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Stitches in Time
Two Novels about Embroidery
by Chris Liska Carger

Homeless Bird by Gloria Whelan
    Gathering Blue by Lois Lowry

Whelan, Gloria. Homeless
Bird. 2000. 240p.
HarperCollins, $15.95
(0-06-028454-4);
HarperTrophy, paper,
$5.95 (0-06-440819-1).
Gr. 6–9.

Lowry, Lois. Gathering
Blue. 2000. 224p.
Houghton/Walter
Lorraine, $15 (0-618-
05581-9); Laurel-Leaf,
paper, $6.50 (0-440-
022949-9). Gr. 5–8.

T he history of embroidery is a
story of culture, artistry,
personal experience, and faith

and nature that spans the history of
humankind. Embroidery is still
used to preserve and commemorate
cultures as varied as the Hmong of
Cambodia and the Cuna Indians
living in isolation off the coast of
Panama.

Whether for practical, religious,
or decorative purposes, embroidery
offers information about the crafters
themselves and the context in which

it was crafted. The types of threads
and materials native to particular
areas tell us something of local
crops, climates, and travel routes.
For example, exquisite silk
embroidery flourished in ancient
China, where silkworms were first
cultivated, while the cotton grown
in warmer climates such as India’s
inspired intricate tambour work
using chain stitches on fine muslin.

But more than the availability of
natural materials is revealed through
the art of embroidery. Traditional

designs that were handed down
through centuries could reflect local
nature, folklore, or religious beliefs,
but for some embroiderers those
patterns are produced in tedium. For
one young medieval character,
Catherine of Catherine Called Birdy by
Karen Cushman (Clarion, 1994),
tediously copying embroidery designs
symbolizes a lack of freedom and the
gender-based expectations foisted
upon her. Yet other embroiderers are
able to lift the craft to the level of art
and give expression to their memories,
dreams, and aspirations through the
patterns they create. Their handiwork
becomes a way for them to cope with
difficult situations, a way to stitch
their unvoiced stories.

Homeless Bird

Koly, a young teenager in the Na-
tional Book Award–winning novel
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Homeless Bird, does just that as she
finds herself thrown into the frighten-
ing, contemporary world of castaway
widows in India. Tricked into marry-
ing a terminally ill young boy whose
family needed her dowry to transport
him to the sacred Ganges River, Koly
finds herself a widow beholden to a
mother-in-law who scornfully treats
her like a servant. Although Koly tries
hard to please her sass, she is eventu-
ally abandoned by her mother-in-law
in the holy city of Vrindavan. This
city, known for providing a meager
life for widows willing to spend their
days praying in one of its more than
4,000 temples, is also full of men who
prey upon Vrindavan’s abandoned
and homeless girls.

Throughout her ordeal, Koly
manages to hold on to one of the
quilts she embroidered with the
story of her short-lived marriage to
the child-groom. Her embroidery
has always been a way for her to
capture her memories of the simple
joys she found in her hard life.
Eventually, a wealthy widow notices
her quilt and finds her a job embroi-
dering saris for a shop owner who
values originality in this craft. Koly
is saved from abject poverty by her
talent in stitchery and becomes
known for her unique designs.
Readers come to learn much about
Indian society through Koly’s story.
Unwilling to forsake the embroidery
that is a form of self-expression for
the security of a second marriage,
Koly transforms from a meek young
girl into a strong female protagonist.

Gathering Blue

In Lois Lowry’s Gathering Blue, a
young girl in a harsh future society
finds a way to overcome abject
poverty and the loss of her family and
meager home. Orphaned Kira,
suffering from a deformed leg in a
civilization that exterminates those
with physical flaws, literally saves her
own life with her embroidery abilities.
The Council of Guardians allows her
to live so that she can repair her

community’s special robe, worn
annually for centuries by a character
called the Singer. The garment tells
the complete history of that commu-
nity and is used to remind the Singer
of the community’s collective story at
a special ceremony. Kira repairs its
intricate details with reverence and
learns to dye the threads she needs to
create “the subtle shifts in hue.” Kira,
like Jonas in Lowry’s The Giver
(Houghton/Walter Lorraine, 1993),
eventually discovers that her commu-
nity has frightening secrets not
recorded anywhere. Similarly to Koly
in Homeless Bird, Kira develops into a
strong, independent character aware
of the special talent she possesses and
aware also of her own inner strength.

In the Classroom

Students can examine themes of self-
confidence and independence that
develop in both Homeless Bird and
Gathering Blue. Each novel also
provides examples of females who do
not permit males to dictate solutions
to their problems. They have learned
to hold on to something that is all
their own—their artistic ability.

Homeless Bird and Gathering Blue
particularly lend themselves to a
study of settings that are integral to
the story. Students can discuss the
importance of setting to these plots
and characters and discover ways to
interpret the stories’ backgrounds.
Visualizing scenes through draw-
ings, painting, and sculpting would
be engaging activities. A Microsoft
PowerPoint slide presentation––with
images downloaded as backdrops for
quotes specifically related to set-
tings––is another interesting way to
convey interpretations of settings.

These novels also lend themselves
well to vocabulary activities. For
example, creating webs of words and
expressions related to needlework
and cloth will reinforce the stories.
Students can be encouraged to look
for lexical extensions of words found
in the novels, such as shuttle from
Gathering Blue, which refers to the

part of a wooden loom that moves
the thread to and fro. Modern-day
uses include space shuttle, shuttle
trains, and shuttle buses. The word
thread, used repeatedly in both
novels, comes from an old English
word meaning to twist or turn. Koly
and Kira thread their needles, and
nowadays we use metaphors to
speak of a common thread or the
thread of a plot. The words frayed
and treadle will also lead students to
interesting lexical extensions.

In addition, words can be put
into categories to help with recall.
The words tamarind and mango
from Homeless Bird could be printed
on simple drawings depicting them.
Likewise, the names of various herbs
Kira uses for extracting dyes could
be printed on corresponding leaf
patterns.

The glossary in Homeless Bird
defines some Hindi words used in the
novel. Nevertheless, many of these
words can be understood from
context. Students could be encour-
aged to interpret them before consult-
ing the glossary. Most important,
teachers should urge students to savor
the lovely word choices and linguistic
imagery at which both Whelan and
Lowry excel. Have students pull
favorite quotes to post on a bulletin
board entitled “Words That Stir Our
Hearts,” “Painting with Words,” or
“Memorable Images.” These types of
vocabulary activities can spark student
interest and inspire more effort than
traditional dictionary-definition
assignments.

Discussion Questions

• Describe Koly’s life as a child
with her own family and as a
young widow at her in-laws’
home.

• Describe Kira’s life as a child
with her mother and then as an
orphan in her community.

• What prejudices do Koly (a
poor widow) and Kira (a
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crippled orphan) face in their
respective societies?

• In Gathering Blue, Kira describes
her embroidering skills as a
mysterious talent in her fingers.
Explain.

• In Homeless Bird, Koly says, “One
thing after another in my life was
captured and stitched to be
saved.” Explain what she meant.

• How do you know that Homeless
Bird ’s setting is a contemporary
one?

• Why do you think Koly loved
the poem by Tagore that spoke
of the homeless bird?

• Although Gathering Blue is set in
the future, why does it often seem
like a story set in ancient times?

• Why do you think Kira chose to
stay in her village in Gathering
Blue?

• If you have read Lowry’s The
Giver, compare and contrast the
societies in that book and
Gathering Blue.

• Compare and contrast Gathering
Blue and Homeless Bird in terms of
their settings, the decisions Koly
and Kira make, their character
strengths and weaknesses, and the
challenges they face.

• If you were to embroider a
personal story, what would you
choose to represent?

• If you were to embroider a
community or cultural story,
what would you include?

Activities

• Using information gathered
from the text, have students
locate the various settings of
Homeless Bird on a map of India.

• If possible, ask students to
interview someone from India
or conduct other research to
learn more about Indian
marriage customs and assess
the accuracy of Whelan’s
depiction of them. Invite
students to present their
findings to the class.

• Assign students to do author
studies on Gloria Whelan and
Lois Lowry and report on their
findings. Include both book and
journal reference materials as
well as Internet resources.

• Using Pieces: A Year in Poems and
Quilts by Anna Grossnickle
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Hines (Greenwillow, 2001),
discuss the media of cloth and
needlework to illustrate text and
to convey ideas.

• Ask students to write
epilogues for Homeless Bird
and Gathering Blue by
imagining what might happen
to the characters a year after
each novel ends.

• Have students work in groups to
sketch their interpretations of
Koly’s quilts as described
throughout Homeless Bird.

• Have the class create a mural
representing Kira’s community
story-robe using Lowry’s
detailed description on p.94–95
of Gathering Blue.

• Set up embroidery supplies in a
learning center and encourage
students to try some basic
embroidery stitches. Invite a
community member adept at
embroidery to demonstrate
some stitches.

• Research the role of male
embroiderers across several
cultures, including western Asia,
North Africa, China, India,
Latin America, Scandinavia,
North America, and eastern
Europe. Several international
embroidery books cover these
regions and more, including The
Complete International Book of
Embroidery by Mary Gostelow
(Simon & Schuster, 1977).

• Divide students into small groups
and have them select a scene from
either book to write up as a script
and act out in reader’s theater.
Students could create simple
props or costume accessories and
choose appropriate background
music to play as an opening to
their performances.

• Research poet Rabindranath
Tagore, the 1913 Nobel Prize
winner for literature. Have
students conduct a poetry
reading of some of his works,
including the poem that Koly
loved in Homeless Bird.

• Have students create a collage
for Gathering Blue using pictures
from magazines or downloaded
from the Web. Include
appropriate realia (threads,
woven and stitched patches of
cloth, woodcarving scraps, etc.)
as well as powerful quotes from
the book, such as “There be no
beasts.”

• Read Stitching Stars: The Story
Quilts of Harriet Powers by Mary
Lyons (Simon & Schuster/
Atheneum, 1993), and Tar Beach
(Crown, 1991) and Cassie’s Word
Quilt (Knopf, 2002), both by
story-quilt artist Faith Ringgold.
See also the video in the African-
American Artists series Faith
Ringgold Paints Crown Heights
(L & S Video Enterprises, 1995).
Compare these African American
artists’ work to Koly’s quilts and
to Presilla’s Cuna Indian quilt
book Mola: Cuna Life Stories and
Art (see below).

Related Picture Books

The following picture books revolve
around particular embroidery tradi-
tions and represent narrative stitchery
that will introduce students to the
idea of telling stories through the art
of embroidery. Any of these selections
will provide a wonderful opening to
an in-depth study of Gathering Blue
and/or Homeless Bird.

In Tonight Is Carnaval
by Arthur Dorros,
hand-quilted arpilleras
depict daily life in the
Andes.
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Cha, Dia. Dia’s Story Cloth: The
Hmong People’s Journey of Freedom.
Stitched by Chue and Nhia Thao
Cha. 1996. 32p. Lee & Low,
$15.95 (1-880000-34-2); paper,
$6.95 (1-880000-63-6).

Gr. 3–5. With red stitches swirling
around the text and close-up pictures
of a large embroidered cloth sewn by
her aunt and uncle, Cha shares the
story of her Hmong family’s journey
to freedom. The loss of a peaceful,
agrarian way of life in the highlands of
Laos during the 1960s and 1970s is
depicted as planes and soldiers
entering the story cloth. This title
includes the story of the author’s
family’s immigration to the U.S.

Day, Nancy Raines. Piecing the Earth
and Sky Together: A Creation Story
from the Mien Tribe of Laos. Illus. by
Genna Panzarella. 2001. 32p.
Shen’s, $17.95 (1-885008-19-8).

Gr. 3–5. Readers are ushered into
the Mien tribe’s art of cross-stitch
embroidery from the moment they
open the book and see traditional
patterns of stitches on the end-
papers. The creation tale also
involves embroidery, as a Laotian
brother and sister compete to embroi-
der a world, one designing the sky,
the other making the earth. An
author’s note explains the Mien tribe’s
embroidery traditions and illustrates
nine simple Mien stitches. The
depiction of both male and female
young adults embroidering could
introduce a discussion of gender-
specific activities across cultures.

Dorros, Arthur. Tonight Is Carnaval.
1991. 32p. Penguin Putnam/Puffin,
paper, $6.99 (0-14-055467-X).

K–Gr. 3. A young Peruvian boy
excitedly narrates the story of
preparing for and participating in
the Carnaval celebration near his
Andean village. His experiences are
illustrated through brightly colored,
hand-stitched wall hangings called
arpilleras that are often made in
cooperative sewing groups in Peru
(those in the book were sewn by the

Club de Madres Virgen del Carmen
of Lima). An afterword with photo-
graphs explains how the wall
hangings are made by combining
appliqué, three-dimensional fabric
art, and embroidery.

Presilla, Maricel E. Mola: Cuna Life
Stories and Art. 1996. 32p. Holt,
$17.95 (0-8050-3801-9).

Gr. 5–7. The San Blas Islands off
the Caribbean coast of Panama have
been home to the Cuna Indians for
more than 150 years as they sought
to escape Spanish colonizers and
their Panamanian descendants. The
Cuna women sew beautiful reverse
appliquéd and embroidered blouses
that depict nature, their myths and
legends, traditions, daily life experi-
ences, and dreams. The text not
only includes the story of the Cunas
and their molas but also features
indigenous poetry, songs, and prose.

Shea, Pegi Deitz. The Whispering
Cloth: A Refugee’s Story. Illus. by
Anita Riggio with stitchery by You
Yang. 1995. 32p. Boyds Mills,
paper, $9.95 (0-56397-623-4).

K–Gr. 3. Like Dia’s Story Cloth (see
above), this book relates war experi-
ences and the eventual immigration of
a young Hmong girl during the early
1970s. Mai’s own pa’ndau, or embroi-
dered story cloth, documents the
violence that disrupts her life and
chronicles the murder of her parents.
Through embroidery the reader sees
Mai and her grandmother immigrate
after spending time in a Thai refugee
camp, where her grandmother teaches
her how to stitch pa’ndaus. Subtle
watercolor and gouache paintings also
illustrate this moving story, which
shows the power of narrative stitchery
in helping individuals tell their stories
and heal their wounds.

Touba, Jacquiline, and Barbara
Glasser. Sasha Kotyenko’s Painting:
“Embroidery Time.” 1997. 24p.
Rosen/Power Kids, $19.50
(0-8239-5105-7).

K–Gr. 3. Part of the Young

Artists of the World series, this
book gives readers a glimpse into
the life of Sasha, a Ukrainian girl
living in the city of Kharvik. A
painting Sasha created of the
daughters in her family embroi-
dering opens a discussion of the
importance of embroidering in the
Ukraine. Photographs of embroi-
dered clothing are juxtaposed with
Sasha’s painting. Although written
for primary-grade children, this
book may interest middle-school
students who are unfamiliar with
Slavic embroidery.

Chris Liska Carger is an associate professor in
the College of Education at Northern Illinois
University.

The Web sites listed below can
be accessed through the Book
Links Web site at http://
www.ala.org/BookLinks. They
were verified at the time of
publication, but please check
that each site remains valid
before using in an educational
setting.

••••• On Tour India’s Web site at
http://www.tourindia.com,
users will find images of the
Indian cities mentioned in
Homeless Bird.

••••• On the Nobel e-museum Web
site at http://www.nobel.se/
literature/articles/sen/
index.html, students will find
information on the life and
work of Bengal poet
Rabindranath Tagore.

••••• Useful information on the
various plants that Kira learns
to use in dying threads in
Gathering Blue may be found
at Lunehaven Farm’s Web site
at http://www.lunehaven.com/
dyingwithherbs.html.

Web Connections


