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In this essay, I will be discussing the skill and craft of hand embroidery; beginning with its historic background and questioning whether it’s once mysterious and beautiful energy has been lost in time due to the ever evolving textile industry. Supporting this essay, I will research and analyse the theories and beliefs of Walter Benjamin and William Morris alongside numerous additional philosophies to guide and direct my chosen keywords, resulting in a detailed analysis of this arguably lost art.  

Originating in 30,000 BC, embroidery has been defined as “the art or handicraft of decorating fabric or other materials with needle and thread or yarn” (Morris, 2018). Although this is a literal definition of the act behind the art, it certainly does not express the skill and patience that is embedded into embroidery. Being a craft that dates so far back, it is remarkable how little the traditional technique and materials have developed, which enhances the purity and clarity that radiates out of such a simple skill. Florence Caulfield was an embroidery specialist from South Africa in the 1900s and although having great success with her finished work, some being sold to royals, she “preferred to hold the work in her hand rather than use an embroidery frame.” (V&A, 2012) This, to me, reaches further than merely a stitch technique but emphasizes the sheer volume of patience and exertion that goes into creating the beautiful finished article. Where often hundreds of hours are invested into the art, forming a deep connection with the work, resulting with the desire to keep the work in contact with the hands and close to the body. This could be linked to the theories of Edward T Hall ‘‘Personal space develops in a culture as part of an individual’s mobile territory, a territorial domain associated with one’s physical body but extending beyond it’’ (Hall, 1996). This emphasizes the intimacy associated with embroidery, almost as if the artist or craft maker invests so much of their time into building the piece, it becomes a part of them; thus becoming a ‘territorial’ object.

Keywords that are difficult to ignore when discussing the art of embroidery are craft skills. It is hard to deny the skill and craft understanding needed to pursue the work and watch the beauty grow with each stitch. “It is interesting to note that embroiderers did not copy other people’s patterns” (Chraibi, 2016) This description of Ukrainian embroidery voices the true uniqueness to each person’s needlework; almost as if differentiating each other’s embroidery like a sort of language. The idea of speaking through art and having the skills to develop your own voice of stitch again emphasizes the remarkable talent that went into the time consuming art. Building on this further,

The second keyword that I felt was a necessity when discussing embroidery was mechanical reproduction. Although historically, this textile technique has been used to highly embellish fabric pieces; their worth being both financially and ethically increased by the handmade qualities, more recently we see these standards have been stripped. Post-industrial revolution, many believe that we as artists have become lazy, always searching for a faster and financially beneficial technique to create. These adjustments in craft morals would have been highly criticized by William Morris and his work with The Arts and Crafts Movement. They believed that “hand crafted objects were superior to those made by machine” (Artyfactory, 2016) Although this is referring to craft of a different kind, the morals behind the message remain prominent; Is something less beautiful if it mass produced; having less unique time and patience injected into it? This is particularly relevant today, with digital machine embroidery being used to replace hand stitch, mass producing copies instantly for high street fashion and interior. 

This embroidery alternative has also been circulating far before the development of digital machinery with the use of “Puff Binder”. A form of print paste that is transformed into raised textures when heat is applied, created to emulate stitched embellishment in a far cheaper and faster manor. Again, this raises the query of why trouble yourself in investing masses of time creating one beautiful piece, when you could abandon your skills for the technical alternative? These questions link closely to the beliefs of Walter Benjamin and his work on ‘The Aura’. ‘’Historically, works of art had an ‘aura’ – an appearance of magical or supernatural force arising from their uniqueness (Robinson, 2013)’. This ‘Aura’ seems to have been lost over time, perhaps due to the reproduction of art. Experiencing the replica of a piece of art does not compare to the experience of authenticity when holding or glancing at the original. Benjamin also argued that '’even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: Its presence in time and space’’ (Tate, 2018). These beliefs link closely to the loss of craft skill in a lot of embroidery work today; where these embellished pieces would be bursting with historic meaning and magical references only to be used for its artificial and aesthetically pleasing element today. I am not disregarding the beauty that still remains in these mass produced embroidered garments we see today from high fashion couture to high street producers; as Benjamin states, some of these pieces are ‘’Perfect’’ to the eye, but lose an element of richness due to the lack of contextual reference. Also, it’s hard to capture the uniqueness of the stitch when mass-produced on a machine. Linking back to Benjamin’s words, perhaps these compromises on time and persistence almost make the embroidery too ’’perfect’’, unable to capture the unique language and personal identity through the embroidery due to the development of ‘’mechanical reproduction’’ ( Ginal, 2008).

Another keyword that arises when discussing this topic is symbolism. Particularly in folk art, symbolism portrays a timeless meaning behind craft art, each symbol unable to be defined; they hold many different, personal interpretations.
“This was at a time when our ancestors had a close magical connection with the world of Nature: plants, animals, fields and heavenly bodies. They drew their destiny using symbols of the Sun, Earth, Universe and Family, reproducing them on fabrics, creating mysterious ancestral symbols as amulets, as a kind of family code” (Chraibi, 2016) 

This close connection with the embroidery is fascinating, it almost brings a mythological element to the history of embroidery, where people would predict and display their own destiny through their garments. Also the reference to “family code”, emphasized the sense of community in the garments, where every family would have a different linguistic cypher and way of communicating which stretches a lot further than the surface of the aesthetic purpose in which embroidery is used in a lot of places today. ’’Diﬀerent cultural 
groups may place diﬀerent meanings on some of the motifs’’ (Simpson, 2013)  

Here are the many common symbols in folk embroidery, although many of the shapes used are simple, the symbolic connotations behind them are unique and hold great historic context; each symbol holding different importance and meaning to each individual. These are some of the interpretations behind some of the commonly used symbols in traditional embroidery.

Circle; the circle is a primary symbol that we often see in traditional embroidery. It represents the Sun, where it embodies divine, life-giving energy. ‘’The circle symbolizes eternity as it has no beginning or end’’ (Allan, 2017). There are also many religious connotations behind the circular symbol, such as ‘’God’s divine creation’’. A Symbol of perfection, which again emphasizes the purity of embroidery, a textile technique that has developed very little over time, demonstrating the humble elements of life that we should celebrate.  The circle emphasizes the intimacy that is involved in embroidery, referencing back to Florence Caulfield, who insisted on keeping her embroidery close to her hands, the circle invites the viewer to be drawn in and to be ‘’included in the experience’’ of what it holds inside. (Allan, 2017) 
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Square; this figure is one of the central ornamental designs in many cultures. It symbolizes perfection, harmony and order. ‘’Squares are also seen as particularly stable and orderly, standing for firm foundations both literal and metaphorical.’’ (Beyer, 2017) It is interesting to see the adjectives ‘’stable’’ and ‘’firm’’ when describing embroidery, as often this task would have been done by women, who were seen as inferior to men. When researching into this matter, I came across the unsettling description of ‘’Delicate female hands’’( Chraibi, 2016) when describing the art of embroidery. This juxtaposition between the strength in the symbols and the delicacy of the females who created them seems interesting to me; almost as if women wrote their strength through stitch?
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The tree of life; this ‘’symbol is found in national art where the universe contains three components: the underworld, the earthly world and the heavenly kingdom’’ (Chraibi, 2016). The use of these trees in traditional embroidery enhances the sense of cultural community that used to exist in these handmade garments. The tree represents life and makes us 
[image: tree oflife]realize that we are all just one extended family. Nothing separates us apart from our past and future; we were all put on this earth to enjoy the nature surrounding us; thus emphasizing once more, the appreciation of beauty in embroidery. 











                                    
‘’It is known that in pre-Christian times the cross served as a talisman against evil spirits. Two intersecting lines symbolize the meeting of the Earthly and Heaven. (Vayenas, 2018)
[image: ]This factor in the symbolism in embroidery, increases the sentimental value that was once held in these embellished garments. Where people would invest their faith and beliefs into their outerwear, almost using the embroidery as a symbol of trust and hope in the surrounding world. This enhances the sentimental element that was injected into these garments, hundreds of hours invested into creating a beautiful piece, perhaps a symbol of their gratitude to God? Another reference to God’s great divine; perhaps this element of folk symbolism is solemnly for some to celebrate God and his beautiful world. This is something we wouldn’t see in today’s development of embroidery and its introduction to the high fashion world; it would be an interesting factor to see designers bringing fourth their beliefs through embellished garments, not only in religion but other messages too.
‘’It is true that ﬁne embroideries can be enjoyed just as ﬁne embroideries; but it is also 
true that they are immeasurably more interesting when seen as being the products of a particular time and place’’ (Clabburn, 1981:7). This statement is very interesting, as it almost compliments the words of Walter Benjamin to some extent. Both thinkers agree that embroidery itself is a ‘fine’ art that can be appreciated purely for its beauty, but the appreciation is excelled when the social and cultural background is also heightened though the many symbolic references included in the embroidery. This contradicts the words of Schuette and Christensen in the book ‘The Art of Embroidery’, where they state ‘’its sole purpose is to adorn’’ (1963). Here we see beauty being the main reason behind embroidery, be it with traditional background or not; some embroidery holds beauty as an art form alone.

After researching into my chosen topics, using my keywords to guide my discussion, I have a much greater understanding of the direction in which I would like my further research to lean for my dissertation in the third year of my practice. These are some of the topics I would like the answer in my further research;
What is the role of symbolic motifs in contemporary embroidery?
Can designers challenge symbolic motifs in contemporary high street embroidery?
Can traditional symbolic motifs be given meaning for contemporary consumers? 
But after writing this dissertation proposal, I have been truly inspired by the work of Walter Benjamin and the ‘’Aura’’ and the myth and symbolism behind embroidery. In my dissertation, I plan on taking this research further, by comparing the traditional embroidery with the pieces we see today in the fashion industry.; asking the question, whether high street fashion designers could challenge the historic motifs in their contemporary designs? If so, would this create a new birth of ‘’Aura’’ in modern fashion?
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