
PRAIRIE INTERLACE: WEAVING, MODERNISMS, 
AND THE EXPANDED FRAME, 1960-2000
Edited by Michele Hardy, Timothy Long, and  
Julia Krueger

ISBN 978-1-77385-488-5 

THIS BOOK IS AN OPEN ACCESS E-BOOK. It is an electronic 
version of a book that can be purchased in physical form through 
any bookseller or on-line retailer, or from our distributors. Please 
support this open access publication by requesting that your 
university purchase a print copy of this book, or by purchasing 
a copy yourself. If you have any questions, please contact us at 
ucpress@ucalgary.ca

Cover Art: The artwork on the cover of this book is not open 
access and falls under traditional copyright provisions; it cannot 
be reproduced in any way without written permission of the artists 
and their agents. The cover can be displayed as a complete cover 
image for the purposes of publicizing this work, but the artwork 
cannot be extracted from the context of the cover of this specific 
work without breaching the artist’s copyright. 

COPYRIGHT NOTICE: This open-access work is published under a Creative Commons 
licence. This means that you are free to copy, distribute, display or perform the work as long 
as you clearly attribute the work to its authors and publisher, that you do not use this work 
for any commercial gain in any form, and that you in no way alter, transform, or build on the 
work outside of its use in normal academic scholarship without our express permission. If 
you want to reuse or distribute the work, you must inform its new audience of the licence 
terms of this work. For more information, see details of the Creative Commons licence at: 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

UNDER THE CREATIVE 
COMMONS LICENCE YOU 
MAY:

• read and store this 
document free of charge;

• distribute it for personal 
use free of charge;

• print sections of the work 
for personal use;

• read or perform parts of 
the work in a context where 
no financial transactions 
take place.

UNDER THE CREATIVE COMMONS LICENCE YOU 
MAY NOT:

• gain financially from the work in any way;
• sell the work or seek monies in relation to the distribution 
of the work;

• use the work in any commercial activity of any kind;
• profit a third party indirectly via use or distribution of  
the work;

• distribute in or through a commercial body (with 
the exception of academic usage within educational 
institutions such as schools and universities);

• reproduce, distribute, or store the cover image outside  
of its function as a cover of this work;

• alter or build on the work outside of normal academic 
scholarship.

Acknowledgement: We acknowledge the wording around 
open access used by Australian publisher, re.press, and 
thank them for giving us permission to adapt their wording 
to our policy http://www.re-press.org



146

 
Phyllis Green, Boob Tree, 1975 (cat. 18)
Image courtesy Winnipeg Art Gallery. Photo: Ernest Mayer.
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Contextual Bodies: From the 
Cradle to the Barricade

by Mireille Perron

A crocheted tree with boobs, an interspecies “beasty,” two activist hooked rugs, a macramé 
conjuration by a Welsh enchantress, a modernist weaving of birthing, and three intertextual 
tapestries manifest the prevalence of the body and importance of feminism in Prairie textile 
practices. The latter half of the 20th century witnessed a vast expansion of Feminist and Craft 
practice, theory, criticism, and curatorial methods.1 While many artists in Prairie Interlace: 
Weaving, Modernisms, and the Expanded Frame identify or identified as textile or fibre artists, 
and as feminists, not all do or did. These divergences reflect a textile and/or feminist identity 
navigating an artistic and social space where the very notion of identity was being questioned.2

Phyllis Green wears with confidence many hats. An early feminist, she is a celebrated 
mixed-media sculptor with a keen knowledge of fibre and ceramics. Boob Tree, 1975 (cat. 18), 
was a breakthrough for the twenty-four-year-old art student. Green recalls:

I had loved making things for as long as I can remember, but I was astonished when 
my sculpture Boob Tree was accepted for inclusion in the exhibition Woman As 
Viewer at The Winnipeg Art Gallery in 1975. It was the first juried show that I had 
entered. A few months earlier, I had carried my art piece into the yard of my rented 
apartment in Vancouver, loaded my 35mm camera with Kodachrome film, and shot 
my first slides. I identified as a feminist, but not as an artist. I was too shy to travel 
to the opening, but I enjoyed from afar the stir that the exhibition, and my entry in 
particular, created.3

Boob Tree is a crocheted palm tree with pink breasts and crimson nipples. It was selected as the 
poster image for the all-female survey organized by The Committee for Women Artists at the 
Winnipeg Art Gallery. The exhibition was a feminist riposte to the in-house exhibition Images 
of Women, ostensibly celebrating the International Women’s Year but dominated by images 
of women created by men.4 Boob Tree encapsulates many feminist strategies of the time. It 
invalidates the modernist canon of abstraction by being figurative. Using crochet, it ironically 
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expands the modernist tenet of experiment-
ing with materials and forms, and playfully 
reclaims female anatomy, while parodying 
masculine tropes. It absurdly exaggerates the 
western view of nature as female. Boob Tree 
is the precursor of Green’s multifarious self, 
where she performs in hybrid fibre construc-
tions to produce contextual subjectivities. 

 
Phyllis Green, Lion/Lamb, 2020, steel, resin, fiber, 177.8 x 271.8 x 
91.4 cm. Photo by Ave Pildas and courtesy of Phyllis Green.

She makes a comparison with Lion/Lamb, 
2020.

Though more than forty years sep-
arate the completion of Boob Tree 
and Lion/Lamb, years in which 
my technical skills increased and 
my career as an artist and teacher 
developed tremendously, I find sim-
ilarities between the two sculptures. 
Both are inspired by objects in the 
natural world and both appear as 
constructions of fiber, establishing 
their relationship to craft.5

Maija Peeples-Bright crocheted Sunny Snail 
Woofish, 1970 (cat. 41), a cross between a fish, 
a snail, and a dog, as one of her many “beast-
ies.” Her other crocheted “beasties,” dresses, 
sweaters, and cardigans share non-hierarchi-
cal titles and are simply referred to as Knits 
followed by a number.6 When Peeples-Bright 
wears her textile creations, she integrates 
fully her exuberant zootopias: her reality is a 
matter of worlding and inhabiting  the worlds 
she creates. Kathleen Stewart’s definition of 
worlding refers to the “affective nature” of 
the world in which “non-human agency” 
comprising of “forms, rhythms and refrains” 
reaches a point of “expressivity” for an indi-
vidual and develops a sense of “legibility.”7 
Donna Haraway describes “companion 
species” as engaged in relentless processes of 
“becoming with” a world in which “natures, 
cultures, subjects and objects do not pre- 
exist their intertwined worldings.”8

Peeples-Bright specifies: “Beasties are 
EWEniversal ambassadors of interspecies 
& stellhare selections, who create a world 
without judgement.” She also declares that 
“Godliness is next to Woofiness.”9 Woof W. 
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Maija (Peeples-Bright) Woof at the opening of her exhibition at 
The Candy Store Gallery, Folsom, California, 1971. Photo by Tom 
Rippon and courtesy of Parker Gallery.

Woof, a shaggy black cocker-dachshund, 
made regular appearances, starting in 1968, 
in a fresco in The Rainbow House, the home 
Peeples-Bright shared with her husband, 
David Zack, in San Francisco.10 Woof nota-
bly provided the artist with a surname, be-
tween changing her name for her husbands’ 
names (three times). A founder of Nut Art, 
Peeples-Bright fully incarnates its belief in 
creating phantasmagorical and humorous 
worlds reflective of the artist’s idiosyncra-
sies. Even if she was the only female found-
ing member in a group of white male artists, 
she sees herself as “Totally UN-Political.”11 
Nut tenets invalidate identity politics (most 
notably gender, race, and class) by claiming 
a position beyond hierarchies.

Nevertheless, the artist’s persistent 
celebration of decoration, ornament, and 
domesticity deviates from Modernism and 
its negative association with the feminine. 
Miriam Schapiro’s notion of Femmages 
would help to better situate Peeples-Bright’s 
paintings as textile collages or as paintings of 
sewn objects. “Femmage,” or feminist/female 
collage, was defined as an activity “practiced 
by women using traditional women’s tech-
niques to achieve their art—sewing, piecing, 
hooking, cutting, appliquéing.”12 Femmages 
undermine art hierarchies through domestic 
strategies very often used by Peeples-Bright. 
Haraway’s question, “Whom do we touch 
when we touch a dog? How does this touch 
shape our multi-species world?” seems to 
be addressed by Peeples-Bright’s crocheted 
Sunny Snail Woofish (cat. 41).13 

Sunny Snail Woofish shares with Green’s 
Lion/Lamb a concern with how humankind 
can understand differently relationships with 
non-human animals. The former performs 

cross-breeding among non-human species, 
while the latter enacts a more profound mé-
tissage; Green becomes the Lion/Lamb when 
she puts on the wearable sculpture.

Nancy Crites is a recognized fibre artist 
who has lived in many Prairie locations, 
including Edmonton, Saskatoon, Regina, 
Prince Albert, and now Calgary. She in-
herited her passion for textile practice 
from her mother, who taught her knitting, 
sewing, and embroidery at an early age. 
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It was through an extension class with 
Pirkko Karvonen that she first learned to 
weave while at the University of Alberta. 
For multiple years, Crites participated in 
the summer workshops at the University of 
Saskatchewan’s Kenderdine Campus located 
at Emma Lake, and she also attended the 
Saskatchewan Summer School of the Arts 
in the Qu’Appelle Valley.14 Crites lived in 
Prince Albert in the 1980s where she was 
an active member of the arts community, 
including the Prince Albert Weavers and 
Spinners Guild, a lively and supportive so-
ciety with amazing facilities and equipment. 
The back-to-the-land ethos of the times 
promoted self-reliance and self-sufficien-
cy, which included learning all processes 
linked to weaving such as shearing, carding, 
spinning, and dyeing wool.15 She credits her 
artistic development to individual artist 
grants from the Saskatchewan Art Board 
(now SK Arts). The late Jane Turnbull Evans 
of the Saskatchewan Arts Board was a strong 

influence on Crites’ development as an artist 
which saw her move from traditional fibre 
methods to employing found objects as well 
as mylar, ribbon, wood, metal, and paper in 
her weavings.16

Threshold: No Laughing Matter, 1991 
(cat. 9), and is a hooked rug composed of 
latex condoms that was made in response to 
the AIDS epidemic. Crites, a self-taught rug 
hooker, created it as a conceptual “welcome 
mat”; it was exhibited the same year at the 
Mendel Art Gallery in Saskatoon as part 
of an all-female exhibition titled Laughing 
Matters.17 Now in the permanent collection 
of SK Arts, it is accompanied by a second 
welcome mat titled Threshold: No Laughing 
Matter II, 2022 (cat. 10), which was donat-
ed to SK Arts as a companion to the more 
ephemeral latex version. Both rugs share a 
similar design, but the materials differ and 
dictate a shift in content. Made during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the second welcome 
mat is hooked using natural, traditional ma-
terials: wool, silk, and mohair. If both mats 
address welcoming as a concept that implies 
respecting personal space, they differ in how 
they convey the effect of uncertain times. 
During the 1990s AIDS epidemic, Crites was 
a mother of pre-teens. She recruited them by 
asking them to unwrap and wipe the blue 
and pink condoms. This maternal hands-on 
teaching ensured that her children would be 
comfortable with condoms in the context 
of sexual security and self-respect when it 
came to sexuality.18 During the COVID-19 
pandemic, Crites came to the conclusion 
that to be a relevant update her companion 
version of the condom rug needed to stand 
the test of time and be more publicly acces-
sible. Welcoming is fraught with difficulties 

 
Nancy Crites, Threshold: No Laughing Matter (current state), 1991 
(cat. 9). Photo by Don Hall.
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Cindy Baker, Don't Open the Knife Drawer, 2017. Photo courtesy 
of Cindy Baker.

during our era of pandemic uncertainty; 
Crites believes that stability and care are 
what we need.19 Like her welcome mats, 
Crites’ recent rugs favour “schematic, sym-
bolic and simplified imagery to tell a story.”20

Cindy Baker is a performance and 
interdisciplinary artist, LGBTQ2+ and fat 
activist, university art teacher, and cultural 
worker with a love, since her childhood, for 
all that is crafted. In all her work, she excels 
in skewing/queering contexts to allow for 
deviations from social norms that expand 
identity politics. All materials and tech-
niques in Baker’s practice are performative.21 

I know people are stealing my things, 1998 
(cat. 4), is part of a larger series of latch-hook 
Welcome Mats for those who are not neces-
sarily welcome. The artist explains:

While traditional rug hooking 
enjoys a position of honour among 
traditional craft forms, latch-hook-
ing as an activity (as well as the 
finished product) for the most part 
is seen by the craft and mainstream 
communities as an amateur form 
evocative of a 1970s aesthetic. It is 
actually for these reasons that I am 
attracted to latch hook; the potential 
for emotional and aesthetic baggage 
carried by the medium itself is the 
perfect platform for my work. It is a 
craft form within the field described 
by the artist and cultural theorist 
Allyson Mitchell as “abandoned 
craft,” and as such, most of the 
materials for these works have been 
found in secondhand shops and at 
garage sales.22

The pseudo-paranoid voice in I know people 
are stealing my things is a precursor to Don’t 
open the knife drawer, her ongoing series 
of etched knives warning the viewer not to 
open the knife drawer after the fact.23 Both 
series create what Claire Bishop describes 
as “relational antagonism” in which the 
impetus for transformation is provoked by 
unease and sustained tension, leading to ne-
gotiation, thus defining democratic spaces.24 
Baker queers materials, processes, and con-
texts to shift meaning through unease and to 
reveal another possibility of being. Using the 
latch-hook grid, more suitable to symmetry, 
she imposes a handwritten text with a care-
less slant; this intervention on the modernist 
grid effects an inescapable change.25 The art-
ist accumulates deviations from modernist 
canons, not only through the use of hobby 
crafts but by adding text. Using text is an-
tithetical to art for art’s sake, the modernist 
motto that, among many things, invalidates 
body and identity politics.26
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Maija Peeples-Bright, Sunny Snail Woofish, c. 1970 (cat. 41)
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Jane Sartorelli, Cerridwen, c. 1975 
(cat. 50)

Jane Sartorelli, Cerridwen (detail), c. 1975 
(cat. 50)
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Cindy Baker, I know people are stealing my things, 1998 (cat. 4)



9  |  C o n t e x t u a l  B o d i e s :  F r o m  t h e  C r a d l e  t o  t h e  B a r r i c a d e 155

 
Nancy Crites, Threshold: No Laughing Matter II, 2022 (cat. 10)

 
Nancy Crites, 
Threshold: No 
Laughing Matter, 
1991 (cat. 9) Image 
courtesy of SK Arts.
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Many artists engaged in craft express a 
pervasive social commitment. By making 
rugs with an activist intent, both Crites 
and Baker critically activate the potential 
of domestic textiles to explore relationships 
between handmade and body politics.27

Jane Sartorelli’s Cerridwen, 1975 (cat. 50) 
takes its title from the Welsh enchantress of 
the same name. Sartorelli studied anthro-
pology, a field of study that might account 
for her attraction to understanding belief 
systems across cultures. Cerridwen is the 
goddess of rebirth and transformation, 
and her cauldron signifies knowledge and 
inspiration.28 I envision Sartorelli as one of 
Cerridwen’s descendants; the attributes of 
invention and transformation distinguished 
her fibre practice. Sartorelli invented her 
own material practice. In 1971 she began to 
experiment with cloth cards and yarns in the 
construction of large wall hangings in high 
relief.29 A variation on macramé, her new 
language transformed ways of tying, wrap-
ping, knotting, weaving, binding, and braid-
ing: old stories were made anew by her novel 
manipulation of fibre. Sartorelli reclaimed 
mythology and artmaking as processes of 
“becoming” through transformative states. 
In a similar vein, feminist witchcraft has re-
claimed the figure of the witch as a positive 
symbol of suppressed female knowledge, 
power, and independence.30 Cerridwen is 
an impressive wall hanging that reads as a 
larger-than-life-size mythological being in a 
womb. Or is it a mask? Or an abstract jumble 
of lines and tubular fibre forms? However,  all 
possibilities recall the Goddess’ myths; from 
ingesting a being to create another, to her 
ability to shape-shift into various animals, 
to brewing life-altering potions.

Margreet van Walsem had a short but 
prolific career as a fibre artist, cultural and 
craft advocate, and teacher.31 Ann Newdigate 
recalls: “What Margreet taught was absolute 
professionalism. . . . She demonstrated that 
within the pleasure and sensuousness of 
the medium resides a very serious time- 
honoured pursuit.”32 Originally from the 
Netherlands, van Walsem came to Canada 
in 1956 with her husband Jan van Walsem 
and a young son. It is in Saskatchewan that 
her career as an artist began when she was 
forty-six years old. Her first foray into tex-
tiles was with batik, followed by weaving. 
Van Walsem embraced and taught all aspects 
of the medium from carding, spinning, and 
dyeing from natural sources, to constructing 
“primitive” looms, before finally weaving.33

One tenet of Modernism is “truth to 
materials.” The return to natural materials 
was textile’s modernist equivalent, while 
controlling one’s means of production 
extended the artist’s agency. In 1996, the 
Prince Albert Spinners and Weavers Guild 
created a collaborative tapestry to honour 
the life and work of Margreet van Walsem 
and Kate Waterhouse (cat. 40).34 The cel-
ebratory tapestry was made with natural 
hand-dyed fleece resulting from the numer-
ous experiments left behind by each weaver. 
Waterhouse and van Walsem were extensive-
ly known throughout Saskatchewan for their 
natural dyeing processes. They both taught 
spinning, dyeing, and weaving. Van Walsem 
contributed to the progress of Waterhouse’s 
book about her experiments (cat. 58).35 The 
act of caring about materials and processes 
linked to nature generated a new form of 
consciousness: “Weaving involves a sense of 
harmony and rhythm—one’s understanding 
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and use of time changes, when trying to find 
the essential link with growth and decay, 
light and darkness, sun and rain, warmth 
and coldness.”36 Van Walsem’s tapestries in-
dicate a strong relationship between working 
with the land as a journey into self-reliance.

Van Walsem’s practice also exemplified 
what craft theorist Peter Dormer describes 
as “a workmanship of risk”: a process that 
celebrates variations every step of the way.37 
By 1973, when van Walsem made a study 
trip to the Lausanne International Tapestry 
Biennial, fibre art had generated many new 
directions. As Dormer notes, new possi-
bilities in weaving “go back to very ancient 
techniques used by Peruvian and Pueblo, 
Egyptian and Eastern European weavers, 
and inspire limitless possibilities and special 
qualities in modern work.”38

Birth, 1971 (cat. 56), is exemplary of the 
artist’s themes and modernist designs.39 Van 
Walsem states: “Legends are important, as 
are old sayings, embodying old truths. It 
also involves being surprised with and won-
dering about familiar things: birth, death, 
dance, giving, taking, justice and injustice.”40 
Birth is quintessentially modernist in its re-
jection of a realistic depiction and tendency 
to abstraction with its reductive, flat shapes, 
expressive, sleek, clean, simplified lines, and 
natural colours that emphasize the surface. 
Conversely, Birth is a feminist view of child-
birth in its exploration of vaginal imagery, 
the naked goddess figure, and material 
defiance. Birth is a public representation of 
birthing as an imaginary female construct 
that makes the mother and child equivalent 
partners in action. Both figures slip off the 
modernist flat picture plane screaming with 
wide-open mouths.

 

Margreet van Walsem, Birth, 1971 (cat. 56) Image: Michele Hardy.
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Ann Newdigate, Then there was Mrs. Rorschach’s dream/ You are 
what you see (detail), 1988 (cat. 39)

Ann Newdigate, Then there was Mrs. Rorschach’s dream/ You are 
what you see (detail), 1988 (cat. 39)

 
Ann Newdigate, Then there was Mrs. Rorschach's dream, 1988, 
watercolour crayon, acrylic on canvas, 182 x 93 cm. SK Arts 
Permanent Collection, 2000-004. Photo by Don Hall.
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Ann Newdigate, Then 
there was Mrs. Rorschach’s 
dream/ You are what you 
see, 1988 (cat. 39)
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on paper into tapestry with enough 
accuracy to satisfy myself.45

The tapestry and drawing are heavily lay-
ered surfaces. Newdigate’s layering makes 
apparent the ways in which official history 
layers over other stories and their voices. The 
haunting figure of Louis Riel inhabits the 
scene. The Métis leader was hung for treason 
but later revered. This interest in layering 
multiple voices favours a feminist stance 
outside binary configurations, one that fa-
vours conflicting or unresolved voices and 
appeals to the body through its materiality. 
Mary Scott’s Imago series shares the explo-
ration of transient bodies and locations in a 
perpetual state of becoming (cat. 52). Scott’s 
unraveled silk presents frayed and shredded 
surfaces that invoke the impossibility of lo-
cating unconscious, idealized psychological 
constructions.

Newdigate has always been aware of 
coming from there (South Africa) and living 
here (Canada). The need to shift, shuttle, and 
hover around borders and margins are states 
of being she expresses through a medium 
that embeds similar paradoxes and ambi-
guities. Newdigate, like Scott, weaves the 
possibilities of being in transit or existing in 
between states.46

Then there was Mrs. Rorschach’s dream/
You are what you see (cat. 39) is the third 
of seven tapestry panels titled Look At It 
This Way. It makes a parallel between the 
invisibility of Mrs. Rorschach and Tapestry 
in official history.47 Based on the Rorschach 
inkblot test, it conveys “that tapestry as a 
medium acts as a projective test producing 
different reactions in different people de-
pending on the presuppositions they brought 
to the work.”48 Ann Newdigate explains:

Sartorelli and van Walsem opted for 
weaving and a “workmanship of risk” in 
order to assert birth-giving as metaphori-
cally equivalent to the women’s creative pro-
cess. Both precede Judy Chicago’s acclaimed 
Birth Project, 1980–1985, in which the birth-
ing process is likewise seen as a metaphor 
for creation. Chicago enlisted the domestic 
textile practice of needlepoint with over 150 
needleworkers stitching her wide-ranging 
images of birth.41

Joan Borsa asks, “How do we make space 
for stories and lives for which the central in-
terpretative devices of the culture don’t quite 
work?”42 Ann Newdigate’s practice makes 
that space primarily through weaving tapes-
try. She states, “I work in tapestry primarily 
for its materiality and its capacity to shift 
within traditions, to shuttle between theo-
retical positions, to hover around borders, to 
challenge hierarchies, and to connect with 
many different resonating imperatives.”43 
In particular, Newdigate’s tapestry and 
preparatory sketch titled National Identity, 
Borders and the Time Factor, or, Wee Mannie, 
1982 (cat. 38 & 37), illuminates the artist’s 
investigations.44

With assistance from the 
Saskatchewan Arts Board, I was 
able to spend an intensive year at 
the Edinburgh College of Art work-
ing with Maureen Hodge and Fiona 
Mathison. Through my self-directed 
studies, and from many catalogues, 
I had realised that this was, at the 
time, the only place to study tapes-
try within the rigorous dictates of a 
contemporary art school. I needed 
to learn to translate my drawings 
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Having become aware of the way in 
which a medium or process affects 
readings of visual art, I decided 
to make a series that would be an 
intervention in the dominance of 
painting conventions. Each work 
had two titles. The first title ad-
dressed the initial response of the 
viewers on seeing the work installed 
in a gallery, and the second echoed 
the adjusted reception that was 
made on realising that the images 
were in a woven form.49

To conclude, a feminist crocheted tree with 
boobs, a Nut Art interspecies “beasty,” two 
activist hooked rugs, a macramé conjura-
tion by a Welsh enchantress, a modernist 
weaving of birthing, and three intertextual 

tapestries interlace Prairie textile to body 
politics. These works are or were a material 
manifestation of a desire for connections, 
smooth or snagged. They took up modern-
ist key gestures such as truth to materials 
and abstraction, and intertwined activist, 
affective, poetic, and aesthetic purposes to 
suggest how textiles can be used to advance 
a political agenda as well as to make material 
engagement synonymous with community 
participation. In every act of making there 
is an expectation for meaning, but it is rarely 
an explanation or a proposition. At best, it 
is an insinuation that opens up a space for 
complicity, contrast, equivalence, confirma-
tion, or conflict. These textile works invented 
new interpretative devices to foretell other 
ways to tell stories, lives, subjectivities, and 
bodies from the cradle to the barricade.
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