
Notes on Sewn Text  
 
Anna Maria Garthwaite 1688-1763 
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O79606/gown-garthwaite-anna-maria/ 
 
Elizabeth Parker 1813 -1889 
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O70506/sampler-parker-elizabeth/  
 
 
 
 
From Where I’m Looking Mr Lekeux Parts I and II 
 
The first part of the exhibition, From Where I’m Looking Mr Lekeux 2010 
was a site-specific work relating to Anna Maria Garthwaite and her client 
Monsieur Lekeux. 
 
Anna Maria Garthwaite lived at 2 Princelet Street in Spitalfields, London 
where for the next thirty years of her life she created over 1,000 designs 
for the silk industry. 874 of these are now in the Print Library at the 
Victoria and Albert Museum. Many of her designs note the name of the 
silk weavers to whom they were sold together with weaving and colour 
instructions. One of her main clients was Peter Lekeux (1717-1768) son 
of a Huguenot refugee who also lived in Princelet Street and who at one 
time supervised 150 looms. There is a waistcoat in the Metropolitan 
Museum in New York that was designed by Garthwaite and woven by 
Lekeux. 
 
Garthwaite’s designs were often botanically correct and it has been 
suggested that there were nurseries nearby where she was able to go and 
draw. She was one of the first designers to make use of shading and 
gradations of colour. This distinguished her from her French counterparts 
whose designs tended to be more ornate and fantastical.  
 
In the 18th century Spitalfields was at the centre of a thriving silk 
industry. Silk weavers lived locally and worked in attics where the light 
was good. Apparently inspired by the songbirds that they caught and sold 
in the markets, singing was an integral part of their lives and they held 
singing competitions. One curious report suggests that they had smaller 
heads than most of the population. During this time riots were frequent 
and rivalry between the weavers bitter. ‘Silk-Cutters’ would break into 
each other’s workshops and destroy their silks. When cheaper calico 



prints were imported groups of weavers would roam the streets tearing 
women’s dresses from them. At the beginning of the 19th century there 
were 17,000 looms. This number rose to a peak in 1830 when there were 
24,000. When the foreign import tax on silk was removed in 1860 the 
figure dropped dramatically to 2,000.  By 1930 there were four known 
weavers in Fournier Street.  
 
From Where I’m Looking Part II  2015 shifted the focus to my own 
observations and thoughts about the codes that we use to understand the 
world and included two pieces in Braille, Braille Heartbeat and Braille 
Spectrum. Tactile and optical codes merged here, posing unsettling 
questions about shared experience and acknowledging that we all look 
from a different place. 
  
Sewing can be a slow process in which one becomes aware of the 
marking of time in a different way. One piece may take days to complete 
and the minutes can be counted in stitches. By the age of fifty the average 
human heart will have beaten two and a half billion times and have lived 
six hundred months. These numbers are almost inconceivable and the 
stitched sampler, traditionally used to record names and birthdates 
highlights and marks their temporality. Unlike the drawn or painted line 
the sewn stitch occupies space three dimensionally. The thread 
continuously disappears behind its support and reappears for the next 
stitch. The underside often a tangle of loops and knots is unseen. In order 
to read the surface the under working has to be ignored and the illusion 
maintained. Sometimes however it is of equal interest and the material is 
shown reversed. 
 
Stitched text may be initially read as an image as the message gradually 
emerges in a way that is quite different to that of printed text. Similarly 
an isolated letter has no intrinsic meaning until it is linked to the chain of 
meaning.  
 
Sewn text is rarely used to document. It has traditionally been used on 
nursery and schoolroom samplers as a preliminary to more advanced 
embroidery techniques. One rare and notable exception is a piece by 
Elizabeth Parker made in 1830 when she was seventeen.   
 
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O70506/sampler-parker-elizabeth/  
 
Her harrowing story is told in seventeen hundred letters of meticulous red 
cross -stitch. The narrative starts as a biography with the words  As I 
cannot write and documents in stitch her employment as a nursery nurse 



and her subsequent plight. The abuse and cruelty she suffered at the 
hands of her employer are all noted in plain sight. 
 
As her thoughts become increasingly desperate the piece progresses into 
a cry of anguish and self- loathing finishing in mid sentence with the 
words, What will become of my soul? The minute blood red stitches 
create a shocking visual document. There is no record of the employer’s 
fate but Elizabeth Parker did survive and eventually became a village 
schoolmistress. The urgency and directness of the message undetected 
because stitching was associated with the woman at home passing time in 
a productive yet harmless way. 
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