What Hands Know
To stitch is to be active, to think, to question, to invent, to subvert, and above all to be heard.
Victoria Mitchell

Kristina Antolić, Vedrana Peček, Mihaela Podboj
The hand passing thread through fabric simultaneously gauges the tension of the thread and the density of the cloth. Dyeing requires knowledge of materials, preparation and patience, while printing requires a feel for the relationship between the surface, colour and pressure. Such knowledge develops through practice: by repeating a process, observing differences and adapting to what the material allows. In the artistic practices of Kristina Antolić, Vedrana Peček and Mihaela Podboj, it is precisely this relationship between hand and material that becomes the site where artistic thought takes shape.
The exhibition brings together their independently developed bodies of work on the basis of related processes and approaches to textiles. Print meets stitch, a drawn line continues in thread, and dyed fabric takes on volume. These transitions reveal a legacy of manual skills that the artists adopt, examine and transform. Tradition remains present in their ways of working, even when the form of the work departs from familiar patterns and utilitarian objects.
Feminist art history has shown how closely the value placed on handwork was linked to the status of the women who made it. In The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine, British feminist art historian and psychotherapist Rozsika Parker examines embroidery as a practice through which expectations of women’s obedience and appropriate behaviour were shaped, but also as a space for creativity and connection among women. The separation of embroidery from recognised fine-art disciplines contributed to the marginalisation of women’s work. Embroidery was often associated with household duties and the upbringing of girls, so the skill, imagination and time invested in it were attributed to the feminine industriousness that was considered desirable. Painting and sculpture, by contrast, enjoyed the status of artists’ creative work, while embroidery was valued primarily as a decorative or utilitarian activity. This division affected whose work was exhibited, studied and remembered, and who was credited with artistic originality. This is one of the issues Parker considers, and that history helps explain why an artist’s decision to take up needle and thread carries meanings that go beyond the choice of technique. 
The American art historian and curator Elissa Auther takes up the question of value in her study String, Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy of Art and Craft in American Art. Tracing the use of textile materials in art, particularly during the 1960s and 1970s, she considers the social and gendered circumstances underlying the division between art and craft. From this perspective, the works brought together in this exhibition can also be viewed as practices that place graphic thinking, needlework and the exploration of colour on an equal footing, challenging the hierarchies between them. The term women’s knowledge also refers here to the historical circumstances in which women developed, practised and passed on skills in working with textiles. The association of these skills with femininity is the result of the division of labour, upbringing and access to education. What matters in considering these artists together is precisely the right to draw on that legacy: the possibility of using a learned process for one’s own image, one’s own experience, one’s own question and a wholly authentic artistic idiom.
Kristina Antolić’s starting point is printmaking, in which she specialised while studying at the Academy of Fine Arts in Zagreb, graduating in 1995. By transferring a print onto fabric, she changes her approach to format and space. She cuts, joins and sews painted and printed sections, creating objects that evoke tapestries, totems or nets. The foundation in printmaking and drawing remains recognisable, but the surface becomes pliable, gains depth and texture, and opens out into space. She draws on cultural heritage in both motifs and processes. Signs drawn from different historical periods and cultural settings are combined with fragments of everyday life, creating, as the artist herself points out, a personal mythology. Sewing enables these disparate elements to be physically joined. The join remains visible and forms part of the composition. 
In Vertigo (2023), for example, the artist carries graphic thinking into painted and sewn fabric. Black-and-white strokes create a circular movement towards the centre, but the joins between the individual sections interrupt their continuity. By taking the painted surface apart and reassembling it, the artist alters the relationships between the lines: in places they continue across a seam, while elsewhere they diverge or stop abruptly. The seam thus becomes an additional line that both builds the composition and holds the material together. Folds and slight bulges introduce shadow and depth, turning the image into a textile relief. Although executed by painting on fabric and sewing, Vertigo retains the graphic economy of contrast and rhythm. It clearly shows how the knowledge of the hand that sews contributes to shaping the image: every join becomes a visual decision, while the pliability of the fabric alters the path of the drawing. In this process, tradition continues through the capacity for transformation: a familiar skill gives structure to a new system of signs.
Vedrana Peček, a textile artist and dyer, turns her attention to the making of colour itself. In her own garden she grows dye plants, combining research into natural dyes, inks and pigments with practical experimentation. The artistic process begins before the colour touches the fabric, with cultivating and understanding the plant. It encompasses the timing of the harvest, preparation and extraction, so that every dyed surface points back to a sequence of actions that preceded it. In the context of the exhibition, this approach can be linked to traditions of knowing and working with materials. The artist develops these traditions in relation to contemporary questions of sustainability and responsibility in textile production. By running dyeing workshops, she also puts this knowledge into circulation, enabling others to understand the process and try it with their own hands. Her experience of chronic illness and disability affects the organisation of her work and the need to adapt. The body thus sets a workable rhythm, while her artistic methodology leaves room for change. This connects the question of manual skill with the conditions in which it can be practised and developed. 
In one of Vedrana Peček’s works, an olive-green form curls around a void, like a sheath from which something has just grown. Beside it, brownish-purple fabric falls in heavy folds, evoking a dried petal or a discarded sleeve. These resemblances shift as the eye follows the folds: the vegetal takes on a bodily quality, while the fabric seems to remember the movement of an absent body. Gathered in places and loose in others, the surface reveals the precision of the hand that measured out its shape and then allowed that shape to continue changing under the fabric’s own weight.
In the project Persist, Mihaela Podboj combines cyanotype with embroidery and crochet. Begun in 2022, the project develops out of research into everyday habits and mourning. Thread connects individual actions into a sequence, while their repetition leaves a trace of the time spent with the material. Textile accumulations, hanging threads and transparent grounds create relationships between growth and disintegration, density and emptiness.
In Persist and Setting/Exposition, punch-needle embroidery is worked on tulle, which is damaged by the needle punctures. The process by which the work is made simultaneously disrupts its support. It is precisely here that a distinctive relationship to inherited skill becomes apparent: the expectation of neatness and durability gives way to an experiment whose outcome includes disappearance and damage. Handwork retains the rhythm of repetition, but allows for dispersal, irregularity and incompletion. In relation to mourning, such a structure allows personal experience to take shape without the obligation of a clear sequence or final resolution.
Presenting these artists together draws attention to the activity of the hand as a mode of knowing. Decisions emerge in the course of making, where intention meets the properties of the material. For Kristina Antolić, this is evident in the joining of printed fragments; for Vedrana Peček, in the investigation of colour and its origin; and for Mihaela Podboj, in the repetition of punctures that alter the structure of the support. Each of them, of course, retains the independence of her own enquiry, while the affinity between their processes allows the works to intertwine and illuminate one another. 
Finally, the exhibition title What Hands Know also points to forms of knowledge whose female authors often remain outside historical memory. Their skill endures in objects and processes that continue to be used. In this exhibition, that legacy acquires recognisable authors’ names and new forms. A seam can carry a drawing; colour or form can bear witness to its origin; and thread can record an experience that is still seeking form. Tradition thus remains open to the artists’ continuing work and to the changes they introduce with their own hands.
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