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In times past, the women and girls who stitched intricate and delicate samplers would not have considered 
themselves artists, and accordingly they left little, if anything, of a biographical insight into their personalities 
and lives. Generally, we have only a name, a date, and the legacy of the designs they chose. These designs, 
with their specific motifs, verses, arrangement, and colour, serve to provide insight into the life and times of 
their nearly-anonymous makers. 

Stories, poems, songs ς even the scantiest of jottings of families and loved ones ς contributed to the 
composite life story of the Anonymous Women who ornamented every phase of her experience from 
girlhood through old age with handiwork of startling power and invention.1 

The earliest surviving English samplers date from the late 16th century, and by the mid-18th century girls, often 
as young as five years of age, would stitch simple samplers. Working designs of increasing complexity as they 
became older and more experienced, their needlework skills would accompany them throughout life. 
Instruction often took placŜ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ άŜƭŜƎŀƴǘ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘέ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ 
took precedence over scholarship.2 They sourced their designs from collections that were regularly published 
and stored in the libraries of schools and teachers where they would be available to the students who passed 
through on their way to adulthood. 

A recent addition to the Labyrinthos collection of labyrinthine artefacts is a late 18th century embroidered 
ǎŀƳǇƭŜǊΣ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ рл ŎƳ όму ƛƴŎƘŜǎύ ǎǉǳŀǊŜΣ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ !ƴƴ [Ŝǿƛǎ άŀǘ Mrs Lees Dewsbury yorkshire in 
ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ [ƻǊŘ мтфу !ƎŜŘ мн ¸ŜŀǊǎέ wŀǘƘŜǊ ŦŀŘŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ƛƴ ƎƻƻŘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ŦŀōǊƛŎ 
over 200 years old, the sampler is decorated with two large birds (probably meant to be parrots), a number of 
heraldic devices, biblical figures in the form of Noah and his Ark, and Adam and Eve standing either side of the 
Tree of Knowledge, complete with serpent wrapped around its trunk. To the right of the tree is a rectangular 
labyrinth 8 x 5 cm, probably originally embroidered in blue silk. Winding its way between the various designs 
and devices (technically known as spot motifs) embroidered on the fabric are the lines of a poem Whenever I 
take my Walks Abroad written by Isaac Watts (1674-1748), a prodigious hymn-writer and theologian and 
author of various volumes of hymns, including Divine and Moral Songs for Children, published in 1715, in which 
the poem on the sampler first appears. 
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While searching for further information on the author of the sampler and who her teacher may have been, we 
were rather surprised to find an almost identical sampler preserved in the important collection of samplers in 
the Kirklees Museums Collection, held at the Tolson Memorial Museum in Huddersfield, Yorkshire (accession 
no: KLMUS 2011.18).3 This example, embroidered by Mary Blackburn (aged 11) in 1785, was once again 
created at Mrs. Lees in Dewsbury and has very similar design elements including birds, biblical figures and an 
almost identical, slightly rectangular, labyrinth stitched in black, floating directly above Noah in his Ark. This 
ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ǿƻǾŜƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƛŦǎ ƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǾŜǊǎŜ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ άh ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘ ²ƻǳƭŘ DǳƛŘŜ Ƴȅ ²ŀȅǎΣέ ŀƴŘ 
once again the author is Isaac Watts ς clearly his uplifting moral rhymes were popular on the bookshelf where 
these two girls were taught their needlework skills. 


