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“To hear the ghosts of the women,” says Knight, “one needs to analyze the 
framed embroidered motto’s message and the sewing techniques used by 
its maker.” The majority of phrases are Biblical sayings and psalms, but 
some are common epigrams, reflecting the values of women at the time. 
The phrases are decorated with floral and religious imagery and something 
of the artist’s character is revealed in the kind of stitch used, its length and 
the amount of detail worked into each piece. The embroidered mottos offer 
a mix of perceptible, concrete history and illusive untold stories. 

 

Knight is currently working on a visual database archive of all 165 needle-
work pieces that will provide a structured medium accessible to interested 
academics. She has also considered donating the images to the Clara Tho-
mas Special Archives at York. 

 

For Knight, receiving the SSHRC Research/Creation grant was life-
changing. When asked what she thought about art-making as a plausible 
form of research, she replied that all art involves research. The Caribou 
Harbour project has given her unanticipated exciting opportunities to ex-
plore new avenues of research while also experimenting with new artistic 
medium. 

   Caribou Harbour is a world far 
away from the fast-paced metropoli-
tan life of the Greater Toronto Area. 
Imagine blue skies filled with 
screeching sea gulls, boats full of 
fishing gear bobbing up and down in 
the opaque waters of the Atlantic tide. 
A small house sits along the coast like 
an oyster holding an undiscovered 
pearl. 

 

Visual Arts Associate Professor Katherine Knight, a summer resident 
of Caribou Harbour, one day discovered a local  house and its secret 
riches: a collection of Victorian punch-paper motto needlepoints dat-
ing from 1831-1881.  Displayed saloon style in the 19th century house, 
these artefacts recalled the area’s history and its domestic culture 
where the men and their sons fished and bartered, the women main-
tained the homes and in their spare time taught their daughters the art 
of embroidery. In May 2007, Knight received a SSHRC Research/
Creation grant of $120,000 to explore the material culture of Caribou 
Harbour and to create a fine art project that incorporated Jane Web-
ster’s collection of needlepoints. 

 

Knight’s work in Caribou Harbour is also inspired by the geography 
of the seashore. Its smooth, sandy shoreline is a site of transition be-
tween water and land. About 30 years ago a storm ravaged Caribou 
Harbour, the aftermath forever changing its coastline. As well as 
documenting the needlepoint pieces, Knight is using experimental 
approaches to videography to create a moving image of the sometimes 
instant transformation of the natural and social environment. This 
natural disaster directly affected the fishermen’s trade and took much 
of the business away from the area. The resulting demographic and 
geographic changes are irrevocably integrated into the lived reality of 
Caribou Habour. In contrast the collection of needlepoints remains a 
visible material trace of the past. 
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“Art is the only way to run away with-
out leaving home. “ ~Twyla Tharp 


