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Beginning


You cut a length of thread, knot one end and pull the other end through the eye of a needle. You take a piece of fabric and push your needle into one side of the cloth, then pull it out on the other until it reaches the knot. You leave a space. You push your needle back through the fabric and pull it out on the other side. You continue until you have made a line, or a curve, or a wave of stitches. That is all there is: thread, needle, fabric and the patterns the thread makes. This is sewing.








1


Unknown


Sometimes I dream about textiles. A quiver of moonlit banners drift colour streams across a mirrored lake. Yards of soft-sheened silk are flung by villagers edging a river bank, cast into the water’s flow, the people watching silently as the cloth, ripple-etched, is carried out to sea. 


Most of my dream settings, however, are more prosaic; a deserted warehouse, a musty charity shop in which rails of clothes stand abandoned. I trail my hand through long-forgotten fabrics – crêpe de chine, duchess satin, tulle net – grazing my knuckles on a crust of beading, smoothing down languid lengths of fringing, stroking the braille of lace, drumming my fingers along a rhythm of pleats: small collapses of spent glory, discarded, uncherished, their makers unknown.


When I wake, it is always with a sharp pang of loss, more acute than might be felt for actual textiles. Because the textiles I touch in my dreams have never existed. There is no hope of their re-discovery. 


I am on a train out of Paris, the hem of the city unfolding into a pretty patchwork of rural France. I’m on my way to Bayeux, where its celebrated tapestry is on permanent display. The tapestry is a rare survivor of medieval stitchery, now championed as a precious cultural relic deemed worthy of special safeguarding by UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register. But it wasn’t always so well protected. Indeed, for its first 500 years it languished in obscurity, its exposure limited to an annual outing as ecclesiastical decoration for the Bayeux Feast of Relics, when, for a few days, it would be looped around the nave of the cathedral as a reminder to the congregation of the triumph of right over wrong, of a French victory over the English.


The Bayeux Tapestry tells the story of the Battle of Hastings in 1066. It is an embroidered narrative cloth with fifty-eight numbered scenes depicted in linen cloth and wool yarn, the simplest of materials. At its heart, it is a morality tale: a warning of the cost of betrayal. It tells how the English Harold recanted his oath of allegiance to the French William and seized the throne of England for himself; how William retaliated, prepared for war, defeated Harold’s army and conquered England. A wrong righted, arrogance and greed avenged.


Images of the Bayeux Tapestry are embedded in our popular culture. It has become an iconic illustration of medieval life in Britain, its stitched narrative reproduced in countless books, on greetings cards and as needlework kits. It is much beloved by cartoonists amused by the incongruity of medieval stitchers and sharp contemporary comment. All of this has won it familiarity, an affection of sorts. But although I have read about it extensively and seen numerous printed versions of it, I only know the tapestry one frame at a time. I have no sense of what impact it will have when I see it in its entirety, no real understanding of its scale or its tangible presence. 


When I arrive at Bayeux station, the Musée de la Tapisserie de Bayeux seems disappointingly close. There is only a road to cross, a few hundred yards to walk, a conker-crunching stroll through a tree-lined carpark to reach the museum’s entrance. I had hoped for more of a pilgrimage, a little more time to savour the quest. 


I buy my ticket and snake through a surprisingly lengthy maze of red-corded barricades used to corral the swell of visitors in high season. The Bayeux Tapestry is a popular tourist destination, attracting close to 400,000 visitors a year. Even today, on a cold October morning, there is a queue. The girl at the desk hands me an audio guide and instructs me about its function keys, but in truth, I’m not listening. I am like a greyhound waiting for the retort of a starting pistol. I am ready for the off. 


A long, dark room is illuminated by a gleam of cream, a river of textile that stretches as far as the eye can see and flows back on itself again. I forgo the audio guide; this is to be an encounter between me and the tapestry. I want it to be my guide, to hold me back or beckon me forward, to insist on discovery at its own pace. 


The thrum of audio commentaries intrudes, and while I can block out its babel of different languages, I can’t avoid the sonorous soundtracks, the chanting of medieval songsters whose voices follow me – rising and falling, rising and falling – to chorus my meanderings. For the Bayeux Tapestry invites promenading. I stroll along its banks, surprised at how easily, given its vastness, it draws you in to its smallest details: the pattern on a cushion, the emblem on a shield, the liquid spill from a pitcher. 


It begins grandly with an ornamented, turreted palace with lions growling below on the border: a symbolic portent of warring kings. Edward, his name writ large above his sewn portrait (the soon-to-be-dead King of England), is counselling his son Harold about his mission of peace with France. Seventy metres later, it ends tragically: the border is strewn with the war-dead and there is a final distressing image of a naked and cowering English soldier clutching the torn-off branch of a tree as his only defence. 


Unfolding between these two scenes are tales of feasting and farming folk, of spies and ship building, of hunting and harvests, of nobility on horseback and slain unarmoured archers, and of slaughter in the rough fray of battle. Its narrow frieze, only fifty centimetres high, has stylised sentinel trees to separate scenes. Embroidered borders provide an emotive and satirical commentary that amplifies meaning and mood in a procession of symbolic motifs and cameos of everyday life. Text travels across its surface in bold stitching to chronicle characters and events, and the visual story is punctuated by boasts of learning and travel: borrowings from Nordic sagas, images copied from illuminated manuscripts, designs culled from Greek and Roman sculpture and illustrations of some of Aesop’s fables, including ‘The Fox and the Crow’ and ‘The Wolf and the Lamb’. This is not just one story. This is a complex, multi-layered series of historical, biblical, mythical and cultural narratives, some of which we can still decipher, but much of which is long lost. We can no longer interpret all the tapestry‘s double meanings, unravel its intellectual challenges or unpick all the creative connections caught within its coloured threads. 


It is generally agreed that the tapestry was designed by a man. The vivid illustrations of war preparations, the knowledgeable portrayal of horses and the detailed attention to weaponry all point to a male provenance. Recent research by the historian Howard B. Clarke of the University College in Dublin strengthens the case. He identifies Abbot Scolland, who died c.1087, the head of the illuminated manuscript scriptorium at St Augustine Monastery, as its likely designer because many of the tapestry’s images seem drawn from life or memory and are closely connected to places and people associated with the abbot. Bishop Odo, the half-brother of William the Conqueror, is thought to have commissioned it, although some scholars believe that Queen Edith, the wife of the dead King Edward, was its commissioner, pointing to the earlier precedent of a donation by the widow of the English Earl Brythnoth of an embroidered hanging depicting his achievements, given to Ely Cathedral in AD 991. Conquered Saxon women sequestered in English nunneries are thought to have sewn it. This has been disputed by those who argue a French origin, proposing that the tapestry was created in the textile workshops at the Norman monastery of St Florent of Samur; that the yarn used has similarities with that spun in the Bessin district of Normandy; or that Queen Mathilda, the wife of William the Conqueror, who was known for her embroidery, was its principle author. 


What is irrefutable is that English embroiderers were renowned for their craftsmanship in medieval Europe at the time, a reputation endorsed by William of Poitiers, chaplain to William the Conqueror, who reported that ‘the women of England are very skilful with the needle’. If, as is widely believed, the tapestry was sewn by different hands, then the involvement of women from the nunneries in and around Winchester and Canterbury (there were seven within a day’s ride of each other) seems plausible. Some are known to have housed celebrated workshops of fine embroidery supported by church and royal patrons. The proposition that the embroidery was executed by women of varying skill again points to these nunneries as the origin of creation since, in the eleventh century, they were not merely a cloistered retreat for women with a religious vocation, but also a safe house for others who needed a respectable haven, such as the unmarried daughters of nobles given, sometimes unwillingly, to God, widows lacking male protection, poverty-stricken girls and those whose mental or physical disability made them vulnerable in the wider world. 


On the other hand, the Bayeux Tapestry is not typical of English embroidery of the period. It has none of its magnificence wrought in silk and metallic threads, nor its complexity of stitches, although the use of such materials and methods on a tapestry of this scale would have been prohibitively expensive. Controversy and conjecture continue. For all the intensive study, the origins of the Bayeux Tapestry remain a mystery, its provenance speculative, its stitchers unknown, its nationality unresolved, its present sequence questionable, its narrative considered incomplete.


During its first five centuries of oblivion, it was only mentioned once, in Bayeux Cathedral’s 1476 inventory: a perfunctory entry that describes it as a very long and narrow embroidery with images and inscriptions of the Conquest of England. In 1792 it was nearly destroyed, seized by zealous French revolutionaries who thought the old cloth would make an excellent cover for their military wagon. Its reprieve was short lived. Two years later it was saved again from being cut up to make a fetching backdrop for the Goddess of Reason float in a local carnival. 


It was the tapestry’s story rather than its stitching that saved it; its political rather than cultural worth, its propaganda value. Napoleon was its first champion. He commandeered the tapestry as a talisman and used it as a rallying cry when he had his ambitions fixed on England. He put it on public show at the Musée Napoleon in Paris in 1803, where it proved to be a popular exhibit. But the sudden appearance of Halley’s Comet in French skies quenched his enthusiasm. It was an echo of the comet stitched on the tapestry itself: a star tailed in streaming flames – a phenomenon witnessed in England in the Spring of 1066, a mere four months after Alfred seized the throne. Below the comet on the tapestry’s bottom border lies a beached fleet of phantom ships. Both are omens of impending disaster. Napoleon dispatched the tapestry back to Bayeux. 


During the Second World War the tapestry was moved for safekeeping to Modaye Abbey near Bayeux, then relocated to the Château de Sourches. When Germany invaded France, Heinrich Himmler, leader of Hitler’s SS guards, appropriated the tapestry for German appreciation. He organised private views for his inner circle and tasked the Ahnenerbe (the bureau of German ancestral heritage) to document it exhaustively. Over 700 photographs were taken, two documentary films were made, watercolours were commissioned and a 95-page description was written. 


As the Allied troops advanced on France, Himmler set in motion Germany’s coup de grâce: to raze Paris to the ground. But he safeguarded the tapestry. In June 1944 he had it secreted in a basement of the Louvre. Even then, he was troubled. Hitler’s deputy sent Himmler a coded order instructing its immediate export to Germany. The code-breaking centre at Bletchley Park in England, intercepted the message: ‘Do not forget to bring the Bayeux Tapestry to a place of safety.’ But Himmler had left it too late. When his SS guards arrived to take possession of the tapestry, the Louvre was already in the hands of the French Resistance. The Bayeux Tapestry stayed in France. 


The Bayeux Tapestry has not only been saved but reinvented over its long life. Originally called La Telle du Conquest, it was re-christened La Tapisserie de Reine Mathilde after the wife of William the Conqueror, who, some proposed, had had a hand in its creation. By the nineteenth century it had become known by its current name. Of course, it is not a tapestry. It is an embroidery. But the misnomer elevated it from the indignity of any association with women’s needlework, which, over the centuries following its creation, had become an increasingly de-valued art form. In 1738 the English traveller John Breval dismissed it as a ‘most barbarous piece of needlework.’ In 1843 John Murray III in his Hand-Book for Travellers in France described how the tapestry was subject to ‘the fingers as well as eyes of the curious’ and derided it as being ‘rudely worked with figures worthy of a girl’s sampler.’ Other nineteenth-century critics found its stitchery primitive, its cream ground too empty, the whole effect lacking finesse. Even the great English writer Charles Dickens was dismissive, describing it as the work of ‘feeble amateurs.’ While its antiquity secured it as a work worthy of scholarly interest and curatorial care, its re-invention as a tapestry distanced it from criticism, inferring the skilled craftsmanship of professional male weavers whose guilds ensured they had the monopoly on the production of large-scale tapestries. This tale of war became widely accepted as an artefact of male history, of masculine creation.


Indeed, the tapestry is concerned with the world of men, albeit translated through the feeling hands of women. That world is its stage. It is a drama of war with a male cast – huntsmen, soldiers, kings – and events located at court, at sea, on farms, in foundries. There are no scenes of home, no flowers in the muddied fields, no apparent insight into women’s lives. 


Within its depictions of 632 men, over 200 horses, 55 dogs and more than 500 other animals and birds, there are only six women. They include Queen Edith lamenting her husband’s death; a young woman being caressed or more probably struck by a cleric; a mother holding her son’s hand as they flee from a burning house; a naked woman turning away from a nude man advancing on her with an erect penis; another naked woman holding a lamp in argument with a naked man who is brandishing an axe. The women are vulnerable, much smaller than their male companions. They are shown as diminished. They all seem powerless. 


There is also the suggestion, however, that parts of the tapestry were drawn by hands other than those of its main designer, and that female stitchers inserted images of their own making, evidenced by less accomplished draughtsmanship. It is perfectly possible, through the long years of its making, that there would have been opportunities for covert additions, the chance to slip in a personal testimony of life after invasion, or even to document abuse. 


Whether they inserted unsanctioned motifs and cameos or not, the presence of the embroiderers is palpable, held fast in their stitches. It is there in the diversity of needlecraft, the same stitches executed with a variance of skill. And it is there in the telling humanity of small errors or expediencies: a sudden shift to linen thread when the wool yarn ran out; a horse sewn in green thread; some armour etched in cross stitch rather than the more challenging chain stitch by some less accomplished stitcher. There are sections overlooked, a wrong stitch employed: mistakes, inconsistencies, omissions which lead us back to them, those stitching women – skilled, undoubtedly, but tired, hurried, careless at times. It is there in their awareness of the expense of their materials, the labour involved in hand-dyeing and hand-spinning wool. They attempt small economies as in their use of satin stitch which is sewn without looping the thread on the back, to save on yarn; a thread of colour allowed to travel to this place and that until it was all used up, servicing an eye, a letter, an element of chain mail before it reached its end.


As I scan the tapestry, lingering over its scenes of monarchical triumph and military devastation, I feel pulled into its story. It is as if, in its many reproductions, it has withheld its spirit, determined to disclose its fully tactile self only to a live audience. It is its needlework that brings it immediacy: characters, events and emotions animated by the skilful, imaginative deployment of coloured threads and surface stitches. This is its potency. It is the needlecraft that captures texture, rhythm, tone, personality, the sewing that traps its appeal.


These women had to be inventive. They had only four colours – red, blue, green and yellow – and the ten hues their dye afforded, to tell their tale. They chose their four kinds of stitches to make the most economical use of the wool, just four to create a masterpiece. With their limited palette and stitch repertoire, they conjured an illusion of depth which they emphasised by colouring a horse’s forelegs differently from its back, by outlining each separate element in a different colour than the one used to fill in its shape: even the smallest pieces were worked this way. Sailing ships, galloping horses, advancing soldiers were given the illusion of speed by dramatic changes of colour that introduced a sudden energy. The hands of a pleading prince or praying priest were etched in black to accentuate the emotional import of their gestured language. They located the action of war and its preparation in the specifics of place – the sturdy ramparts of a palace, the tumble of a stormy sea, the furrows of ploughed fields – each evoked by a change of pattern or an alteration in the direction of stitches.


The embroiderers manipulated the curve of thread, the length of their stitches, the tightness or looseness of their thread (its tension, in other words) to capture the emotions of characters. This is very difficult to achieve with wool yarn. It has a slight burr that makes precision challenging. Despite being an embroiderer, or maybe because I am one, I am taken aback by their artistry. I had presumed I would find something rougher, simpler, a dutiful retracing of a drawn design in thread. But this is so much more. This is a human chronicle kindled into life through a long-practised knowledge of sewing.


Here too are the embroiderers’ own responses to what they sewed, to the scenes they had to revisit: tenderness in the stitching of a hapless group of unarmoured archers battling for survival beneath the thundering hoofs of horsed nobility; empathy for the yowling dog guarding King Edward’s deathbed; sadness in the gloom of the stilled fleet of ghost ships beached below Alfred shortly after he gains the throne: all set among the poignancy of loss in the borders’ motifs of fettered birds, hunted deer and predatory beasts. They elicit an emotional response, encouraging humanity across the centuries. That is the power of these stitchers, who, with just needle and thread, wool and linen, captured human experiences which, 900 years on, still move us.


Others followed them. Through the centuries there was a succession of stitchers, those that came after, intent on the salve of repair. Their nurture is equally visible in the 500 or so patches and darns that lie scattered over the tapestry’s surface, in the newer stitches that replace what had worn away: marks of its restorers, menders and carers, the marks of time and of other hands willing it to survive. 


I spend nearly three hours with these needlewomen, trying to enter their world through how they sewed, noting their attention to weight, movement, texture, expression, character, emotion, place; trying to understand the choices they made – this pattern, that colour, this stitch – how they made their story tangible, truthful and intimate.


Eventually I succumb to the audio guide. The plummy-voiced narrator is fulsome in his adjectives: ‘picturesque, delightful, quite perfect, most impressive, truly magnificent.’ But not once does he mention the women who embroidered the tapestry. I visit the accompanying exhibition. There are displays of hanks of hand-dyed wool, a replica of a small section of the underside of the tapestry and an explanation of the stitches used; there are information panels and three-dimensional displays exploring the art of illuminated manuscripts, the making of medieval villages, the craftsmanship of welding armour, but the art of the sewing itself isn’t discussed or interpreted. Apart from a panel lamenting the lack of information about the embroiderers, the sewers are totally absent, even in the documentary film shown in the museum’s cinema. 


Suddenly I am seized with fury at the injustice. All those hours of labour, all that deployment of a practised skill, women’s inventiveness and imagination, dismissed as if it did not matter. Nowhere is there conjecture about these women’s lives. There is no description of their working conditions, no enthrallment at their expertise.


The sewers would have sat, hour upon hour, month upon month, year upon year, bent over a long rectangular frame, facing each other. Some had to sew upside down. There would have been pressure, an overseer pushing their work on. There would have been moments of crises, when they ran out of one colour and had to make do with another, when sections didn’t match up and they had to camouflage an unsightly join, perhaps by inserting another tree. 


The sewing was laborious: one hand above the frame, the other below, catching the needle on its exit and pushing it upwards again, on and on: tedious, exacting, monotonous. Their bodies would have ached with the constant arching over their frames; their eyes smarting with the gutter of fire smoke and candlelight, wearying in the poor light from small windows on winter days, the demands of unrelenting focus. It would have been a chore. 


Even if we don’t know who they were, we know what they did. We can see their skill, appreciate their craft and admire their contribution. These, at the very least, should be acknowledged. Instead, the embroiderers are banished from the story of the Bayeux Tapestry as if their part in its creation was marginal.


This is not the fault of the textile curators who care for our textile heritage. It is not to criticise the guardians of the Bayeux Tapestry. They have inherited the historical and social value placed on the tapestry, not as a triumph of women’s needlework but as a chronicle of war, of French victory, of political propaganda and as a visual archive of medieval life. There have been investigations into the processes used, speculation about the identity of the sewers and academic study of the tapestry’s anomalies in design, but none has led to precise information. Without that, a curator’s interpretation is compromised and any conjecture risks criticism. And so, as with many other pieces of our textile heritage, avoidance is preferable. Embroiderers remain uncelebrated because they are largely anonymous, and while their needlework might be of historical value, donated to and collected by museums, without the necessary provenance, their creators cannot secure a part in its story. 


For centuries, this was the fate of women embroiderers. They were robbed of their power. This is the history of needlework. From the late seventeenth and into the next century, sewing moved into the home, to the domestic sphere, annexed from the public realm of work, economics, heritage, politics and power. There were small insurrections: women using needlework to claim their place in the world, stitching down political comment or a feminist complaint, documenting their experiences through domestic sewing, but they were rare, and their small flames of defiance all too easily disregarded. By the nineteenth century, needlework had been irretrievably demoted, and domestic embroidery was seen as a decorative frippery – just women’s work. 


Yet in 1816, for the tapestry’s 750th anniversary, the Society of Antiquarians in London commissioned its historical draughtsman, Charles Stothard, to produce a drawn replica of the Bayeux Tapestry. It took him two years. Despite his detailed illustrations, the society found that the flatness of ink failed to catch the captivating essence of the original. So it took a wax impression of its surface, which was cast in plaster to trap the tapestry’s texture and the resonance of its stitching. Clearly, it was its sewn persona that made it unique. But even then, there was little curiosity about the women who had crafted it.


The spirit of the Bayeux Tapestry, however, lives on. In 1885, The Leek Embroidery Society in Staffordshire made an entire replica of the original tapestry sewn by thirty-five women. The society’s founder, Elizabeth Wardle, felt that ‘England should have a copy of its own.’ All displays of genitalia in the original had been decorously draped in the design the society received from South Kensington Museum so as not to offend the feminine sensibilities of its makers or viewers. In 1997, its last missing eight feet of original narrative was re-imagined by the embroidery artist Jan Messent using, as far as was possible, similar materials and techniques. On it she stitched William’s final triumph: the bestowal on William of the keys to London by the vanquished nobles, and his coronation in Westminster Abbey.


In 2012, another version of the missing end panel was made in the Guernsey island of Alderney as part of the 950th anniversary celebrations of the Battle of Hastings. This was a community project in which the stitching was undertaken by 400 participants under the direction of local resident Kate Russell. It too depicted William’s coronation and was shown for a while alongside the original tapestry in Bayeux. And there have been other tapestries, other stitchers, across time, who have been inspired collectively to create their own sewn narratives. The Overlord Embroidery is a commemoration of the D-Day landings on the Normandy beaches in the Second World War: an eighty-three metre tribute to the fighting forces. It was commissioned in 1968 and sewn by members of the Royal School of Needlework with materials sourced from the uniforms of serving soldiers, seamen and airmen. The 120-metre long Keiskamma Tapestry of South Africa was created by Xhosa women at the start of the millennium to document their and their country’s history, and was unveiled on International Women’s Day in 2006. It is now wrapped around the walls of the country’s Parliament as a reminder of the human gain of racial equality. The Bayeux Tapestry’s most recent reinvention was in 2017, when it was used as the template for a new tourist attraction in Northern Ireland. The Game of Thrones Tapestry went on display at the Ulster Museum in Belfast to celebrate and chronicle the HBO television fantasy drama of the same name which has been watched by millions worldwide. Embroidered on Irish linen, the tapestry recreates, in seventy-seven metres of needlework, each twist of betrayal and the many battles that punctuate the eight seasons of nail-biting adventure. 


And the spirit of the Bayeux Tapestry is there in The Great Tapestry of Scotland, stitched by over a thousand women – and a few men – narrating the chronicle of a nation. Designed by the inventive and community-arts-bred artist Andrew Crummy in 2013 as a homage to the Bayeux Tapestry, it is also sewn on linen in wool threads. In its 160 panels it captures the human history of Scotland with a democratic and empathetic eye. It threads a journey through the Scottish psyche, exploring what has shaped its national identity: its outer islands and inner cities, croft life and industrial trade, intellectual enlightenment and variety theatre, poetry and music.


Its sewers could employ a broader palette of coloured wools and a wider repertoire of stitches than their medieval counterparts. Industrialisation and the invention of synthetic dyes has allowed them a vastly more extensive colour scheme. Their knowledge of stitches stretched across the world and across time and they used it imaginatively. Textures rise from the surface in hundreds of different kinds of embroidery techniques: wool thread manipulated, woven, twisted, flecked, couched, knotted, looped, animating each story with the heartfelt, often heartached, narrative that lies behind each panel.


The sea is rendered local through intimate knowledge: thick in sewn braided waves; gently flowing in waved rows of running stitch; deep in stretches of navy and aquamarine; striped in undulations of mottled blue; still in an expanse of grey satin stitch; threaded lightly towards the shore on single strands of wool or patterned with light eddies of tangled colours. Using just a needle and thread each group has interpreted their own intimate sea, bringing alive its presence in their specific locality.


I made a small contribution, which was more prosaic than any of the rippling seascapes. I was assigned a footballer in a panel that celebrated Scottish hope and glory in the game. As I repeated the stitches of those medieval needlewomen, I discovered that the wool yarn was contrary, constantly snagging in complaint at my rough skin or a ragged nail; fluffing in protest at anything demanded of it beyond the simplest of stitches; weakening and breaking on its fold at my needle’s eye. I had only one footballer to memorialise and yet I found him exasperating. He took inordinately more time, patience and care than I had supposed. And I lauded those unknown Bayeux Tapestry needlewomen, who spent years taming their wool yarn, getting to know the pull of it, its strengths and waywardness, and persuading it to yield to their demands.


When I went to see Scotland’s tapestry, I wandered through the galleries feasting my eyes and nourishing my love of sewing. I stopped admiringly in front of a panel dedicated to the Scottish novelist Sir Walter Scott, his head phrenologised into the building blocks of Abbotsford, the magnificent house he built in the Scottish borders, each block inscribed with his book titles. The woman next to me gave a sigh: ‘too much cream,’ she lamented. It was the same criticism levelled at the Bayeux Tapestry itself by Victorian critics used to a cram of stitchery. ‘You can tell that some people were better at the stitching than others. The quality’s so … varied.’ She said this with another regretful sigh, as if it were ever thus, an inevitable national weakness. But to me, as I told her, that was the joy of it: the evidence of all those different hands coming together to create a stitched masterpiece redolent with variety. It was the same joy I had taken in the Bayeux Tapestry. 


On panel forty-four of the tapestry is Mary, Queen of Scots, the Queen of Scotland from 1542 to 1567, surrounded by miniature sewn motifs of her needlework. She holds an embroidery frame in her hand, and from it a single sewing thread connects her to the stitched legend of her life, which is played out within the frame of her body. She lived at a time when embroidery was one of the most potent forms of Renaissance communication, when it was valued as a transmitter of intellect and emotion, when it was a conversation between people and their God, the church and its congregation, ruler and subjects. Back then, needlework had power and its embroiderers had value. Back then, sewing mattered.
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Power


It was Mary, Queen of Scots who marked the beginning of my attention to history. At my convent school, she was a rare heroine among the textbook tales of battling kings and male inventors. Unlike the devout missionaries or caring nurses we were exhorted to admire, Mary held sensual and sexual allure. Her portraits and the melodramatic paintings of her life captured her material world: the luxury of velvet glinting with silk thread, the richness of tapestries caught in the flicker of candlelight. Even in captivity she was depicted in stubborn splendour, capped in a coif that shimmered with pearls and clothed in a dress of lustrous black silk, behind which a gossamer veil floated like a waterfall. 


Her story has been unpicked time and time again in novels, films, plays, operas, documentaries, biographies and countless academic tracts, her life forensically examined to excavate new morsels of evidence and shed more light on her character and her choices. Queen of Scotland at only six days old, she was already a political pawn. From her birth in 1542, King Henry VIII of England pursued his ambition of a marriage contract between Mary and his own son, Edward. When Scotland refused, Henry began his so-called Rough Wooing, a seven-year war on Scotland. At the Battle of Pinkie Cleugh in 1547 the Scots were defeated and thousands were slain. Afraid that the five-year-old queen would be forcibly abducted, Mary was smuggled out of the country by her Scottish nobles and taken to France as the prospective wife of François, its young Dauphin. There she grew up in what was said to be the most brilliant of the Renaissance courts. She was feted and indulged and when she was seventeen, she married her Dauphin in a head-swimming show of pageantry. But just eighteen months later her glory days were over. The Dauphin had died. 


Left without a husband or a role in France, Mary went home to take up her Scottish throne. Her seven-year reign in Scotland was catastrophic, blighted by intrigue, religious distrust, disastrous marriages, miscarriage and murder. She lost the loyalty of her nobles. She lost the love of her people. She lost her throne, her only son and her liberty. And she lost her head when she was executed in 1587 on the command of her cousin, Queen Elizabeth I of England.


It is strange, however, that among the tangled threads of her life, so avidly tugged free by biographers and historians, one remains scantly mentioned. For Mary was an embroiderer and not a highday or holiday stitcher, for her embroidery had a purpose. It was her agent. It was to become her emotional and political representative. 


In France, Mary would have been tutored in plain sewing such as hemming, seaming, darning; the basic skills required of every girl, even queens. In the sixteenth century, power was precarious, particularly for women. Queens had to be prepared for a sudden fall from grace: the failure to provide an heir or the elevation of a mistress could see their influence wane and their position alter. They needed to be armed with the tools of survival. 


During her thirteen years in France, Mary learned horsemanship and falconry. She was taught to play the lute and sing virginals, how to write poetry and compose arguments in prose, and was tutored in French, Italian, Spanish, Greek and Latin. But another essential part of her education was the artful language of embroidery, learned under the influence, but probably not the tutelage, of her prospective mother-in-law, Catherine de Medici. An entry in the French court’s ledger when Mary was nine years old records the purchase of two pounds of woollen yarns for her to ‘learn to make works.’ Embroidery was the visual language of the French elite. It was a culture of sophisticated visual communication, of symbols and personal ciphers. Textiles were the most versatile form of visual messaging: displayable, wearable, portable, recyclable, they could carry information from place to place, from person to person. Colour choices declared allegiances and intimate relationships. Stitched political and personal statements were declared within the folds of a skirt or on the drapes pulled around a state bed. It was a rich material world. Its presence and practice signalled wealth, power and lineage. 


In palaces all over Europe, embroidered cloths dressed the nobility, cushioned benches, were smoothed over tables, hung on walls and used to screen off commodes. They fluttered in tournaments and processions in autographed billows of banners and pennants and created spectacle at masques and pageants. But they were not there as mere decoration. They were vital proclamations of power, disseminating reminders of longevity, virtue, sovereign strength and divine entitlement through family crests, classical and biblical allusions and in the symbolic potency of specific motifs. Their display was not only intended to impress their immediate audience, but also to have impact vicariously and internationally through the letters and reports in which they were described and the painted portraits for which the sitters wore their costliest garments and sat against backdrops of their most luxuriant textiles. Such portraits advertised prestige and prosperity, communicated by the delicate brushstrokes that depicted hand-crafted lace and the oil-painted shimmer of silk. In Renaissance art, different painters commonly worked on the same portrait, each contributing their own specialist skill. The artists who painted fabric were paid more than the portrait painter himself and were allowed access to the most expensive grades of paint. The portrait miniaturist Nicholas Hilliard (1547–1619) saved the highest and most expensive grade of white pigment for capturing the gleam of white satin. For a painter who could capture a monarch’s finery there were rich rewards indeed. 


This was an exclusive materiality. Sumptuary laws ensured that only the nobility had access to luxurious imported fabrics like silks, cut velvets and brocades. Only they could afford the smooth, slender needles that slipped through cloth like butter. Others had to make do with home-spun fabrics and rough, hand-hammered needles, still so precious that they were kept in special cases chained to a woman’s waist. 


An extraordinary example of the time and money invested in material sovereign power was the meeting between the two young royal colts, Henry VIII of England and Francis I of France, in 1520. They met in a field near Calais, ostensibly to sign a treaty of peace. The rendezvous was an excuse for a competitive show of rival kingship. It was christened the Field of the Cloth of Gold because of the amount of gold fabric, thread and trimmings on display. The royal parties were transported in embroidered litters to their brocaded tent cities, which were weighted down with 200 pounds of silk fringing. Thousands of tents were partitioned by richly embellished fabrics to create reception rooms, private apartments, chapels and connecting galleries. One tree was hung with 2,000 satin cherries, another bedecked in gold and damask leaves. And the kings themselves were dressed in the finest tissue of gold spun from the beards of mussels. 


The Catholic Church had led the way to such indulgence. It communicated the wonders of faith through its material appeal and invested heavily in its textured power, procuring an excess of seductive textiles to transmit the word of God. For a time, medieval England was the source of the best embroidery that could be had. Its embroiderers had developed techniques to bring a three-dimensional quality to the flat plane of cloth and thread. Silk thread was laboriously split, stitch by stitch, to achieve a subtlety of detail more precise than any fine brushwork could attempt. Gold thread was overlaid at intervals with the lustre of silk by means of a method called or nue (shaded gold). The dimpling of the gold cast shadows and caught light, producing a three-dimensional evocation of the suffering of saints, the ecstasy of angels, the mystery of faith itself. The embroiderers amplified the splendour of cloth and thread with precious jewels – rubies, diamonds, pearls, emeralds – and attached sequins so loosely that they would tremble and glitter in cathedral candlelight. Their embroidery, named Opus Anglicanum (English work) was coveted for its brilliance, prized even above manuscript illumination as the most persuasive depiction of the life of Christ and the tenets of Catholicism. This was faith kindled by a mastery of embroidery to emanate spiritual light and illuminate the very darkest shadows of sin. They conjured visual hallelujahs. They were inordinately expensive. The Vatican owned over a hundred pieces. 


It wasn’t just the professional embroiderers, men and women, who were amply rewarded for their service to the church and their God in lucrative payments, noblewomen could achieve social and spiritual prestige through their ecclesiastical needlework, as could nuns who received a welcome contribution to their religious coffers as well as an increased investment in spiritual grace which they could store up for the hereafter. Their donations of stitched devotion could secure salvation for their souls as well as a public reputation for virtue. St Margaret of Scotland (c.1045–1093) was described as having a workshop ‘of celestial art’ where ‘there were always copes for the cantor, chasubles, stoles, altar-cloths and other priestly vestments and decorations for the church.’


St Edith of Wilton (c.963–c.956) embroidered vestments ‘interwoven with gold union pearls … set like stars in gold … Her whole thought was Christ and the worship of Christ’. Sewing sacred embroidery entitled these needlewomen to have their names inscribed in the church’s inventory of the good, the Liber Vitae, as being worthy of special prayers. If their embroideries were interred with a saint, their reputation was increased by association and some were honoured by a sainthood of their own, such as St Margaret, St Edith, St Clare (1194–1253, the patron saint of embroidery) and St Ethelred (c.636–679), who were sainted in part for their stitching in God’s name. 


But in sixteenth-century Britain, the Reformation stripped churches of their textile wealth. This ended women’s access to public status in honour of the church. Women had already been largely excluded from the London Guild of Broderers, the trades guild of embroiderers which had existed since the thirteenth century and officially chartered in 1561, when it faced a reduction in commissions following the Black Death, the plague that decimated Europe and Asia between 1347 and 1351. Now the Reformation put an end to ecclesiastical embroidery work. Monasteries and nunneries were shut down. Many priests and nuns fled to Europe, and some nuns took their sewn masterpieces with them. Nuns from the Bridgettine convent in Syon in Middlesex escaped abroad with a cope on which sentinel angels and seraphs bordered the life stories of the Virgin and Christ. Worked in silver and gold threads on an embroidered ground of red and green, it was an exceptionally fine example of Opus Anglicanum. The cope survived and was brought back to England when the Order was re-established at the start of the nineteenth century. It remains a rare remnant of the golden age of embroidery. But many ecclesiastical embroideries were less fortunate. The most precious were burned to extract their costly gold thread and jewels, their silk thread unpicked. The choicest were recycled for secular use. Most were destroyed. 


As the Reformation took hold, secular embroidery gained ground, serving the dynasties now endangered by the threat and cost of war, unstable alliances and religious unrest. The rivalry between monarchs intensified, with an unprecedented number of European female sovereigns competing for a small pool of eligible suitors. In France, Mary, already the established Queen of Scotland, was a prized commodity. Her legitimate claim on the English throne made her politically and economically precious to the ambitions of the French, who were keen to expand their territory. Her value was displayed through the investment made in her clothes, even as a child: dresses in violet velvet, gold damask, Venetian crimson silk, cloth of silver, one in white satin adorned with over a hundred rubies and diamonds. But the death of her young husband and the accession of Elizabeth as England’s queen made her less profitable to the French. All that was left to her was Scotland.


Mary returned to Scotland’s shores an untested monarch. Having left as a child, she had been nurtured in French culture and its Catholic religion. To many of her Scottish nobles and people, she seemed a foreigner. Moreover, she was a woman. Only three years earlier John Knox, the leader of the Scottish Reformation, had circulated his First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women, a seditious tract denouncing the right of women to rule. Mary had to counteract not just his misogyny but also the mistrust of her people with a forceful assertion of her right to rule as their legitimate queen, daughter of their king, James V. She needed every device at her disposal to exercise her sovereignty and demonstrate capacity. 


For her voyage to Scotland Mary had packed ten cloths of estate (the ceremonial cloths which hung above monarchs’ thrones emblazoned with their coat of arms), forty-five bed sets, thirty-six Turkish carpets, twenty-three suits of tapestry, eighty-one cushions, twenty-four tablecloths and a variety of embroidered wall hangings. There was her own wardrobe of fifty-eight dresses, thirty-five farthingales (hooped or padded underskirts), several cloaks and shifts, petticoats, stomachers, drawers and coifs. They encompassed thousands of metres of luxurious fabric: embroidered, appliquéd, braided, beribboned, fringed, tessellated and studded with jewels. 


But the real worth of Mary’s textiles did not lie in their quantity or quality. What Mary brought with her to Scotland was much more precious than these: the presence of her power. Her vast trove of embroideries bore witness. These were autographed proof of her birth right, testimony to an unbroken line of accession, an impressive accumulation of sewn royal ciphers, monograms, coats of arms and emblems. They fixed her dynastic power and divine right on cloth. 


As a queen, Mary embodied her nation. She was the personification of Scotland; her visual projection mattered. At nearly six feet tall, her height was an asset but, even then, she amplified her physical presence by an expansive volume of skirts and cloaks and the outward flow of veils. These ensured she inhabited a separate physical space. She exhibited sovereignty as a physical act and a visual show. The weight of her clothes, thick with embroidery, studded with jewels, slowed her to a stately progress on ceremonial occasions. She chose to wear colours that marked her out from those around her. While her courtiers were dressed in coloured finery she would don the dramatic contrast of black and white, a trick she had learned from Diane de Poitiers, the mistress of her French father-in-law. She understood the impact of the flicker of candlelight falling on silk and the glint of gold embroidery in sunlight and used it to good effect. This was not an indulgence in conspicuous wealth; it was a strategic, theatrical performance of the magnificence of her monarchy, a public display of the power and sophistication of her nation. 


Female monarchs had greater need of the advocacy of textiles than their male counterparts. The public display of their hand-crafted emblems and symbols meant that for women, even when physically absent from court through childbirth, banishment or imprisonment, the textiles they had commissioned or sewn remained on display as their representatives, still messaging their lineage, still acting as a presence of sorts. 


Mary brought her armoury of textiles with her as a defence. She also brought her skill of sewing. But while Mary clearly learned embroidery in France, there is little evidence of her use of it there. Even the book with an embroidered cover she gave to the Dauphin as a love token was wrought by professional craftsmen. She seemed to prefer other pursuits: the riding, falconry, hunting in which she excelled; writing poetry, playing the lute, chess. Back in Scotland, however, sewing became a pursuit she zealously embraced.


In Privy Council meetings, Elizabeth’s envoy Thomas Randolph reported in 1561 that Mary ‘ordinarily sitteth the most part of the time, sowing at some work or another’. Maybe it allowed her to concentrate on deciphering the unfamiliar accents. It certainly offered a pleasing show of female docility. What is indisputable is that with her interiors shabby and the public purse depleted, Mary, with the skills of her professional embroiderers, set about restoring the royal textiles. They were propaganda, and politically expedient. If Scotland was to survive independently of its European vultures, it had to maintain the fiction of wealth, visible evidence of its continuing power. Her sewing represented metaphorically (intentionally or not) her protection and care of her country. As its newly returned queen, it signalled her mission to regenerate her realm so that it could stand on equal ground with other European nations. 


At the start of her active reign in Scotland in 1561, Mary wrote to King Philip in Spain lamenting her fate as ‘the most afflicted woman under heaven, God having bereft me of all that I loved and held dear on earth and left me no consolation whatsoever.’ She became more and more depressed, given to fits of weeping. She is reported to have confessed that she needed ‘the fortification of a man’: a husband, an heir. Suitors were suggested, considered, rejected, but any choice was dangerous: to choose a Catholic would certainly alienate Protestant England; to choose a Protestant might risk the loss of the support of Catholic France, Italy and Spain. Against the wishes of her council and her cousin she chose Henry Stuart, Lord Darnley, her step-cousin. He was a direct descendant of the Stuart line, English but Catholic, young but dissolute, handsome but vain, bisexual and alcoholic. To Elizabeth I’s alarm and the disquiet of Mary’s nobles, the Scottish queen became smitten. She pursued Darnley with unquenchable zeal. Feverish textile activity was noted in the margins of her palace inventories. Bed furnishings were taken out of storage: the cloth of gold embroidered with the works of Hercules (a hero with an auspicious connection to childbirth), the gold and silver cloth embellished with ciphers and another embroidered with flowers. She reclaimed a green velvet bed set fringed in green silk and another in crimson, their silver braid redeployed on green and gold curtains, their damask recycled as a bed cover. Three damask curtains were remade as a bed pavilion. Against all advice, she and Darnley married in 1565.


The redeployment of so many bed furnishings and the reinstatement of the gold-grounded Hercules seemed to have been a worthwhile investment. Mary became pregnant with the promise of an heir. But before long the marriage faltered in the face of Darnley’s debauchery, his naked ambition and his part in the murder of her favourite courtier, Rizzio. With the imminent birth of an heir, Mary seemed prepared to forgive Darnley’s involvement in Rizzio’s death and bury their differences. Much to Darnley’s fury, however, she refused to confer on him the Crown Matrimonial, putting an end to his hope to reign as her equal and be crowned King of Scotland should she die. Darnley grew more querulous, more abusive. Once Prince James was born the marriage fell once more into disarray. Darnley became ill with syphilis and although it appeared that Mary was solicitous, visiting him on his sickbed, in truth she was desperate to escape the marriage, and she and Darnley separated. 


Within the pages of his inventory Mary’s valet de chambre, Servais de Conde, recorded the break-up and Darnley’s move to separate lodgings in Edinburgh’s Kirk O’ Fields. He noted down the relocation of textiles from the royal store: a splendid set of violet-brown velvet drapes, stitched in gold and silver: ‘In August 1566 the Queen gave this bed to the King furnished with all things and in February 1567 the said bed was taken in his lodging.’ And to his separate lodging also went a black velvet cloth of estate, a canopy of yellow taffeta, a green velvet tablecloth, two quilts, various velvet cushions and six pieces of tapestry. 


On 10 February 1567, Darnley’s Kirk O’ Fields lodgings exploded. Darnley was found dead in the garden, strangled, assassinated after he escaped in a botched attempt by Scottish nobles to blow up his house with Darnley inside. The canopy of yellow taffeta was ‘lost in the King’s lodgings when he died in Feb. 1567’; the tapestries were ‘lost in the King’s gardrop [his wardrobe or dressing room] at his death’. 


James Hepburn, the powerful fourth Earl of Bothwell, was accused with others of the king’s murder. He was tried and acquitted. But, three months after her husband’s murder, Mary bestowed on Bothwell the additional titles of Duke of Orkney and Marquis of Fife and three days later, on 15 May, she married him. A group of Scottish nobles calling themselves the Confederate Lords refused to accept Bothwell’s innocence or Mary’s marriage to him. They marched into the city of Edinburgh in full armour carrying a printed proclamation announcing their intention to avenge Darnley’s murder, to deliver the queen from the clutches and ambitions of Bothwell and to protect their prince, the future King James. Battle lines were drawn. The two armies mustered on Carberry Hill outside of Edinburgh on a hot day in June. Mary, wearing a short, shabby robe she had borrowed from a countrywoman, rode with Bothwell behind the royal standard, a red lion on a yellow ground. The Confederate Lords’ banner depicted Darnley’s murder, his half naked body stretched out on the grass behind Kirk O’ Fields and beside it the kneeling figure of Mary and Darnley’s son, the young prince James, from whose mouth floated the words ‘Judge and Revenge my Cause, O Lord.’ 
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