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Embroidery can be dei ned as “the art of ornamenting material with decorative stitches;” thus, its core ma-
terials consist of “a needle, thread, and an already existing fabric structure” (Leslie, 78). A global art form, 
embroidery evolved simultaneously in many different regions. Many embroidery techniques were i rst devel-
oped in China and the Middle East. Reverse appliqué was developed independently in both South America 
and Southeast Asia. Porcupine quillwork was developed in North America. Europe’s traditions in embroidery 
come primarily from Morocco and the Middle East. Rich embroidery traditions have existed since pre-colo-
nial times in the Andes and in West Africa. Cross-stitch embroidery is a method developed simultaneously in 
many different regions globally. Considering the hundreds of different cultural contexts embroidery traditions 
have their roots in, who embroiders, and what concepts the embroidery connotes, continues, or takes part in 
altering, vary considerably. Embroidery as a household workform, and one performed primarily by women, is 
part of many (though not all) embroidery traditions globally. The majority of the artists in this exhibition are 
interested in the gendered quality of the medium, and how that designation can be played with and subverted. 
In the discussion and references in their work, many of the artists also draw attention to the particular embroi-
dery traditions across Native American societies and across European societies, and those traditions that were 
forged during colonialism and the post-colonial period which combine Native American and European em-
broideries, as well as African and East Asian, among other, embroidery traditions. Drawing from these uses 
of the medium, these artists create works that speak to this location in South Texas very powerfully, whether 
the artists are from this region, or elsewhere.

Themes that recur in these works include rel ections expanding upon the aforementioned (and interre-
lated) topics of gender and cultural/ethnic/racial identities and histories. We see rel ections on gendered 
work, experiences of motherhood, transgender resistance to discrimination and violence, and breaking of 
boundaries of feminine and masculine codings. In relation to cultural identities, this body of works speaks 
particularly to Chicana/o/x histories and experiences, and attendant experiences of syncretism and “mis-
cegenation,” related both to colonial violence, and to chosen personal and cultural interaction. Other topics 
these works touch upon include mental and physical disability/difference, language and communication, 
memory, and rel ection upon the embroidery itself - particularly its relationships to bodies, its capacity for 
texture, and its meanings in its various traditions.

Embroidery involves many different types of stitches, but consists of three main types: “l at, knotted, and 
linked and looped” (“Beyond the Surface”). Flat stitches lie l at across the fabric, as seen in running and satin 
stitches. For knotted stitches, thread is knotted upon itself, creating a high degree of texture. Linked stitches 
involve crossing a stitch with the following one, as seen in chain stitch, for example (“Beyond”). We see many 
skillful combinations of these building blocks in “Thread.”
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This group of artists explores a wide array of questions 
around gender. Michael Martinez’s piece “YO SOY DE 
AQUI” is a black chest binder, machine-embroidered 
with the words: “Con mucho valor, mi corazón sostiene 
la verdad - siempre.” This claim of courage and truth, 
situated upon a binder, references the oppressions, from 
erasure to physical violence to deprivation of healthcare, 
endured by trans men of color, while also celebrating the 
truth of their gender identity. Martinez’s choice of black 
fabric also weaves into an emphasis on Afro-Latinx 
trans individuals, a part of Latinx, Black, and trans com-
munities all too often underrepresented. 

Looking at another aspect of gender, Justin Korver 
juxtaposes bright hand-stitched embroidery with the 
masculine-coded substrate of hunting baseball caps 
(featuring machine embroidery of hunting related logos), 
taken from his father’s collection. Using the jumping off 
point of “camoulage,” Korver creates a verdant scene of 
layered plants, but uses vibrant color and loral motifs. 
His act of embroidery, and his choice of substrate, ques-
tion the limiting gendered traditions in U.S. hunting 
and iber arts cultures, and even more signiicantly, the 
binary normative genders onto which they map. 

Bianca Alvarez irst turned to embroidery, as well as 
crochet, as metaphorical means to examine ideas around 
motherhood when she became a mother. Alvarez looks 
at other ideas around gender with her character Santa 
Sucia (a play on the feminist slogan “ni santas, ni putas, 
sólo mujeres,” as well as the name of the acclaimed 
San Antonio zine), and sampler-like embroideries that 
use similarly subversive word choices which open the 
meanings of being a woman. Alvarez also shifts her 
embroidery materials to speak to syncretic histories; she 
embroiders on corn husks, a material with pre-Colum-
bian (and continued) indigenous religious and daily-life 
importance in Mexico and Central America. 
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Sara Barnes, meanwhile, in a precise, meticulous style 
of embroidery, touches upon women and representation 
of one’s body in her piece which depicts a clothed, light-
skinned woman holding potted plants in a manner which 
partially obscures her body and face. Nicole Tovar also 
deals with the notion of depicting the so-called “female 
form” by isolating areas of the body such as upper chest, 
including breasts, armpits, and upper ribs, and the thighs 
and hips area, complete with pink underwear from 
which pubic hair peeks. Tovar renders the skin in pink 
and light brown thread, and uses dark brown and black 
cut threads for the armpit and pubic hair, giving them a 
luffy, playful, celebratory emphasis in the pieces, ques-
tioning norms and pressures around women’s body hair, 
especially for dark and thick hair types. 
 

Linda Arredondo, embroidering parts of faces onto 
transparent fabrics, references practices of Aztec 
priests wearing layed skins, and the selie format of 
Ulzzang, or “best face,” originating in South Korea. 
Arredondo relects on deinitions and constructions of 
feminine beauty through her focus on Ulzzang, and the 
politics of self-representation, as well as longstanding 
practices of ritual masking. Each piece in her series is 
titled with the name of an Aztec goddess, subverting 
western domination in the vocabulary of aesthetics; 
this exploration of questions of women and deini-
tions of beauty is not looked at through the notion of 
“Venus,” but rather through Oxomoco, Chimalma, 
Tlazolteotl, and Tonantzin.

Jose Villalobos works with performance and embroidery 
in this exhibition. Throughout his work, Villalobos ques-
tions strict formats of masculinity that exclude queer-
ness and “softness” of various kinds, focusing on par-
ticular manifestations of such gender rules in Chicano/
Latino cultures he is a part of. In this piece, Villalobos 
embroiders into the skin of his hands, mixing boundar-
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ies of a feminine-coded artform, intensity and tough-
ness, and acts of self-punishment. He also references 
the practices of racially divided work in the U.S. and 
global contexts - particularly in farm work, food pro-
cessing work, and construction work - and the ight for 
the opportunity to do different kinds of work, for higher 
wages. What does “a working man’s hand” look and feel 
like? How does Villalobos’s hand depart from that as the 
hand of an artist? As a gay artist at that?

Delving into concepts around non-normative mental 
states and embodiments, we ind the work of Martha 
Elena Flores and Sarah Fox. Flores uses a nonsensical 
font from a computer application to transform excerpts 
of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper into 
non-narrative visuals, which she then layers in her em-
broidery on plastic to create dense, textured, yet partial-
ly transparent images. Gilman, who was a U.S. Ameri-
can white woman living in the 19th century, wrote this 
short story as a critique of the “rest cure” for diagnoses 
of the now discredited women’s medical condition “hys-
teria,” and the part which strict, albeit privileged, bound-
aries around white womanhood played in white women’s 
diagnoses with this condition, which seems to actually 
have often been related to depression. (Due to racism/co-
lonialism, women of color in the same times and places 
were not expected to refrain from work or focus solely 
on “homemaking,” it should be noted.) Flores uses that 
resonance of the text, but is also interested more broadly 
in its main character’s variant understandings of her sur-
roundings as her isolation and mental state lead her into 
hallucinations. Flores suggests that this experience can 
speak in interesting ways to communication in daily life. 
Sarah Fox’s work is concerned with representing beings 
who are other or outsider. By collaging together differ-
ent organisms, Fox creates characters who cannot it 
within narrow notions of beauty or belonging, but who 
she portrays as creating their deinitions anew, accepting 
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and celebrating difference. In this particular piece she combines paint and embroidery, depicting a part frog, part 
human creature, perched upon a large bear’s head.

Flores’s work can also be seen as about language, memory, and story, considering her use of text and its ma-
nipulation and unorthodox translation. Abby Hinojosa’s work also weaves into this theme. Hinojosa is interested 
in nostalgia and the practice of memorializing small moments. She engages this topic by creating fabric or clay 
objects, often with childhood associations. In this case, she has constructed silk cloth balloons embroidered with 
poetic phrases from the 2003 Julieta Venegas song “Algo Está Cambiando.” Sarah Castillo also embroiders text 
in her work. Castillo often works onto clothing, leaving associations with the body and interactions with daily life 
palpable in her art. Some of her main interests lie in concepts of performativity, and how colonization and de-col-
onization are enacted within Chicana bodies. Sol Kessler is also centered upon language in her embroidered work; 
she describes embroidery itself as “a language for creating images i lled with texture.” In addition to considering 
physical touch as a language, she investigates communication through non-linguistic sound. Using electrical current 
and resistive material in portions of her embroidery, Kessler creates a sound element to her pieces which can be 
modulated by the viewer touching the work. Through this coni guration, Kessler invites associations between the 
act of stitching and a pulse, and opens multisensory methods to “visual” arts, drawing attention to how i ber arts, 
and works of embroidery in particular, have tactile qualities, and tactile historical functions.

In “Thread” a wide range of concepts are explored by drawing upon and modulating the histories and practices of 
embroidery. Critical rel ection on gender, race/ethnicity, coloniality and decoloniality, (dis)ability, and the formal 
and experiential qualities of needle and thread on fabric are all delved into through these artists’ works.

Bibliography:
1. “Beyond the Surface: Worldwide Embroidery Traditions.” DeYoung.FAMSF.org. Dec. 2017. https://deyoung.
famsf.org/beyond-surface-worldwide-embroidery-traditions.

2. Leslie, Catherine Amoroso. Needlework Through History: An Encyclopedia. Greenwood Press, 2007.

Carly Dennis is an artist and arts writer from Austin, Texas, now based in San Antonio. She is interested in 

art which refl ects on the interrelated topics of decoloniality, feminism, and racial, economic, and disability 
justice. She studied at Southwestern University, and contributes to the publication Latinx Spaces. 
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Sarah Fox, Frog William and Bear, 2018, embroidery and ink on paper, 38 x 35”
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Justin Korver

FROM TOP LEFT: Clifford Stills spent a lot of time looking at ields; We’ve all got our little addictions; 
Pioneer seed is euphemistic, verging on the vulgar

FROM BOTTOM LEFT: I guess I think of pink as the complement of green; A lower crown isn’t a 
laurel wreath; Trees are more manly, Maybe camoulage is a masculine loral

2017, Dad’s hat and embroidery loss,11.5” x 6.25” x 6” 9



10



11



Sol Kesseler, Presencia, 2017, interactive installation, sound embroidery
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Sol Kesseler, Florecer Los Dos, 2017, hand embroidery, 11.81 x 15.75”
Photo courtesy of Juan Vallejo
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Sol Kesseler, Agustìn, 2017
hand embroidery, 6” diameter
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Sarah Castillo, Embroidered Tears, 2018, found dress, red  embroidery thread, dimensions vary

15



In all directions of the universe, I forgive those that have harmed me. 
In all directions of the universe, I forgive myself for the harm I’ve caused others. 

In all directions of the universe, I forgive myself for the harm that I’ve caused to my body temple.

16



17



Jose Villalobos, Manos De Hombre, 2018, video performance
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Las Manos de un Hombre no deberian see suavecitas como esta Piel

Jose Villalobos, Sin Los Callos en La Mano - Remnant, 2018, embroidered leather
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Jose Villalobos, Sin Los Callos en la Mano, 2018, performance



Jose Villalobos, Sin Los Callos en la Mano, 2018, performance



Mentir es la unica manera
Andar, pero a escondidas

Recuerda que los Sotos van al inierno
Intenta y ponte a orar

Corrige las maneras de Maricón
Asimilate con los Machos

M
A
R
I

C

A
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Michael Martinez, YO SOY DE AQUI

2018, FLAVNT Streetwear Umber Bareskin chest binder, gold machine embroidery, 20 x 16”
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Martha Elena Flores, Nothing, 1-50, 2018, thread on paper, 6 x 9”
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Martha Elena Flores, Nothing, (detail)

Courtesy of Evie Marie Photography
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Martha Elena Flores, Listed clockwise

His Superstition, 2016, embroidery on clear vinyl, 15 x 20 x 3”

Bless Her Little Heart, 2016, embroidery on clear vinyl, 7 x 19 x 3”

I Cry, 2016, embroidery on clear vinyl, 7 x 19 x 3”

Sideways, 2016, embroidery on clear vinyl, 8 x 19 x 3” 27



Bianca Alvarez, T is for Tirada, 2017,cotton thread, acrylic paint, and 
corn husk, 8 x 8”

28



Bianca Alvarez, S is for Sucia, 2017, cotton thread, acrylic paint, and corn husk on panel, 8 x 8”
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Bianca Alvarez, The Ecstasy of Santa Sucia, 2018, cotton 
thread, acrylic paint, and corn husk, 50 x 40”
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Bianca Alvarez,  Self Portrait of Santa Sucia, 2017, cotton thread, acrylic paint, and corn husk on panel, 18 x 18”
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Linda Arredando
Listed clockwise

Oxomoco (Flayed Ulzzang 

series), 2018, tulle embroidery, 
variable size

Chimalma (Flayed Ulzzang 

series), 2018, tulle embroidery, 
variable size

Tlazolteotl (Flayed Ulzzang 

series), 2018, tulle embroidery, 
variable size

Tonantzin (Flayed Ulzzang 

series), 2018, tulle embroidery, 
variable size
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Linda Arredando, Oxomoco (Flayed Ulzzang series), 2018, tulle embroidery, variable size
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Linda Arredando, Tonantzin (Flayed Ulzzang series) detail
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Abby Hinojosa, Something is Changing, 2016, satin, embroidery loss, poly-il, ribbon
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Abby Hinojosa, What We Wore, 2016, cotton muslin, embroidery loss
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Abby Hinojosa, What We Wore, interior
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Abby Hinojosa, Something is Changing, 2016, satin, embroidery loss, poly-il, ribbon



Abby Hinojosa, Something is Changing, 2016, satin, embroidery loss, poly-il, ribbon
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Above: Nicole Tovar, Bikini Season, 2018, embroidery on Aida cloth, 14” diameter
Opposite: Nicole Tovar, Untitled Breast, 2018, embroidery on Aida cloth, 12” diameter
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Sara Barnes, Camoulage, 2018,embroidery on cloth, 14 x 9” 
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