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Abstract
How to render sensory memory? In this article, I speculate on the possibilities of textural
methods which attend closely to textile forms, specifically embroidery, as a way to
explore this enduring question in multimodal research. To open up concerns about bodily
relations between humans, as well as the more-than-human bodies we share worlds with,
this article focuses on sensory memory fragments of encounters with the microbial
conglomerations of sourdough bread starter. I offer three bubbling, sour-sweet texts: 1)
an archived auto-ethnographic account of learning how to make a sourdough starter; 2) a
social-media inspired piece on the sticky home archives of quarantine; and 3) a future
speculative citizen science project. These fragments co-exist with microbes I have
embroidered on ancient linens. From the tangy strings of sourdough histories, and the
tangled threads in cloth I draw concrete methodological suggestions for new directions in
textural research projects, such as material fieldnotes and crafted data. In doing so, I join
other authors in this special issue in the call for multimodal forms of ethnographic
storytelling about sensory memory, in this case one that attends not only to messy
entanglements with bodies but also their textural, material, layered histories extending
into the depth of their surfaces.
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Introduction to a textural method

Multimodality and sensory studies scholars (not mutually exclusive groups) share both
the frustrations and possibilities of words in doing and sharing their work (Boria et al.,
2019; Elliott and Culhane, 2016; Jewitt et al., 2016). The theme of sensory memory, in
particular, seems to both revel in Proustian-like literary paragraphs of rich description, and
at the same time resist, contort, and destruct when “trapped” in words, on the page. Part of
the response to this has been that visually minded researchers have opened up whole fields
of visual studies. In the realm of multisensory anthropology in particular, these scholars
have pushed beyond visual ethnography for filmic anthropology (rather than anthro-
pology in film) (Taylor, 1996), phantasgmoric image making (Desjarlais, 2019), and for a
more general uptake of multimodal research engagements (Collins et al., 2017). We find
new research identities: acoustemologists, for example (Feld and Bernneis, 2004; Rice,
2013; Rice and Feld, 2021), exploring with interlocuters novel ways of working with
soundscapes and sound memories (e.g., Dib et al., 2010).

Yet, to date, social science and humanities research has tended to evade particular
sensorial practices in their methodological pursuits, such as smell and the tactile. His-
torically and theoretically we have learned much about smell (e.g., Classen et al., 1994)
and touch (e.g., Paterson, 2007). More recently, several innovative research teams (e.g.,
Jewitt et al., 2021; Verbeek and van Campen, 2013), are opening up smell and touch
research with exciting multimodal experiments, pushing for more odorous and more
tactile scholarship, including in teaching, documentation, and dissemination.

This article draws inspiration from, and works in this latter tradition, contributing with
a focus on the textural and textile. However, unlike many researchers exploring textiles
within the domain of craft research (more below), my focus is not on textiles practices as
objects of study, but rather as a modality and methodology through which to ethno-
graphically explore the social life of bodies, and here specifically, sensory memory.
Alongside others (Craddock, 2021; Kneebone and Oakes, forthcoming), I want to stretch
fabrics beyond their current predominant place in craft research, and consider what
explorations in textural forms might have to offer methodologically to multimodal
scholars more generally, particularly concerning messy and hard-to-reach topics such as
sensory memory. I suggest that textiles and a focus on textural connections may open up
research topics by offering a slow embodied method for storytelling and an imaginative
way of archiving bodily practices and embodied histories (akin to other methodological
experiments such as Natasha Myers’ (Myers, 2015) dance-a-day sketches of movement
while studying molecular scientists at work for example). Textiles and textures also allow
space for the study and exploration of sensory memory with active communities of
amateurs and citizen scientists, as I speculate on at the end of the article.

Theoretically, I am building here from the seminal work of the anthropologist C. Nadia
Seremetakis (1994), who offers still pertinent insights for thinking about how to elucidate
the ephemeral qualities of sensory memory, and how to tap into its analytical potential.
Seremetakis has described sense memory as a culturally mediated material practice, that
can be activated by an “artifact lade with perceptual recall,” that becomes a “temporal
conduit” (1994: 11). Her famous example is a peach, which she argues can provoke
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reflexive emergence and an awakening of layered memories and the senses that are
“contained” in that object. The sensory memories are, for her, located in, and generated,
by the materials, such material culture becoming an apparatus for what she describes as
the production of historical reflexivity. In this article, I think about how materials might
contain histories and thready connections to the social lives of their co-inhabitants—a jar
of sourdough starter, or what I call “micro-histories in a jar”—and also generate new
historical relations with and between bodies, histories that are cultural in the social and
also microbiological sense of the word. Thus, I extend Seremetakis’ methodological
insights into less explored regions, to put into the field of view other kinds of material
objects—namely, the sourdough starters and their microbial worlds—but also to think
about how this approach might extend beyond historical reflection, to ethnographic and
other multimodal scholarship too. This is thinking alongside others exploring innovative
and creative methods for how to study the mundane and everyday through a focus on
materials (Holmes and Hall, 2020; Woodward, 2016), and I am also more generally
inspired by theoretical work such as Tim Ingold’s call to study textures (2017) and
amateur forms of scholarship (2021).

In order to attempt this more textural study of sensory memory, I use words, but also
expand beyond words with textile renderings of microbial observations in embroidery.
These are embroideries I have made alongside my ethnographic fieldwork about learning
bodily skills in medicine (see more at www.makingclinicalsense.com), and alongside
experiments and failures in sourdough bread. Using upcycled ecclesiastical linens and
hand-dyed threads, I have been stitching microbes in our domestic environment—cheese
penicillin, wine and beer cells, yogurt cultures, and more recently fermented foods. For a
long time, I treated these experiments with textiles and starters as separate from my
ethnographic study of bodies. Indeed, to date, the ethnographers most avidly engaging in
thready methods such as knitting and embroidery have been those doing fieldwork with
those who also purse such handicraft. Embroidery is often framed as a “participatory
methodology” and way of getting insights into embodied learning of interlocuters
(González Rivera et al., 2016), and working with communities (see for example the
Stitching Together Network (Shercliff and Twigger Holroyd, 2021)). It is less often
thought of for other topics of study, or as a more general methodology, for making
observations or thinking with data for example.

In my own ethnographic research of medical practices, I have certainly been inspired
by the craft work of others—for instance, the handstitched repairs that medical educators
made on leather models in one of my medical school fieldsites, using leftover surgical
twine or the knitted teaching objects they made, such as a uterus or pediatric model (Nott
and Harris, 2020). Other scholars use textiles in object interviews (e.g., Holmes and Hall,
2020; Woodward, 2016), an incredibly rich way to elicit sensory memories, through such
probes. Yet, with some experimental exceptions, this research often largely ends up in
words and images; the tools used in these methods mostly audio recorders, notebooks, and
cameras. Thus, I am also inspired by others stretching the boundaries of representation,
such as Fleur Oakes, embroiderer-in-residence at a surgical college, and cultural historian
Paul Craddock (2021) who are both writing and making fabric bodies, in form and film,
words and objects. These researchers move beyond thinking of textiles as metaphor
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(Pérez-Bustos et al., 2019) or practices to study, but also use these textiles as a way to do
material thinking (Carter, 2004).

Tangy microbes

From peaches and madeleines dipped into lime blossom tea, I move now towards the three
sensory fragments concerning sour–sweet bubbling and at times tepid sourdough starter.
These fragments about microbes could be seen to connect to the ecological shift in the
biological sciences (Sheldrake, 2020), that parallels a turn to the more-than-human in the
social sciences and humanities (Raffles, 2011; Tsing, 2015), including a focus on mi-
crobial worlds (Jasarevic 2015; Helmreich 2014; Paxson and Helmreich 2014). In sensory
anthropology, there is an effort to take microbial discourse away from the “perilous and
discrete” to the “promising and entangled” (Flachs and Orkin, 2019: para. 5) This
scholarship still, however, largely relies on words and images (with more exceptions such
as the interesting digital experimentations in the Matsutake Worlds research group for
example, and Merlin Sheldrake (2020) has certainly taken his work to new levels, literally
eating his words through growing and cooking fungi from his book) to document these
multispecies entanglements.

The tangy threadiness of the sourdough starter encapsulates what makes microbes so
interesting for chefs exploring what celebrity chefs might call “microbial terroir” (see
Paxson, 2013 for a more anthropological understanding of food terroir, in relation to
cheese cultures) and for scientists examining “one health,” the microbiome or the wood
wide web. For social scientists, these microbial cultures in and out of petri dishes, and “in
jars” (Jasarevic 2015) reveal social threads through which communities shape and are
shaped by their local worlds (Flachs and Orkin, 2019). Amateur practices of fermentation,
such as those explored by anthropologist Larisa Jasarevic in post-Yugoslavian house-
holds, foster, she writes, the “fizzy potential” not only of fermenting agents but also
“bubbly zones of connection and relational innovation.”

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought microbiological entities into a possibly more
threatening space once again. The pandemic also prompted new methodological ex-
plorations, most publically in the realm of machine learning and predictive models, but
also in the social sciences, with scholars asking what new methodologies are needed to
attend to these layers and entanglements. As knitting and handicrafts received a surge of
interest in lockdown (Kurutz, 2021; Wood, 2020), I wondered if perhaps a textile
rendering, may be one of these methodologies? I saw the “fizzy potential” of bringing
together my sensory ethnographic studies in bodily practices, with amateur experiments
in craft and the textures of sourdough, the latter two both lockdown pursuits. The sections
below explore this as a possibility for understanding sensory memories related to the
pandemic and beyond. They are formatted like lab notes, where the microbial specimens
in the “field of view” are the embroidered textiles I have made. The embroideries archive
my bodily practices in stitches, while the words document my bodily practices of
sourdough making, both intersecting through their material and social threadiness, tangy
and tangled.
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Traveling microbes and an ancient jar of starter

Specimen: Cheese Penicillin (Figure 1).
Materials: Cream embroidery cotton found in my mother’s sewing box, upcycled

ecclesiastical linen sourced in a vintage fabric sale in Melbourne, Australia.
Fieldnotes on making: This specimen was embroidered by hand in the evenings while

doing preliminary fieldwork in a formaldehyde-saturated anatomy department in Bu-
dapest, 2018.

Sensory memory fragment: First written in April 2016, found in a online folder, edited
2020/2021.

One Sunday afternoon I was handed, somewhat ceremoniously, a warped little take-
away container of bubbly brown goop. My husband and I were taking a free sourdough
bread making workshop; part of a “skills sharing” scheme in our ecologically friendly
town of Totnes (the pioneering town in the Transition Town movement), in the heart of the
Devon (UK) countryside. Our cheerful instructor had given us both (and the other six
bread making novices in the class), what she called “a starter.” She was learning how to
make bread herself and thought she would learn alongside us. In many ways she was the
perfect “ignorant schoolmaster” (Rancière, 1999), where we learned “with” not from the
expert (Ingold, 2013). With post-it-noted library books spread out on her kitchen table, we
poured over the advice from various bakers. It looked easy enough: flour, water, salt.
Some kneading. A warm place to rise. A hot oven. The tricky part seemed to be the yeasty
and bacterial starter. We had known this from our previous attempts at making bread.
Kilner jar after kilner jar of tepid brown muds that we had created from flour, water and
raisins, were emptied into the kitchen sink, not a bubble of microbiological activity in
sight. But now we had something special, so we were told. A starter that was not created
last week in her kitchen, but rather one that was hundreds of years old. Handed down, so I
imagined, from hessian wearing monks keeping themselves warm during a Devon winter
with woodfires baking their sourdough loaves. My husband and I looked down at our
goop, which had now transformed into something ancient and mythical.

Figure 1. Cheese penicillin.
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This is a sensory memory fragment that I had recorded and filed in text, in a document
stored online. In the text fragment, I document a bodily sensory memory of a first en-
counter with sourdough microbes. The sensory memory, however, also resides in the
“sleeping” microbes in the tepid jar of sourdough starter that sits dormant in our fridge.
My new relationship with microbes also gets stitched into the penicillin embroidery as I
learn more about the West Country cheeses that accompany our sourdough breads. If I
follow the tangles of these sticky mythical threads of sourdough sensory memory further,
as Joe Dumit (2014) and Donna Haraway encourage us to do in their implosion project for
studying material artifacts in anthropology (a method my research team has also found
useful in studying objects ethnographically and historically in medical education (Nott
and Harris, 2020)), I can see that my husband and I were not the first to be captivated by
starters with a history. Plenty of internet sites sell starters that also date back “hundreds of
years.” Scientists have expressed public incredulity about this industry though. An Italian
microbiologist who specializes in sourdough culture thinks such starters are very rare, and
that to be truly very old, they must maintain “unchanged,” or to put it scientifically, have a
“stable microbiota” of yeasts and bacteria (Minervini et al., 2014). They state that all kinds
of conditions can change the microbiological composition, with the same sourdough
starter growing differently if stored in a bakery or laboratory. The baker Fergus Jackson
took this so seriously that he did not bring his starter back from San Francisco, where he
learned the craft of sourdough, for he thought that it would be “a lie.” The baker Andrew
Whitely did bring a sourdough back from his travels in Russia and considers that it has
contained “its essential properties” for over 20 years.

While science and technology studies scholars would question the idea of an “essential
property” or anything too stable—we need only turn to Bruno Latour and SteveWoolgar’s
(1986) Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts to see that penicillin is
entangled in a dense social network of actors—I find these mythical threads of microbial
life captivating. Anthropologist and multispecies scholar Stefan Helmreich (2014)
proposes that we should think more creatively with microbes. Helmreich goes so far
as to suggest that human, Homo sapien be reconceptualised as Homo microbis, a fleshy
assemblage co-produced with and through messy entanglements with the more-than-
human microbial companions of our worlds. Such relations can be difficult to understand
theoretically however, also needing the bodily practices of writing stories, making
sourdough and stitching on linen, to guide. I like to think of the starters as micro-histories
in a jar, sticky threads of past bodily relations, through the microbiological settings of
bakers’ kitchens throughout time and space. Like a fungal web (Sheldrake, 2020), the
starters move through kitchens. They sleep, expand, and grow. As I develop in the next
sensory memory fragment, this takes on a different, isolated and unique form when our
social lives morph into something special as a virus travels through bodies in a pandemic.

Bubbling archives of the pandemic quarantine

Specimen: Wine yeast cells (Figure 2).
Materials: Cream embroidery cotton, upcycled ecclesiastical linen, see similar source

as specimen above.
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Fieldnotes on making: This napkin was embroidered by hand in 2019, as a birthday
present for my husband, in more luxurious hours the year before the COVID-19 pandemic
arrived.

Sensory memory fragment: First written in July 2020 for a sensory memory sym-
posium, edited for the article in January 2021.

In the midst of the pandemic lockdown I start wading into the archived digital-sensate
memories of past ideas, those like travelling microbes in the previous sensory memory
fragment I found in an online storage folder. Rereading and rewriting the texts, I can smell
those starters my husband and I made in Devon, our starter travelling with us around the
world ever since—wrapped carefully in suitcases, snap locked into friends’ freezers
during our holidays, through customs dried onto parchment paper, into many loaves of
bread—only now to lay quiet in our fridge, not a bubble in sight. Without childcare, my
husband and I struggled to keep it together, let alone keep our starter alive. Wine cells
seem to propagate more readily, I think, as I look back at the wine cells I embroidered in
more relaxed times, as a birthday gift. But when I read the newspapers or looked at my
social media accounts, I see that so many people seemed to be finding security, creativity,
distraction and visual delight in the simple act of making of a sourdough starter. Images
and recipes that spread online seemed to imply a sourdough craze sweeping those crazed
by lockdown during the current pandemic (this of course is not as widespread as such sites
seem to imply, but rather the activity of particular social groups). As I looked at the sensory
memories of bread making flashing on my social media feeds, filtered and glorious in their
sticky, tangled strands, I became fascinated by the thought of all those microbial lives
propagating in the bread and the domestic spaces hinted at in the background.

When lockdowns spread around the world, something stopped spreading besides a
virus: our own microbes. Sequestered in our homes, our traveling germs had nowhere to
go, could not be shared in our contact with others, plants, animals in the outside world.
Instead, our own homes and their large inhabitants became isolated microcosms of tiny
creatures, breeding and diverging (Dunn, 2018). And where was one of the places they
found a home? Those multiplying sourdough starters. Microbiologists have found that

Figure 2. Wine yeast cells.
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some of the bacteria and yeasts in starters come from the bodies of bakers, and moreover,
that the bodies of bakers start to grow the lactic acid bacteria of their starters. So the
entangled life of these starters born into the world in quarantine kitchens in fact become
sensory archives of the bodies of its inhabitants, and their new habits and routines and
ingredients in lockdown life. At the same time, the inhabitants also become sensory
archives of their new engagements with the microscopic world. Many—often those in the
luxurious position of employment and shelter, the same privileged people who have
capacities to dabble in sourdough or embroidery—lamented on the sameness of everyday
life in lockdown. Some were sad at how days blurred in the daily grind, without new
memories being formed by exciting new activities. Perhaps, the threads and texture of
lockdown life, the sourdoughs and new craft projects, archived those sensory memories
for some of us, forgotten otherwise.

These are further sticky threads of contemporary history, of the present as I write this,
which cling, reproduce, and diverge with our bodies. My research team thinks a lot about
the sticky threads of history in our medical education project, particularly the historian on
the project John Nott, as there are so many ideas and ways of sensing that stick to the
materials with which medical students learn sensory skills, whether through dominant
representations of white, European bodies or other colonial legacies. The great starter
project of quarantine makes me think of other ways to trace sticky threads of micro-
histories in bodies, jars, and the food we eat. As social scientists and humanities scholars
interested in multimodal experiments, there are many ways to trace these archives, in
ways beyond text, as the embroideries show. The next sensory memory fragment extends
this through the germ of an idea that expands the textile renderings of microbes which
have accompanied these first two memory fragments. That is, it explores sensate
memories and bodily archives in embroidery, and offers some methodological sugges-
tions for further exploration.

Crafting data

Specimen: Beer yeast cells (Figure 3).
Materials: Cream embroidery cotton, upcycled ecclesiastical linen; see source in-

formation in the other two specimens.
Fieldntoes on making: This napkin was embroidered by hand during the summer of

2020, after finding the linen during a lockdown clean out. It was made while listening to
science podcasts, in late endless evenings at home.

Sensory memory fragment: Speculative, for future exploration sometime in 2021 or
thereafter.

Imagine all the bubbling or tepid starters in the refrigerators and freezers of homes of
amateur lockdown bakers the world over. What if we considered this a large pandemic-
instigated citizen science experimentation in fermentation and yeasts, where each of the
amateur bakers were also citizen microbiologists, archiving their own microbiomes and
the microbes of their domestic spaces, propagating in isolated conditions? In this
speculative sensory memory fragment, a sensory memory of the future, I imagine what it
might be like to share and look microscopically at quarantine starters, and perhaps even to
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document, with fabric and thread, what has grown in these sour, gloopy, bubbling, and
stagnate jars.

How to do a multimodal methodological experiment, that might speak to another kind
of historical record of our times? Is this a project for scientific crafters? There are
communities on social media sites with dedicated hashtags related to bacterial or mi-
crobiological embroidery for example. Contemporary or modern embroiderers work
outside of traditional forms and techniques, to work on upcycled fabrics, with reused
threads, on projects that engage closely with their own observations or imaginations
about contemporary life. Their stitched projects and the various works in progress,
shared in online communities, document, just like ethnographers, their social ties in
thread. Many of these social media embroiderers have only picked up the craft recently,
just like the amateur bakers experimenting with their microbes in kitchens. Alongside
these stitchers and bakers are the citizen scientists who study the microbiological world,
such as the amateur microbiologists in the Foldscope community. Using a simple
origami-inspired microscope, Foldscope users look at the microbiological world through
the lens of their phones, many drawing what they see, and sharing photos online, from
around the world. The Foldscope itself is incredibly cheap, just like embroidery materials
and sourdough ingredients. Could bakers share their starter microbes with these col-
laborators, using simple methods—drying out a portion on a baking sheet for example,
which could be sent in the post, to the citizen microbiologists to explore? Could they learn
to use simple microscopes like the Foldscope themselves? What might such new en-
tanglements between amateurs look like? How to trace this? How to follow their own
embodied fieldnotes in the form of recipe scribblings, lab observations or stitched no-
ticings using found materials? Might this create new archives of sensory memory?

This speculative idea is inspired by the growing interest and role of citizen scientists in
scientific exploration alongside the increasing recognition of the amateur (Ingold, 2021),
and what we can learn from being amateurs in life. Amateurs learn, notice, and ex-
periment. Amateur crafters have an under-represented role as observers of everyday life,
yet if we look at the work of citizen science knitters for example, knitting weather patterns

Figure 3. Beer yeast cells.
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and temperature blankets to raise awareness for the climate crisis, we can see that crafting
data activities such as these engages communities and individuals in embodied ways with
issues of concern. Such crafting contributes to making crises of large scale, more textural
and felt by individuals. I know that through embroidering microbes I have developed new
relations that extend beyond my theoretically and empirically formed renderings; a bodily
relation that is sutured with and into my body, tangled with my own sensory memories and
bodily movements, made more visible through these textured and textile engagements.

As multimodal scholars, we need to develop our textural vocabularies further, in the
same way that smell researchers are urging us to expand our odorous capacities. What if
textiles had a more prominent role in not only thinking through research topics but also in
how we observed and made notes? Despite a growing interest in drawing as a visual mode
of fieldnote taking, few have explored what it means to take material fieldnotes, in forms
other than words and drawings, or audio or visual languages. Could this slower practice,
one that involves sourcing materials, different kinds of bodily techniques that entail
different embodied methods than drawing, that involves sharing and learning methods
from others, lead to different ways of approaching diverse research topics? The possi-
bilities of textile based fieldnotes as an example remains untapped. Researchers can
embrace their amateur status (if that is the case) and turn to those also experimenting with
this form, whether historians, artists, and craftspeople for inspiration. For example, as part
of her history of media technologies Kristen Haring made fieldnotes by knitting morse code
notes in wool, from her observations in a busy train station in NewYork (Haring, 2011). Her
project brought the tactile craft of knitting to the previously considered digital world of
media technologies. The weaver Sheila Hicks also took fieldnotes, in little woven mini-
atures, which she used to document a day in her travels, drawing on the materials she found,
or colors and textures she experienced (Boot et al., 2017; Danto et al., 2006; Sultan, 2010).

In his influential book Making: Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and Architecture, the
anthropologist Tim Ingold (2013) calls for different ways of recording and documenting
fieldwork. How humanities and social science scholars can use textiles as a methodology
in their research, and how data can be crafted and materialized remains largely unexplored

Figure 4. (a) Tangled threads, back of embroidery; (b) tangled backs.
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but exciting territory. Such observational practice in textile forms offers new ways to
consider what it means to “translate.” It offers new ways to think about data, when it
becomes material, and the legitimacy and travel of sensory and scientific knowledge.
What happens when Sheldrake eats his own words, and turns the paper of his book into
beer? Crafts such as embroidery might be another way to attend to the Homomicrobis, the
fungi, that Sheldrake (2020: 3) writes, is “everywhere but they are easy to miss … they
live their lives largely hidden from view, and more than 90 per cent of their species remain
undocumented” (2020: 3). Perhaps, being embroidered or made with other fabrics and
textiles, by laboring bodies tracing other bodies, microbial and other sensorial memories
may find a new material presence in the world.

Conclusion

As the research agenda of this Multimodality & Society journal attests to, the sensory
realms of social science and humanities scholarship storytelling is too limited if we only
focus on the visual (or sonic). It seems particularly pertinent, indeed even urgent, that we
consider the forms of our storytelling that can attend to the ephemeral, escapable, fragile
realm of sensory memory. In this article, I have experimented with a more textural
storytelling of sensory memory that attends to the textures of stuff—namely, sourdough
starter—and its tangy, tangled threads, as well as to how these materially layered histories
and the depth of surfaces may find form beyond words, in thread and textiles. In each of
the sensory memory fragments, sourdough starters grew, dwindled, and propagated in
different ways. I included auto-ethnographic description of learning bread baking
alongside some implosion of the mythic strands; I worked with reflections on the social
media sourdough craze to consider sourdough in pandemic times; and I included a
speculative suggestion for a citizen science microbiology experiment. Drawing on my use
of embroidery as a way of materializing the sticky threads in the fragments, the final
sections of the essay considers how to bring textiles more thoroughly into not only
multimodal presentations of research material (as in alongside, in a photo-textile essay
like this one) but also in more integrated ways, for example, in data collection and
analysis. I thought about how to make material fieldnotes, as woven sketches or knitted
code for example, and what it means when data is crafted, suggesting that if multimodal
scholarship is truly going to move beyond the focus on words and the visual, then it also
needs to develop a more expansive materializing of data, and a more textural vocabulary,
too (Figure 4).

The article is written more in the spirit of invitation and inspiration rather than ar-
gument, for textile explorations of sensory memory and other topics of multimodal
enquiry, not only when craft is the theme of researchers’ concern. It is an invitation to
think of craft as a way to examine research through thread and cloth or other materials, and
to expand the burgeoning interest in participatory textile methods. The article also pays
homage to the amateur, through tracing things in jars that “thrive under the conditions of
amateur handling” (Jasarevic, 2015), through using methods based on the work of
amateur craft practices and communities, by attending closely to what we can learn as
amateurs in academia too (Ingold, 2021).
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In this vein, in the final image of the essay, I have included the messy backs of the neat
embroideries presented in the sensory fragments. These napkins are now in a cupboard in
our home, the ecclesiastical linen on which they were made has holes which I repeatedly
patch, the white collecting stains from tomato sauce and olive oil and grimy mouths, over
time. The napkins have been soaked in anti-microbial detergents, ironed with heat and
steam and refolded again and again, by our bodies, to find new entangled microbial
entanglements in our domestic lives. The tangled embroidery threads, evidence of an
amateur craftsperson at work, is the underside, the unhidden and undocumented, the
textures that we feel under the table, the knots that get smoothed over.

Tangles are knots of intricate confusion. The threads are, using a term growing in social
science discourse, entangled. The archaeologist Ian Hodder writes that “entanglement is
about being caught up in real things in specific conjunctural ways that come about through
complex interactions. It is not bounded, schematic, theoretical. It describes the ways in
which we live our lives struggling between webs of demand and potential, making do,
working it out, unclear what is happening much of the time, not knowing the results of our
actions or why” (Hodder, 2012: 222). The embodied practices of amateur activities like
embroidery and sourdough making, research practices of taking multimodal fieldnotes or
even perhaps, placing stitches, are all practices of making do, through which sensory
memories are formed, and materialized. The tangled threads are more visible in the
examples I have chosen but they are everywhere. Sheldrake refers to fungi as having
entangled lives because of the ways they have developed to navigate their complex affairs:
“plants’ actions are informed by what is happening in the sensory world of their fungal
partners. Similarly, fungal behaviors are informed by what is happening in the sensory
world of their plant partners … a mycorrhizal fungus must sniff out sources of nutrients,
proliferate within them, mingle with crowds of other microbes—whether fungal, bac-
terial, or other—absorb the nutrients, and divert them around its rambling network of a
body” (Sheldrake, 2020: 150). Like fungi, the less visible, the textured, tangled threads of
social life and sensory memory deserve more of our time and our stories, and we should
take up the invitation and be enticed into further methodological experimentation.
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