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We learn words by rote, but not their true  
meaning.  That must be paid for with our life-blood  

and printed in the subtle fibres of our nerves. (1) 

- George Eliot 

 

 
 

The renowned sculptures of the Parthenon consigned from the ruins of Athens in the early 1800's by Thomas Bruce, 

the seventh Lord of Elgin, are held now in the British Museum.  They appear not only as carved marble statues, but also as 

displaced presences.  And apart from the critical question surrounding their rightful place in the world, what affects me most 

Eugene Delacroix, George Sand, 1838 
Public Domain; GNU Free Documentation License 
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about these mythical manifestations is the sympathetic rendering of their garments.  Not the usual array of drapery over 

muscle-bound forms, rather, these are membranous, human-made articles, fragile yet substantive, and though stone, they 

conjure a course of quiet unraveling. 

These monuments to ancient powers and glories engage with the atmosphere, breathing not only as living mortal 

beings would through windpipes and lungs, but through their textile skins.  Here in London's great museum in this great hall 

designed especially for these sculptures, I too inhale the histories of these ancients and exhale their defeats.  Wrapped here in 

streetwise pashmina, that is to say knock-off, engaging my own withering respiratory system, I romanticize and honor the 

heroics and hindsight of the world’s faded civilizations, including the one I inhabit.  

 

 

 

 

 

Aye, in the very temple of delight 
    veiled melancholy has her sovran shrine. (2) 

- John Keats 

 

Parthenon, detail of the Ergastinai (weavers) block  
from the east frieze, attr. Pheidias, c. 445–435, BCE  
original image: ©Marie-Lan Nguyen, Public Domain 
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The ephemeral nature of our human condition, its fragile substances, its sensitivities of body and mind are evidenced 

even among such classical monuments.  In his lyrical Ode on Melancholy, John Keats determines the poet's ploy: the 

working out of these complexities, where but to think is to be full of sorrow. (3)  Yet, by its very definition, the ode offers a 

reflection on melancholia, rather than a reproach.  For our condition is after all, ambiguous.  How does one negotiate this 

chasm between experiences of beauty and joy with those of grief, horror and injustice?  There seems no plausible 

reconciliation.  Philosophy, religion, science, and the arts devote much consideration to our distress.  Protestant reformer 

Martin Luther for example called for a deliberate resistance to our darker musings: Where there lives a melancholy person, 

the devil draws his bath. (4)  Aristotle considered melancholia in relation to our physical disposition and its workings, linking 

it to the interactions and balances of opposing humors, morbific black bile, generative white froth.  Aristotle's analysis 

referred to the material body, while Luther's fundamentalist perspective steered clear of that association.  

There exists as well a contemporary counterpart for this polemic in New Age rhetoric, as now we are meant to admit 

that we create our own realities, and it is up to us to affect our fates to our satisfaction.  Author Susan Griffin writes: The New 

Age idea that one can wish oneself out of any circumstance, disease, or bad fortune is not only sadly disrespectful toward 

suffering, it is also, in the end, dangerous if escape replaces awareness. (5)  To feel the pains of injustice in the material body 

may call us then to tangible action, rather than the inertia that accompanies moralistic reproach.  As Eric Wilson writes in his 

essay, In Praise of Melancholy: Melancholia generates a turbulence of heart that results in an active questioning of the status 

quo, a perpetual longing to create new ways of being and seeing. (6)   
 

This is not to suggest that our bouts with melancholia or in the extreme, suicidal depression are either necessary or 

simply and ultimately dynamic aspects of life, nor do I mean to minimize real individual and collective suffering.  The forms 

of our mental maladies are kaleidoscopic and remain to a large extent difficult to diagnose and treat in spite of decades of 

research.  This writing is presented as a personal reflection on austere psychological states in relation to creativity, to art  
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and poetry, and to what I experience as a hypersensitivity to materials, objects and language.  My review centers on creative 

cases in point that are suggestive of this overlay between melancholy and materiality, through actual or metaphorical 

references to various forms of earthly substances, including specifically textile.  For the textile, between the swaddle and the 

shroud, is everywhere a tangible and poetic sign of materiality: an extension of our innate desire and need for cover and 

comfort, most notably in our solitude.   
 

 

 

 

Philosophy unties knots in our thinking: hence its result must be simple.   
But philosophising has to be as complicated as the knots it unties. (7) 

- Ludwig Wittgenstein 

 
Anne Wilson, Topologies, 2004 

courtesy of the artist 
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Amy Keefer 
After Agnes, 2009-12 

courtesy of the artist 
 
 

Artists, scientists and others have seized upon the textile metaphor with increasing frequency, particularly with regard 

to notions of an all-embracing connectivity such as the fabric, the thread, or the web of life.  The popularization of modern 

physics’ string theory, wherein the basic elements of universal structure are imagined as vibrating strings, further implicates 

the allegories of creation myths involving spinners and weavers.  Yet beyond the commonalities of woven and interlaced 

forms, the lore of threadwork also reveals the often solitary and poignant lives of its practitioners.  

 

 The story of Frau Holda, a German goddess of weaving and 

spinning, tells the tale of two daughters.  The younger of the two is 

unloved and over-worked, while the elder is lazy and spoiled.  The 

young sister is forced to work long hours at her spinning wheel, outside 

of the family home in isolation.  When Frau Holda learns of the girl’s 

plight she rewards her for her steadfast efforts, pains that had always 

been taken in honor of the goddess herself.   

Such a precarious state of being has meaning beyond empathy, 

as our place within global and cosmic environments remain equally 

uncertain, debilitating and isolating.  Enter climate change into any 

search engine to locate one hundred and forty million (and counting) 

references relating melting polar sea ice to carbon emissions, along 

with the relentless onslaught of nonsensical refutations to all of the 

substantiated data.   
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Our ambiguous disposition can only be amplified by our failure to locate a consistently workable formula to describe 

macrocosmic mechanics.  Recent experiments on string theory, its antecedent M-theory (M for membrane), and even the 

most up-to-date experiments with the Higgs boson or God particle, have yet to reconcile that which is promised.  As 

physicist Dr. Michio Kaku writes: The trail leading to the unified field theory, in fact, is littered with the wreckage of failed 

expeditions and dreams. (8)  The universe and our lives as we live them are chaotic, random and perhaps as Georges Bataille 

suggests, as formless as spit. (9)  And they are also sometimes lonely. 

 

In a letter to his brothers George and Thomas, John Keats shared his ideas regarding what he terms negative capability: 

When a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, and doubts, without any irritable reaction after fact and reason. (10) 

In this worldview one develops the capacity to sit with, and therefore evolve by way of enigma and doubt.   

 

The antidote is in the poison itself. (11) 

- Jean Starobinski 
 

Koan: What are the myriad holes? (12) 

- Eihei Dogen 

 

Like Keats, the 13th century Buddhist monk Eihei Dogen was orphaned at a young age.  It has been said that it was 

Dogen’s observation of vanishing smoke rising from the incense at his mother's funeral that led to his inspired meditations on 

impermanence.  Perhaps it was the anguish of an eight-year old foundling, consigned then to a monastic life that engendered 

his prominent and extensive insights on life’s ephemeral sensibility?  And perhaps it was after all, the link between 

psychology and phenomenology: an intersection of grief and smoke? 
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          If I would sit in the tearoom with the tea master and she would craft 

and pour the tea, I might cradle in my palms an earthen bowl, warm and 

fragrant.  I might then sink more deeply into the abyss of the bowls’ round 

blackness.  It is exactly that: a black hole, this bog of a bowl.  The taking 

into oneself of nourishment, of elixirs bitter and sweet, may raise to 

consciousness the absences and privation of our very sustenance.  If I 

were to drain this bowl, I would stare into that once shapeless mass of 

dark matter and obscurity; that shadow side of beauty and abundance. 

At one time, the black holes of outer space were conceived of as 

empty astral chasms, capable of swallowing any and all objects or entities 

that might blunder by.  Based on the research of acclaimed physicist 

Stephen Hawking among others, we've come to realize that the universe is  
 

not so tidy; that potent energies do indeed flow out from such astral hollows. (13)   

There seems then a dynamic correlation between matter and light, and what we once thought of as shapeless etheric clouds, 

or the absence of substantive qualities.  Our scientific and philosophical resolutions admit such ratios of opposites when 

divorced from our personal experiences.  Yet in the realm of one's own life story, these observations suggest that a likely pass 

through a dim region may not be as empty or ominous as it seems. 

 

 The second time Max Ernst was taken away and imprisoned by French authorities during the outbreak of World  

War II, his then companion Leonora Carrington suffered a mental collapse.  She recalls this terrifying episode in the surreal 

text entitled En Bas, or Down Below, describing her flight from France and subsequent institutionalization in Spain. 

Throughout the text, Carrington alludes to her abiding relationships with materials and objects, ascribing alchemical life 

 

Black Raku Tea Bowl, 16th cent. 
original image: Chris 73.  
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to the few items available to her.  She recounts her daily rituals, 

creating ceremonial garments from sheets and towels, and 

arranging her meals and their remnants into geometric solutions 

to the world’s cosmic problems.  I felt as though I had left behind 

the sordid and painful aspect of matter and was entering a world, 

which might have been the mathematical expression of life. (14) 

          Carrington’s interaction with the materials of everyday life 

mitigated her dissociative state, as though an out-of-body-and-

mind experience would compel us towards an innate corporeal 

wisdom. 

 

          In his essay entitled The Morality of Things, Bruce Chatwin 

scrutinizes the virtues and indulgences associated with our 

accumulated possessions. He presents varying points of view, 

even the fundamentalist opinion that material excess is but a 

decadent distraction from an essential, unwavering focus on the 

divine.  Yet, Chatwin submits, All civilizations are by their very 

nature 'thing-oriented' and the main problem of their stability has 

been to devise new equations between the urge to amass things 

and the desire to be rid of them. (15) 

 He goes on to describe the solution devised by one man: an attaché to the Middle Eastern embassy in London who 

traveled continually and lived out of one carry-on suitcase.  This man had no family, no other personal attachments and  

Sandra Binion, Santa Lucia / Vasche, 2012 
courtesy of the artist  
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appeared to own nothing more than the suitcase and its 

contents of basic necessities. When pressed however, he 

admitted owning a box that he kept in his office safe, within 

which were his things.  Returning to London four times a 

year, he would lock the office door, take the things from the 

box and spread them out.  Writes Chatwin: He is the only 

man I have ever met who solved the tricky equation between 

things and freedom...  The box was the territorial fixed point 

at which he could renew his identity.  And without it he 

would have become literally deranged. (16) 

 

          Aside from the clear example of Keats’ Ode on 

Melancholy, my reading of this and other writings of that era, 

insinuates a link between materiality, melancholia and 

Romanticism.  In the quotation that follows from Keats’ Ode 

to a Nightingale, it is as if the simple yet specialized acts of 

Wrapping and bundling are by design, equally cheerless. The 

land of the faery is implicated here too; as we understand 

that that place is likely frequented by the lonesome and 

forlorn.  How else would we find such a place of otherness, if 

not for this state of being that sets us apart from the rest? 

 

 

 

Hannelore Baron, Torn Flag, 1977 
©The Estate of Hannelore Baron 

 



©2015 Valerie Constantino 10 

 
 
 
 
 

Charm'd magic casements, opening on the foam 
Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn. (17) 

- John Keats 

 

 

 

 

Portraits of Keats produced during his lifetime reveal a kind of delicate androgen, perhaps not unlike his favored 

theme, the evanescent, numinous faery?  His writings, like his personal life were wrought with sadness and disappointment.  

He was short and sickly, as the very brevity of his life elicits sympathy.  This discussion of melancholy though, is more than a 

brooding fascination with sickness and death.   

Born to a lower-class cockney family, Keats was ostracized by London's highbrow society.  I am a weaver boy to 

them, he wrote, and perhaps it is not at all coincidental that he should align himself with this commonplace craft. (18)  For in 

this revelatory understatement, he re-presents the intersection of materiality and melancholy, and links the anguish of 

exclusion with the politics of repression.   

Joseph Severn  
Portrait sketch of Keats on his deathbed, 1821 

courtesy of Keats-Shelley House, Rome 
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In her essay entitled Piecework: Home, Factory, Studio, Exhibit, cultural critic Maureen P. Sherlock writes, 

Romanticism represents the revolt of the repressed, manipulated and deformed subjectivity and of the magic imagination 

banished from the capitalist world. (19)  The separation of intellectual and manual labor generated by capitalism's methods of 

production results in a disconnect from material consciousness and imagination.  The developmental and mitigating potential 

of creativity in relation to cultural evolution and psychological wellbeing is then tragically lost, as we remain cut off from our 

individual expressive processes.   

For Keats and his circle of free-thinking friends including Leigh Hunt, Percy Blythe Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft 

(Shelley), Lord George Gordon Byron, William Wordsworth, Joseph Severn and others of the Romantic and early 

industrialized era in Britain, Celticism represented a disruption to the oppressive social order.  They encouraged one 

another's creative endeavors while establishing a culture of dissent.  As outsiders and provocateurs, they were sympathetic to 

the freedom fighters of Ireland, Wales and Scotland as they studied Gaelic narrative forms.  

In the traditions of folklore, Keats' writings reference stories of faeries and magic as handed down through generations 

and localities.  As a literary tradition, the faery faith spins an extravagantly imaginary world for the visionary, beautiful, 

unsubstantial and unreal. (20)  References to Gaelic folk figures such as the reticent and strange weaver 'Old' Meg Merrilies, 

who subsists on local flora and provides curatives to poor villagers, underscores again the overlay between corporeal 

knowledge, asceticism, and an uneasy relationship with community. (21)  The other is she who is after all, as wise and 

compassionate as she is alien. 

In the enigmatic topographies of John Keats we are regularly transported to the ambiguous otherworld of fallen angels.  

His woofed phantasies remind us that life as we know it is less than certain, and that any one of us may be led or taken at 

any time to a phantom region beyond the known margins of space and time. (22) 

 

In the tactile and transitional realm of objects, time is a relational element.  Ever since low art inclusions challenged  
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high art strictures, observable material properties and processes are presented as subjects for and objects of art in their own 

right.  Through free-associative arrangements and manipulations, artists revel in the abandoned ephemera of a dissipated 

world, pressing the metaphysical and arcane properties of materials, objects, actions and words.  

 

The conquest of the deadly flux of time has always been the chief concern of my life. (23)   

- Joseph Cornell 
 

  

 

The found skin of a bird with some feathers  
attached.  I put the egg there.  What it 

 brings up in me is unsayable, unspeakable. 
It saturates me with feeling. (24) 

                        - Lenore Tawney 

 

 

 

 

 Random accumulations and juxtapositions of mundane as well as precious materials and objects, both fabricated and 

found occur self-consciously in the realm of modernist and post-modernist art making.  The palette may include bits of paper, 

bones and feathers, as well as dust, blood, urine, and spit.  The activity of engaging with materials underscores what  

 

Lenore Tawney 
Remnant Among the Thorns, 1969 
©Lenore G. Tawney Foundation 
 
 
 

Lenore Tawney 
Remnant Among the Thorns, 1969 
©Lenore G. Tawney Foundation 
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philosopher and cultural critic Arthur Danto describes as an abiding integral component of the human spirit, as he noted the 

impromptu shrines of flags, flowers, candles, photographs and poems, which became part of the vernacular surface of New 

York City after the attacks of September 11, 2001. (25)  Like Leonora Carrington's geometricized arrangements of fruit rinds 

and pits, the activity of engaging with matter is a subjective, clandestine language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Though you should build a bark with dead men's bone 
And rear a phantom gibbet for a mast 

Stitch threads together for a sail, with groans 
To fill it out blood stained, and aghast. (26) 

- John Keats   

 

Shrine to victims of 9/11, Engine 14 
New York City, 2001 
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 And I wonder now too, could there be a sadder cloth than a flag?  Not only a post-9/11 American flag, even as we 

continue to push beyond the events and rhetoric of those days, but really any flag at all.  For, what is a flag if not a symbol of 

the acute human desire to transcend our isolation and connect with a greater whole?  That we have chosen to render such 

decisive public icons in textile is remarkable, as cloth is among all other possibilities, susceptible to wear and tear and prone 

to shape-shift as it offers a complex of surface and meaning.  It is neither the most enduring nor stable candidate.   
 

          There remains no definitive word on the original design or execution 

of the American flag, though legends of George Washington and Betsy Ross 

persist.  What is relatively certain is that flags prior to the formal adoption by 

Congress of the Stars and Stripes (thirteen alternating red and white stripes 

with thirteen white stars on a blue ground) design on June 14, 1777, and 

well into the Mexican-American War of 1846, were individually crafted.  

Perhaps those that did on occasion accompany troops into the raw 

skirmishes of the American Revolution were made by the ladies... hastily 

extemporized out of a white shirt, an old blue jacket and some strips of red 

cloth from the petticoats of a soldier's wife... (27)    

          In my primary school-aged imagination, Ms. Ross or any other lone 

and noble seamstress would have struck a pose in common with that of 

Delacroix’s George Sand: serious and somber in her stitching, sensitive and 

circumspect in her handling of the potent bits of found colored cloth. 

 

 
Hell's Angels clubhouse flag over Eastside Street 

New York City, 2001 
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Titian, Materi Dolorosa, 1544 
public domain 

Nothing but the sober difficulty of standing here below. (28) 

                                                                             - Julia Kristeva  
 

 

And I am reminded again of those notable renderings of 

wrought-by-common-hand cloth that cling to divine yet wholly 

corporeal beings, articulating that rarefied overlay between the textile 

and what it means to be human.  The making of a flag like the 

wrapping of a self admits the dearth of anything lasting or likely.  

Perhaps not an unbearable sadness, but an ever-present awareness 

that we require a custodial and transitional layer, an undeniable 

knowledge that I simply cannot stand naked before you in this very 

moment while I write this.  I am in an airport or on a train, I am 

walking the earth toward an uncertain future, a posthumous existence, 

wrote Keats, and I must be dressed for the occasion. (29)  And even in 

death you will wrap me in linen or set me afloat and ablaze upon the 

Ganges, but not until you have covered what remains of my 

substantive form with a pyre of sumptuous silks. 

 

Before masonry, before architecture, textile provides a 

negotiable lamina between our material being and that which we 

surrender for the privilege of our imperfection: a buffer to our 

 
 

melancholy.  Without our soft and sympathetic blankets, we would be sadder yet. 
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