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Barbara Graf Stitches and Sutures: From Physical Sensations
to Forms of Perception, Imagination and Representation
One of the essential aims of the project Stitches and Sutures is
to investigate how physical sensations can be made visual and
how these representations relate to my earlier artistic work,
personal experiences and images recorded in my memory.
I refer to the questions I ask and my reflections on this relationship descriptively as stitches, and the reflective sum total of
what emerges from this activity is a seam, a discourse, a form
of embodied knowledge – a suture, a temporary and flexible
connection.1

Inspired by Jacques Lacan’s notion of suture, I stitch this space
– a gap – with anchoring points.2
I understand stitching not only as a procedure involving sewing
materials or as a psychological and metaphorical process, but
also as an artistic method of relating. Current experiences relate to the past in ways that constitute retrospective production
of meaning.
Points of convergence connect the signifier with the signified.
Lacan describes this as a fluid and dynamic process and compares it to punctures being made in an amorphous, flowing
mass that is always ready to dissolve. It is also during this process that images and feelings emerge.3

On a scale of 1 to 5, similar to the pain scale of 1 to 10, I depict
twelve different sensations as micro-phenomenological structures. However, my intensity scale has to do not only with quantitative increase but also with qualitative transformation resulting from the intensity. While drawing, I imagine myself as a
seismograph, and the pencil as an extension of myself recording
the sensations. Or, as I record them, I pretend that I am looking
at them through a microscope. But what does the pencil actually record? And what guides it? Is it a set of images and structures that I have stored as if it were an alphabet for drawing?
I do not have to consciously think of how Raphael depicted hair,
Pieter Bruegel topographies with their natural flora; Correggio,
the nebulous cloud-hand of Jupiter; Leonardo da Vinci flowing
water and the deluge, etc. These are stored visual experiences
that formulate themselves on a sheet of paper – with no conscious effort on my part – as a kind of drawing vocabulary. When
I walk through Vienna’s Kunsthistorisches Museum, I find various structures and material objects in the paintings that evoke
sensations I have had, textile structures, often gloves and footwear that literally make themselves felt, like the phantasmal
clothing that I perceive, as if they were placed in the paintings to
connect with my perceptions. Might context shifting also work
in the other direction? How might my drawings be received if
the context was unknown or if a different one was assumed?

In recent years, I have drawn explicit bodily sensations. I use
the term “explicit” to characterize those sensations because
they force themselves upon me and are not things that I sense
purely out of active attention. When doing these drawings, my
focus has been on paresthesia, sensory disorders caused by
multiple sclerosis (MS). An artistic exploration of ways in which
the invisible and subjective experience can be represented is
thinkable in the case of any kind of sensation. However, reflecting on altered body perception caused by irreversible nerve
damage is quite different from reflecting on a sensation that is
perceived only temporarily. The investigation thus begins with
a deviation from a form of physical perception that has, at first,
nothing conspicuous about it and is presumably normal. As I
proceed, I also ask myself how long it will take for this deviation to become normality, and whether the memory of my
earlier body perception will persist or whether it will fade or
change as a result of introspection.
The sensory disorders that I experience occur without external
stimulus and are caused by disturbances in the transmission
of signals by the neurons of the central nervous system. Irritatingly, these sensory disturbances can cause me to perceive
things that resemble everyday experiences, such as the simple
act of wearing socks or gloves. They can sometimes be deceptively real, so real that I find myself trying to take off a nonexistent sock.
As soon as they occur, physical sensations connect with past
experiences. They become meaningful as things perceived; a
sense emerges, although in the case of paresthesia, it is a bizarre sense. I compare my current bodily sensations with artistic
works that I created before I was diagnosed with MS. They consist mainly of sculptural body-shells or drawings that represent
textile fabrics. These works can be connected with my current
experiences by reason of similarities with respect to both expression and visual aspect, but they do not necessarily share the
same causality. The background of the way the works are generated is not always the same. Reflecting on the relationship of
actual physical experiences, on the one hand, and objects that
have been created, on the other hand, may seem tantamount
to making a faulty, unequal comparison. However, linking the
two categories opens up an associative and productive space.

Points of convergence, as the notion is understood in psychoanalysis, are not consciously produced. I transform the act of
stitching into an artistic process to ask the question: What are
the images, memories and experiences that guide me when
I depict bodily sensations that cannot be seen? Is it possible
to access a “pure” sensation directly? And as soon a “pure”
physical sensation has occurred, is it not by virtue of its mere
occurrence a perception, which is therefore inseparable from
the sensation itself?

A person affected by phenomena similar to mine once
said, pointing at my drawings, „…that‘s exactly how it
feels.“ Clinicians and experts in the field of medical humanities see communicative and therapeutic potential in
these visualizations. To others, the drawings convey corporeality as an empathic resonance space or corporeality manifested in pencil strokes on paper as an embodied gesture.
Representing a sensation perceived as fabric touching the
body, even if it is an illusion, seems to be a relatively simple
process in terms of drawing. I draw an object that I know from
experience can trigger a specific tactile sensation with respect
to the given area of my body. When the drawing is shown to
someone else, evoking a similar sensation in that person can
be expected, assuming he or she has had a similar tactile experience. It works similarly with sensations of pressure that start
from the surface of the skin and extend deeper into the body.
As far as a system of reference is concerned, it is more complicated to represent sensations by means of abstract structures than through narrative forms of representation. However,
such a manner of proceeding may come closer to the actual
sensations in question, in that they are not material substance
themselves, but rather phenomena triggered by (the illusion of the presence of) a material substance or other kinds
of influence such as temperature. Furthermore, abstract and
isolated representations enable me to depict sensations that
occur in the inner body that, for the most part, cannot be represented as tactile experiences – sensations such as tingling,
trickling, twitching, buzzing, burning or sensations of tension.

Suture is a term that was introduced by Jacques Lacan in “Seminar XI” as a
pseudo-identification or as a connection between the Imaginary and the Symbolic. Subsequently, the term was shaped, essentially, by Jacques-Alain Miller,
who transcribed “Seminar XI” as well as other seminars. See Jacques Lacan,
“Conférence du Mercredi 11 Mars 1964,” (pp. 228–230), accessed April 1, 2021,
https://ecole-lacanienne.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/1964.03.11.pdf.

See Jacques Lacan, “Séminaire du Mercredi 6 Juin 1956” (later published as
“Seminar III, Chapter XXI,” transcribed and edited by Jacques-Alain Miller),
accessed April 1, 2021,
https://ecole-lacanienne.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/1956.06.06.pdf.
In English, Jacques Lacan’s term point de capiton is variously translated as
“quilting point,” “anchoring point” or “upholstery button.”
3
Lacan refers to Ferdinand de Saussure’s schematic diagram of the connection
between the signified and the signifier: it consists of two parallel undulating
surfaces of what resembles water or mattress fibers; the connection between
the two surfaces is indicated by means of vertical dashed lines.
Ibid., XXI/7–8 (377–378).
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In the beginning, I tried to avoid direct references as much as
possible and draw exactly what I sensed in a very straightforward manner; but more or less independently of any awareness on my part, references began to creep into the formulations. Reflecting on and researching these and other possible
references contributes to the emergence of an enhanced picture of processes of transmission – a picture that is part of a
continuum. The more I draw and the further I pursue my research, the more I find myself being influenced by stored images. They interfere with the process of transition from sensation to perception, imagination and representation and form
a mesh that has no beginning or end. Is it precisely such linkages of meanings and references that make subjective and
introspective investigations accessible to outsiders, since these
linkages refer to experiences that are similar and a similar cultural vocabulary?

Sometimes I perceive the material that seems to be touching
me as part of my body; sometimes I perceive it as extraneous
to my body; then there are times when both impressions
merge fluidly into each other, which is ambivalent because
it signifies an appropriation of something material that is alien to the body. At the same time, it is an alienation of the
body. In addition to fundamental questions of perception,
representation and mediation, the investigation I am undertaking makes it possible to give language to irritating and
disturbing sensations and to transfer them to an outer locus
as a means of gaining a form of self-assurance and of experiencing altered body perception not just as something alien.
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