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‘Needlework... if properly attended, will very happily serve to fill up a lady’s time, without bringing any discredit to her understanding …’



(Lady’s Magazine, 1775)
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INTRODUCTION

Embroidery in Jane Austen’s Britain

We all know that Jane Austen was an accomplished novelist. Less well known is that she was also a talented stitcher, as at home holding a needle in her hand as she was wielding a pen. In an 1870 biography of his aunt, James Edward Austen-Leigh described her as ‘successful with everything that she attempted with her fingers’, whether she was plotting her novels, playing games with her nephews and nieces, or working at her needle. She was happier in her domestic employments than in her professional ones, according to her biographer. The story he shares of the secretive Jane Austen refusing to allow a creaking door at Chawton cottage to be fixed so that she could hide her scribbling from potential intruders is a familiar one. This image of the novelist rapidly concealing papers and pen presents quite a contrast to the others he tells about his aunt happily making clothes, or embroidering and crafting gifts for the poor surrounded by her family and favourite female companions. These, we are told, were some of the ‘merriest’ times of her life.1

For Jane Austen, needlework was a sociable activity and a pleasurable one. Along with other family members, she regularly performed what was called ‘plain-work’ (the making of household linen and undergarments). What’s more, she took pride in the activity. Describing a particularly busy period making shirts for her brother, Edward, Jane could not resist telling her sister, Cassandra, she was ‘the neatest worker of the party’.2 Her ‘ornamental’ and decorative needlework seems to have been equally ‘excellent’. She was especially great at satin stitch, her nephew wrote. At least three examples of Jane Austen’s work survive, including a stunning medallion quilt she created with her sister and mother, now on display at the Jane Austen’s House Museum, a monogrammed handkerchief for her sister and a housewife (or needle case) made as a farewell gift for her friend Mary Lloyd, in 1792, which she accompanied with a few lines of verse. Family legend has it that an impressively embroidered white Indian muslin shawl, also held by Jane Austen’s House Museum, is the writer’s skilled handiwork, too. If indeed it is her work, Jane Austen more than deserves her nephew’s compliment that her embroidery skills ‘might have put a sewing machine to shame’.3

Such accomplishments were widely expected of middle-class women in the Georgian period, not only in England but elsewhere in Britain and its colonies, as well as America and Europe. It is no surprise the parlour of Emma’s Mrs Goddard’s is ‘hung around with fancy-work’.4 What better advertisement could the schoolteacher have for the young women she was helping to turn out? A talent for the needle was considered so much a part of women’s lives that needlework was simply known by the shorthand ‘work’ in Jane Austen’s day. It was what they were expected to do, as Northanger Abbey’s Henry Tilney notes when he imagines Catherine Morland being a ‘good little girl’ ‘working a sampler’ while her future husband was off studying at university.5 (Little does Henry know that Catherine has more success wielding a cricket bat than a needle.)

Embroidery was a way of filling up women’s leisure time and proving that they were fit to run a domestic household. But for some of Jane Austen’s contemporaries this ‘work’ was a form of drudgery. Early feminist Mary Wollstonecraft spoke for many when she claimed in her 1792 political essay, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, that women were taught decorative arts such as embroidery at the expense of a proper education. Needlework contracted women’s minds, she argued, by ‘confining their thoughts to their persons’. She went on to condemn middle-class Englishwomen who spent their days making caps, bonnets or getting caught up in the ‘whole mischief of trimmings’ as ‘insipid’ creatures whose lives were as ornamental and useless as the accessories they made.6 For children’s writer Mary Lamb, needlework was an even more personal torment. Unlike her essayist brother, Charles, Mary received little formal education. She was apprenticed to a needlewoman when young and helped to support her family by working as a dressmaker, in addition to acting as full-time carer to her mother. In 1796, these domestic burdens proved too much for Mary who attacked her own apprentice with a knife. Mary’s mother was killed as she attempted to shield the girl. Nearly twenty years after this terrible incident, in an article for the British Lady’s Magazine, Mary Lamb would damningly write that ‘Needle-work and intellectual improvement are naturally in a state of warfare’.7

Jane Austen, however, did not find needlework at odds with her intellectual life as an author. Her novels sometimes poked fun at needlewomen. The superfluousness of Mansfield Park’s Lady Bertram is summed up nicely, for instance, in the description of her as ‘a woman who spent her days in sitting nicely dressed on a sofa, doing some long piece of needlework, of little use and no beauty’.8 And we are invited to mock the pretensions of Pride and Prejudice’s tyrannical Lady Catherine de Bourgh, who advises Elizabeth Bennet and her friend Charlotte Collins to do their work ‘differently’.9 But these bad needlewomen reflect well on the accomplished needlewomen they are contrasted with. Fanny Price and Elizabeth Bennet are much more skilled at their work, and much more deserving heroines than Lady Bertram and Lady Catherine could ever hope to be as a consequence. And while the novels poke fun at fashion victims such as Northanger Abbey’s vacuous, if goodhearted, Mrs Allen, they present a world where the sartorial elegance of an Eleanor Tilney is a marker of sense and where understanding muslins, as her brother Henry does, is a sign of worldliness.

Like these characters, Jane Austen’s surviving letters, and at least one possible portrait of her, show she had a keen interest in fabrics, fashion and style, albeit one constrained by her limited budget as an unmarried woman living on the fringes of gentility. Her correspondence frequently mentions the prices of fabrics, garments and trimmings bought and prized as ‘great bargains’.10 It shows how she struck deals with haberdashers and linen drapers and unpicked, mended or repurposed clothes and accessories when they became worn or were needed for other occasions including mourning. We see instances of how she embellished outmoded garments. Her correspondence makes references to what we might think of as Regency upcycling, as she immerses herself in the mischief of fashioning new trimmings for caps and bonnets, many that she made herself. In this way, Jane used her needle in the service of her sense of personal style, and was flattered when her friends Martha Lloyd and Mrs Lefroy asked for the ‘pattern’ of caps that she and her sister had stitched. She was ‘not so well pleased’ with Cassandra ‘giving it to them’.11

Despite her careful economy and skill in adapting and accessorizing clothes, it would be wrong to think of Jane Austen as a model domestic woman, even if many of her early biographers portrayed her as such. Her letters and novels show that she could be scathing about marriage and the bearing and raising of children. She was certainly annoyed by having to entertain impolite guests or to deal with the incessant dripping of rain in the store closet while trying to write. But needlework seems to have been an exception to these forms of daily domestic irritation. A constant in her life, sewing is presented throughout her letters as a sociable activity undertook with pride and pleasure.

Needlework, fashion and Lady’s Magazine

We can’t be quite certain of where and how Jane acquired her sewing skills. As a girl, and like all middle-class girls of that time, she would have been taught to sew at home from as young as six or seven, perhaps even before she could write. Needlework would also have been part of her formal education at school in Reading. But where did she acquire her knowledge of fashion and style? And where might the patterns she used for those caps have come from?

A likely source is a publication we know that Jane Austen read, not least because she borrowed plots and the names of characters including Colonel Brandon and Mr Willoughby from it. The Lady’s Magazine; or Entertaining Companion for the Fair Sex ran for 13 issues a year from August 1770 until 1832. It was hugely popular, outliving many rivals, and selling up to 15,000 copies at the height of its appeal. (To put that in context, the magazine’s circulation was 20 times the size of Jane’s first novel, Sense and Sensibility, which was published in a standard print run of 750 copies in 1811.) This figure seems a conservative estimate.

Despite the complex logistics involved, the magazine was circulated overseas to Europe and to America through bookseller networks and the efforts of individuals. George Washington, for instance, had copies of the magazine shipped over to Mount Vernon, in Virginia, for his stepdaughter Patsy, in a trunk that also contained thread, pins, laces and silk stockings.12 Just as a single copy of a magazine can have multiple readers today, from the initial purchaser to the friends we pass them on to, or the people who pick them up at the dentist’s or hairdresser’s, issues of the Lady’s Magazine sold in Britain or sent overseas would almost certainly have circulated among family members and were passed down through generations. They were also available for loan from the circulating libraries that Jane Austen was fond of frequenting.
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Bound volumes of The Lady’s Magazine containing some of the rare patterns used in this book.



So what was the Lady’s Magazine’s winning formula? Its range was key to its success. The magazine was a true miscellany. It reported on every political event from the American Revolution to the passing of the 1832 Reform Act. It covered every conceivable topic from the intricacies of chemistry and zoology, to how to make homemade depilatory creams. It printed material in every genre including essays, travel writing, biographies, poetry, short stories, serialized novels and news. Most of the material was in English, but some was in French, and occasionally material appeared in other languages such as Russian. The magazine was multi-media. For many years, it provided readers with sheet music and throughout its entire run it printed engravings to accompany fiction while portraits of actresses and politicians sat alongside their memoirs. Sporadic fashion reports appeared in the magazine for its first thirty years. From 1800 fashion reports and plates depicting the latest styles in Paris and London became a regular monthly feature. Like the glossy photographs we might pore over in Vogue today, these stunning and often hand-coloured images were aspirational and few readers could afford to have the gowns featured made up at their dressmakers.

The magazine showed a practical attitude to fashion in the large, foldout ‘elegant patterns’ for the ‘Tambour’ (a uniform chain stitch produced by a fine crochet hook) and ‘Embroidery’ it published in every issue from 1770 to the end of 1819. From the outset, the periodical recognized its inclusion of patterns as one of its key marketing draws. They helped the magazine inform readers about ‘every innovation … made in the female dress’, and provided exceptional value for money. Able to take advantage of recent improvements in pattern drawing techniques, the magazine was justly proud of the fact that it could provide readers with a 56-page monthly magazine full of reading matter to suit everyone’s taste, illustrations, sheet music and a needlework pattern for just sixpence a copy.13 That was less than half the price purchasers could expect to pay for a single pattern at a haberdasher’s shop.

Incorporating patterns was a smart move. Within a few years the Dublin-based Hibernian Magazine (1771–1811) was producing similar – in some cases identical – patterns to the Lady’s Magazine. Most of the magazine’s later direct competitors, including the New Lady’s Magazine (1786–95), the elegant La Belle Assemblée (founded in 1806) and Rudolf Ackermann’s gorgeous Repository of Arts (1809–29) followed suit. Yet none of these periodicals would produce anywhere near as many patterns as the Lady’s Magazine did in its first 50 years.
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Pattern for a gentleman’s cravat in a bound 1796 Lady’s Magazine.



The well over 600 patterns the periodical distributed forms an incredible archive that gives unparalleled insight into the needlework practices of our ancestors and changing fashions in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. But sadly, the archive is incomplete. While brief descriptions of every pattern appear in its monthly table of contents pages, relatively few patterns have survived. The way the magazine was put together partly explains the low survival rate. Hardly any monthly issues of the Lady’s Magazine have been passed down to us in their original format. Most of the copies you can read in libraries or buy from antiquarian bookshops today are bound up in annual volumes. These were created each winter, when subscribers would take their year’s worth of issues to a bookbinder. He or she would remove the stitching – magazines and books, like frocks, were sewn at this time – and then take off original covers and the adverts they carried. The remaining contents would then be gathered together with an index between durable hard covers.

The publishers printed ‘Directions to the Binder’ in the last issue of each year to instruct where engravings should be positioned relative to the features they accompanied. The instructions never mentioned the patterns, however. This was for one simple reason: they were designed for use. What’s more, we know that they were used. Ellen Weeton, a governess working in Preston, Lancashire, wrote a letter in 1810 asking a friend from home if she could send her ‘patterns for fancy work’ from the magazine that she kept with copies of the periodical and her work bag in a chest of drawers at home.14 We even have surviving examples from the period of items made using magazine’s patterns. Edward Savage’s 1789 portrait of Mary Champneys and her stepdaughter Sarah, shows the young girl holding an embroidered ‘fancy pattern’, which appeared in the magazine for August 1782. A pair of embroidered shoes held in the Victoria and Albert Museum has been identified as originating in a pattern from the 1775 Lady’s Magazine (see here).15

The 60 or so other needlework patterns from the magazine that Alison and I have tracked down in the past five years, and a selection of which are reproduced in this book, were not meant to be preserved. They represent only a fraction of what the magazine produced and the shifting styles and techniques they tracked over decades. Yet even this small sample provides a wealth of insights into the lives and skills of women in Jane Austen’s Britain as well as opportunities for the stitching community today to reconnect with our past by recreating them.
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A hand-coloured fashion plate from the February 1806 Lady’s Magazine.



Patterns of perfection

Patterns in the magazine took three main forms. Some were educational, such as the maps of Britain, Europe and the Americas that the magazine published in the 1770s. Many more were designed for embellishing household objects, such as work bags, fire-screens or card and watchcases. The vast majority, though, were for the adornment of garments and accessories including gown hems, cuffs, ladies’ handkerchiefs (worn around the neckline) and gentlemen’s cravats, muffs, veils, adults and children’s caps and, as we’ve seen, shoe uppers. The designs changed over time but commonly included repeated floral motifs, geometric designs, patriotic emblems such as Prince of Wales’ feathers, and often more than one of these elements.

In the process, the magazine changed the landscape of style by giving more power to the consumer who could purchase patterns more cheaply than before, much to the annoyance of professional pattern drawers who usually distributed their patterns through lacemakers, linen drapers and haberdashery shops. Consumers were empowered by the creative freedom granted by the patterns. Needlework patterns in later Victorian magazines were accompanied by written guidance on fabrics and threads as well as instruction on techniques. Those in the Lady’s Magazine had none at all.

This absence of instruction shows how much knowledge the magazine could assume the amateur embroiderers possessed. The periodical’s readers were expected to have sufficient technical knowledge to compensate for any infelicities in the patterns. And there could be many. Produced cheaply and in large numbers, some of the patterns in the magazine’s first decades are rough-and-ready. Users had to correct asymmetry in designs and adjust variations in size of repeat motifs. They were expected to be women of taste and sensibility who could exercise their judgement to determine what stitches and colours of silk to use. No two renderings of the same pattern would have looked the same and embroiderers like Jane Austen could reflect their personal sense of style.

The patterns now

Surviving patterns from the Lady’s Magazine are happy accidents. Oddly enough it was an accident of my own that led to the creation of this book. Back in 2015, I took a call from someone who had a bound copy of six-month’s worth of issues of the Lady’s Magazine from 1796. I travelled to buy the book from her and vividly remember sitting at her dining room table and looking through its contents for the first time. I’d seen several copies of the 1796 issues before but never ones quite like these. I knew from the paper folds I could see as I turned the book over that it had inserts in it and too many for them to be song sheets alone. I was about to own five embroidery patterns!

After seeing dozens of copies over many years with no patterns, it was thrilling not just to see some but actually own them. I wanted to share my discovery, and laid up with a minor back injury after a car accident and unable to work at my desk, my itchy fingers posted some pictures on Twitter. I was stunned by the interest the photos generated. I responded to questions about where they were from, what were they for, and how would they have been used. Then people started to ask how they could make them for themselves …

Thanks to the power of social media, several months later dozens of professional and amateur embroiderers and textile artists from the UK, Europe, the US and Australia were working on modern recreations of patterns that hadn’t seen the light of day in over 200 years. The results of this non-competitive ‘Stitch Off’, as we called it, were stunning. Those who embraced the challenge took full advantage of the freedom enjoyed by the patterns’ original users. Some opted to make historically faithful reproductions; others updated the patterns in radical new designs in other media. Several of the items created – from hoops and samplers, to cushions, pashminas, a kissing ball and a pair of hand-turned embroidered shoes – went on display at an exhibition to celebrate the 200th anniversary of the publication of Jane Austen’s Emma in 2016 at Chawton House Library, Hampshire.

Dozens of visitors to the exhibition felt inspired to attempt the patterns themselves. Many, though, were understandably intimidated by the prospect. Most of us lack the years of intensive instruction our female ancestors would have had from childhood. Recreational stitchers like me, who like
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