an active 

role in the living traditions. However, for much of the last few centuries this has not been the 
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case. While Dürer was reading about Agrippa and alchemy, the majority of women, even from 

high status backgrounds, would not have had access to such as education. But surely women 

did not live through those years devoid of spirituality or sense of wonder at the cosmos? 

Differentiation between the activities and roles of the sexes is universal and often may of the 

high-status religious power lies with the men.  

Textiles are often, in the west at least, associated with women; this is not exclusively true 

world-wide, however. But whether they are female or male tasks, there are many examples of 

textiles being a part of spiritual and magical traditions. I am going to give some examples of 

how this is expressed in different cultures and historical periods through activities relating to 

weaving and textiles.  

Norse mythology 

In Norse mythology weaving was associated with the goddess Freya and the beings, known as 

Norns, who wove people’s fates. Seidre was a type of magic based upon this idea of weaving as 

an art which could influence people’s lives and was practised primarily by women who would 

travel from town to town offering their services. It isn’t hard to see how the ability to take 

some control of people’s destinies would be a great gift, especially in a time where people’s 

lives were so much more at the mercy of things which were out of their control than today. 
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Yoruba 

Among the Yoruba of Nigeria there is a belief that their mother goddess, Yemoja, dyed cloth 

blue using indigo and taught the women her symbols with which they decorate their cloths. 

The Indigo dye has significance due to the importance of colour in Yoruba religion, Yemoja is a 

goddess of water and fertility; she is said to have as many children are there are fish and her 

colour is blue (Drewal, n.d.). 

 

 

Buddhism 

Within Buddhist practice there is a tradition of producing cloths covered in sacred images 

(known as pata), these may be painted cotton (Wallis, 2002, p. 88) or silk applique (Rinchen-

Wongmo, n.d.). The making of the cloths is time consuming and requires great skill and focus 

and the final products are focuses of contemplation. The act of producing these images is seen 

as a kind of meditation as it involves focussing entirely on the images being produced in a 

similar way to the practice of producing mandalas. 
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African American Quilting 

Some traditional African American quilting practices are also imbued with mysticism. Complex, 

symbol-laden patterns are thought to defend against evil spirits as they interpret all the 

symbols before they can do harm and this takes them too much time (Wahlman, 2001, p. 120). 

Also, pieces of scripture may be sewn into clothing to ward off misfortune.  

These and other cultural traditions are not exclusively owned by women, there are examples of 

male involvement outside of their set roles and in some cases, such as the Buddhist Pattas, may 

be a male task; they do provide evidence that the skills of producing textiles are not restricted 

to the realms of practicality and decorative traditions. 

Symbolic self portrait 

This piece is a self-portrait. It doesn’t show my face or any representation of my outward 

appearance. This is a portrait in symbolic form, as I believe Dürer’s Melencolia to be. Each panel 

represents some aspect of myself, including my hopes for the future, and the composition gives 

the panels meaning in relation to each other.  

At each stage of planning and construction I contemplated my own self-image and set an 

intention to attract positive energies as I worked so that it is not merely a material artefact but 

a symbolically empowered representation of myself. Even now there are significances which I 

choose not to discuss but I felt ought to be represented. 

I will discuss each panel individually before approaching the composition as a whole. 
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Plato’s Allegory of the cave (Bottom Left) 

 

This panel is there to represent my education, as it demonstrates familiarity with the concept 

behind Plato’s allegorical explanation of our inability to see the world as it really is and the 

struggle we face in trying to do so. Plato describes a cave, at the back of which humans are 

chained facing the back wall, unable to turn their heads. Behind them burns a great fire and 

objects moving in front of the flames cast shadows on the cave wall. As the humans have never 

seen anything other than the shadows, they mistakenly believe that the shadows are the 

objects themselves (Cohen, 2015). Now and then someone breaks free and turns to see the 

flames and the real objects; even less often an individual manages to escape the cave all 

together, even though the sunlight hurts their eyes, they persevere until they see the world 

outside of the cave but when they return to tell the others they are attacked for nobody 

accepts their words (Partenie, 2014). I have chosen the silhouette of a man hunched over a 

computer as I think we spend so much of our lives staring out at the world through the internet 

instead of going outside to see with our own eyes. It is nice to think that through our studies on 

the MA we are at least rattling the chains and trying to turn our heads to see. 
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The Tree of life (Middle Left) 

 

The Tree of Life is a symbolic system within Kabbalah. It consists of ten Sephiroth (plus one 

invisible eleventh). These are emanations of the divine and represent the soul of man and of 

the universe, thus demonstrating the correspondences between different levels of being. The 

highest of the Sephiroth , Kether, is beyond the conception of man whereas the base of the 

Tree, Malkuth expresses the whole of physical existence (Knight, 2001, p. 24). As Dürer 

represented the seven alchemical levels with a ladder and the alchemist’s crucible, so the tree 

of life represents different levels moving up towards the highest energies of the divine. As it 

represents the soul of man, it is therefore also a representation of a part of myself which is 

shared with the whole human race. 

Melencolia I (Top Left)  
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I have included here a copy of the image which inspired the whole piece and placed it in the 

corresponding position to the bat which flies upwards in the corner of that etching, and which 

bears the title of the image across its wings. I have picked out in stitches the bat, representative 

of Saturn, and the numerical square connected to Jupiter as well as the wings and laurels of the 

angelic muse; perhaps I can draw on some of Dürer’s melancholic inspiration and the energies 

he appealed to.  

My Birth Chart (Bottom Centre) 

 

This was the first panel I created, it seemed appropriate to begin with my own beginning. The 

birth chart is a map of the sky at the moment of my birth, detailing the positions of the planets 

as well as the astrological signs and houses in which they were placed. This panel take the 

central place on the bottom row, it is the foundation of the whole composition. 

To run through the whole chart would take up too much space here but I will pick out a couple 

of planets which are of particular relevance here. Saturn, as that is the energy which Dürer was 

seeking to attract and Venus, as that is the energy which I have sought in my own numerical 

square.  

Saturn is in Virgo and the Second House. 

The Second House is associated with our attitudes to the material world and our self-

worth; it is associated with Taurus and Venus. Saturn in this house indicates a fear of 

loss and a need to avoid it (Johnstone, 2003, p. 70%).  
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Saturn in Virgo can mean a tendency to lack self-confidence (Johnstone, 2003, p. 66%).  

Venus is in Pisces in the Sixth House 

The sixth house relates to how a person works, how service is given and received as well 

as our health. Venus in this house indicates a need for a pleasant work environment 

preferably a window (Johnstone, 2003, p. 71%) (this might explain why I recently leapt 

at the chance to pick new bright colours for the office!). 

Venus in Pisces can bring difficulties in relationships as ideals may not match reality and 

there may be a lack of sensitivity to the feelings of others while getting caught up in 

one’s own (Johnstone, 2003, p. 68%). 

While creating this panel I considered the possibility of creating a biographical quilt, perhaps 

for a child, with a panel depicting the chart for important moments in their life starting with 

birth then birthdays, first steps, first day at school, exam results, for example. This could build 

up into a symbolic life story which could be interpreted and enjoyed; it would be unique to that 

one person. 

The Ace of Wands (Middle Centre) 

 

The Tarot cards are a form of divinatory practice based upon the drawing of cards and 

interpreting their meanings. Each card has particular associations and a reading may take many 

forms, from a simple one card draw to complex spreads. In this case I drew one single card with 
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the intention to understand where I am now in my life. The card drawn was the Ace of Wands 

and this card is associated with new beginnings and opportunities. 

Speaking to friends who are familiar with the Tarot, they have often said that much of the 

interpretation is about intuition rather than a straightforward association of set meanings to 

each card. Looking at the image in this card I can’t help but see it as an energetic card. Not just 

new opportunities but the act of grasping them and being in control as the hand takes hold of 

the wand so assertively. 

I Ching (Top Centre) 

 

The I Ching is a Chinese divinatory system based on the throwing of three coins or sticks, six 

times, the combinations of these create trigrams which combine to form the hexagrams. Each 

trigram has a meaning and it is the combination of these meanings which make up the 

interpretations of the hexagrams (Wilhelm, 1967, p. xlvii). It can be found in the origins of both 

Confucianism and Taoism and still hold great influence today (Wilhelm, 1967, p. pxlvii). 

I asked the question “What must I do to be successful in my dissertation?” and the resulting 

hexagram was Ta Ch’u: ‘The Taming Power of the Great’ which consists of the trigram of the mountain 

positioned above the trigram of heaven. This has three meanings; firstly heaven within the mountain 

suggests a holding together; secondly the mountain holds heaven still which suggests a holding back 

and thirdly heaven is held firm and nourished (Wilhelm, 1967, p. 104). I interpret this to mean that I 

must practice discipline in order to nourish and express my full potential.  
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I have placed this panel at the top of the hanging as it is the future and so it is in the corresponding part 

of the piece when compared to Dürer’s work. 

Demeter (Bottom Right) 

 

Towards the end of our final module, Marguerite Rigoglioso joined us for a day. As part of her 

workshop, she ran a guided journey with the intention of moving down to Hades and seeking messages 

from Persephone, Hades and Demeter. For me, the most vivid part of this experience was approaching 

Demeter; when the journey ended, I felt almost paralysed and the image that appeared in my mind 

stayed with me long after the journey ended. In the dark I saw a white face, flawless, like a marble 

statue. Slowly the whiteness drew back to reveal a dark face; not the dark of shadow, but the dark of 

warm, fertile earth, the dark of a goddess who brings forth the bounty of the earth.  

A message from a Goddess is something to think carefully about and I have spent a lot of time 

considering how to interpret this. On a simple level I think is to say that the true nature of things is often 

hidden, and we must look beyond the classical representations and explanations in order to find it. I 

also believe that it has a lesson to share about being open about who you are rather than hiding behind 

a mask; what lies beneath may not be a pure and perfect in form but it is more alive and authentic, 

more honest. It seems only right that she should be at the base of the composition, positioned in the 

same space as Dürer’s angelic muse, a fertility goddess to represent the fertile ground from which 

inspiration flows. This may seem like a lower status position for a Goddess, as we generally conceive of 

the highest level being of greater worth (think of phrases such as “rising to the top”, “moving up in the 

world”). However, in this composition every part is of importance, the beginning is just as important as 

the end and the journey between the two. 
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Her position is also relevant as she represents a revelation of the true self, and how can a self-portrait 

be completed if you cannot start with an honest view. 

Power Animal (Centre Right) 

 

In this position I have represented a more personal muse, the dog which has presented itself 

consistently across several shamanic journey experiences and led me to new insights during my studies. 

His image is surrounded by leaves, partly to represent the natural environment in which I always find 

him, and partly as laurels to represent the wisdom which he brings. 

Shamanism is an umbrella term for practices across many cultures world-wide; although the term itself 

comes from the Evenk people in Siberia (Vitebsky, 1995, p. 10). These practices vary but some core 

features are an ability communicate with spirits and healing practices (Vitebsky, 1995, p. 10). The 

shamanic journey is one way in which the Shaman may make contact with spirits through a controlled 

trance-like state where their soul/consciousness makes its way to the spirit realms. This is often seen as 

a detailed passage involving climbing or travelling in some sort of vessel (Vitebsky, 1995, p. 70). It was 

on such a journey that I was introduced to my power animal and he has acted as a guide ever since. 
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Magic Square of Venus (Top Right) 

 

In his Three Books of Occult Philosophy Cornelius Agrippa outlines the baits and lures which 

can be used to draw down the influences of the planets. These take the form of colours, scents, 

plants, animals, images and numbers (Agrippa, 2012, p. 166). While Saturn can hold the key to 

inspiration, it carries the danger of depression. In order to counter this, Agrippa advocates 

appealing to the influence of Jupiter to balance Saturn’s negative effects (Yates, 2002, pp. 61-

62). Dürer evidences his knowledge of Agrippa by placing a numerical square associated with 

Jupiter in a prominent position.  

I have chosen to instead appeal to the influences of Venus through the appropriate numerical 

square (Agrippa, 2012, p. 174), colours (green and purple), flowers (Rose and Vervain) and bird 

(Swallow) (Agrippa, 2012, p. 55).  According to Agrippa Venus is “conduceth to the cure of all 

melancholy distempers, and causeth joyfulness” as well as being “conduceth to conception” 

(Agrippa, 2012, p. 167). Venus’ square is made up of seven rows and seven rows each totalling 

174. 

It also seemed appropriate that I should appeal to a feminine energy considering the concept 

of the work is so inspired by the power of the feminine arts. 

 

 



Gillian Steele   

Page 14 of 17 
 

 

Composition and themes 

 

This project is not just about nine discrete images independent of each other. It is a whole 

which is greater than its parts. There are themes moving across it and each panel adds meaning 

to others. 

The clearest of them is the autobiographical central column containing the astrological chart of 

my birth, the Tarot divination of my present and I Ching of my future efforts. Significantly, the I 

Ching Hexagram relates to self-discipline to reach goals; this may overcome any natural 

tendencies signified by the birth chart at the base through my own agency. The experiences 

that make up our lives, the journey we take, these are the building blocks of who we become 

and so it seemed clear that this should be the spine of the piece the centre of this self-portrait.  

The left is representative of the mind. Concepts learned and studied, different concepts of the 

world. At the base of the column there is Plato’s vision of a world where we are unable to 

recognise the truth of things moving up through a symbolic representation of the nature of 

existence which is invisible to the senses and finally the image of human agency in not only 

knowing the energies influencing them, but actively influencing them. The diagonal from 

bottom left to top right follows a similar journey from the unconscious state we find ourselves 

in according to Plato’s Allegory of the cave, through the seeking of insight found in the Tarot 
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and up to the Active manipulation of knowledge. These panels also sit in order of antiquity; 

Plato lived in the 4-5th century BCE, emerged in the 12-13th centuries CE and Dürer’s work was 

based on texts by Agrippa in the early 16th century CE. 

The right-hand column represents a more personal spiritual side. Demeter who brought a 

message, my power animal of whom I asked questions and the magic square of Venus which 

signifies an attempt to direct the influencing of energies rather than waiting to be told of them. 

The top row of the piece is about agency and the future, my own and Dürer’s through actively 

seeking a positive outcome for the future. The desire for clear knowledge and influence over 

our lives and future is a widespread one across all cultures, which is expressed in the 

positioning of this layer at the top of the project. 

The experience of creating my project 

This project was not just a mental exercise but also a physical process which involved the 

development of skills and application of extended periods of concentration. When it came to 

the embroidered sections, I found the experience to be one of mindful meditation. This was 

particularly true of those areas which required a lot of repetitive even stitches, such as the 

square of Venus which required 16 lines of interlocking stitches from which the square slowly 

emerged and required focus to ensure each number was placed accurately in accordance with 

Agrippa’s specifications. To move them out of order would cause difficulties as the squares 

have precise mathematical properties; for example, each row and column adding up to the 

same amount.  

Reactions 

It was interesting to hear in the comments after my presentation that others had found sewing 

to have a similar effect in a spiritual context, and the suggested examples such as the robes of 

Pagans and Buddhists. In relation to Buddhism, it also reminded me of the Mandalas made 

from sand which are so carefully constructed only to be swept away; though I could not bring 

myself to destroy my project. 
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Apart from the presentation, the reaction which meant most to me was that of my mother 

when appraising the technicality of the work and her approval of my abilities, as I felt that I was 

continuing something she had tried to teach me all along. 

I think it would have been interesting to present people with an image of my project in advance 

to see what interpretations people came up with when they approach it without explanation 

from me. When I interpret Dürer’s work, I cannot ask him what he intended, only examine the 

parts and the composition and draw conclusions from that. I wonder how people would have 

read it and what impression of me this work presents and what would it say about those 

reading it? For we invariable bring a part of ourselves to any interpretation. I use the term 

‘readin’g intentionally, as the word ‘textile’ shares its root with the word ‘text’, it is something 

to be read, a thread to follow. 
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