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… to all actresses who have played actresses, to all women who act, to all men who act and become women, to all the people who want to be mothers. To my mother …

(Pedro Almodóvar, 1999)

For my mother …
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Preface

‘The history of men’s opposition to women’s emancipation is more interesting perhaps than the story of that emancipation itself. An amusing book might be made of it,’ so wrote Virginia Woolf in 1929.1 Woolf is widely known to have struggled with the conventional markers of idealized femininity such as embroidery. She was conscious of never becoming fully proficient at sewing (unlike her mother and sister), yet it was often prescribed to her as a cure for her ‘nerve troubles’, purely on account of her sex. Woolf found her own personal and political liberation through writing but witnessed, during the course of her lifetime, needlework transformed from a means of enforcing a feminine stereotype to one of emancipation from it.

Needlework’s uncanny ability to be both symbol of oppression and tool of liberation in women’s lives found its most compelling and complete exposition in Rozsika Parker’s groundbreaking The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine (1984). Between the publication of Woolf’s and Parker’s books, and ever since, men’s opposition to women’s emancipation has stimulated much less debate. Although many would agree that it is a far less interesting avenue of exploration, little remains known of the motivations of men. And not all men were opposed to gender equality. Perhaps more interesting (and certainly more amusing) than the men who were are those who took up needle and thread not only in support of liberating women from the strictures of gender stereotypes but themselves too. This book is about such men.

The historical processes that sanctioned the complete omission or the covert marginalization of men within the culture of needlework remain little known. In this book I map and explore men’s presence in needlework’s past and present not only to think through the continued relevance of feminist interventions such as Woolf’s or Parker’s but also to explore the social construction of masculinity – as something that only really exists in relation to femininity. If men who took up needlework have often been seen as queer by queering (disrupting the normative readings of) needlework it is possible to reveal just how such cultural practices have been implicated in the making of the masculine (through exclusion, effacement and elision) as much as the feminine (through emphasis, enforcement and inculcation). This is the first book ever published about men’s needlework and I do hope readers will find it not only amusing but also interesting.
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