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The Chinese influence on a detachable embroidered cuff from Worthing Museum 

 

Susan Bishop 

 

Figure 1. Catalogue Ref No. 67/166, embroidery fragment, silk and gold thread on 

silk, size 8 x 25 cms, Worthing Museum. Photograph by Susan Bishop. July 2017. 

 

The embroidery fragment shown above is stored in Worthing Museum’s Costume 

Collection, but its date and origins are unknown. My research has shown that it is 

likely to be a cuff from a nineteenth century woman’s jacket. The 2018 V&A 

exhibition, Fashioned from Nature, includes a Parisian walking dress and jacket from 

1885 (see Fig. 2), which has detachable cuffs.1 It is quite possible that the 

embroidery fragment from Worthing Museum could have been used as a trim 

attached to a jacket, having been taken from a larger, and possibly older, imported 

textile. The cuff appears to have only been attached at the horizontal extremities, 

and is clearly detachable, suggesting that it has been re-used or re-made from 

another object. It was a common practice in the nineteenth century to re-use and re-

cycle expensive trims to accessorize and decorate luxury clothing.2 

                                                        
1 Clare Brown, “Drawn from Nature 1600-1800”, Fashioned from Nature, ed. Edwina Ehrman (London: 
V&A Publishing, 2018) 55. 
2 School of Historical Dress, “Reusable Decoration Zero Waste”, Summer Course 2018.  
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Figure. 2. Parisian walking dress and jacket. Fashioned from Nature exhibition, V&A. 

Photograph by Susan Bishop. July 2018. 

 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries it was popular for English embroidery 

to feature insects and natural flora and fauna. The embroidery fragment from 

Worthing Museum features a butterfly wing and a rather fanciful cricket. The natural 

world was of much interest with the publication of illustrations from botanical 

research and these plates were used as inspiration for textile patterns.3 In England 

insects were first seen on Stuart embroidery, inspired by the new scientific interest 

                                                        
3 Brown, 55. 
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in entomology.4 Thomasina Beck notes that some of the insects seen on embroidery 

during this period resembled the illustrations in Thomas Moufet’s Theatre of Insects 

(1652) and others from Crispin de Pass’s A Garden of Flowers (1615).5 Elizabethan 

embroidery had featured flowers and insects from country gardens: spiders, crane 

flies, caterpillars and butterflies.6 Most common flowers were columbine, daffodil, 

carnation, wild flowers, thistle, convolvulus, honeysuckle, foxglove, daisy and plants 

bearing fruit. Designs from French and Italian pattern books inspired exquisite 

stitchery.7  However, the embroidery fragment in question features a lotus flower, a 

strong Chinese symbol, coupled with the subtle blue and green embroidery, not 

reminiscent of British flora and fauna. 

 

 

Figure 3. Close up of the cricket featured on the embroidery fragment, Worthing 

Museum. Photograph by Susan Bishop. July 2017. 

 

                                                        
4
 Thomasina Beck, The Embroiderer’s Story: Needlework from the Renaissance to the Present Day 

(Devon: David & Charles, 1995) 51.  
5 Beck, 51. 
6 Barbara Snook, Elizabethan and Early Stuart English Historical Embroidery (London and Norwich: 
Jarold & Sons, 1960) 56.  
7 Snook, 51. 
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The colours and style of flowers are reminiscent of Chinese paintings from the 

period.8 Most Chinese embroideries depict symbols of significant characters or from 

mythology.9 The lotus flower in Chinese symbolism is associated with Buddhism. 

They are grown for their beauty, and symbolise purity and perfection.10 Janie 

Lightfoot, a conservation specialist in oriental historical pieces, also believes the 

fragment to be Chinese because, on close inspection, it features the “Forbidden 

Stitch”, often referred to as the Peking knot popular in China from seventeenth 

century (Fig. 3). 11 This meticulous knot stitch was used to fill in details in between 

areas of stitchery, a technique known as ‘voiding’. The repertoire of stitches was 

small, with seed or knotted stitches used in conjunction with satin stitch and 

couching on highly decorative fine silk costume items.12 

 

There are also Asian influences in the insect motifs featured in the embroidery. The 

cricket is highly revered in both China and Japan, both as a fighter and as a singing 

insect. 13 In China the cricket is thought to bring good luck and happiness. The other 

insect featured on the cuff, the butterfly, symbolises transformation and is 

associated with love in Chinese culture. By the eighteenth century, The East India 

Company imported Indian embroideries to Europe. Trade then expanded further 

east to China, which prompted the popularity of Chinoiserie.14 In this hybrid style, 

Chinese motifs, colours and oriental species were incorporated into English 

embroidery.15 In the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth centuries, 

Christian missionaries brought back Chinese embroideries as objets d’art, and these 

were made up into fashionable garments on arrival in England.16 In England, by the 

                                                        
8 Jane Evans, Chinese Brush Painting (London: William Collins and Sons, 1987). 
9 Sheila Paine, Embroidered Textiles (London: Thames & Hudson, 2008).  
10 C.A.S Williams, Outlines of Chines Symbolism and Art Motives, (New York, USA: Dover Publications, 
1976) 70-71.  
11 Janie Lightfoot, interview, March 2018. 
12 Gail Marsh, Century Embroidery Techniques, (Lewes: Guild of Master Craftsman Publications Ltd. 
2011) 71.  
13

 C.A.S Williams, 255-258. 
14 Snook, 74. 
15 Snook, 81.  
16 Angela Benson, interview, May 2018. Angela Benson owns a collection of Chinese embroideries 
brought back by her father-in-law who was a missionary in China in the early twentieth century.  
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nineteenth century, demand affected craftsmanship as fine embroidery skills were 

supplanted by mechanisation. 

 

Maxine Berg has documented the circumstances whereby the English imported 

luxury goods from Asia.17 David Ormrod, building on this work, has argued that Asian 

producers also challenged British and European-made goods.18 Asian luxuries were 

imported from the 1750s and the consumption of silk embroidery and the stylistic 

influences of oriental art impacted upon British manufacturing. Indian weavers were 

encouraged to copy English patterns in the ‘Chinese Mode’.19 Ormrod states, 

‘Discriminating elite customers and merchant families pioneered a taste for oriental 

exotica, but this tended to be displayed in small private rooms (cabinets) in keeping 

with their status as curiosities’.20 This then indicates that the fragment was not made 

before the beginning of the middle of the eighteenth century. By the twentieth 

century cheaper manufacturing in Asia meant that this type of embroidery was no 

longer made by hand.  

 

This particular example of embroidery piqued my interest because of its beauty and 

particularly because of its fanciful insect detail. It is an early example of the use of 

insects in fashion, a topic I researched extensively for my MA in Fashion Curation.  

Identifying the possible origins and date for this piece, however, proved more 

difficult than originally anticipated. After searching through secondary sources and 

seeking advice from experts at the V&A, Museum of London, Royal School of 

Needlework, the School of Historical Dress, and the Booth Museum of Natural 

History, opinions were still divided. Experts proposed a range of possible origins for 

the embroidery, including England, India, China, and Japan. Dating the piece was also 

a challenge, with possibilities ranging from as early as 1750 up to 1920. It is possible 

that the insects, which look more modern than the flowers, have been added at a 

later date, thus confusing its dating. Its possible re-use complicates the dating 

                                                        
17

 Berg, Maxine, Luxury and Pleasure in the Eighteenth Century, (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
2005) 69.  
18 David Ormrod, “Appropriation”, Consuming the Orient in Britain 1660-1760 (XIV International 
Economic History Congress, Helsinki 2006) 1. 
19 David Ormrod, “Appropriation” 6. 
20 David Ormrod, “Appropriation” 7. 
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further. From these deductions, I conclude that this embroidery fragment from 

Worthing Museum is an example of fine quality work, which is likely to have been 

crafted in China in the eighteenth century. It is likely to have been imported to 

England as a larger piece of textile and used as a trim on a luxury garment, possibly 

in the nineteenth century.   

 

February 2019 
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