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by john hopper

Generational 
ConneCtivity:
the Work of Diane Savona 

Diane Savona is that most interesting of textile artists, a creative individual whose thought-
provoking work conveys a powerful grasp of the conceptual, the expansive. She has dealt 
throughout her creative career in memories that are very often generational in makeup, rooted in 
the domestic ordinariness of life, as she makes clear on a reflection of her early views of history, “As 
a child I felt that lessons of wars and nations had little bearing on me and my family history. It was 
like studying weather patterns, gusting far above, knowing that my peasant grandparents had just 
scrambled along, surviving the best they could.”

The Ordinary Becomes Exrtraordinary
The ordinary and the domestic can, in the work of Savona, become the extraordinary, reflected in 
the linkage of memory across generations of individuals. The titles of her work such as Artifacts, 
Strata and Markers, Maps, Domestic Archaeology, Fossil Garments, and This Too Shall Pass, bear 
witness to the deep creative theme of generational history that she explores, rather than the 
disconnected abstraction that is so often in our history books. It would be fitting to see Savona as 
both archivist and archaeologist, helping to itemize, and then lay to rest, the personal and generic 
artifacts that will one day become the archaeology of our descendants.

Although Savona can broadly be termed a textile artist, she cannot be easily contained or 
categorized as such, which is always a good sign. As John Zeaman perceptively noted when 
describing her successful 2010 exhibition Closet Archaeology, “Savona fits into no simple artistic 
category. You might call her a fabric or textile artist, but that doesn’t begin to describe the 
transformations that fabric undergoes in her hands, or the layers of meaning she imprints to it.”

Her work far surpasses the constraints of what many would see as the comfortable realms of 
the textile art world. Her frequent use of personal textile pieces, whether hand produced lace or 
crochet, baby clothes or nightgowns, connects us with the intimate world of generational history, 
rather than that of textile construction. Savona has used acute moments of personal history to 
build up her ideas of generational connection and communication across the gulf of time.

Savona deals with the connectivity between generations, the constant exploration and discovery 
by descendants of those who went before them. There is robustness to the concept; we live 

TOP LEFT:  hiroshima 2012 (Detail)
BOTTOM LEFT LEFT: hiroshima 2012; 
2012; salvaged textiles with objects found in 

the riverbanks of Hiroshima at low tide; fabrics 
dyed, all hand sewn; 86 in. x 38 in.  BOTTOM 

LEFT RIGHT: impressions; 2008; crochet and 
ceramic; dyed, discharged napkin; ceramic copies 

of crochet sewed next to the original crochet. 
Other crochet embedded under the cloth; 15 x 
20 in.  ABOVE: this too Shall pass (series 

square #2); 2013; found objects, vintage 
domestic textiles (napkins, handkerchiefs, etc), 

industrial felt backing; hand sewn in a variation of 
trapunto; each tile is 6 in. square.  RIGHT:Chest; 

2007; reconstructed from old sewing box, salvaged 
textiles (including crochet and segments of 

popcorn quilting), clay; deconstructed silk screen 
printing of the crochet and Thermo-Fax printing 

of directions for making the crochet, ceramic  
impressions of the crochet (inside box), handsewn 

to salvaged linens; 11 x 17 x 3 in. closed, 
11 x 26 x 3 in. open.

 

“It would be fitting 
to see Savona as 

both archivist and 
archaeologist, helping 
to itemize, and then 

lay to rest, the 
personal and generic 
artifacts that will 

one day become the 
archaeology of our 

descendants.”  
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Savona cleverly includes the viewer in the process of annotator and generational observer. The 
observer is clearly meant to understand that they, too, are standing in history, just one passing 
moment in the long journey that is time itself. We begin to understand the thoughts and ideas of 
individuals that may well have died hundreds or thousands of years ago, to continually connect and 
reconnect not only with those around us, but more intriguingly with those who have already been 
and those who are yet to come. The connection of communication gives us an instant and wide-
ranging access sometimes to the most intimate and innermost feelings of individuals, a process 
of bonding that can rarely be reproduced in any other format. This is its strength, but it is also its 
weakness. The power of the physical written word can only be as powerful as the means by which it 
is preserved.

The technology used for the written word has often been its most vulnerable factor. Most clay 
tablets have not survived the passage of time. At a much later stage paper was used, and we all 
know what a fragile medium paper can be. While we still have many volumes of the written 
word from the last couple of centuries and beyond, many more have been burned, buried, or 
eaten away by worms. The written word, though strong in its effect, is fragile in composition, but 
it has survived. Where that will leave our present non-paper technology is anyone’s guess. If our 
civilization and culture falter or die away, then we leave nothing of significance for anyone that 
comes after us. Savona makes it quite clear in many of the items that make up This Too Shall Pass 
that the pieced artifacts of our communication technology often leave no correlation to the written 
word, and may well be seen as meaningless and of little value to future generations. It is certainly no 
mere whim, that Savona uses the phrase This Too Shall Pass for her latest creative project. 

This is an artist that understands the passage of time and certainly understands the fragility of 
memory. Her clear empathy along with her acute perception of the essence of the individual, the 
bonds that tie, and the inevitable fading of memory are all locked within the concept of her work. 
Her use of textiles as her main medium is inspired, never limiting. She has chosen the medium to 
connect and envelop her discovery and interpretation of the personal archaeology of generations 
entwining all of us whether we are of the past, present, or future.

through the connectivity of our future generations, through their remembrance. Savona is, 
however, also aware of the fragility of textiles, as well as the perception of its fragility, which she 
uses to great effect.

Textile Fossilization
By using layering and stitching, she imaginatively connects and reconnects us with the domestic 
quality of our ancestors. Her frequent use of multiple stitching allows her to tie her artifacts 
into a tight framework in which she promotes the impression of preservation, a form of textile 
fossilization. In this way, she can encase the present, recent, and distant past in a preserved 
layer. Unlike geological fossilization, however, where artifacts are pressed into the strata of time, 
preserved under great pressure into the seeming perpetuity of rock, Savona is aware that she is 
using the most unreliable of preservation mediums, textiles.

Much of the textile work of our ancestors has been lost to time and the environment. We talk 
of the Neolithic or Stone Age cultures, not because stone dominated their lives, but because 
stone is often the only medium that has survived from that period. Textiles are notoriously 
ephemeral, not only because they are fragile, but also because they are used and reused repeatedly. 
It is rare to find pristine pieces of ancient textile that have not been worn through, repeatedly 
mended, or systematically repurposed or reimagined. When describing what she considers to be 
the parameters of a successful piece of artwork, Savona characterizes this engine of history, the 
constant recycling of the artifacts of life: “By understanding the history of our recent ancestors 
(grandmothers) and their work/tools, we can better comprehend the history of many generations, 
many civilizations—how one civilization dismantled and reused the other, how ancient artifacts 
are buried, then saved or looted.”

In her latest project This Too Shall Pass, Savona carries this idea of generational connection through 
artifacts to its natural conclusion. She deals with communication between people, as individuals, 
who share the same timeframe and those that span the generations. All life is ephemeral and 
each era in its turn passes into the half-life of the past, only remembered, or interpreted, through 
remaining objects rather than ideas, passions and dreams. That these objects, become more and 
more incomprehensible with the passage of time, is part of the appeal of This Too Shall Pass.

Communication Across Time
Savona shows us glimpses of a world that to future generations will have long passed, but to us is 
only now passing into forgetfulness. We see everyday artifacts that have already begun to drift into 
history such as typewriters, records, valves, floppy discs, calculators and so on; or will soon pass, 
such as library cards, usbs, keyboards, the mouse. At the same time she shows us the remains from 
further back in time, the written language of our ancestors preserved in cuneiform on clay tablets. 
The dichotomy of communication technology between the preserved language and the preserved 

function of language through technology is both interesting 
and telling.

Savona asks the pertinent question, what happens to our 
own legacy when we have passed? We pride ourselves in 
our electronic and digital world, however, compared to the 
past, we will leave little, if any, concrete substance. What do 
we leave as our essence, our thoughts and our dreams, if we 
leave nothing physically written in the real and tangible? 
Will we have ever existed for those who follow us? Will 
there be anything of substance to link us with the past and 
the future? Above all, does it really matter?

Much of the physical appeal of Savona’s work is in these 
perceptions. Her pieces have to be experienced in the real 
world to understand and to interpret fully. As the artist 
herself conjectures, “The mass grouping of these tiles does 
create a visual pull. Because they are dyed in various earth 
tones, they resemble stones in a wall. Is the whole visually 
powerful enough? Not sure…but the art is much more 
powerful in person than it appears in photos. Photographs 
cannot convey the quantity, the size, of the grouping, and 
the change in perception as the viewer goes from observer 
of the ‘wall’ to inspector of the individual tile.”
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“We pride ourselves 
in our electronic and 

digital world, however, 
compared to the 

past, we will leave 
little if any concrete 

substance. What do we 
leave as our essence, 

our thoughts and our 
dreams, if we leave 

nothing physically 
written in the real 

and tangible?”
ABOVE:  ancient text #2; 2007; salvaged 

textiles and crochet, framed on folding sections of 
old wooden drying racks; photo transfers, computer 

printing on cloth, variation of deconstructed silk 
screen printing of the crochet & the directions for 

making the crochet; machine & hand sewing; 21 x 40 
in. open, 21 x 22 in. closed. 

RIGHT:  orientation; 2011; kitchen calendar 
towels, stretched over frame; fabrics dyed, all hand 

sewn; 22 x 22 x 2 in.

“Like all my art, this piece is constructed from 
salvaged textiles. The layout of streets (based 

on a vintage city map) is easily seen against the 
background damask napkin. It takes a closer look 

to realize that each section is cut from old kitchen 
calendar towels. The days and months orient to the 

seasons, not the usual compass points. Which seems 
a perfect map of memories, as we each struggle to 

remember the where and when of long-ago events.”

ABOVE:  MarKerS, Set #1 (Detail)
BELOW:  MarKerS, Set #1: notions, 

Mending, Laundry; 2008; Salvaged textiles and 
sewing tools, on vintage pants stretchers; objects were 

embedded under linen by hand sewing; set approx 
37 x 60 in. (Notions: 38 x 14 in., Mending: 37 x21 in., 

Laundry: 38 x 13 in.)
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