
THREADS: Could you tell me about the 
school’s beginning? 

DR. SUSAN KAY-WILLIAMS: We have been 
the Royal School since 1875, just three 

years after we started. We had Princess Helena [Queen Victo-
ria’s third daughter, 1846–1923] with us as our first president 
right from the beginning. She was a great advocate of getting 
her family to order pieces from the RSN.

TH: Was there a work that “put you on the map”?
SK-W: The first thing that I know we did that was in the papers, 
we did some embellishment on a dress for Queen Victoria 
[1819–1901] in 1877. It was what was known as a drawing room 
dress, to host what was known as an “at-home.” This wearing 
was special, because as well as our embroidery on the dress, she 
wore the Koh-i-Noor diamond [at 105.6 carats, one of the largest 
cut diamonds in the world and part of the British crown jewels] 
as a brooch.

Mostly, though, we were about art embroidery. That’s mostly 

pieces for the home. We have done pieces for 
the royal family for the rooms at various times. But then, 
the big thing that we did, that really put us on the stage, was the 
funeral pall of Queen Victoria. Her death was expected but sud-
den, and things had to happen quickly. The family wanted a new 
pall made, and no commercial company would touch it because 
the time was too short. 

Princess Helena said, ‘My school can do it.” From the time it 
was confirmed with the order, to it leaving the RSN, the pall 
took 48 hours. The actual stitching was 21 continuous hours. 
There were up to 45 stitchers who worked on it.

TH: How was the RSN able to work so quickly?
SK-W: Two of our fundamental principles were absolutely 
entrenched in the project. Number one is that our team can 
work collectively, yet it will look like the work of one person. 
The other is that when we have a rush job—and that was the 
ultimate rush job—never a seat shall go cold. So if one person 
gets up, someone else sits down.

Celebrating

Exquisite works from the  
Royal School of Needlework’s 
150-year history

B Y  S A R A H  M C F A R L A N D

F rom coronation robes to superhero capes to red-carpet gowns, 
many masterworks of hand embroidery have been possible because 
of one remarkable institution. Since 1872, England’s Royal School 

of Needlework’s original—and abiding—principles have been the preservation 
of hand embroidery as an art form and the support of women’s independence 
through work.

This year, the school celebrates a milestone with the comprehensive exhibition 
150 Years of the Royal School of Needlework: Crown to Catwalk, at the Fashion and 
Textile Museum in London. 

Featuring works from the school’s 5,000-piece archive as well as pieces borrowed 
from museums and collections across the United Kingdom, the retrospective offers 
a look at fascinating projects from throughout the school’s history. There are com-
missions for the British royal family, contemporary runway designs, and award-
winning pieces by the school’s students. If you can’t make it in person, the RSN 
plans online resources to enjoy the details from afar.

Threads spoke with Dr. Susan Kay-Williams, RSN chief executive since 2007 and 
the exhibition’s curator, about the retrospective. She shares information about the 
artistry featured in the exhibition, the enduring value of hand embroidery, and the 
ongoing metamorphosis that has kept the RSN relevant for more than 150 years.

ABOUT THE ROYAL SCHOOL 
OF NEEDLEWORK

The RSN is considered the 
international center of excellence 
for the art of hand embroidery. The 
school offers a wide range of courses 
for beginner through advanced skill 
levels, available online or in person. 
Programs of study include the 
Certificate & Diploma in Technical 
Hand Embroidery; the BA (Hons) 
Hand Embroidery, and the Future 
Tutors Program. The RSN is based at 
Hampton Court Palace in London. 

For more information, visit  
Royal-Needlework.org.uk

Every

Clockwise from far left: Hampton Court Palace, London, home of the RSN 
since 1987; embroidery of a lapwing in silk shading and laidwork by an RSN 
diploma student in the 1950s; the school’s coat of arms, hand-embroidered  
by RSN apprentices in 1987; RSN Chief Executive Dr. Susan Kay-Williams.
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From there, we went on to work on every 
coronation for the 20th century, that’s four 
of them, but then more recently we have 
undertaken pieces that have gone down the 
runway for designers. 

TH: The retrospective title mentions “Crown 
to Catwalk.” Is there a particularly memo-
rable catwalk garment?
SK-W: There is quite a story behind a dress 
in the exhibit. We were contacted by Susie 
Amos Cameron [wife of movie director James 
Cameron]. It was at the time Avatar came 
out [2009]. She initiated a competition,  
Red Carpet Green Dress [RCGDGlobal 
.com],  something that was a bit different in 
terms of the ecological impact of the dress. 
Subsequently, every year there is a design 
competition for students in America. Then 
they select a design to win, work out the 
company that’s going to realize the design, 
but they may not know who will wear it on 
the red carpet. 

The design that was chosen in our year had 
a lot of embroidery. Vivienne Westwood’s 
company was selected to realize it, and her 
team came to us to see if we would do the 
embroidery—but we still didn’t know who 

would be wearing it when we began work. 

TH: Did you need to know the dress size?
SK-W: Yes, eventually it was decided that 
Naomie Harris would wear it, who has 
played Miss Moneypenny in several James 
Bond films. The idea was this was going to 
be organic or recycled materials, and nat-
ural dyeing. That adds a lot of complexity. 
For example, the dyer had to have it back 
three times, until Vivienne Westwood’s 
team were satisfied with the color. 

The third time the dress went back, the 
dyer told me she was drying the dress 
with a hair dryer with the courier stand-
ing there in her garden waiting to take it 
to the studio. All of the pieces had to be 
mapped out to fit Naomie, because we 
didn’t want to be embroidering where it 
wasn’t needed. 

Of course, whose time got squeezed 
on this? Ours. We brought in a team of 
people, and again it was a classic, keep-
going, never-a-seat-go-cold situation.

TH: What are some of the contemporary 
pieces like?
SK-W: The most recent pieces will be by 

our students who graduated in 2021. We will 
have three or four from the degree programs, 
and three or four from the future tutors. In fact, 
one of our future tutors just won a Hand & 
Lock  prize [HandEmbroidery.com], and their 
winning piece will be part of the exhibition. 

The piece that won is called “Lockdown 
O’Clock” by Kate Pankhurst. It is an alarm 
clock, one of the little ones with the two silver 
bells on top. On the clockface, she’s changed 
the face to represent the phases of the moon 
because in a way, during lockdown, time slowed 
down. But then on the other hand, during lock-
down, time sped up. On the back, she’s got a 
picture of the view from her balcony in Central 
London, and the foliage growing up from her 
balcony. To represent the speeding up of time, 
it’s got two wings on the top. 

TH: How has the perception of hand embroi-
dery changed since the RSN was founded? 
SK-W: It’s definitely no longer just a small, 
domestic art. In lockdown, it came to the fore 

again for the positive aspects of mental health and well-being. 
We at the RSN have known about that since the first World 
War, when it was used by returning soldiers and  
sailors for therapy. I would 
put embroidery into an 
even wider context. At one 
end, you have the high 
ceremonial, at another end 
there’s the domestic. And 
you can use it to make all 
kinds of statements, and 
it’s also therapeutic. So I 
think it has many, many 
roles to play.

TH: What do you think 
might surprise visitors to 
the exhibition?
SK-W: There will be things 
there that they didn’t 
know about or hadn’t 
anticipated. For example, 
we actually made lingerie 
between 1916 and 1942. I 
think that might surprise 
most people; we have a 
few pieces that date back 
to then, but not much—

people don’t typically save lingerie. Our 
second-year degree students are going to 
do a project looking at some of the lin-
gerie from the ’30s and make new pieces 
inspired by those. And just the range of 
projects we have worked on—I think that 
will surprise people. 

TH: Did you notice an uptick in interest in 
hand embroidery during the pandemic? 
SK-W: Many more people have started. It 
was one of those things that you could 
acquire the equipment quite easily and of 
course you could do it at home. You didn’t 
have to go anywhere, necessarily, and we 
quickly changed to online teaching, to 
help and support those people. What we 
found is that many people who were at 

Naomie Harris wore a dress embroidered 
by RSN students to the 2013 Academy 
Awards ceremony in Los Angeles.

Above: “The Vain Jackdaw” panel design 
worked by the RSN in 1875. Left: Silk-shaded 
magnolias, stitched by RSN Head of 
Workroom Margaret Bartlett in the 1940s.

RSN degree students at work in a classroom at Hampton Court Palace. Graduates go on to a 
variety of careers in fields such as fashion, costuming, and art. 
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home under lockdown—and there are many 
people who are at home anyway because 
of circumstances or mobility—that they 
loved it, because they could now join with 
a class, be with other people, and feel 
back in society again.

TH: When the RSN was first founded, 
what economic opportunity did it offer  
to women?
SK-W: At that time, educated middle-class  
women didn’t work. There would perhaps be one bread-
winner in the family: a father, brother, or husband. 
If that person died, what were the women to do? 
It was really a way of addressing that situa-
tion. There were clearly a growing number of 

women in that circumstance because there were 
other institutions set up at that time. I think we 
are the only one still surviving, but there were 
others. There was clearly this need, and women 
had a willingness to look after themselves. 

TH: What type of careers do your current students 
go on to?
SK-W: A great variety of things, actually. We  
have people in haute couture—we have students 
working for Alexander McQueen. We also have 
students working in high-street fashion where 
they are doing sampling. That means they might 
do an embroidery design by hand that is later 
embroidered by machine. Then we have people 
in costumes, particularly in film. We love high-
definition! It means that you have to have  
better costumes.

TH: Any particular costumes you 
can mention?
SK-W: I’m sure many of your 

readers are familiar with the 
film Doctor Strange, one 
of the Marvel films. Well, 
the cloak that he [Doc-
tor Strange, portrayed by 
Benedict Cumberbatch] 
wears was embroidered by 
an RSN graduate. In the 
nature of films, she didn’t 
make just one. She made 
about 20 cloaks. And he 
only wears the cloak in 
the second half of the 
film. How many more 
would she have had to 
make if he’d worn it 
all the way through? 
RSN graduates also 
worked on the recent 

remake of Emma, as 
well as Murder on the Orient Express  
with Michelle Pfeiffer and  
Dame Judy Dench.

Many of our students do com-
missions and their own art. Many 

also do jewelry, combining 
embroidery and metalwork 

for brooches, earrings, and 
pieces like that.

IF YOU GO

150 Years of the Royal School of Needlework: Crown to Catwalk exhibition
On display: April 1 through September 4, 2022
Location: The Fashion and Textile Museum, London.
Tickets: On sale now; prebook at The Fashion and Textile Museum’s 
website, FTMLondon.org.

A sampler of stitches 
created for Queen 
Elizabeth II’s coronation 
robe in 1953. Inset above: a 
label signifying RSN work.

Then we’ve got people who are, if you 
like, continuing the tradition of the RSN, 
working with women in places such as Mor-
roco, India, and Saudi Arabia to give them 
economic power, enabling them to earn 
their own money by stitching. It’s very var-
ied, what students go on to do, and of course those who do the 
future tutors program, their principle path is to work for us.

TH: What do you hope viewers will learn from the exhibition?
SK-W: To be aware of what embroidery can be. If you only ever 
saw Granny, cross-stitching at home, then you might have a 
very limited idea of what embroidery can be. If you come and 
see this, you’ll realize the variety, and the fact that many of 
these pieces have been created by younger people. 

Some people are surprised when they visit our classrooms 
and see the tutors. ‘But they’re so young!’ they say—women in 
their thirties. We don’t think of embroidery only as something 
you start doing when you’re ninety-six. To make it creative, to 
make it dynamic, you bring in younger people with their ideas 
and their creativity.

Embroidered 
garments from 
the final major 
project “The Lost 
Garden” by RSN 
degree student 
Livia Papiernik.

“Lockdown O’Clock,” by future RSN tutor 
Kate Pankhurst, won the Hand & Lock 
Prize for Embroidery in 2021. It features silk 
shading and metalwork embroidery.

A blackwork portrait of the late music, art, and 
fashion superstar David Bowie by RSN future  
tutor Sarah de Rousset-Hall.
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