
RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE) 
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696 

An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal 

Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 10, Issue 3 (July, August& September;2025) 

__________________________________________________________________ 

  

RJOE JOURNAL 764 

 

Fragmented Bodies, Stitched Narratives: A Critical Study of Shelley 

Jackson’s Patchwork Girl 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Mr. M. Nallakurumban 

Assistant Professor of English,ArulAnandar College (Autonomous),Karumathur, 

Madurai, Tamil Nadu – 625 514 

Email: nallakurumban@aactni.edu.in 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Paper Received on 16-08-2025, Accepted on 17-09-2025 

Published on 19-09-25; DOI:10.36993/RJOE.2025.10.3.769 

Abstract 

Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl (1995) is a seminal piece of electronic 

literature, combining feminist analysis, postmodern experimentation, and digital 

creativity. Jackson’s hypertext narrative reinterprets Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein by 

granting life and voice to the forsaken female creature, constructed in Storyspace,. 

Through its nonlinear lexias, the work challenges traditional narrative constructs and 

highlights the body as a symbol of textual disintegration. The patched-together female 

form emerges as a representation of identity that is perpetually incomplete, always 

evolving, and resisting finality and wholeness. 

This article investigates Patchwork Girl across three interconnected aspects: 

its hypertextual structure, its feminist reimagining of the Frankenstein narrative, and 

its postmodern examination of multiplicity and identity. By drawing on 

EspenAarseth’s concept of ergodic literature, George Landow’s hypertext theory, and 

Donna Haraway’s cyborg feminism, the analysis positions Jackson’s work as both a 

continuation and a challenge to literary convention. The study also considers how 

Patchwork Girl foresees modern digital storytelling by engaging the reader as an 

active participant in crafting the narrative. 

Jackson’s text transcends being merely a digital artifact of the 1990s and 

serves as an intellectual challenge that questions ideas about authorship, embodiment, 

and textuality. By scrutinizing its narrative techniques, intertextual connections, and 

feminist contributions, this research illustrates how Patchwork Girl embodies the 

potentials of electronic literature while posing lasting inquiries about identity and 

meaning in a disjointed world. 
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Introduction: 

Shelley Jackson published Patchwork Girl in 1995. It stood out as an 

innovative piece that fused literature, theory, and technology. Composed in Story 

space, software specifically designed for hypertext writing, the work encompasses 

hundreds of lexias interconnected by associative links. In contrast to a traditional 

printed novel, it defies linear storytelling, presenting readers with a web of potential 

pathways. As N. Katherine Hayles points out, Patchwork Girl serves as a prime 

example of electronic literature. “replaces the line with the web, the story with the 

network” (Electronic Literature 48). 

The concept itself brings to life the silenced female creature from Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818). While Victor Frankenstein annihilates the female 

monster before giving her existence, Jackson envisions Mary Shelley herself bringing 

the creature to fruition. This creates a feminist act of reclamation: the female monster 

not only survives but also tells her own story, contemplating her stitched body and 

fragmented identity. The metaphor of patchwork thus pervades body, text, and 

narrative form. 

This research paper deals with that Patchwork Girl illustrates three significant 

concerns in late 20th-century literature and theory: (1) the hypertextual 

reconfiguration of narrative; (2) the feminist reclamation of voiceless female 

narratives; and (3) the postmodern celebration of fragmentation, multiplicity, and 

uncertainty. Collectively, these aspects position Patchwork Girl as both a product of 

early digital literature and an ongoing challenge to reconsider how stories, identities, 

and bodies are interconnected. 

Hypertext and the Digital Turn: 

 The 1990s represented a time when hypertext was hailed as the narrative’s 

future. George Landow characterized hypertext as“the convergence of contemporary 

critical theory and technology” (Hypertext 2.0 3). EspenAarseth further posited that 

hypertext is a form of“ergodic literature,” where readers must perform nontrivial 

work to traverse the text (Cybertext 1).Patchwork Girl embodies these ideas by 

necessitating that readers navigate through related lexias, each serving as a fragment 

of narrative, reflection, or theory. 

 In practice, engaging with Patchwork Girl resembles navigating a stitched 

maze. One might transition from the “Body of Text” section to “Graveyard” or 

“Journal,” uncovering narrative fragments that defy linear progression. This parallels 

the monster’s body: sewn together from various parts, it resists being singular. The 

narrator states,“My seams show, my parts don’t quite match, but the thread that binds 
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me is strong” (Jackson, Patchwork Girl).The hypertextual framework reveals seams, 

transforming disjunction into significance. 

 By emphasizing fragmentation, Jackson challenges the notion of narrative 

cohesion. The reader takes on the role of a co-creator, selecting routes and weaving 

together meaning. This foreshadows later interactive mediums, from digital 

storytelling to narrative-driven video games. More critically, it highlights the fluidity 

of identity and truth in a postmodern context. 

Feminist Rewriting of Frankenstein: 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein illustrates fears surrounding male domination 

in science and the peril posed by female empowerment. Victor annihilates the female 

creature before giving her life, apprehensive that her ability to reproduce might lead 

to new beings“a race of devils” (Shelley 145).Jackson transforms this act of silencing 

by allowing the female monster to survive, to think, and to express herself. This 

feminist revision recaptures narrative space for a character who was denied existence. 

The patchwork girl embodies a feminist critique of fixed identity. Instead of 

being whole or inherently pure, she is assembled, fragmented, and hybrid. As she 

asserts,“I am a woman made of women, parts from many stitched into one body” 

(Jackson, Patchwork Girl).Her form challenges patriarchal ideals of purity or 

wholeness, embodying what Hélène Cixous referred to as écritureféminine: a form of 

writing that disrupts the masculine principles of order and finality. 

Furthermore, the monster’s composite body resonates with Donna Haraway’s 

“Cyborg Manifesto,” where the cyborg represents resistance to dualities—

male/female, human/machine, natural/artificial. Jackson’s female monster, crafted 

from various parts, functions as a textual cyborg: she is both body and text, both 

creation and creator. Her presence contests patriarchal authorship by reallocating 

agency to the stitched, the hybrid, the monstrous. 

Postmodern Narrative and Fragmentation: 

 Patchwork Girl also exemplifies postmodern aesthetic principles, 

particularly the acceptance of multiplicity and uncertainty. Jean-François Lyotard 

characterized the postmodern experience as “incredulity toward metanarratives” (The 

Postmodern Condition xxiv).Jackson dismisses a singular storyline; instead, she 

presents a mosaic of fragments where no interpretation is definitive. 

 The patchwork metaphor itself encapsulates postmodern textuality. Just as 

the monster’s form is assembled from various pieces, so too is the narrative woven 

from lexias. Jacques Derrida’s idea of difference—indicating something that is 

postponed and never completely accessible—finds relevance in this context. Every 
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lexia leads to another, resisting closure. The text asserts that identity and meaning are 

perpetually in the process of being formed. 

Close analysis highlights how Jackson embodies this concept. In one lexia, 

the narrator notes, “My scars are my sentences, my body a paragraph with seams” 

(Patchwork Girl). Here, the body is made literal as text, and text as body—both 

fragmented, stitched together, yet coherent in their very disunity. Such images 

emphasize the fluidity of both narrative and identity in postmodern culture. 

Identity, Queerness, and Corporeality: 

Beyond the realms of feminism and postmodernism, Patchwork Girl 

intersects with queer theory by interrogating conventional concepts of identity. The 

composite body is intrinsically queer: it subverts established classifications of sex, 

gender, and completeness. As critic N. Katherine Hayles observes, the patchwork 

body“destabilizes identity by making it multiple, partial, and contingent” (Hayles, 

Electronic Literature 56). 

The creature’s form symbolizes queer existence: non-normative, pieced 

together, and openly scarred. Instead of hiding scars, Jackson accentuates them, 

turning them into symbols of creativity. The narrative indicates that queerness is not 

about straying from a standard but about embracing diversity. The reader also enacts 

queerness by rejecting linear progression, selecting unpredictable routes, and forming 

a distinct textual body through their reading experience. 

This aspect anticipates contemporary issues in queer and feminist digital 

humanities, where identity, embodiment, and technology remain pivotal themes. 

Thus, Patchwork Girl contributes not only to literary history but also to ongoing 

cultural discussions regarding bodies, technology, and notions of belonging. 

Reader as Co-Creator: 

 In contrast to conventional novels, Patchwork Girl requires active 

engagement from the reader. The reader must proactively explore, making choices 

about links and paths. This transforms the reader into a co-creator, shaping meaning 

through their interactions. As Jackson herself notes, “The reader makes the cuts, 

stitches the seams, chooses the path” (Patchwork Girl). 

This engagement embodies Roland Barthes’s idea of the “death of the 

author” and the “birth of the reader.” Meaning is not solely determined by Jackson 

but arises collaboratively through the reader’s decisions. Consequently, the text 

varies for each reader, mirroring postmodern scepticism toward a singular 

interpretation.  
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Additionally, the reader’s active engagement parallels the monster’s stitched 

form: both are assembled from fragments. Just as the monster asserts identity through 

her seams, the reader derives meaning through exploration. This recursive framework 

reinforces the work's core themes: identity, much like narrative, is an ongoing process 

of patching. 

Conclusion:  

Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl stands as a pivotal work in electronic 

literature and feminist postmodern writing. By revitalizing Mary Shelley’s muted 

female creature, Jackson fashions a narrative that serves as both homage and 

transformation. Through its hypertextual structure, the work actualizes 

fragmentation, multiplicity, and interaction, questioning traditional ideas of narrative 

and identity. 

Patchwork Girl functions at the crossroads of hypertext theory, feminist 

analysis, and postmodern aesthetics. The stitched body serves as a metaphor for 

textuality itself: fragmented yet significant, scarred yet potent, perpetually incomplete 

yet never missing. The reader, akin to the monster, engages in this stitching, 

collaboratively constructing identity and meaning. 

Far from being simply a remainder of the 1990s digital surge, Patchwork Girl 

continues to inspire contemplation on the nature of writing, reading, and being 

embodied in a technological era. Its continued significance lies in its reminder that 

identity is never flawless, narrative is never straightforward, and meaning is always 

weaved together from fragments. 
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