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Embroidery is a medium in which the creativity of the artist is key.

Millions of people around the world marvelled at the bridal gown
Kate Middleton wore for last year’s wedding to Britain’s Prince William.

The dress was designed by Sara Burton of the Alexander McQueen
fashion house, and required intricate lacework. So Burton called upon
two dozen of the best embroiderers from Britain’s Royal School of
Needlework (RSN) to complete this historic task. Among Burton’s team
was Hongkonger Mimi Chan Wai-han, the only Chinese to have attended
the school’s diploma course, and the best embroiderer in her class. Chan
was delighted to assist in the silk dress’ meticulous handstitching, and
equated the appointment with “winning the jackpot”.

The work was a great honour for the school, which celebrates its
140th anniversary this year. Established for the restoration, education
and promotion of embroidery, the RSN has created many historic
pieces, including decorations for the royal train in 1937, and the Robe
of State for Queen Elizabeth II in 1953.

Photography: AOYAMA Satoru, courtesy Mizuma Art Gallery
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Clockwise from above left:
Hongkonger Mimi Chan
assisted in the hand stitching
of Kate Middleton's bridal gown;
examples of the Royal School of
Needlework excellence,

work in silk and gold and rose
design in silk shading.

HRIFEARLHESEINE,
HLE T PASF I s it

Embroidery has recently been brought alive, as
fashion “returns to tradition”, however. Many people
are drawn to its traditional stitching skills, while artists
and fashion designers combine the use of mixed media
to revitalise the ancient craft.

“The collaboration with Sarah Burton on Princess
Kate’s wedding gown has greatly enhanced the RSN’s
profile, and we are receiving more support for our work,”
says Becky Hogg, an RSN tutor on certificate and diploma
courses. An experienced embroiderer; Hogg has written a
guide book, RSN Essential Stitch Guide — Blackwork, and
co-authored The Stitch Bible with other experts.

Back in Hong Kong, Chan has opened the Tour
Embroidery school and studio, while enhancing her
skills and knowledge by taking lessons on the mainland.

“In Britain, we are not allowed to drink, eat or speak
while sewing, to keep the works pristine. However, in
Suzhou, tutors serve us with fruit and snacks while
we chat and stitch,” Chan says. “Different cultural
backgrounds call for different working styles.” In the
old days, Chinese women took care of their children and
household chores while they embroidered, an activity
that formed an integral part of their daily lives.

Chan also launched the Hong Kong Young
Embroiderer Programme and recruited a dozen young
people on Facebook. They are learning the traditional
art to complete a large embroidery piece that in six
months’ time could raise funds for charity at an auction.

Chinese embroidery is marked by frequent use
of traditional motifs, and the use of silk threads
in different colours for the designs, reminiscent of
chiaroscuro in drawings.

“Chinese embroidery is different from its European
counterparts in the use of embroidered materials,”
says Dr Jeanne Tan, assistant professor at the Institute
of Textiles and Clothing at Hong Kong Polytechnic
University. “The former uses silk threads on very
thin silk fabrics, resulting in a smooth surface with
intricate embroidery, whereas European craftsmen use
cotton threads, metal wires, tiny beads or even gems
for stitching on cotton or wool to create a more three-
dimensional effect.”

In his embroidery workshop in Suzhou, Gu Yulai
and his family have hired 100 embroiderers, headed
by three provincial embroidery masters, to work on
traditional motifs and duplications of master paintings
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Intricate embroidery of the
Satoru Aoyama School yard
(above); Bueyi people at work
embroidering.

and photo works. There are also branches in Shanghai
and Hong Kong, where Gu offers classes in collaboration
with local universities.

Gu says that despite its popularity, the value of
embroidery works falls behind other artefacts because
of an absence of originality. Embroidery workshops
are pre-occupied with traditional embroidery orders to
spare more resources for creative innovations. “Most
of our embroiderers are in their 40s and will retire in
10 years’ time or more,” Gu says. “Young newcomers
are few, so a big gap is looming.” However, he remains
hopeful, saying: “Here also lies the opportunity to go for
high-end and creative designs.”

Young artists from Britain and Japan are starting
to integrate embroidery into their works, using plastic
and fishing line, or stitching the threads on pieces of
paper or plastic. Among them is Satoru Aoyama, whose
background is in art and textiles. “Embroidery is a
medium through which the creativity and sensibility of
the artist is the key,” Tan says.

“In China, many expert embroiderers are the
breadwinners of the family. But these women [keep a
low-profile] and are shy about their own achievements.
In appreciation of their embroidery, one has to show
respect for their dedicated efforts, time and energy.”

Rich history on the mainland

Chinese embroidery is a traditional folk art with more
than 3,000 years of history. The Suzhou Su Embroidery,
Hunan Xiang Embroidery, Sichuan Shu Embroidery and
the Guangdong Yue Embroidery are the most famous,
fully developed styles. Su Embroidery is renowned for
its tight stitching, refinement and delicacy, while Xiang
Embroidery uses random, uneven stitches to create a
soft, harmonious tone. Shu Embroidery is famous for its
colour contrasts and gradation, while Yue Embroidery is
rich and complicated in content with strong decoration
and structured stitching.
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