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motto 003
The notion of afterlives evokes the alternately sedimented and fluid meanings of
objects as they travel through time and through diverse material and cultural
contexts. Here a collection of Victorian needlepoint mottos and their twentyfirst-century setting are captured by the gaze of photographer Katherine Knight,
offering an opportunity to reflect on the poetics of intimate gesture, private
collection, and ephemerality across time.
For thirty years beginning in the 1970s, Jane Webster collected Victorian
needlepoint mottos, which she displayed throughout her guest house in Caribou
Harbour, Nova Scotia. The nearly 180 framed mottos were hung each spring and
taken down each fall; each went back up in its own place every year, with a
numbering system marked discreetly on the walls. Many invoke the importance
of home, dramatizing the domestic priorities of the nineteenth-century women
who stitched them: “Home Sweet Home,” “What Is Home Without A Mother,”
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“What Is Home Without A Father,” “What Is Home Without Baby,” “Welcome
Home,” “My Home.”

motto 010
The unique origins of each motto are unknown; however, they are each the
product of a Victorian-era craze for mass-produced, pre-printed “Berlin work”
designs. That international craze was the starting point for the lives of these
craft objects, but identifying them strictly as mass-produced commodities
ignores the highly personalized works that were ultimately produced. The
preferences, capacities, and idiosyncrasies of the women whose nimble hands
stitched these canvases are visible throughout the collection. Elements of a preprinted pattern are left unstitched while others are overlaid with heavy, ornate
embroidery. Otherwise tidy stitchers took liberties with long stitches around the
final edges of their work as the excitement or tedium of completion approached.
Individualized gesture is most dramatically visible where it is not meant to be
seen: on the reverse of the mottos. Here placid, perfect surfaces are belied by
disorderly, frantic knots of yarn and stitches that stretch across the back of the
canvas. It is also here, in this most intimate, interior space, that the original
carefully-selected colours of the yarn have remained vibrant. The exteriors, on
display to the world, have been faded and changed by a hundred and fifty years
of light.
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Bedroom view
The effect of display on these vernacular craft objects is material in the case of
their fading colours, but their display also alters the meanings assigned to them.
In Knight’s photographs we encounter the mottos far away in time and space
from the women who made and originally displayed them. Here they are
brought together by Webster in her personal collection, on display for the
friends and family she invited to stay in her summer guest house, lovingly
named the ‘Caribou Hilton.’ The theme of “home” is reasserted as a comfort to
those who pass through the house, and a reminder of those who have come and
gone. The presence of the mottos shapes the meaning of the place just as the
place shapes the collection. Over time their narratives have become interwoven.
A collection is determined by the boundaries of its repository. In this way, the
old house itself has become part of the logic of Webster’s collection, shedding
the individuality of each needlepoint motto for a new narrative, that of the
collection as a whole.
In 2006, Knight, who is a summer resident of Caribou Harbour, began a project
to document the collection and the house in collaboration with her neighbour
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Jane Webster. She has described to me the surprise and then the complex
admixture of emotion and aesthetic pleasure she felt upon first sight of the
bright yellow sun porch lined with mottos. For Knight, the house and the mottos
have always been intimately connected to each other and to the land- and
seascapes that surround them. Her documentary project “Site Stories: Caribou
Harbour,” from which these photographs are drawn, is a meditation on the
material and cultural history of this fragile place in transition. She told me that
the summer she first saw the house and the mottos was the same summer that
the harbour’s distinctive red and green buoys, visible from the Websters’ land,
were removed and replaced with generic digital bobbers during government
maintenance. The harbour itself is in constant flux according to natural and
artificial sediment patterns and economic demands. Knight’s property, which
borders the Websters’, was once the store serving a lobster factory employing
six hundred seasonal workers. Now only the wharf remains. Knight represents
Caribou Harbour as a microcosm of loss and retrieval, in which Jane Webster’s
motto collection acts as a memory aid.
Reproducing the mottos in this way has contributed further layers to the lives of
these artifacts; but while the mottos take on new valence and a new trajectory
when represented here as photographs, the objects themselves continue their
own journey. Upon Webster’s death in 2009, the collection was taken down for
the final time; the mottos are now in storage and the house is slated to be
demolished, another chapter in the changing landscape of Caribou Harbour. In
early 2010, Knight invited me to provide historical context for the mottos, to
accompany the presentation of her photographs. That summer, while I was
home in Nova Scotia, she brought me to the empty house. We were both moved
by its crumbling state. I had seen Knight’s photographs before I visited, and in
my mind the mottos and the house were intimately linked. The circumstances of
their sundering were difficult to comprehend. Whereas the old house had, for a
time, provided a concrete refuge for the ostensibly delicate needlework mottos,
in their absence the house was literally falling apart. Indeed, reason about that
which is stable and that which is ephemeral seemed to be contradicted. The
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evident fragility of the house contrasted vividly with the overwhelming resilience
of the mottos over more than a hundred years.
Sara Spike
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