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  Preface




  This is the story of a country and of how that story came to be told in an extraordinary and beautiful work of art. The details of how the Great Tapestry of Scotland came into

  existence are set out in this book by Alistair Moffat and Susan Mansfield. Their accounts describe how this is the result of the hard work and dedication of many hundreds of people throughout

  Scotland, the stitchers, but we must not forget that behind this great communal work there stand three people who should be regarded as the creators of this wonderful treasure: the artist, the

  narrator, and the maker. The artist is Andrew Crummy. In his quiet and modest way, Andrew is an artist who has brought great joy to many and in doing so has enriched the public life of Scotland.

  There is a loveliness and a resolution in his work that has an immediate beguiling effect on those who see it. His is a great hand, and Scotland is fortunate to see the results of its labours. This

  tapestry is, quite simply, a masterpiece, and it is Andrew’s vision that lights it from the very first panel to the last.




  Then there is the historical vision. This tapestry has a narrative, and that is the creation of a writer, Alistair Moffat, who has a profound understanding of Scottish history and who has the

  ability to communicate that understanding to people. Alistair has told Scotland’s history here with fairness, honesty and good humour. People love to discuss the interpretation of the past,

  and the history of the Scottish nation, which sometimes delights in argument, is a well-known minefield. But what Alistair has achieved here is a dignified and balanced account of an often troubled

  history. Most importantly, it is a story that is told with love – and that shows.




  The maker is Dorie Wilkie. The telling of Scotland’s story here is a matter of needle, thread and linen. Andrew’s drawings and Alistair’s narration had to be translated into

  physical expression, and it is this process that Dorie, as co-ordinator and supervisor of the stitching, has handled so expertly. She has guided the hundreds of hands that have made this tapestry.

  She has encouraged and cajoled, inspired and taught the volunteers who have given so much of their time to create this magnificent object. Her influence shines through the whole work.




  There are many others who have done so much to create this result, that it would be impossible to thank them all. But here it is: we have it now – an inspiring and beautiful thing, an

  expression of love for a country, a gift from many hundreds of people to those who will see it and enjoy it in the future. Please look at it, whether you see it in the flesh or in the photographs

  in this book. Please enjoy it and think of the lives of the people whose story it tells. This tapestry brings us face to face with them and reminds us, I think, of who we are and of what our

  history means. The people we see in this tapestry are, after all, ourselves.




   




  ALEXANDER McCALL SMITH




  





  Introduction




  For two years a thousand needles have pricked panels of pristine linen and pulled a thread through our history. Working in small groups all across the nation, from Shetland to

  Galloway and from Argyll to the Buchan, volunteers sat down to stitch together a story of Scotland; to make a tapestry for a nation, something never before attempted. Its brilliance is startling.

  Rich but subtle colour makes the designs come instantly alive. A world of intricacy lies unseen behind it. A repertoire of stitches such as Lazy Daisy, French Knots, the Cretan Stitch, Heavy Chain

  and a score of others, the clever hands of the makers, the sweep, the brio of the drawing and its sureness of touch all combine to tell an old story and make it seem new and fresh.




  But it is not really new, and although the achievement is glorious, it is not really a tapestry. But neither is Bayeux. More precisely they are both huge pieces of narrative embroidery that

  share many of the characteristics, impact and convenience of tapestries. Dating from the third century BC – and probably some time before then – these stories of

  thread and fabric have been made for millennia. Used as decoration, bursts of colour in an otherwise dreich hall, chamber or church, they also had a useful role as draught excluders in an age

  before well-fitting windows, doors or insulation. And they were portable. Once a court or a noble family moved on (these items were an expensive luxury), their servants would simply roll up a

  tapestry and re-hang it in whichever castle or palace they arrived at next.




  The Bayeux Tapestry had another function beyond keeping out the draughts. Made in France at the behest of Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, it records the victory of his half-brother, William the Bastard,

  Duke of Normandy, at Hastings in 1066. Deeply political, it sought to tell a certain version of history and it could be hung as a vivid reminder of the dominance of the Norman elite. Its power is

  enduring – but not only because it is a fascinating series of freeze-frames, a unique record of a pivotal moment in European history. It exerts a greater, more mysterious pull, something

  shared by all great tapestries. Somehow these sumptuously fabricated pieces of cloth reach out across centuries and, inviting close examination, they draw in those who gaze at the figures, the

  landscape and the gorgeous decoration. Tactile (but please don’t), tapestries tap into history perhaps because they have been made by human hands and brains, and they depict events brought

  back to life not on the page or the screen but in an object of great intrinsic beauty.




  The Great Tapestry of Scotland was Sandy McCall Smith’s idea. Gifted, generous and great-hearted, he was inspired by the lovely Prestonpans Tapestry, the artistic child of Andrew Crummy.

  Once Sandy had recruited him, he called me. My office phone is ancient, bright red, very loud with an alarm-clock ring, and also ex-directory. When Sandy rang, the day after he saw the Prestonpans

  Tapestry, I jumped out of my seat, having been scribbling something, mustering what passes these days for concentration. Now I can’t remember what I was doing, because within ten seconds I

  accepted Sandy’s flattering invitation to choose what might make up the panels of a tapestry that told Scotland’s story. And we all took the first steps on a long, wonderful, emotional

  and unexpected journey.




  Andrew Crummy is a great artist, simple as that, and this huge project is – up to now – his crowning achievement. I loved working with him, visiting his pleasingly cluttered,

  creative, crazy studio in Cockenzie, talking endlessly about what we could and couldn’t do, about what stitchers liked to stitch, about language and about beginnings and endings. I met Dorie

  Wilkie, the Head Stitcher, who has overseen such a display of conspicuous quality, her own skills guiding others with a discerning but kind eye. And Gillian Hart has beautifully organised and

  marshalled what could so easily have been a ramshackle of bits and pieces, promises and uncertainties. None of this would have come to pass without Jan Rutherford and Anna Renz. Not only have they

  done a mountain of work on the press and public relations for the project, they also raised the bulk of the cash to pay for this flood of creativity. It has been a pleasure beyond measure to work

  with such a talented group.




  To make a tapestry for a nation, something without helpful precedent, involves a glorious process of ruthless editing. Pitfalls yawn open on every side. One of the deepest is the military

  option, the temptation to see our history as a series of invasions, wars and battles, many of them grey defeats. And then to sprinkle a few saints, poets and inventions into the gaps, the times

  when swords and spears were silent. Another is to show Scotland and the generations of nameless people who made the landscape and built the towns and cities as a soft-focus background chorus for

  colourful, stately aristocratic processions. While some pivotal set-pieces simply insist on inclusion, such as Bannockburn and the Jacobite Risings, other episodes in our history that have rarely

  ventured onstage now rightly claim a place: the great timber halls of prehistoric farmers at Balbridie on Deeside, at Claish in Perthshire and at Kelso; James Small and his world-changing invention

  of the swing-plough and the story behind Donald MacIver’s heart-breaking lyric, An Ataireachd Ard. Most important have been our collective efforts to make a tapestry that distils

  Scotland’s unique sense of herself, to tell a story only of this nation, the farthest north-west edge of Europe, a place on the edge of beyond. And, without bombast, pomp or ceremony, to ask

  the heart-swelling rhetorical question: Wha’s Like Us?




  And it is Us, We, the Scots, Wirsells, Oorsells, Sinn Fhein, all of the Inhabitants, who are the proper subject of this great tapestry of Scotland. More than ten years ago, I wrote a long

  history of my own native place, the Scottish Borders, and I gave the last chapter the baffling title of Oo. It is Border Scots for We or Us. When I came back home, having spent twenty wasted years

  in the wilderness, in Edinburgh, I noticed that Borderers often used the word Oo. ‘Oo never worried aboot the weather on common ridin’ mornin’. Oo’re gan, rain or no.’

  Or ‘They Edinburry folk aye think oo’re aa donnert, slow, like.’




  It seemed to me, then and now, that this story of Oo signifies a strong sense of community as well as a lack of individual confidence. It may also be a symptom of a slowly dying habit from the

  past. Whatever the origin, Scotland still appears to me to retain a powerful, complex, collective sense of itself. Its people still see themselves as various sorts of Oo, and while we might bicker

  entertainingly amongst ourselves, Glasgow and Edinburgh, Highland and Lowland, if ever an outsider, particularly one from the south, offers a critical word, Oo will turn as one on them.




  This interlocking, contradictory, fissiparous and mysterious aspect of Scottishness was something Andrew Crummy and I thought about a great deal as we worked in the early days of this project.

  Without ever being blunderingly explicit, we both understood that the panels had to tell a story of all of the people, the people who came north after the long millennia of the ice, the people who

  first saw the great rivers, the mountains, the firths and the sea lochs; the people who made Scotland over eleven thousand years. That is why the panels are almost all dominated by figures, images

  of men and women that are often hieratic, with bold profiles, or images of groups interwoven or attached. Human movement animates the narrative everywhere, making it march on down the centuries to

  reach us here and now at the outset of the twelfth millennium of our continuous history. It could equally have been called the Great Tapestry of the Scots. After all it has been made by a thousand

  Scots and its scale is epic, nationwide. As Andrew Crummy’s drawings went out to addresses in Shetland, Lewis, Aberdeenshire and all postcodes south to Galloway and the banks of the Tweed

  (and to some exiles, poor souls), we realised that this was the biggest community arts project ever undertaken in Scotland.




  As Andrew and I talked about the drama of battle, change, loss and invention, and how these flashpoints could be fitted into the more important everyday dramas of the lives of ordinary people,

  we began to think about how the panels could comprehend those. How could we show something of the day-in, day-out labour of women and men raising and providing for children, of men and women

  wringing a living from the hungry soil, risking their lives on the fishing boats and down the mines and in the patchwork of work all over the story of our nation? But rather than create an

  artificial historical frame, we decided simply to show it. Between panels depicting incidents, saints, the famous and the notorious, there appear generic panels with images of people working,

  walking their lives under Scotland’s huge skies. And they are simple and eloquent, needing little explanation.




  Early Scotland is also – conventionally – a story of men. My own work in DNA studies and elsewhere has led me to believe that in the millennia before the last two centuries, the

  status of women was little better than that of informal slavery. And so Andrew and I took every opportunity to include female figures wherever figures were needed, both in the specific and generic

  panels. Clann-Nighean an Sgadain is a good example. They were the Hebridean Herring Girls who followed the fishing fleets in the 19th and early 20th centuries to gut and barrel the herring catch as

  it came ashore around Scotland’s ports. We did not distort our national story to include women where they were not actors in events, but we recognised that always they were there, giving life

  to the nation, and we tried never to forget that.




  Not that we would have been allowed to. Almost all of the stitchers are women and they would not have let us do anything less. That fact remains an absolutely determinant influence. Women made

  this beautiful object. Andrew and I talked of renaissance altarpieces and the predella panels that were often attached below the main image of the Virgin and Child, or a crucifixion or the

  Adoration of the Magi or whatever the donor had chosen. We decided that panels could and should have similar spaces so that the groups of stitchers could add images important to them and their part

  of Scotland. That has worked wonderfully well – and they are all images chosen and created by Scotland’s women. The stitchers have also occasionally challenged me and my choices and one

  impatient email about those in ‘the foothills of Pedantia’ was inadvertently sent to the wrong address. Well, it wouldn’t be Scotland without the occasional rammy.
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