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            ‘This illuminating, expansive and intricately connected book on embroidery made me giddy with the ideas and knowledge it reveals. In detailing so diligently the histories, practices and techniques of needlework, insights into craft as a whole open up. Fancy Work shows how fluency in non-linguistic forms enriches language, sharpens political thought and articulates some of the most radical ways of living.’

            — Holly Pester, author of The Lodgers

            
                

            

            ‘There are so many layers to this book; every page left my mind brimming with detail, colour and affection. Fancy Work somehow contains multitudes while remaining clear, intimate and curiously joyful. I knew at once it was a book I would treasure and return to.’

            — Sara Baume, author of Seven Steeples

            
                

            

            ‘I loved this book. Alice Hattrick writes with luminous beauty about textile craft as a mode of resistance, and about the radically creative lives of artist May Morris and her partner MF. Fancy Work presents a fascinating history of stitchwork as an embodied practice, from Gee’s Bend quilts stained with menstrual blood to the meticulous embroidery of nineteenth-century lunatic patients. This is a book about patience, repetition and generative unproductivity – about the human desire to make things and the loss inherent in all textiles. It is curious, smart, fierce and tender; I will be thinking about it for a long time.’

            — Maddie Ballard, author of Bound

            
                

            

            ‘The quaint stereotypes that surround embroidery cannot survive after this. Alice Hattrick’s intervention is not just a history of maligned “craft”, but a study into the imperialistic and misogynistic forces that have caused and perpetuated that derision. Fabric, it turns out, is infused with life. It is an overlooked witness to and participant in our collective story. You will be hooked.’

            — Nathalie Olah, author of Bad Taste

            
                

            

            
                

            

            2Praise for Ill Feelings

            
                

            

            ‘Ill Feelings is a deeply personal and deeply political reckoning with the nature of illness, inheritance, time, silence, bodies and invisibility. Alice Hattrick offers both a radical redefinition of the dominant narratives surrounding health and pain, and the knowledge we need in order to name, understand and resist them. Hattrick has found a voice and form which open up new and exciting possibilities for writing the self and making sense of the collective past: I read this remarkable book with outrage, fascination and immense admiration.’

            — Francesca Wade, author of Gertrude Stein: An Afterlife

            
                

            

            ‘I love the quality of attentiveness that Alice Hattrick brings to their poised and pointillistic exploration of the mysterious aetiologies and affects of chronic fatigue. They excel in listening out for echoes and whispers, their narrative of illness wriggling into uncomfortable places that medicine dismisses or ignores. Their book makes you pause to think – and rethink – page by page.’

            — Marina Benjamin, author of Insomnia

            
                

            

            ‘Ill Feelings defies neat conclusions as well as easy categorization of the book itself, so that attempting to describe it here seems like misdiagnosis, and to try and name the paradox at its heart seems like a betrayal of its rewards. But the thrill of Alice Hattrick’s writing stems from its struggle to be free of its constraints, communicating with unspooling fury the mutability of lived experience rather than presuming to define it. In doing so, they remind us that the undefined – our own ill feelings – reveals not weakness so much as our inherent capacity for resistance.’

            — Olivia Sudjic, author of Exposure

            
                

            

            3‘I read Ill Feelings with a sense of wonder at the courage required not just to live with a medically unexplained illness, but to write about it with such descriptive clarity and probing intelligence. Alice Hattrick’s book is a powerful cure for ignorance or indifference about a complex form of suffering.’

            — Edmund Gordon, author of The Invention of Angela Carter

            
                

            

            ‘Ill Feelings is a necessary, urgent book that I feel I have been waiting my whole life to read. A beautiful combination of memoir, reportage and razor-sharp analysis, it made me think very deeply and critically and feel powerfully understood all at once – a testament to what truly accomplished non-fiction writers can achieve. This book makes me excited for the future of literary non-fiction writing and its power to change the world and how we see it.’

            — Lucia Osborne-Crowley, author of The Lasting Harm

            
                

            

            ‘Hattrick’s ability to reflect life with ME in form and language is complex and brilliant.’

            — Connor Harrison, Review 31

            
                

            

            ‘Ill Feelings belongs on the shelf with Susan Sontag’s Illness as Metaphor, Ben Watt’s Patient, Anne Boyer’s The Undying and Jenn Ashworth’s Notes Made While Falling, because, quite simply, it’s that good.’

            — Steven Long, The Crack Magazine

            
                

            

            ‘Ill Feelings offers spellbinding reality unlike anything I have ever read. It conquers the sense of grief that we have to learn to live with; this deep guttural fear in humanity is addressed compassionately.’

            — Billie Ingram-Sofokleous, Buzz Magazine4
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            ¶ Unknown Needleworker

         

         To transfer an embroidery design onto linen before stitching, the Unknown Needleworker first pricks into paper with a sharp needle-like tool, following the pattern they have drawn. They pin the paper to the fabric and apply a charcoal ‘pounce’ to make a dotted line underneath, just as painters do when transferring drawings to canvas, a technique known as prick and pounce. They shake the white powder off and draw over the design, now transferred to the fabric, which will eventually be completely obscured by red and green silks, and gold and silver threads. Only then does the unknown needleworker stretch the fabric onto the frame, thread their needle, and begin to stitch.

         They outline the forms with split-stitch, in which the needle pierces the thread of the preceding stitch, creating a fine line. For thicker lines, they use chain-stitch, where the needle returns to the loop made by the previous stitch, piercing and tacking the ground inside the loop, and emerges a stitch ahead, the thread wrapped under the needle, which is then pulled through to make a new loop. They are also expert in underside couching, securing silver or gold thread to ground fabric with a second thread, pulling it in tiny loops through to the back of the fabric so that they are barely perceptible from the front. They then fill in the forms with split-stitch or a tiny form of stem-stitch, sculpting the flesh of a figure – cheekbone, forehead, nose, ball of the throat – with two colours of thread. Split-stitch is ideal for expressing emotion and for capturing the spirit of a scene in a biblical story. For the vestment they are working on, a type of ceremonial cloak worn in church services and processions known as a cope – the most significant commission they will ever contribute to – the Unknown Needleworker must make 10the stitches in tightly expanding circular spirals with the most inconceivable minuteness. Finally, they use gilded silver thread, made by wrapping fine strips cut from wafer-thin sheets of silver around a silk core, to pick out details on the figures and contrasting silver on the body of the crucified Christ.

         They are working on a single figure, one of many, which will be appliquéd to a large piece of linen, and then stitched all over in underside couching. For this type of stitch, they need two threads, one laid onto the front of the piece and another to fix it. First the thread that will be seen from the front of the piece – usually metal, silver or gold – is laid onto the fabric. A second thread, usually in strong linen, fixes the thread from the underside. The needle is first pushed through to the front and over the laid thread. When inserted back into the same hole in the fabric and pulled taut, the linen thread pulls the silk through to the back. Here, very unusually, on the instruction of the cope’s commissioner, the laid thread is silk.

         Nothing they make will ever be more important than this embroidery. Their stitches will bestow meaning on the wearer of the cope, not just because it depicts the Life of the Virgin, the Passion of Christ and the figures of the Apostles, including Saint Michael overcoming Satan and Saint Thomas in his incredulity, with winged seraphs and angels and kneeling clerics, possibly representing the priests for whom the vestment is made, the figures radiating out so that they appear to be standing within the folds of the cope when worn around the body, but because the inconceivable labour of its making glorifies the church itself. Their labour creates meaning. Embroidery – not the embroiderer, it should be said – is so significant to the church and noble class that in fifteen years’ time, a law will be passed forbidding all persons below the rank 11of knighthood or with a yearly income of less than £200 from wearing the embroidered garments they produce.

         The Unknown Needleworker works by day or candle-light. They often work at home when the object is small and therefore easier to keep clean. They also sew linens for the house. When they’re working on a large commission like this – a vestment made with incredibly expensive materials, the metallic thread imported from Italy and Cyprus – they embroider in the workshop under the watchful eye of the (almost definitely male) workshop manager. With each new loop, they think about the embroiderer who taught them how to stitch during their seven-year apprenticeship, and all the people they have taught themselves and are yet to teach. They think about the children who were not born, and the children who might still be born, and the Bridgettine nuns who will smuggle the vestment out of England so that it is not burned during the Reformation in 200 years’ time.

         Their body knows the stitches, but they also have full knowledge of the materials and tools they use. They understand the value of lines and masses, having been called upon to think and create their own work and interpret someone else’s designs. Some of their fellow embroiderers will be named and remembered well into the future – Christina of Enfield, Catherine of Lincoln, Maud of Canterbury – but as time goes on, they will have less and less of a place in the historical records of embroidery, and embroidery less of a place in the arts. Each Unknown Embroiderer is an invisible stitch, barely perceptible to history. The work they produce will teach others in the future how to make unified and coherent works of their own. They are part of a webbed storehouse of body-memory, extending through countless generations, with each embroiderer going back to past work for 12reference. At times, their knowledge will seem lost to history, but future embroiderers, named and unknown, will unpick their stitches to learn how it was done.
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            ¶ Make a thing

         

         I turned to embroidery when I lived alone, stitching into fabrics I dyed with plants. I did not prick and pounce as that was far too much labour and required forethought about the pattern I was going to embroider. It felt strange to plan a design before I had even learned to stitch. Instead, I drew directly onto fabric around pressed leaves and objects in the house, creating irregular circles that when badly stitched turned into spirals, bent and warped by my inexperienced hand. Quilters have always done this, drawn around plates and cups to make patterns that are both homely and abstract, indexing and animating domestic life. I drew around the covers of books I was reading and pieces of packaging from the recycling bin, and chain-stitched around those too. Sometimes I added words. I would always change the design as I went, reversing my decisions and making new, unexpected ones. I would keep adding more in, overlaying shapes, every line leading to another line, post-pandemic television on in the background – all those boring BBC crime dramas and unbearable Netflix dating shows. Stitching, pressing plants and natural dyeing – called ‘natural’ to distinguish it from industrial chemical dyeing – was a way of adapting to a place, a new home and a new kind of time.

         I learned about dyes from foraging around the neighbourhood. Plants collected at different times of the year produce different tones, which can be modified with metals. In spring, the leaves of the hawthorn made an apricot-coloured dye. In summer, the tannins in yarrow reacted with iron to dye a dark, purple-hued grey. In the colder months, I collected elderberry and willow, which makes pink, if slowly heated it for hours and hours. Not that any of the dyes I made were really those colours. 14There is something in-between about the dyes that these plants, many of which are called undesirable, commonplace, colonizing, self-seeding, found on rubbish tips and waste ground, produce. They are murkier, neither peach nor pink, yellow nor orange, brown nor green, certainly never blue.

         First, I pressed plants, and then I dyed with them. The stitching came later, and happened slowly, over the kind of time that passes unnoticed, not linear, or straight; not forwards and backwards, but spiralling, warping, slipping and sliding, the way time can break off and tumble away when bent by illness. The word ‘sewing’ comes from the Old English siwian, seowian, seowan, ‘to sew, mend, patch, knit together, link, unite.’ ‘To sow’ comes from Old English sawan ‘to scatter seed upon the ground or plant it in the earth, disseminate.’ They are almost complete opposites, one bringing together, the other a dispersal.

         Each process felt like making an alteration rather than producing something new, a transformation from one state to another. I tried to record my early dye experiments, noting down ideas for materials and reminders of each step in the process on scraps of paper, and saving small swatches of each piece of fabric, a record of the colours these plants produced, the month it was collected and dyestuffs used, knowing nothing and everything can be approximated but never completely replicated, that the past is inaccessible. Like Daphne turning into the tree, or Diana becoming a river, dyeing was transformation as a means of escape. It was resistive, and powerful. I felt like I was transforming too, that making things was changing me.

         I started sewing because I needed something to do with my hands, another way of thinking. Stitching – or writing, for that matter – does not require that I work at a 15desk or a frame, although one can be used. It is inexpensive, needing only a scrap of ground fabric, thread and a needle. It can be paused, put down for long periods and taken up in short bursts. Most importantly, there is no deadline, no monetary value to extract from this labour, no need to know the result, or even to properly finish anything. Embroidery – also known as ‘fancy work,’ fancy meaning not necessary or needed – is just something that I am doing, a joyful addition. It is resistant to linear, productive time. It is a lot like keeping a journal, coded teenage girl. Being made of plants and paper and fabric, all of it will fade and degrade.

         The notion of embroidery as a female pursuit, practised by meek and submissive women, is a deceitful fiction. Prior to the seventeenth century, or so second-wave feminist art historian Rozsika Parker argues in her 1984 book The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine, needlework was not associated with any one sex. Over time, embroidery became ‘women’s work’, keeping girls away from promiscuity and disobedience. Needlework and femininity became synonymous with each other, despite both men and women being responsible for Opus Anglicanum, the highly prized and luxurious embroideries made in English workshops, households and nunneries during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. By the nineteenth century, Parker argues, historians of embroidery had obscured its past, suggesting instead that embroidery had always been an inherently female activity. Needlework was used in schools to instil ‘feminine’ and ‘serene’ qualities in girls, supporting and sustaining the oppressive Victorian stereotype of women as the ‘Angels in the house’. The history of embroidery is also one of resistance, complaint, refusal and rage. In stitching, we might soothe unquiet minds, but it also makes 16time to process injustice and resist persecution, even to create characters and tell their stories. Appliqué, for example, makes fabric and thread into something stronger and potentially disruptive, impossible to ignore – a form of protest.

         At first it had been a way of resisting loneliness. I began to reclaim time for the ornamental side of life, the side that does not make you any money, as an act of hope and repair. For a long time, most of the things I made were never finished, just put away to come back to another time, or not. Drawing, pressing, dyeing and stitching all felt like ways of defying what I was supposed to be doing with my time as an adult, all these fancy loops. ‘When we write, paint, garden or sew we never simply make a thing,’ Parker wrote in an article on creativity and aggression, ‘rather we enter into a network of relationships with, for example, contemporary practices, with our own creative history, with materials, with colleagues and of course with imaginary audiences and internal figures.’ I was returning to childhood hobbies, and to others in the past, eagerly entering a network of relationships with imaginary audiences and internal figures. In making, I entered a wider network still: all the unknown needleworkers, closeted queers and incarcerated stitchers, feminist art historians and colonial plant histories, and all the hands that had touched the fabrics before me. One such figure was May Morris, who had herself looked to the past in which embroiderers – both men and women – were among the most important artists of the day, pushing beyond their prescribed limits, and, in some cases, using needlework to defy the boundaries of gender itself.

         
             

         

         Born in 1862, May first ran the embroidery department of her father’s design firm, Morris & Co., when she was 17twenty-three, from the family home at 26 Upper Mall in Wandsworth. On the wall hung a Persian carpet, three large Dante Gabriel Rossetti portraits of her mother Jane and a drawing called ‘Pomona’, a Roman goddess of fruitful abundance. With an expanded team, May rented rooms above a shop. A few years later, aged twenty-eight, she married Henry Sparling, a fellow member of the Socialist League, and moved the department to 8 Hammersmith Terrace. Half the income of the embroidery department came from kits, the other half from made-up commissions, stitched by May and her employees. She trained up working-class women, such as sisters Fanny and Ellen Wright, both of whom became embroidery instructors, and seems to have been a fair employer, seeking medical care for their mother and giving them proper breaks from work. Her staff wore uniform white cotton overalls and worked in a room at the back of the house that overlooked the river, decorated with ‘Apple’ wallpaper and the curtains made of ‘Bird and Anemone’ printed cotton. May had already herself designed some of the best-known wallpaper patterns: ‘Honeysuckle’ and ‘Horn Poppy’.

         Despite orderly appearances, the Morris family’s life was strained. May’s marriage was unhappy, Jane was unwell, often unable to speak, and her sister Jenny’s epilepsy was untreatable. The work was creative but monotonous. Some years later, one of her employees, Lily Yeats, wrote that May had been ‘bitter and half-crazed’, nicknaming her The Gorgon. ‘I never saw much sympathy between the members of the Morris household’, Lily wrote. ‘There was always the barrier of uncontrolled bad temper between them.’ It appears that neither May nor Jane was ever paid for their work at Morris & Co., nicknamed ‘The Firm’.18

         ‘They were called the Angels in the Studio,’ my mother said to me on the phone, when I first told her that I was reading about May and Jane Morris, referring to Anthea Callen’s 1979 book Angel in the Studio, on the vital and underappreciated role women played within the Arts and Crafts Movement. Much like the self-sacrificing and passive ideal Victorian wife – otherwise known as the ‘Angel in the House’ – May and Jane dedicated their creative labour wholly to the firm. But May was not an angel forever. She divorced Sparling in 1894 and retired from the family business two years later after the death of her father. No longer Angel of House or Studio, May was free to design a life of her own. She set up the Women’s Guild of Art in 1907, taught at Birmingham Art School and the Royal School of Needlework, made jewellery, lectured in America, and took on her own embroidery commissions. (Apparently, William Morris’ Angel designs, such as the ‘Romance of the Rose’, were so dull to stitch it took his clients as many as eight years to finish them.) May spent ten years editing her father’s volumes of writing, publishing twenty-four of them, each with their own detailed introduction. And then she met Mary Frances Vivian Lobb, or, as May called them, MF.

         The record of their togetherness is sparse but occasionally vivid. They are often outside, working together. ‘MF is very hot, and is puffing about, poor dear,’ May writes to her dear friend Katie. They have all their meals together outside and live almost entirely on asparagus and salad. ‘The weather is enchanting, the garden lovely.’ May longs to get at garden work but can’t take the time and ‘must leave it for MF’. In preparation for their trip to Iceland in 1926, following in her father’s footsteps, May is ‘fearfully busy’, writing regularly every morning and embroidering the rest of the day till supper, with 19one hour’s interval for reading Icelandic together, and brief intervals for necessary garden-work – ‘pruning vines & roses etc.’ Kelmscott, the Morrises' countryside home, which May and MF shared for twenty years, was an essential part of their lives together, but so was leaving it. ‘Greetings from both,’ May wrote to her friend Lily from Wales, having travelled to Cardiganshire with MF by train. ‘We are living a quiet, wild life, dressing like savages. Everyone most kind and charming. We are now going to pick up shells on the shore some 4 miles off. That sounds young and idyllic, doesn’t it?’

         There was a kind of wildness to MF, loud and laughing often – a joy that could be summoned in a wild place like Iceland. In 1986, a man called Gudrun Jonsdottir recalled meeting May and MF as a child: ‘Two foreign ladies came riding up the lane leading to the manse where I lived with my parents... [O]ne was rather small, slim and grey-haired...[,] the other lady was tall and rather fat with short, black hair that curled around her chubby face. She did not change for dinner except putting on a different kind of trousers.’ Fifty years after meeting May and MF as a child, it is as though he can still see and hear them. I assume he remembers what they were wearing, and their habits, because they were out of the ordinary. Back at home in Kelmscott, May and MF were also joined by people and animals, ponies, cats and dogs.

         These fragments of May’s life made me want to read more in the book of them, to stitch the leaves together and embroider over them, to make something resembling a wild, quiet life of my own. I too gather pockets full of stones and shells and seaweeds from trips to the beach, leaves and lichens from walks, plants and seeds from the garden. Wild plants or animals live or grow independently of people, in natural conditions and with natural 20characteristics, living in a state of nature; not tamed, cultivated or domesticated – wild meaning a person with undisciplined and unrestrained behaviours, or instead excellent, special, or unusual. Can a wild embroidery be produced, I wondered, even a feral kind, the once domesticated surviving outside? Is it always like the boxed hedge with cultivated plants inside the borders? What does an embroidery without any borders look like? A wild life is a departure from an angelic life, a redrawing of the rules. An angelic life is given, but a wild life is willed into existence. A wild accusation is one based on guess or rumour, such as the gossip about two women sharing the same bed in the 1920s. But what if that rumour was true?

         
             

         

         ‘In planning out and starting a design, always work from a centre, both for the detail and in the composition itself,’ wrote May in her instructional book on embroidery, Decorative Needlework. ‘For instance, if you are bringing a rose into your work, fix in your eye a certain central point, and let the petals converge towards it; the same in drawing a leaf.’ May believed that by the late Renaissance, artists seemed to have forgotten all about nature, or thought that they needed to improve upon it, ‘spinning endless ideas out of themselves like a silkworm.’ Their designs became ever stranger and more extravagant, at once luxuriant and weak in line, poor in fancy, conventional indeed, and nothing besides. The point of working with the materials was to enjoy their full breadth, not to constrain the stitch to the weave of the ground. ‘When the designer is also the executant, when they are also an embroiderer, the work will be more unified and coherent,’ wrote May. The needleworker should be more like a spider than a silkworm. The spider spins her web in response to her structural environment like the marks of a drawing. Every line 21of her web is purposeful, meaningful, and when a part is broken, she returns to repair it, strengthening the join with her stitch.

         I came to think about life writing as one of May’s designs, with her in the centre, working outwards, to those who converge towards her, and to other embroiderers with their own circles, lines that intersect and flow around these shapes, which also represent me and my circle, all the other people who mine the historical past for ways to imagine a future. Each part of the pattern creates depth, as new connections are made, new stitches added to the chain and shapes filled, the way medieval embroideries are covered all over with stitching, with none of the linen beneath visible. What is forming a book if not gathering thoughts and ideas, and the work of others, creating a pattern and slowly filling in the shapes? And what about life writing, is that not also a kind of embroidery, choosing which details to include, how to rework the pattern so that it shall be beautiful and not spare labour to make it?

         I thought I had to imagine my life before I started to build it, lay it out flat like an embroidery design before I started to stitch. I was, after all, the designer and executant of my own life story. It just needed to be mapped out and embroidered. Fixing my eye at a certain central point, I let the petals converge towards it, unconstrained from the weave of the ground.

         
             

         

         Embroidery offers metaphors to rework the stories we tell about the past and shows us how to resist its straightening out. Stem-stitch offers a metaphor of history as circling time, a minutely rendered spiral. Chain-stitch represents the transference of knowledge as a looping thread, or how the past is enmeshed in the present. May’s 22needlework existed in an intimate relationship with the embroideries of her mother and aunt, all the students and workroom girls she has taught, and all the ‘unknown needleworkers’ making tiny hinges with gold thread somewhere in thirteenth-century London. Every piece of needlework, every loop of thread, is connected to the past, the way each new chain-stitch is connected to the one before.

         It took me a while to get the hang of chain-stitch; it was so unfamiliar, the way to hold the needle in my fingers, sewing in the direction of the stitch, how to manipulate the fabric, to keep the chain going. While I practised chain-stitch, I thought about the threads that link generations, and how easily untrained hands can get the stitches all twisted up, how the needle can miss the loop and break the chain. I thought about chain-stitch while my hands learned to work the needle, how I am linked to my mother, that I am the little loop that grew out of hers, and how I will not produce a child, how I am making a break in the chain. I had to practise enough that my hands knew the stitch better than my mind ever would.

         ‘Chain-stitch has been so called because it imitates, more or less, the links of a simple chain’, May wrote; ‘it will be seen that each little loop grows out of the last; the needle follows the exact direction in which the line of stitches is to lie.’ This action must then be repeated thousands of times; every stitch working with history, tracking back to make a new stitch in the chain. May’s chain-stitch diagram depicts the needle and thread, which seems to enter the paper it was printed on. It is misleading, seeing that it only diagrams a single stitch in a chain, which relies upon the last loop to hold it. It is a diagram without the body – showing only what it can learn.

         People say May’s father taught her embroidery. When 23May was a child, Morris showed her pictures of old handlooms in medieval manuscripts and women carding, spinning, weaving and embroidering with garlands or jewels in their hair – but it was her mother who actually taught her to sew. According to May, needlework was the first thing she learned from her mother Janey, sat beside her at the embroidery frame, an arrangement which steadied the work and left both hands free to ply the needle. From her mother, May learnt to prepare and stretch the fabric over the framework with great neatness and precision. She learned to sew lining-muslin over the parts of the work which were finished or not yet started to keep them clean, and label shades of silks for working at night, a habit she would retain long after she was able to distinguish the colours by candlelight. At her mother’s embroidery frame, May watched the needle come down and begged to be allowed to fasten the thread. In this moment, almost without a word spoken, her mother became disembodied. May had to lose her mother to imagine herself at the frame, needle in her own hand.

         All three of the Morris women worked at home from a young age, and they worked all the time, during Socialist meetings in Hammersmith and social visits, day and night. It was medieval, the way these women worked, the way they played instruments, and dressed in loose robes, with their thick manes of hair, their moods and their constant stitching. Everyone in the Morris circle was taught to embroider, it seems, if they were assigned female at birth: daughters, sisters-in-law, friends’ daughters, even cooks and girls employed to keep the house in order. Once they had learned the stitches, practice taught them how tiring it was to sit bent over a frame, and that some were more quickly and better done in the hand.24

         
             

         

         Over the decades of research into the queer couturier Norman Hartnell, whose dresses are covered with beading and embroidery, my mother was often told that a designer’s sexuality or gender identity should not impact the reading of their work. It was gauche or gossipy to speculate on a designer’s proclivities for dressing as a woman, let alone suggest they might have identified as one, even if that suggestion aligned with the accounts of people who knew him and the material traces left behind, such as a well-worn sequined trouser suit, tailor-made to his exact measurements. The discipline of history punished my mother for her disability – for not being able to keep up with academia, under the pressure to keep putting out – but also for her queering of its life stories. She was at fault for weaving the weft of history with the warp of desire.

         As a child, I often sat leaning into my mother, my body so much smaller that I could always rest my head in the soft part between her chest and shoulder. If embroidery was the first thing May learned, sat beside her mother at the embroidery frame, what did I learn beside my mother, sick from fatigue and pain, all symptoms and no cure, at home?

         I remember my mother teaching me back-stitch as a child. It seemed so counter-intuitive, to go backwards rather than forwards. Back-stitches are made backwards to the general direction of sewing to create a continuous solid line. It makes for a much stronger throughline, one that cannot so easily be torn apart or unpicked. To make the stitch, the needle is brought out a short distance from the beginning of the line to be covered and then inserted again, emerging beyond the point where it first started.

         In Walter Benjamin’s interpretation, Paul Klee’s Angelus Novus is the angel of history, watching in horror as the chaos of history repeats itself, and the debris of 25‘progress’ piles up, as he is propelled into the future. I told my mother about this angel as she was working on a paper about Norman Hartnell, the queer couturier she had been intimately attached to for twenty years. She compared this idea of historical distance to a crinoline, a garment that folds up when the wearer sits down. Hartnell’s crinoline, designed in the 1950s, was a reinterpretation of an earlier period garment for a contemporary woman. My mother described the crinoline as a garment ‘made in the moment… somehow representing time yet worn across time; the past in the present’, or as Benjamin writes, ‘the past charged with the now… blasted out of the continuum of history’. My mother argued that this garment was the epitome of feminine style with a transgendered history. Her queering of the crinoline was an act of disruption.

         My mother taught me to look around me, to bring home plants after they have gone to seed and dried in the open during the late summer. From her I also learned that people might not like what you have to say about the past when you suggest someone was queer in their sexuality or gender. They will tell you that you are sexualizing past lives or ascribing traits to them that belong to the uneasy present, that you are embroidering the past with details that are untrue and deceptive. Some things we learned together. We learned that people might not take you seriously, especially when you are bisexual, or a bisexual non-binary person, but that there is still value in queering history, in looking for yourself in the past. Like many queer people, I learned to reach out for someone else’s (long-ago) experience, an act of desire, a longing infused with loss. I return to the past, looking for others who have lived these feelings before. My interest – my mother’s interest – is in writing those histories as queer.

         In their book Bodies that Matter, Judith Butler suggests 26that the term ‘queer’ will itself always need to be turned – or queered – to remain questioning, and relevant. The interpretation of the past, and therefore our futures, is not linear. It is always in process, it loops and knots, tracks backwards and forwards, unfixed. Queering allows for meanings that do not align with each other, that are stitched untidily.

         In Feeling Backwards, Heather Love advocates for the term ‘queer’ to embrace the history of marginalization and abjection, ‘exploring the ways it continues to structure queer experience in the present’. Queer identity is formed out of and in relation to the experience of social damage, which continues to structure queer lives and relationships. ‘Paying attention to what was difficult in the past may tell us how far we have come, but that is not all it will tell us; it also makes visible the damage that we live with in the present.’ Making is also a way to reach across the past and seek out others like us in the past, an impulse that stems out of, in part, grief and isolation. We imagine meeting them, touching them, as Love explains: ‘Our existence in the present depends on being able to imagine these figures reaching out to us.’ For Love, the term ‘queer’ should also be aware of the past it is staging and overcoming. ‘Over the last century,’ she writes, ‘queers have embraced backwardness in many forms: in celebrations of perversion, in defiant refusals to grow up, in explorations of haunting and memory, and in stubborn attachments to lost objects.’ As queers, we look and feel backwards. We can’t help but gaze into the past in search of understanding our losses as well as gains. ‘Backwardness’, Love explains, means shyness, ambivalence, failure, melancholia, loneliness, regression, victimhood, heartbreak, antimodernism, immaturity, self-hatred, despair, shame. In times of apparent equality 27with straight people, and the normalization of queer partnerships, we must pay attention to the unpleasant feelings, Love insists, dwelling not only on pride but also shame, the failure of queer lives to persist pain-free, or to survive at all.

         Sometimes dealing with these unpleasant feelings meets with straight resistance. A few years after the ‘ridiculous church quilt’ project, my mother created a ‘Map of Intimacies’ for an exhibition about the weavers Hilary Bourne and Barbara Allen, which she had been invited to ‘queer’ as a community researcher. Bourne and Allen were weavers and partners ‘in life and work’ in Ditchling, East Sussex, until Allen died in 1972. My mother argued for them to be called a couple in the wall texts – What is a ‘life partner’ when one of them dies before the other? – but the museum pushed back, not wanting to upset living family members. My mother’s ‘Map of Intimacies’ traced the professional and intimate relationships between female designers, as sisters, friends and lovers, through their correspondence. Initially, my mother wanted to embroider these connections in chain-stitch but realized it would take far too long and use up all her energy. Instead, she chose running-stitch: the quickest to sew, and the easiest to unpick and rework.

         Maybe the first thing I ever learned from my mother was how to sing. She recorded me singing Twinkle, twinkle little star on a cassette tape, so she could listen back to it when I was older. Nursery rhymes are easy to learn; they repeat, on a loop. It is a document of her teaching me, the act of transferring knowledge from mother to child. My mother taught me that listening back is a way of projecting into the future, and the act of recording remains long after the record itself has been degraded or lost. Led by desire, we refuse to let the stories of queer lives be told 28and re-told in relation to straight narratives: odd, maybe even non-normative, rather than queer, backwards. Let us embrace backwards feelings – shyness, ambivalence, failure, melancholia, loneliness, regression, victimhood, heartbreak, antimodernism, immaturity, self-hatred, despair, shame – and indulge our stubborn attachments to lost objects, our need to turn them over and over in our hands and our minds, ‘backwardness’ being both a structure of feeling and a model for queer historiography. Let us think about life narratives worked backwards rather than forwards, of historical distance collapsing like a crinoline.

         
             

         

         I sewed a great deal as a child, first by hand, stitching pieces of felt together to make small pouches and bags, embroidered with beads and feral stitches, and then by machine, when at last my mother convinced my father – separated from us – to buy me one. I loved sewing by hand, and I loved C, who I used to sew with. We made small pouches and bags with felt, cheaper than fabric on a roll and brightly coloured, completely impractical for use but which wouldn’t fray at the edges. We spent hours picking beads and threads. I don’t remember learning any stitches, as if it was a skill; we made up our own designs and chose our colour combinations freely. We also staged fashion shoots in her bedroom and in the garden. When I look at these photographs, I don’t recognize the child in them – confident, determined, self-possessed – and yet I do. That self-possession was created in collaboration; it existed in the moment. It was my first slow heartbreak, I think – she was the first girl who didn’t love me back, who didn’t see me that way, whatever ‘that way’ means when you’re eleven or twelve and then a teenager. She moved away and then came back. We lost contact anyway. The pattern would go on for years after that, not that 29I realized it then. It was a kind of love that was different to friendship or companionship. It was enabling and creative. That was the beginning of my queerness, which is so often an experience of wanting to step towards someone else and them not stepping forward to meet you. That step towards me wouldn’t happen until I was in my late twenties. From friends to lovers and then something more like family. Sometimes queer love can only be seen when you unpick the stitches.

         When my mother showed me her chain-stitch, I noted it was far more minute than mine. I often think about how I am not her daughter anymore, and there’s an awkward gap of terminology for our relationship. My mother now introduces me as her ‘eldest non-binary child’. My brother calls me ‘Sib’ instead of ‘Sis’. Over time, I stopped thinking about my relationship to my mother so much, and more about what I wanted my own life to look like outside of the family unit, about what I could pass on and to whom. The push and pull of family ties began to feel more dysfunctional than before, and somehow less significant. I wanted something else to take me over, to imagine how I might untangle myself from the web of family, which is, of course, a futile desire. I craved a different version, a different world. I told myself I was ready to unpick and remake myself over and over again if I had to.

         In turning to my own life and how to remake it, I turned to May, and how she must have felt when she designed her own life after marriage to a man. She lived in the way I desired to, working at home, among a chosen family of people and animals. May’s life seemed queer to me, but I only read books and articles about her that were straightened out, written by people who refused to allow bisexuality, let alone gender-nonconformity, to enter the frame, or who acknowledged her lesbianism but refused 30to let it interfere with interpretation, or who merely left the possibility open by saying more research needs to be done in this area. It seemed to me that May and her gender-nonconforming partner could teach me about how to live the way I desired. I wanted to think about what the past could both release me from and enable me to do, rather than what had been forged or embedded in the process of ‘growing up’ in a family unit. I wanted to know how these forces might meet, and how they might transform.

         May and MF’s relationship to their home and each other expanded out to other friends and visitors, like Una, who May taught to cross-stitch and make patterns that they would spring upon one another in a joyful game. May and MF didn’t have any children, but there are other ways of thinking about the past and the future, beyond reproduction. Child-free, divorced and bisexual, it was May’s role in the family to look after the Morris name, to take care of her family’s legacy and reputation. She did this not by perpetuating the family line, but by continuing to advance their way of merging art and life. May’s aims – and her approach to art, work and life – were more localized than her father’s, making for herself and her community. It was up to her how she lived her own life within the rooms of Kelmscott, and she chose to live it with MF. I thought of this choice May had made and what it could offer me, a kind of guide or rule, a pattern to live by.
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            ¶ In the air 

         

         According to Marjorie Breakspear, niece of the local schoolteacher who May housed in one of the Morris memorial cottages, MF slept in May’s room, with a gun at their side, ‘a marvellous guard for anyone in such a lonely house.’ The rumour of their living arrangement was ‘all a great joke’ to May, ‘but the village folk had a lot to say about it’. Maybe May thought the idea that sharing a bed with her gender-nonconforming partner was ‘a great joke’ not because it was a false rumour – they did indeed share the same bed – but because the villagers were so scandalized. What if she found joy in being unconventional, in being queer?

         You can find yourself in such a shame spiral looking for evidence of queerness, especially when no one else seems to be acknowledging what seems plainly obvious to you, or finds it worthy of research. There is fear in looking for evidence of something you feel to be true about yourself and others in the past. You worry that the evidence won’t exist; that your feelings won’t be reflected to you, that they won’t be reciprocated. You look back into the past to look for a version of yourself, but the past looks back blankly: no queerness here. 

         ‘Queerness is often transmitted covertly,’ writes José Esteban Muñoz in his book Cruising Utopia. ‘This has everything to do with the fact that leaving too much of a trace has often meant that the queer subject has left herself open for attack.’ There are practical reasons why evidence of queerness does not always exist. Diaries and photographs are the kind of evidence that can be used against you, to incriminate or slander, ‘to penalise and discipline queer desires, connections, and act’. Evidence of queerness, Muñoz argues, is likely to exist outside 32of normative visibility, and the ‘tyranny of the fact’. He charts a gestural or ephemeral kind of evidence that transmits knowledge of lost queer histories and possibilities across generations. Ephemeral traces exist as something far less visible, more fleeting, like innuendo or gossip, ‘the remains, the things that are left, hanging in the air like a rumour.’

         Sometimes the loss of evidence feels purposefully enacted. A cache of May’s journals had been recently uncovered when I began my research, which recorded the trips they went on together after the war was over: camping for five weeks in Cardiganshire in 1919, then Lancashire in 1923 and back to Wales in 1927; Herefordshire; Dartmoor, the Scilly Isles and Exmoor; Hadrian’s Wall; the Hebrides; Geufron, Llanidloes and Montgomeryshire. May and MF also went to Iceland in 1924, 1926 and 1931, and she wrote up her daily notes upon their return. Within weeks of my seeing the Society of Antiquaries database, they disappeared. I was not permitted to access them. When I contacted the Society of Antiquaries, which also cares for Kelmscott Manor in Lechlade, Oxfordshire, as well as a small paper archive associated with the Morris family, I was told they were under embargo until the curator at Kelmscott had transcribed and published them. When I emailed the curator, she reiterated that they were not to be seen by researchers for the time being.

         I later found out that the journals were thought lost because they had been lent to a curator during May’s lifetime. When May died, followed by MF a few months later, May’s possessions were sold off at a two-day auction at the house, but the journals remained hidden. The Hobbs & Chambers Auctioneers sale catalogue of the ‘Furnishings and Effects removed from Kelmscott Manor’ 33makes for pitiful reading. Anything May had not specifically bequeathed went under the hammer: Janey’s gowns and jewels, Morris’ painting equipment, haphazard contents of drawers, cupboards and boxes. Everything sold would become almost totally untraceable – ‘nearly all that made it memorable’, in painter Mary Sloane’s words. ‘It is a tragedy of disappointment of her hopes and plans. It is all very sad.’ Unusually for July, there was a deluge of rain on both days, which began as the clock struck eleven, the exact hour the auctioneers intended the sale to begin. Hilda James, whose mother May housed in one of the memorial cottages to save her having to leave the village, and who cleaned and tidied the house for May, said it was as if a curse had caused the rain. May’s will, written in pencil, was a permanent draft, not legally binding. In death, it is revealed how easily a stitch can be pulled, the two fabrics always separate pieces. In grief, we unpick the stitches until there are no more threads left to pull.

         
             

         

         May wrote a diary as a child while staying at Naworth Castle in Cumbria, ‘for the benefit of our Mamma’. In case the story should fall into the hands of someone that didn’t know her, May also included a description of herself: ‘I am a great tomboy but I was not such a great one there because I was afraid of setting the little children we were staying with a bad example. I am very untidy and always very dirty and sometimes I am ashamed to say very naughty.’ She was scolded for running away to explore, and for bringing home pebbles that made holes in her pocket handkerchief. I was a tomboy too when I was nine. I wore baggy clothes that my brother – younger but much taller – had grown out of and refused to wear anything girly or fussy. I was untidy, sometimes naughty. I wrote journals. I sewed. Sadly, I was not in the position 34to stay in a castle.

         In her early twenties, May recorded trips to Glastonbury Tor, Wells (‘red rooves, hills’), Rustington, Turin and Genoa in a Lechertier, Barbe & Co. artists’ sketchbook, now at the V&A. In her drawings, she is always distanced from her subject, not immersed in the landscape or scene. Early pages show Kelmscott Manor at night, the distinctive silhouette of the house black against a pale sky, light from the windows. Often, more than one scene is depicted on the same page, sometimes several in different mediums, as if their locations had been experienced simultaneously rather than sequentially: a sliver of seascape in gouache below a pencil sketch of an Italian church, a view through cloisters, or two versions of the same view rendered in pencil and watercolour. Trees blow in the wind at a rural idyll and a partially industrial riverside. In Turin, women do housework and call to each other from the internal balconies of a building, seen from across a courtyard. Palazzo Doria in Genoa is roughly rendered at the bottom level and neat at the top, as though May ran out of time or energy. A boat in umber and another in white. In her quicker sketches, May often notes the various hues and tones, as if to remember the palette of the scene later: ‘dark ground, middle olive with leaves, below yellow, distance blue’. A single chair in pencil with all the gold sections marked ‘gold’. May does not seem to be interested in action, in what is happening. She seems more interested in environments and surroundings, in what makes them glisten and shift. In her sketches, there is only occasionally the suggestion of a person.

         Diaries are both rare and common. They are a way of preserving the ephemeral present for a future self or future publication. A diary can be haphazard or fastidious, tending to feelings or chores. Diaries are suspicious, 35worth guarding. Their private nature suggests a desire to document but also hide aspects of daily life. A diary is a kind of evidence, a record, a crime metaphor made reality. Incriminating diaries are destroyed, often by the writer’s family if not themselves. Children and teenagers have a sense of the danger, with the addition of locks and keys and written warnings (Private: Keep out!). But what is the crime: having the thoughts or writing them down? I longed to read May’s travel journals as evidence of her and MF’s queer life, for permission to create one of my own. I wanted to know what May had to say about MF, whether she noted her affection for her partner, about their travels together, and what they created on their return. I wanted to hear MF’s voice, which is mostly absent from the archives. I wanted to see the drawings and watercolours May made on these trips away from home and working life. I tried begging, but it didn’t work.

         ‘When the historian of queer experience attempts to document a queer past, there is often a gatekeeper, representing a straight present, who will labour to invalidate the historical fact of queer lives,’ writes Muñoz. ‘The key to queering evidence, and by that, I mean the ways in which we prove queerness and read queerness, is by suturing it to the concept of ephemera.’ Queers do not leave evidence behind, they evade. Ephemera – ‘innuendo, gossip, fleeting moments, and performances’ – can act as a form of archive that offers alternate modes of narrative, ‘while evaporating at the touch of those who would eliminate queer possibility.’ This notion of ephemera as evidence is ‘nothing like a smooth linkage’ – like a patchwork quilt, the ephemeral archive is disjointed, fraying, full of holes.

         For Muñoz, ephemera is residual, a trace of an act not the act itself, like a stain or a tear, ‘a kind of evidence of 36what has transpired but certainly not the thing itself… interested in following traces, glimmers, residues, and specks of things.
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