
When Karl Jirgens invited 
me to respond to the 
theme of Process for 
this issue of HAL, I 
decided to write about 
the piece I’m currently 
making, 

Redwork: the 
emperor of 

Atlantis
It’s a piece that has been 
more of an uphill battle 
than usual…

I can rarely pinpoint a 
single moment when an 

idea emerges for any 
artwork, but…

One of the starting points for 
this piece was Ruby Short McKim’s 1930 
Colonial Quilt. The imagery is, to say 

the least, problematic… 

Ubiquity –– On any given day, if 
you go on eBay and search 
“redwork quilt” Usually at 
least one McKim colonial quilt 
will be Available – made any time 
between 1930 and the present… 

No surprise, but McKim’s 
patterns aren’t the only 

racist imagery on 19th and 
20th century quilts…

normally I finish a piece 
in a few months or a year…  

Maybe two years at the 
outside.  I’m heading into  to 

year five on this one… 

What should we do with 
objects like these ? 

Should we 
destroy them? 

Out of 
sight, out 
of mind?

as an artist, I’m often asked, 
“Where did the idea come from?”

It made me 
think about how 

readings of images can 
shift over time and when 

their context is 
changed.

could erasure 
contribute to a myth 

that this kind of imagery 
was uncommon?  

but what 
about images that 

could reignite 
trauma?
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I was also inspired by the 9th part 
of Walter Benjamin’s “Theses 
on the philosophy of history” 
(1940):

“A Klee painting named Angelus 
Novus shows an angel looking as 
though he is about to move away 
from something he is fixedly 
contemplating. His eyes are 
staring, his mouth is open, his 
wings are spread. This is how one 
pictures the angel of history. 
His face is turned toward the past. 
Where we perceive a chain of 
events, he sees one single 
catastrophe which keeps piling 
wreckage upon wreckage and 
hurls it in front of his feet. The 
angel would like to stay, awaken 
the dead, and make whole what 
has been smashed. But a storm 
is blowing from Paradise; it has 
got caught in his wings with such 
violence that the angel can no 
longer close them. The storm 
irresistibly propels him into the 
future to which his back is turned, 
while the pile of debris before 
him grows skyward. This storm 
is what we call progress.”

I made patterns from 
Photos of events that might be the 
wreckage I would see, if I were 

the angel of history…

Us soldiers 
torturing Iraqi 
detainees in Abu 
Ghraib prison

child Soldier, 
Omar Khadr’s 
internment in 
guantanoamo

I camouflaged The New 
patterns into a collage of found 

historical embroideries…

I am still collecting redwork quilts 
and embroidery patterns…mostly from 
eBay. I love discovering artifacts that 
are “stranger than fiction”. One of 
my favourite finds was a set of paper 
embroidery patterns from WW2…

There were a B52 bomber 
and a machine gun in the set of 

patterns, too…

Days of the week 
embroidery were usually for 

decorative towels… I wonder 
who designed these?

The Emperor of Atlantis is an 
attempt at the impossible task of 

cataloguing the  wreckage that 
accumulates  at the angel’s feet.

Planes 
hitting the 
towers on 

9/11

I couldn’t bring myself to throw out the 
Colonial Quilt embroideries… histories don’t 
disappear just because evidence is erased.  
But…I’m struggling with them… Should they 
become part of the piece, surrounded by 
contextualizing images? Or are they potentially 
too traumatizing in this moment?  Is it better 
to set them aside for a time?

Angelus Novus, 1920, Paul Klee, 
Oil transfer and watercolour on 
paper, 31.8 x 24.2 cm, collection of 
The Israel Museum, Jerusalem.

Walter Benjamin 
died by suicide in 1940, 
fleeing the nazis… 
more wreckage… 
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I made the first version of this piece, 
redwork: Danse Macabre, for a show 
titled “Puppet Act”, curated by Linda Jansma 
for the Robert Mclaughlin Gallery in 2015… 

I planned to make 
three skeletons and three 

embroidered panels but ran out 
of time and completed only 

two panels and two 
skeletons…

The piece stuck in my mind after it was 
exhibited because, at least in my mind, it 
was incomplete.  In 2018 I returned to it 
and began the process of re-imagining it…

It became a 
community project –

 Sunday embroidery bees with 
coffee and a free sushi 

lunch…

unexpectedly, when the 
piece was installed, I discovered 

I loved the shadows on The back 
of the fabric. I think I’ll install 
the new piece so that people see 

the back side first.

A few brave souls 
designed their own 

patterns!

Some people chose the 
political patterns …

Kei Yano KAT SINGER

Some participants 
chose traditional 

patterns, like this one 
of violets.

Shiemara Hogarth

traditional redwork is  
often signed with the maker’s 

name or initials.

Work study students from 
ocadu were my first studio 

assistants. They helped participants do 
heat transfers of their patterns onto 

fabric, taught embroidery skills and 
designed new patterns.



People were invited to write about why they chose patterns… Here are a few excerpts…

“I wanted an innocent 
image to contrast the 
dark. But I like this image 
because it also speaks to 
the predatory nature 
of animals and humans. 
The fish are kept in a 
bowl as pets for human 
entertainment – the cat 
is catching them. They 
don’t stand a chance.”
––Jill Rosenberg

“I selected Aug. 6 1945, 
because my father was a 
scientist in the USA and 
was drafted during the 
War to work on the 
bomb. He was hidden 
away with a group of 
scientists to develop the 
bombs that were dropped 
in Japan. He spent the 
rest of his life carrying 
the guilt and horror of 
that around in his heart. 
He could never reconcile 
it.”
––Kirsten Abrahamson

“I hesitated to choose this 
image. My mother was an 
eight year old village girl in 
Germany when Hitler 
happened, And a teenager 
when he ignited war in 
Europe. I was born and grew 
up in Northern Ontario in 
the early 50s. The impact of 
Hitler has vibrated within me 
invisibly for a very long 
time. Viscerally, mentally 
and intellectually. There 
was a moment when I tried 
to imagine what it must 
have felt like to grow up 
amidst the energy of the 
fear, the tidal wave of the 
collective supporting the 
crazy person who was in 
charge. I have had similar 
feelings of anxiety over the 
last few years observing the 
neighbours south of our 
border. How did it happen? 
How do people lose sight of 
what is happening? How does 
it affect the young and 
impressionable? How do we 
not let it happen again?”
––Ulrike Balke

“Pepe the Frog is such a 
contentious meme. He is 
a hate symbol to some, 
he is a symbol of the 
trickster to the 
politically neutral, and 
he is a symbol of 
empowerment for the 
Alt Right. Pepe is the 
quintessential image/
symbol of the times we 
live in - chaotic on both 
ends. Like the biblical 
plague of frogs 
bestowed upon Ramses’ 
Egypt, we are going 
through our own plague 
- witnessing harbingers
of chaos.”
––Tatjana Reithofer

You can find all participants’ embroideries and reflections on the project website.

“My grandma used to tell 
me a story of her and her 
brother during the 
Japanese invasion. When 
they heard of the incoming 
Japanese troops, she went 
hiding in the village temple 
to avoid being found by the 
Japanese soldiers. One of 
her brothers failed to find 
a place to hide and never 
returned home after that 
day. I want to do this 
embroidery as it will serve 
as a reminder to people of 
the pain that Chinese people 
endured during WWII.” 
––Yimi Zheng



One 
of my studio 

assistants immigrated from 
Iran when she was eighteen. 

She asked if we could 
inclu

She 
became the first guest 
artist and designed a 

One of my studio 
assistants had immigrated 
from Iran when she was 
eighteen. She asked if we 
could include images of 

the Revolution.

She deserves to be 
acknowledged by name, but 

chooses to remain anonymous for 
safety –– she has family in Iran 

and travels there to visit.

“215 children’s 
bodies  at Kamloops 
residential School 

alone…”

“Rainbow 
children are those 

who did not live to be 
adults…”

Guest artist 
Lolita Newman:
based on her search for 
her ancestralconnection 
to slavery, Lolita’s 
patterns depict slave 
life during the Civil War. 
Lolita Newman is a self-
taught embroiderer who 
lives in Southern 
California, and has roots 
in Cane River, Louisiana.

Henry “Box” Brown 
escaped slavery by 
mailing himself to 
Philadelphia in 1849.

Laura Di Vilio 
embroidered Lolita’s 

pattern

The Emperor of Atlantis is about overwhelming histories of injustice, war and cruelty… 
Ethically, can – or should – I refer to events that are not part of my lived experience?

she became the first 
guest artist to design a 

set of patterns.

Early in the project, 
I had challenged myself to 

say, “yes”, whenever 
possible.

This took the 
project in 

unexpected 
directions

Star’s Nokomis, 
Norma Assinewai, 

embroidered This 
pattern.

Inviting guest 
artists Is a partial 
solution to this 

question…

Guest artist, star 
Nahwegahbo, is 
Ojibway/Scottish 
from Aundeck Omni 
Kaning First Nation, 
Manitoulin Island. 

Sophia Boyadjian will be featured 
as a guest artist in Fall, 2022. 

Reflecting 
on her heritage, 

Sophia selected photos 
of the Armenian 
genocide… studio 

assistants transformed 
them into embroidery 

patterns. 

“This pattern 
honours The 

Indigenous children 
whose bodies continue 
to be discovered in 

unmarked graves on the 
grounds of residential 

schools across 
canada.”



“I want to participate, but I 
don’t know how to sew…”

Don’t worry if you 
don’t know how to sew! 

There are 
instructions in the kit and 

videos on the website that will 
help you learn.

thank you to the embroiderers who gave 
permission to share their work in this comic: 
Kirsten Abrahamson, Ulrike Balke, Jill Rosenberg, 
Kat singer, kei Yano, Lorna Livey and yimi Zheng; 
to guest artists Star Nahwegahbo, Lolita 
Newman, Sophia Boyadjian and anonymous; and 
to studio assistants, Emily Roe, Katia 
Scandale, Olivia Taylor, Semonde Snauwaert, 
Phoebe Findlay, salma Al Ghazhaly, Jackson Piij, 
shiemara Hogarth, and Tatjana Reithofer.

When the pandemic struck, I moved the 
project online. People requested patterns 
via the project website and I sent free 
embroidery kits by snail mail…  

I missed the sewing 
bees where I met 

participants in person…

But now there are participants 
from across canada and the Usa –– even 

from Japan and Australia.

In Winter 
2021 I did online 
artist talks and 

workshops… 

I’m hoping to start 
Offering in person 

workshops again soon, 
but until then…

In Winter 2022, I was 
looking forward to offering 

workshops IN PERSON BUT OMICRON 
ARRIVED, and we had another WINTER 

OF PHYSICAL DISTANCING…

you can request a 
free embroidery kit 

via the website

I’m also continuing to do free 
online artist talks for groups ––

contact me via the website for more 
info and to book a date.

“When will 
the work be 
exhibited?”

I’m hoping the 
first shows will be in 

2023 or 2024…

even after exhibitions begin, 
embroidery will continue…

the piece will continue to grow over 
time… Maybe for the rest of my life.

 everybody 
is welcome! 
Kids, too!

Would you like to contribute an 
embroidery to the project? 

visit www.emperorofatlantis.com
To request a FREE embroidery kit…

free kits include fabric 
stamped with the pattern you have 
chosen and your name or initials,A 

needle, embroidery thread, needle 
threader, embroidery hoop, 
instructions and a return 

envelope with postage.

embroidery by 
lorna Livey

Catherine heard is represented by 
Birch Contemporary 

www.birchcontemporary.com




