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            INTRODUCTION

         

         I was lucky enough to be raised by storytellers –

         spinners of tales in the Celtic tradition. Tales of nature and folklore and wizardry, told to me, in true fairytale fashion, by the fireside or in the deep of the woods or the sunlight of the meadows. Sometimes my grandfather would illustrate the stories as he told them, drawing on the things that surrounded us, so that the magic always stayed present in my imagination wherever I was. It was impossible not to develop a lasting love of nature with such an upbringing, living as we did in the heart of the countryside.

         When the pandemic hit many years later, this upbringing was my salvation. Having to shield on my own and seeing no one, nature became not just my lifeline but also my companion, bringing me comfort, solace and friendship. My garden is not a big garden and it is not now in the depths of the countryside but even being enclosed in a small space provided so much life – both expected and unexpected – that there were new discoveries to be made every day and new things to learn and marvel at, with the time to sit and watch and listen.

         There is a W.B. Yeats poem that speaks of ‘the heaven’s embroidered cloths enwrought with golden and silver light’, which has always inspired me. This journal is designed to follow the heaven’s embroidered cloths and to be an embroidered path to lead through all the natural magic of the 8seasons, and to bring this path to you wherever you are. In wanting to carry on tradition, my wish is to spin tales through the medium of hand embroidery, using the language of textiles, spinning with threads rather than words. I will see a flower, a plant, a bird or moth or a beautiful bumble bee that captures my imagination. I then want to make that image come alive and try to create its dynamic and its heart for whoever wishes to see it, so that they can discover its world for themselves. To let it tell and share its story as it did to me during the long days of the pandemic. In my small garden, I rediscovered what William Blake meant when he said it was possible ‘to see a World in a Grain of Sand And a Heaven in a Wild Flower’ and the very action of embroidering these images was in itself a healing joy.

         The pandemic led to many people wanting to rediscover nature. It made them more aware of the healing power of nature to the psyche, as an aid to depression, dementia and other mental problems, as well as being an aid to general well-being, even if being in nature was simply working with herbs and flowers in a window box. My small space proved that to be true for me. So having experienced the wonder of this for myself, it has also become a very real aspiration to try to transmit that healing dynamic and energy in my textile work. Hand embroidery is a magical process in that it lets intuition and intent guide the hand, and it encapsulates the art of mindfulness because it allows as much time as is needed to enter fully into an empathetic understanding of the work. To aid me in transmitting this healing energy, I am inserting minuscule fragments of the appropriate crystals into my work. Crystals are also believed to be a part of the healing world, and their different energies are widely recognised. I have worked with crystals for a long time and have fallen under their spell.

         This healing aspect of nature includes not only the gift of beauty but also the qualities inherent in the actual plants and trees themselves. We know that many possess medicinal properties, used for centuries across civilisations, from the Amazon rainforest to ancient Egypt; some are complex and relatively unknown, and some, such as aspirin from the bark of the willow tree, are widely recognised. Being in complete isolation, I had the freedom and time to research and learn more about their histories and properties and to find out more 9about their stories. Researching these facts took me beyond the image in front of me to wherever my imagination wanted to take me in discovery, and that in itself was an adventure, because it enabled me to leave my garden and travel on the wind.

         In this journal of the seasons, the embroidered path naturally led me onwards, but there was always time to look to either side of the path, seeing all the many small things that I would not normally notice, because it was the journey rather than the destination that was the important thing to me, and the smallest things would sometimes bring me the greatest delight. The grasshopper swaying on a blade of grass, or a damselfly darting through the reeds, or just watching a dandelion seed floating idly on its way.

         As a child I saw, within a cabinet of curiosities, a little stumpwork casket, rich and glowing in the dim light of the shop. The work had created a magical secret world which seemed alive and which invited me to enter, and I was instantly captivated. I hope the embroidered path in this journal will recreate the same magic that the little box of delights offered to me. It comes with love and with intention. And, wherever this path of the seasons takes you, I wish that its story, though small in scale, still bears true witness to the beauty and richness and healing of the land, and that your imagination will take you there in discovery.

         
            IF SEEDS IN THE BLACK EARTH CAN TURN INTO SUCH BEAUTIFUL ROSES, WHAT MIGHT NOT THE HEART OF MAN BECOME IN ITS LONG JOURNEY TOWARDS THE STARS?

            G.K. Chesterton10

         

         The unfolding path of the seasons seen through the eye of a needle.
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         Working in hand embroidery is a magical way to work, and this embroidered path of the seasons uses hand embroidery in its traditional role of storytelling, from spring fritillaria to summer poppy, autumn leaves to seedheads of winter, blackbird to hawk moth. Hand embroidery has been used as a way to record history for centuries, as each stitch the embroiderer makes holds the emotion of the moment, record keeping and journalling. I wanted to use it in this way to record the companionship, healing and nurturing of nature I experienced in isolation. This journal contains just a few of the discoveries I made in the garden from each season, which were also significant markers of the passing of time during that period and which I now, more than ever, appreciate anew each year. 12
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            SPRINGTIME

            
               After the frozen beauty and stillness of winter, I look forward to the freshness and life of spring, with blackbird singing the first notes of the dawn chorus to waken me every morning.

               I have lovely memories of springtime. I think of vivid limegreen leaves. The soft blue mist of the bluebell woods appearing almost overnight and carpets of pure white wood anemones beneath the trees. And the sound of worker bees humming busily in the cherry blossom.
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         SPRING, this most beautiful of seasons, brings with it the sight of the fritillaria meleagris, one of the early spring flowers. It seems to resemble a lantern of ancient Venetian glass panes, tended by Harlequin, lighting the path for the year to come.

         The fritillaria belongs to the lily family but the name for this delicate little flower with its exquisite and intricate colouring is derived from the Latin fritillus (‘box where dice are kept’) due to the distinctive chequered pattern on its petals. It has also collected many other imaginative names to tell its story, such as snake’s head, guinea hen flower, chess flower and the very sad name of leper lily – its shape resembles the bell once carried by lepers.
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