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Introduction 

At the entrance to my home, on the left-hand side, an old, heavy, wooden chest of 

drawers acts as a small family altar. Amongst the framed photographs and décor atop it, 

a traditional Neapolitan miniature figure of a hunched old man guards the door to 

protect the house from the evil eye. It’s dressed in traditional Neapolitan clothes and is 

adorned with symbols to keep the bad luck away. A red horn, the number thirteen, and a 

horseshoe dangle from its belt and cloves of garlic sit on the brim of his hat. My mother 

bought it whilst on holiday in Naples; I remember in the shop I asked her why she was 

buying it, as we are from Calabria — it somehow felt like we were subscribing to a 

different set of beliefs. She explained that those charms of good luck are the same across 

the regions, especially in the South of Italy.1  

Back in my family’s household, far from Naples and the South at large, in Piedmont, a 

region at the Northern end of the Country, the Neapolitan guardian on the comò 2 shows 

the amulets, peremptory shielding the family and the house — but, most immediately, 

secretly guarding the embroidered linens and cottons right beneath it, resting, folded, 

within the furnishing. My mother’s corredo 3 for the dining room makes the heart of the 

chest of drawers. When I asked her if it was the linens or the furniture to come first, she 

said that ‘they came together’, and then added that ‘the chest of drawers belonged to my 

1 The Neapolitan figure I am referring to, is a popular propitiatory statuette of a hunchbacked shepherd, 
who, according to the myth, is said to bring immeasurable fortune to whoever stumbles upon him. 
Symbolically made into a statuette, its purpose has become to push away the evil eye and jinxes. He is 
known as the Sciò Sciò — a dialectical, vernacular expression used to ‘shoo’ away unwanted presences of 
any kind, whether tangible or not. The statue of the shepherd wears 1700s clothes and is adorned of 
several symbols representing good luck. Amongst the ones mentioned, the hunchback itself brings good 
luck when touched � it is tradition to rub it for more effectiveness � the closed umbrella represents a 
shield, ready to be used against those who complain and cry plenty of tears purposefully hiding the 
positive side, which brings them benefit and joy. Though most of the symbols are widespread across the 
nation, the Sciò Sciò is strictly Neapolitan. As the five main regions of Southern Italy share a very similar 
historical lineage of colonisation, they inherited bold stylistic influences, such as Spaniard baroque and 
Byzantine gold accents, which mostly decorate the traditional Christian Catholic churches and decor. 
However, when the holy figures and prayers did not suffice, the women in the rural towns of the South 
relied on rituals and charms to fend for themselves — never openly admitting that they were casting 
jinxes or performing spells, feeding into an underlying, and perhaps unwillingly summoned, witchcraft. 
This coexistence of popular paganism and religious faith are one of many ambivalences of Calabria and 
Southern Italy at large. 
2 Italian term for ‘chest of drawers’. 
3 Italian term for ‘trousseau’. 
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grandmother Concetta, so it’s very old’. Sometimes her Calabrian dialect slips in the 

conversation and she will call her ‘A Nanna Concetta, her grandma, with endearment. 

She thought I was asking about the future, as, after a brief pause she reassured me that, 

one day, both her trousseau and their chest of drawers will ‘come together’ and be mine. 

As her only daughter, I already knew that. Nowadays, the chest of drawers has soft 

edges of almost a century of usage; Concetta had it built for her wedding day, the 10th of 

April 1926. My mother owns only a few items from her trousseau, among which an 

antique bed-set: Concetta adored to keep her bed pristine, and nobody was allowed to 

touch it. The original bed-sets from the early 1900s saw laced covers placed atop the 

pillows and blankets; they purely served the purpose of decorating the bed, so to show 

it to visitors. One of her pillow-covers of extremely thin linen preserved its delicacy 

through the decades: it had been worked on the handloom and was finely embroidered 

with a whitework 4 sequence of concentric rhomboids. Within it, her initials: C M, 

Concetta Mastroianni.  

 

The linens are usually used on important occasions and are hidden in plain sight in 

many corners of the home. Scattered around the living room, annexed to a bookcase and 

displays of memorabilia, other drawers discreetly keep laced centrepieces and 

garments away from the ageing power of the sun. My mother’s collection of garments 

follows the stairs up to the bedrooms, into the other drawers and wardrobes, as their 

role is assigned to each area of the home. As I grew up seeing lace and embroidery 

adorning the house, I have stopped noticing them — sometimes I forget that my 

mother’s taste for beauty comes with meticulous planning and years of embroidery 

practice. In hindsight, I realise I have never experienced her trousseau in full at once. To 

clarify the terminology, the difference between a dowry and the trousseau is that the 

dowry comprehends the full bridal inheritance, extending beyond the embroidered 

linens — which, on the other hand, exclusively compose the trousseau. As my mother’s 

wedding was in the 1990s, dowries did not have as much of a place in society as 

trousseaus; most brides owned a corredo da sposa  � the bridal trousseau � rather 

 
4 A style of needlework executed with white thread on a white fabric. The communion of white thread and 
fabric was largely used to symbolise purity and virginity and was often used for the bed set for the first 
night of marriage. 
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than a dote �  the dowry.5  Some of the pieces are in her family home in Calabria, others 

are in my family home in Turin — I had to ask my mother to repeat the list several times 

just to make sure I wouldn’t forget any item.  

When gathered, my mother’s original and full wedding trousseau counts the following 

items: 

 

For the bedroom 

Sixty Pillowcases: twenty-four in pure linen, twelve in pure cotton, the remaining 

ones are in a linen-cotton blend. They are all embroidered, most of them with floral 

designs. 

Four pairs of linen bedsheets with matching pillowcases � fifteen sets in total, 

comprehensive of top sheet, bottom sheet, and matching pillowcases. 

 

Blankets:  

One goose down blanket. 

One quilt. 

One summer quilt. 

One linen and one cotton bedspread. 

One knitted woollen blanket.  

One knitted cotton-thread bedspread. 

One linen bedspread with Cantù lace applications. 

One cotton bedspread made on the embroidery frame in the 1950s.  

And one silk bedspread with antique damask silk.  

 

For the bathroom: 

Twenty-four towels in linen;  

Thirty-six in spongy cotton;  

They are divided into face towels, towels for guests, and bath cloths. 

 

 
5 According to the Roman law, the dowry is ‘the money, goods, or estate that a woman or anyone on her 
behalf brings to her husband to enable him to support the expenses of marriage upon the condition that 
said property will revert to her once the marriage is dissolved’. The dowry still exists, virtually unaltered, 
in modern law. The trousseau, although much less important and secondary to the estate, money, jewels, 
furniture and other  
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For the kitchen: 

Six tablecloths for twelve people,  

Six for eight people — plus the relative number of napkins for each. 

One embroidered linen tablecloth for twelve people with Cantù lace applications, 

plus matching napkins. 

Two tea tablecloths. 

Twenty-four, possibly more, tea towels — printed, not embroidered. 

Twelve handkerchiefs. 

Limoges porcelain, one set for twelve people, comprehending: plates, one tea set and 

coffee set. 

Bavaria porcelain, one set of twelve, as the Limoges porcelain. 

Two sets of twelve crystal glasses by Antonio Imperatore 

Set of steel pots of 18/10 grade. 

Set of twelve steel cutleries. 

For the living area: 

One altered bedsheet of pure linen with Burano lace made into curtains. 

Laced Centrepieces to place on trays or in baskets for decoration purposes — never 

counted. 

Every room has its list of dedicated items: my mother knows exactly where everything 

in the home is and the history that every piece holds.  

Within the history of the tradition, a key figure in the assembling a dowry is the mother 

as she guided her daughter on how to prepare to own a house. Between the 1960s and 

80s in Southern Italy, the years of my mother’s upbringing, a dowry was a fundamental 

part of marriage. For the bride, to walk down the aisle without a dowry meant to be 

received with harsh judgement and an unfavourable wedding deal. Furthermore, 

stretching the purpose of the dowry in itself as family support, not having one meant 

declaring defeat in being a wife and a mother before even starting. On the other hand, 

the dowry instilled significant qualities: to be able to provide the bride with a large 

dowry meant that her family was wealthy, and for the bride to embroider her trousseau 

meant that the woman was skilled, reliable, and dedicated. Considering these aspects, 
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the dowry was fundamental for the contractual nature of marriage: it could determine 

the reputation of the family of origin and the life of the newlyweds. Depending on some 

key pieces, the dowry could be indicative of the social status: a trousseau composed of a 

finely embroidered tablecloth for thirty-two people, for example, would imply wealth, 

as the family would be assumed to host large groups of people in their home and owned 

a table large enough for it � which would be placed in a subsequently spacious hall. 

Rich families would have the daughter’s trousseau assembled by external figures and 

embroiderers — a book by Aldo Palazzeschi called Le Sorelle Materassi 6 narrates the 

story of two embroiderers working for the richer families in the Florence district in the 

early 1900s. The culture of needlework and the dowry also existed in the Northerner 

regions of Italy; the needlework and embroidery magazine Mani di Fata was founded in 

Milan in 1925 and is currently achieving international notoriety. Furthermore, 

nowadays, the Countess of the Pralormo Castle � located on the hills overlooking the 

Alps and Turin � is carrying forward the tradition of the Bandera embroidery, which 

stylistically defined the culture of needlework in Piedmont for centuries.7 It’s between 

the Piedmontese Alps and the Calabrian shores that my history and fascination for 

embroidery unravel. 

 

Alas, the life in Southern Italy is seldom narrated, especially in the provincial towns that 

were in actuality the strong definers of the southern culture. Embroidery, there, was a 

 
6 Aldo Palazzeschi, The Materassi Sisters trans. By Angus Davidson (New York, Doubleday & Company, 
1953) � the original book Le Sorelle Materassi was published by the Florence-based Editore Vallecchi in 
1934 
7 The Bandera embroidery was born in Piedmont at the end of the XVII century when Maria Giovanna 
Battista, soon to become Duchess of Savoy-Nemours, arrived at the region to wed Carlo Emanuele II, Duke 
of Savoy. To prepare for the marriage, dames of the court would hide the ruined silk tapestries with 
embroidered cotton; the designs were inspired by Italian baroque architecture and aimed to replicate its 
realism. The embroidery distinguishes itself with its painterly style and it is commonly referred to as 
‘painting with the needle’. The motifs spread with popularity across Piedmont, mostly in its castles, where 
the Bandera embroidery is still possible to be found. In late 2019, I had the honour of seeing some of 
these embroideries up close at the Pralormo Castle, under the guidance of Countess Consolata. She 
narrated the history of the castle and then told me that the Bandera embroidery completely disappeared 
at the start of the XX century. The Countess herself took its resuscitation in her hands when she had to 
have an ancient canopy bed restored in 1993. Nobody was able to execute the Bandera embroidery. 
Driven by the desire to bring this practice back to life, Consolata Pralormo visited France to buy the 
original yarns and woollen threads. She, then, consulted the historical archives of the Castle and found 
ancient patterns, drawings, and instructions, upon which she decided to open an embroidery school in the 
heart of Turin. Her aspiration has since been to hand down to posterity this valuable part of Piedmont’s 
history. Consolata Pralormo’s embroidery school now counts six-hundred students — all of them are 
women. Rather than being made solely for the linens, the Bandera embroidery constituted an important 
aspect of interior design for the Piedmontese aristocracy. 
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financial need, as it could generate an income and land a fruitful wedding settlement. 

Women consistently proved their worth through the eye of a needle, as they invested 

their youths and talent in the making of the trousseau. Women ‘came with’ the 

trousseau and the other dowry possessions they may have had or inherited, such as a 

home, or a piece of land. The woman’s belongings supported her and her honour on the 

way to the altar. In arranged marriages, however, the balance was lost, as women were 

secondary to the dowry itself. The parents were the ones to decide for their daughters 

who would be worthier of their hand — the father, or the oldest man in the house, 

always had the last word. The aim of living a wealthier life blended with the expectation 

of being married and the dowry was where the two intersected.  

In the book of collected stories Behind Closed Doors: Her Father's House and Other 

Stories of Sicily written by Maria Messina, the themes of respect and pride arise 

consistently in her narration. Elise Magistro introduces her writing with a historical 

outline, which, inevitably, comprehended the culture of the dowry: ‘Since exceptional 

skill in the domestic arts was one of the few ways a woman could distinguish herself in 

Sicilian society, an impressive corredo was a source of deep pride and often her most 

prized possession’.8 That same sense of pride persisted through the century to the 

present days.  

 

When my mother was ten years old and had just started working with the needle for her 

trousseau, her great-aunt Teresa � Concetta’s sister � came to visit from Milan. As 

soon as she saw her beautiful needlework, she exclaimed to not even think to marry a 

farmer: ‘with this trousseau, you can aim high!’.  

When I look at my mother’s embroidered pieces and hear the stories of her youth, I feel 

a profound sense of admiration bordered by a lingering discomfort for never learning 

how to do embroidery myself. One day, I will receive my mother’s trousseau, as well as 

the separate pieces that she and my grandmother crafted for me. Those pieces carry 

years of stitching, fuelled by the purest love: it’s their wish for a better life and the way 

for me to have what I need when they will leave my side. Simultaneously, I can’t look 

away from the darker side of this culture. Historically, women were � and still are � 

heavily judged if they did not follow their pre-established path of marriage and 

 
8 Maria Messina, Elise Magistro Behind Closed Doors: Her Father’s House and Other Stories of Sicily (New 
York, USA: Feminist Press, 2007), pp. 12 � accessed on Scribd 
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motherhood. Furthermore, being dowry-less was only justified if the woman intended 

to retreat herself in a convent and never marry. As stated in the introduction to 

Embroidered Stories, asides from marriage, becoming a nun was the only other socially 

accepted choice for a woman.9 

 

There is an intrinsic ambivalence within the trousseau: whilst being a rigid 

measurement of the worth of a woman, it would also represent her creative freedom 

and artistic practice. The latter, however, given the wide-spread practice of embroidery, 

was vastly underestimated if not forgotten.  

The trousseau and the woman are two figures tied together; one being the face of the 

other, the personality, the pride, the hopes, the future. The two are viscerally connected, 

and such intimate bonds are built privately and yet replicate themselves in each house 

of the town hosting a daughter to maritare.10 Villages become towns which swell into 

cities, as the echo of the tradition resounds within the boundaries of the Country. The 

woman is a secular figure symbolising home and care, and herself, too, becomes a home 

when she is a mother. It was upon these basic principles that her subjugation took place 

and her being was politicised � her power was dimmed and smothered, forced to 

belong and serve the home. The trousseau and the dowry have been of a constant 

presence in the collective memory of the planet, particularly in Europe, the Baltic 

Regions, the Middle Eastern Countries and India, Central and Eastern Asia. The culture 

of the dowry was particularly relevant in a society built with a structure of castes.11 

Regardless of the similarities, every home was its microcosmos, where the habits 

followed a clear intergenerational line and age gaps were filled with the expectations 

and the knowledge of the elders. In a way, this system piles in a neat stack of fabrics, a 

column of linens behind the closed doors of a wardrobe. 

 

 
9 Edvige Giunta and Joseph Sciorra, Embroidered Stories: Interpreting Women’s Domestic Needlework 
from the Italian Diaspora (University Press of Mississippi, 2014) pp. 9 
10A popular Calabrian term meaning ‘available to marry’ 
11 During Japan’s Edo period (1603-1867), samurais were the ruling military class and eventually reached 
the highest-ranking of the Japanese social castes. Given the power of the military, weddings between 
people of the aristocracy were indicative of agreements and allegiances between different parties. The 
marriage would take place within the broom’s estate; hence the dowry must have already been there at 
her arrival. Its transport would be celebrated with an elegant procession, which would be documented on 
screens or handscrolls. (Bincsik, 2009) 
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Away from the dilemmas, embroidery remains an art that women loved profoundly 

throughout the centuries and across the world. From the global presence of needlework, 

I return to what I know: in Italy, girls were embroidering their future, mirroring it with 

the present they’d see in their homes, at the hands of their mothers and grandmothers. 

Perhaps marginally, the pieces in the trousseau could be considered to cover the same 

role as the Neapolitan figure at the entrance to my home and other lucky charms. They 

were too fabricated with the intent of protecting the household; having them ready at 

the moment of entering the new home served to jinx the misfortune out of being a 

novice in being a wife and mother. 





Bandera embroidery
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Grandmother 
From the flax plant to the embroidered trousseau

There was a traditional, popular song that was chanted to pass the time by those who 

worked the land in the Calabria of the 1950s. My grandmother recalls it as a story from 

the older people who passed it down by word — perhaps involuntarily: their children 

were always there to help and so ended up listening. The song told the story of the 

Seven Sorrows of Mary — who, after the prophecy of Simeon, escaped to Egypt to save 

her Son, the then new-born Jesus. In the song, Mary was trying to walk, but she was 

constantly stumbling over the linen plants — which ware tall and thick like wheat — 

and even after ripping them, Mary tripped over the underlying shrubs. The song would 

then proceed with the story of the Virgin, who went through ‘seven sorrows like the 

linen did’, as the cultivators said, referring to the seven steps needed to prepare the 

linen so it could be woven on a loom. The linen is firstly sowed — ‘the seeds can adapt 

to most lands’, my grandmother remarked — and then it would grow in tall, green 

plants; once it was ready for the harvest, it was scythed and submerged in water for 

many days so to be softened. The plant was then laid flat and beaten with a baton, so to 

extract its fibres, which were then combed. The last, seventh, step was to beat the linen 

one more time so to obtain even thinner fibres. ‘And those were truly strong sorrows 

that the linen went through’, my grandmother concluded. The same process was also 

applied to the genista, also known as broom, a very resilient plant that can be found 

even in the most inaccessible locations; its fibres made a strong fabric for dresses and 

bedsheets. Those weaved garments benefitted in longevity, as the working on the loom 

kept the natural texture and strength of the fibres. The ancient Calabrian tradition of 

weaving depended closely on the natural resources of the region, as the women 

cultivated and worked plants into textiles up until half of the last century. In the early 

1900s, my mother’s great-aunt Rosa � also known as Za’ Rosa � and her sister 

Concetta bought the silkworm from the local grocer or pharmacist. As they worked the 

land in the countryside, they kept it in a folded linen napkin, tucked in their breast to 

keep it warm so it could grow. The maggot was then fed with mulberry leaves, and, once 
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it grew large, it would wrap itself in a cocoon of silk. Rosa and Concetta would then boil 

the cocoons to extract the silk and gather it in reels, ready for the weaving. The tradition 

was lost with the chopping down of the mulberry trees, before the 1940s. Barely any of 

them are left today.  

 

My grandmother was born in the middle of the Second World War in a Southern Italy 

stricken by poverty and conflict. Back then, the very young Teresina had already started 

helping her mother with her chores; by her teenage years, she was able to manage the 

house and her numerous family members, as they resisted the poverty together. After 

the end of the Second World War, Italy was bent like a tree in the wind. Thus, as it had 

occurred in the 1880s, given the lack of cultivable lands, Southern Italians had started 

leaving the Country again12; in the 50s, my grandmother’s two older brothers joined the 

second migratory wave and settled in Australia. Shortly after them, in another 

household in the same area, my grandparents from my dad’s side moved to Schlieren, 

Switzerland. They then sailed to the United States, to Pennsylvania, for a few years 

before coming back to Calabria in the 1970s. My grandmother’s brothers remained in 

Australia. Known as the ‘Italian Diaspora’ �or ‘Italy’s haemorrhage’ �  the emigrations 

episodes framed the past century and defined Italian culture with a nation-wide impact.  

 

My great-grandmother Concetta was the oldest of ten siblings and lived through the 

misery of both of the World Wars. Her family survived with what the land offered as 

they cultivated it, though her duty was, first, to take care of her younger siblings. She did 

so until the second oldest was mature enough to care for the rest of them, so Concetta 

could work in the countryside with her parents. All the kids eventually grew to join 

them to work the crop. The main concern of the parents was to wed their elder daughter 

so she would be settled for the future: that would sometimes be the only hope to escape 

the cycle of poverty, as her dowry would make her desirable to wealthy families. In 

those days, a woman was only worth as much as her dowry, and this was even more so 

for the ‘plainer looking’ girls  — to be read as the not so pretty girls — and providing 

 
12 Digital History. (n.d.). Italian Immigration. [online] Available at: 
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/voices/italian_immigration.cfm [Accessed 2 Mar. 2020] 
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them with a trousseau was a social duty, as respectability was of pivotal importance to 

the families.13 This concept and its importance were reinforced by Elise Magistro: 

 

‘Any hint of a progressive slide into poverty threatened to erase the respectability a 

family had painstakingly earned, and its members were acutely aware of possible social 

consequences. The stigma of poverty and its inevitable association with the lower 

classes was the driving force behind Sicilians’ obsession with appearances, even in the 

face of devastating misfortune.’14  

 

In the 1930s, planned weddings constituted a majority, and, sometimes, a union was 

agreed through photographs and letters � this would be the case for families of 

emigrants across the continents, in Australia and the United States. The two weds 

would, more often than not, be younger than eighteen. Such inflexibility, and seeming 

lack of affection in the union, paints the marriage as a calculated, soulless act. The 

pursue of the wedding in those years, seen with the hindsight of today, feels dark and 

vicious, almost parasitic to what is now a canonical idea of family. The beauty of a bridal 

gown and the care behind the dowry feel tainted by this mentality, which was 

constricted by popular parameters.  

Considering their historical prominence and popularity, the lower classes’ planned 

marriages are the most memorable in the first half of the 1900s.  After the two families 

would approve the cross-continental union, then the bride-to-be would undertake her 

journey away from the home for the first time. Most of them would not have been able 

to visit their family home for decades, given the toll of the journey in itself. Sadly, 

fortune did not always favour the bold: many of the newly immigrated families would 

often stagnate in poverty and women were forced to sell their dowry to the flea markets 

to keep the family afloat. ‘Selling everything was a last resort’ — my mother said — 

‘selling the trousseau is like giving up a kidney, unthinkable’ and heart-breaking. Edvige 

Giunta, a Sicilian-American woman, wrote of Italian immigration in the United States in 

her book Embroidered Stories that ‘the corredo was a source of a woman’s wealth […][it 

was] her property until she died and for her to dispose of or distribute as she saw fit. In 

 
13 Doretta Davanzo Poli and Paolo Peri. (1987). C’era una volta il corredo da sposa. Burano: Consorzio 
Merletti. 
14 Maria Messina, Elise Magistro Behind Closed Doors: Her Father’s House and Other Stories of Sicily (New 
York, USA: Feminist Press, 2007) accessed on Scribd, October 2019. pp.8 
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times of financial disaster, women could and would resort to pawning or selling 

embroidered linens, but these were decisions dictated by ‘a desperate, almost immoral, 

economic necessity’15 but perhaps the connection between a woman and her dowry 

transcends the financial aspect of it: to part from the dowry is to sacrifice part of one’s 

body. 

 

If you lean in and listen carefully, you can hear the tip of the needle clicking on the fabric 

weaving, tensed in the embroidery ring, and elevated as it is raised from below — just 

enough to know where it is located. Once the right spot is found, it pushes through with 

very little resistance — the thread envelopes the fabric in whispers. Depending on the 

stitching style, then, once the knot reaches the hole and hits the back, one would count 

the threads within the texture of the fabric so to know where to pierce again. The needle 

dives in. Those sounds reverberate with quiet vibrations in the metal and the body. The 

artistry of embroidery comes alive in its physical proximity. Though the embroidered 

designs are to be seen from a distance, the details can only be experienced up-close, 

almost at a microscopical level.  

The emotional connection to an object can be subjective, private, even romantic —the 

trousseau, when handmade, is unique, thus tying an even stronger bond with its maker. 

The handing-down of it only fuels that love rather than dimming it. 

During the course of my research, many of the academics, professionals, and artists I 

had studied had had immediate experience with their relatives’ dowries. Sylvia Griffin, a 

holder of a PhD from Sydney College of the Arts, works with the concepts of memory 

and trauma-affected by next generations, interlacing objects and their meaning to their 

holders. In a conference titled Dowry Linen: A Personal Interpretation Through A Visual 

Art Practice, Griffin spoke of her mother, a Jewish Hungarian woman who had fled with 

her family from Europe to Australia to escape from the Holocaust. Her dowry travelled 

with them across the globe, and Griffin holds most of it.  

 

 
15 Edvige Giunta and Joseph Sciorra, Embroidered Stories: Interpreting Women’s Domestic Needlework from 
the Italian Diaspora (University Press of Mississippi, 2014) pp. 9. 
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‘This raises questions for me regarding the role these objects played in my mother’s 

new life: did they enact a symbolic attachment to her homeland? Did they affirm her 

identity within her new surroundings?’16  

 

Emigration uproots one’s life: what remains familiar in a foreign territory is what 

somebody takes with them along the way. I can imagine Sylvia Griffin’s mother knew 

well that she would never see her home again. Perhaps the dowry, as it was by her side, 

was a grounding point: a vessel for her memories of her home and the awareness that 

her past was real. I’d like to think that was a solace. The dowry simultaneously eased 

the future while carrying the past.  

 

The life of the embroidered works can be split into three different timelines: as they 

were made, as they are lived, and as they are passed on. In each of these critical 

moments, the object encounters different hands and people, while still holding on its 

history; the object remains ‘what has been’, maintaining a trace of the first person to 

conceive its existence and working towards its culmination. Once the realisation 

progress is finished, the item enters functionality. At the end of its journey, it becomes 

an heirloom and acts as a window onto the past. 

* 

 

‘[…] Trousseaus were planned from infancy as part of a young girl’s education, and girls 

soon started preparing their ‘hope chest’ (trousseau) with trepidation, guided by the 

other women in the family and by seamstresses, cutting patterns, sewing and 

embroidering in fine needlework.  

It was like laying the symbolic foundations on which to build their married lives.’17 

 

Towards the end of the millennium, the descendants of the Italian immigrants were still 

carrying the tradition of the trousseau forward, colloquially referring to it as the ‘hope 

chest’. The term was mostly of endearment: the economical transaction of marriage had 

 
16 Griffin, S. (2014). Dowry Linen: A Personal Interpretation Through A Visual Art Practice — February 22, 
2014 – Contemporary Art & Feminism. [online] Contemporaryartandfeminism.com. Available at: 
https://contemporaryartandfeminism.com/archive/30-2014-exhibitions/58-dowry-linen-a-personal-
interpretation-through-a-visual-art-practice-february-22-2014 [accessed in November 2019] 
17 Davanzo Poli and Peri, pp.19 C’era una volta il corredo da sposa., 1987. 
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subsided to romance, as the social advantage of assembling a dowry was distantly tied 

to the Southern Italian Culture of the early 1900s, not carried forward to an America 

that was projected to the future. Girls filled their trunk with their corredo under the 

guidance of their mothers and grandmothers, who, as the generational gap widened, 

were likely to embroider parts of their trousseau for them and guide their purchases of 

the right items. The romantically charged symbol of the ‘hope chest’ preserved the 

naïveté of childhood while presenting the trousseau as a treasure chest. It would 

progressively be filled with hopes and dreams tied to the ‘core’ aspiration of having a 

family of one’s own. Edvige Giunta calls needlework as ‘an artefact of the imagination, a 

repository of dreams, hopes, disappointments, desires’ and ultimately defines it as ‘the 

material for memory work’, threading the linens to memories and deeply rooted 

emotions.18 The history of the embroiderer is narrated with hands and needles, 

collected in the trousseau little by little: each item had a story of its own and became an 

integral part to the embroiderer’s life. Following this thought, a trousseau could be 

thought of as a home, the evidence of a repertoire of skills of the woman. There is an 

ever-lasting memory that comes with manual work— ‘it’s like riding a bicycle’ 

according to my mother; it’s ingrained in muscular memory. Reconnecting with the 

three-ended timelines of embroidery I have previously mentioned, the making of a piece 

intertwines deeply the presence of the embroiderer with her work. I can sense the 

relationship between my mother and her pieces as I see her looking through them. One 

by one, the centrepieces emerge from the darkness of the drawers; her hands receive 

them as they recoil a little under the weight of the knots. The fabric slips and adapts on 

her palm, like a cat seeking comfort within the hand of the owner. My mother holds the 

linens with confidence and guides me through the designs by pointing to the different 

stitches. A few of her favourites amongst many, as I know them in Italian: punto rodi, 

punto rete, punt’erba, punto Palestrina, punto Assisi, punt’ombra, punto seta. Every single 

one has its construction, an almost imperceptible difference unless one does know how 

to look at them. She swiftly turns the fabric over and it’s like seeing the bowel of a 

machine. Her palm is open underneath: her fingers are spread wide to accommodate the 

space of her needlework — that weightlessness demands her strength and tension in 

her muscles �  but she is unshaken, as her stillness reflects that same composure she 

 
18 Giunta, Sciorra, Embroidered Stories: Interpreting Women’s Domestic Needlework from the Italian 
Diaspora (University Press of Mississippi, 2014) p.5 
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assumed when working the loom in her youth. 
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Asides from the focus on the work and the future, embroidery could be a source of 

income for the brides-to-be. Those who weren’t skilled with the needle or wealthier 

hired an embroiderer to have their trousseau crafted. Ahead of her wedding and to save 

money, my mother was paid to embroider some trousseau pieces for other brides. She 

was proud of her abilities and recognised her talent and received the compliments of 

those who saw her work. Her prices would vary depending on the amount of work; 



 

 

19 

ranging anywhere from 150,000 lire.19 To embroider somebody else’s trousseau was a 

valuable source of income for young women. La Donna che Lavora20  � translatable as 

The Working Woman � is a documentary series looking at the years leading up to the 

1950s and was then broadcasted on Italian television in 1959. The director Ugo Zatterin 

and journalist Giovanni Salvi led a survey among the population, combing the different 

classes and interviewed the working women in several different sectors. One episode, in 

particular, focuses on domestic work and looks out to the women who weaved, 

embroidered and assisted with the housework — highlighting how many of them were 

still very young and worked for thirteen hours a day. The narration begins: ‘For a 

woman who does not have a profession, according to the stereotypes, the house is her 

kingdom’ as the footage shows young embroiderers in Tuscany, gathered in the streets 

or sitting alone with their needle and embroidery ring. They are described as ‘freelance-

workers’, whose income is external, and work for larger textile industries which would 

then re-sell their work in shops as part of the bridal trousseau, where it would reach 

‘astronomical prices’. The act of buying crafted embroidered bedsheet is where one of 

the widest lines of separations are placed between the lower and higher classes of 

women. The intermediary presence of the shop allowed the embroiderer and the 

customer to not interact as buyer and seller, but as women who were in the process of 

assembling a wedding dowry. To buy a trousseau was a luxury, and perhaps it was also 

considered wasteful by the lower classes, especially when, ideally, the woman could 

make it herself. To embroider the trousseau and be able to perfectly care for their 

families, was something women took proud in — and rightfully so. Following the words 

of Giovanni Salvi, the house was indeed intended as a kingdom to protect but divested of 

maids or helpers: the only assistance accepted was of fellow relatives or their 

daughters. Together, the women of the family were a synchronised workforce that 

constantly put others’ needs ahead of theirs. I saw the women of my family standing and 

eating at the countertop during large meals, so to be able to keep an eye on the food on 

the hob and ready to serve more. They took that role with joy and selflessness. 

 
19 Lira (plural: lire) is the old Italian currency. 150,000 lire are now estimated to be worth around 75 
euros. 
20 La Donna che Lavora. (1959). [video] Directed by U. Zatterin and G. Salvi. Italy: RAI. Whole library: 
http://www.teche.rai.it/programmi/la-donna-che-lavora/ 
The episode about domestic work http://www.teche.rai.it/2015/04/la-donna-che-lavora-a-domicilio-o-
in-casa/ 
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Keeping the same point of view, the actualisation of womanhood was intertwined with 

domestic work; both fed from the respect for the patriarchy, which is, to this day, still 

acting as building ground for the Southern Italian domestic life. It should not come as a 

surprise that men were considered to be ahead of the women in the hierarchy of the 

household — a position that was respected by both parts as, again, the norm. These 

notions were rarely put up for discussion, as they existed almost as laws of nature. In 

some areas, however, resisting the conservative ideals, some women dipped into their 

ideals and parted from the canonical figure of the authoritarian male. One of them is the 

Southern Italian artist Anna Trapani. 

Anna Trapani is a Neapolitan painter, performer, and sculptor that rewrote the 

narrative of the embroidered trousseau and used it as a medium for her art. Born in the 

1930s in Naples, Trapani relocated to Bologna to undertake her art studies at 

University, studying in the multidisciplinary DAMS course (Art, Music, and Show 

Disciplines). After graduating, she participated in numerous national and international 

exhibitions, influencing the feminist movement of Naples both as a solo artist and part 

of the collective Donne/Immagine/Creatività she founded in 1978. During the same year, 

Trapani participated in the Venice Biennale, and then the International Festival of 

Women Artists in Copenhagen in 1980. The painting series Corpi Indocili realised across 

the 1990s, challenged the embroidered trousseau and its nature, breaking the standard 

of pristine perfection. Trapani affixed fragments of embroidered cloths to a canvas 

frame and painted around the needlework female figures blending with abstract shapes. 

Corpi Indocili —translatable as Indocile Bodies Ȅsees femininity in its ambiguity and 

unruliness: on Trapani’s canvases, women are outlined in swirls and are shaped by 

defined brushstrokes. Her art feels like an ode to the feminine, a liberating universe that 

unfolds between the laced and embroidered inserts. Anna Trapani’s paintings show 

untamed beauty, localising the woman within the embroidered pieces, as she is present 

in the duality of emancipation and oppression of embroidery. The whitework is 

overcome with bright colours and nude female figures. The needlework intertwines 

with the physical, sometimes becoming anatomical parts: in one of her paintings, a 

diamond-shaped lace insert acts as the groin. Trapani’s overtness in expressing her 

freedom on an item that is supposed to indicate constricted femininity puts the artist at 

the opposite side of the trousseau. Indocile Bodies, as a title, in the context of the 
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paintings, frames the behaviour of the painted figures —as a title that was given by the 

artist, it could also represent Anna Trapani and her refusal to follow pre-established 

rules. The series at large sees a consistent female intervention, firstly starting with the 

embroiderer —who likely produced the pieces as part of a trousseau —and then shifts, 

and sees, years, if not decades later, the hand of Anna Trapani. The women, who inhabit 

every single embroidered painting, take over an already established piece of work. The 

embroidery here is both traces of memory and mobility of the painting itself: it’s the 

refusal of the notion of the archive and renovates the trousseau as brand new. Anna 

Trapani’s Corpi Indocili never started from a blank beginning; the original antique 

pieces were not hers, and, in a way, the result was the fruit of collaboration amongst 

women. 

 

 

 
Anna Trapani, fragment of embroidered linen 

Corpi Indocili (1997)



 

 

Although Corpi Indocili celebrates embroidery and womanhood, the use of the 

trousseau as a canvas could be considered disrespectful; the paint defies the 

embroidered cloths and their original purpose, arguably ‘wasting’ the work of countless 

hours. Some could say that using the trousseau for art could be egotistical, as it would 

not benefit the family, but just fulfil a self-focused aspiration. Anna Trapani disobeyed to 

the tradition and, by extension, the intrinsic elements that imbue it: her honour, the 

embroidery itself, the embroiderer, the domestic space, the trousseau, everything that 

embroidery signifies. I showed my mother Anna Trapani and her painting on the 

trousseau. Though interested at first, when I pointed out it was painted on some antique 

trousseau pieces, she grew doubtful of her art. The trousseau should be used to serve 

the home. Anna Trapani broke the threshold between the private sphere of the house 

and the publicness of art, marrying the inner with the outer.21  
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Corpi Indocili (1993) 

 
21 Annatrapani.it. (2010). Anna Trapani. [online] Available at: http://www.annatrapani.it 
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Mother 
The woman in the home 

 

The trousseau exists as an ensemble that is simultaneously public and private. In the 

1950s, before my mother’s time, a tradition observed that — before the wedding took 

place — the bride’s trousseau would be transported from the family home to her new 

one with a big celebration organised by both families. In the bride’s family home, 

capacious, large, round wicker baskets were filled with the linens by the mother of the 

bride, and then each basket was given to a woman. They would, then, leave the home 

together with the baskets balanced on their heads and take the celebration to the 

streets as they walked to the new home, where the mother-in-law was waiting for them. 

In anticipation of the eventful day, the mother at home would prepare homemade liquor 

and desserts to celebrate the joyous event — cheering to the future and wishing the 

best to the couple. The women transporting the baskets wore traditional Calabrian 

dresses, so, as they marched in a straight line like a parade, they received the attention 

of passers-by, who counted them. The number of women transporting the trousseau 

was an indication of its quantity, hence of the wealth of the bride’s family. The more of 

them, the better: when people counted ten, fifteen women carrying the wicker baskets, 

they would exclaim with joy how impressed they were and compliment the bride. Once 

the women reached the new home, the mother-in-law would welcome them with more 

liquor and desserts, cheering — again — to the couple-to-be and giving their best 

wishes for the future.22 The most important part, however, was yet to come: the bed had 

to be prepared for the first night, as it was considered ‘the heart of the marriage’. The 

two mothers prepared the bed, and, if one of the other women had a male new-born, he 

would be brought over and placed onto the freshly made bed to bring luck and a first-

born son to the family. The set for the first bed, my mother specified, was considered as 

 
22 A similar tradition also took place in Victorian England — the event, held at the bride-to-be’s home — 
was known as the Trousseau Tea. Alike the Sicilian tradition of showing the linens ahead of the wedding, 
the bride would arrange her trousseau on top of her bed so the guests would be able to admire it. Usually, 
the guests to these events celebrating the trousseau were the neighbours and acquaintances that had not 
been invited to the actual ceremony. https://www.fortedmontonpark.ca/1885-street/trousseau-tea-a-
historic-tradition-by-andrea-rankin/ 
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the ‘pyramid’ of the trousseau itself. Hers was crafted by her mother with large amounts 

of luxurious Burano lace, so to impress  

  
 
 �

)LJXUH��$�SKRWR�RI�P\�JUDQGPRWKHU��RQ�WKH�ULJKW��ZHDULQJ�D�WUDGLWLRQDO�&DODEULDQ�FRVWXPH��
�7KH�EDFN��EHORZ��VD\V�³0\�QLHFH�7HUHVD�ZHDULQJ�D�FRVWXPH´���

�(VWLPDWHG�WLPH�SHULRG������V��



 

 

26 

 
 

 

others. She talked to me about the bedsheet as we were going through her trousseau 

together and found the pillowcases belonging to that set: ‘one can’t sleep on these’ — 

‘why is that?’ I asked, expecting the answer to be that they are too fine to be used on a 

day to day basis. She surprised me when she said that ‘they’d be too uncomfortable; the 

lace is too tooled to sleep on it’. She turned the bedsheet into curtains for the bedroom, 

and that lace now graces the floor tiles. Her grandmother, on the other hand, worked 

with the stillness of old age; in those afternoons, ‘A Nanna Concetta was likely creating 

something for the home; sometimes embroidery was done for the sake of it, irrespective 

of whether the piece would end in a dowry or not.  

 

As cars grew more commonplace, the tradition of carrying the trousseau in baskets was 

lost — furthermore, the overt celebration of the bride’s belongings would instil envy in 

family members and strangers, tainting the charm of the tradition. Nevertheless, in the 

new home, once the couple was married and the public would be shut outside, the 

curtain closed onto the decades of preparation that the wedding demanded. The 

trousseau was finally stipato23 in the designated wardrobes and cabinets around the 

home, ready to be used. The bride, now wife, could take the role she had been preparing 

for most of her life. Like so, the woman had reached her first objective. However, the 

culture of embroidery of the trousseau can be perplexing, especially for the women of a 

lower class: though appeasing and carrier of love, the pieces, especially the most tooled 

and refined ones, often remained untouched. The embroidered trousseau was an 

overtly luxurious art made to be used, as well as unused; in the latter half of the 1900s, 

on top of the dowry, women would buy cheaper equivalents of the most used items — 

such as towels, tea towels, bedsheets — to keep their dowry in perfect conditions. This 

behaviour indicated the weight of society’s influence as well as outbalance the actual 

needs of the family: the trousseau attests the status and the integrity of its owner 

outside the family home, rather than within it. I see it in my mother’s trousseau: it has 

creases of thirty years.  
 

 
23 Calabrian dialect signifying ‘put away’, most commonly referring to an enclosed furnishing, such as a 
cupboard, a trunk, or a wardrobe  
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Back in the 1980s, the rapidly growing fashion industry met with the difficulties of 

keeping up with the traditional self-made trousseau. Women had started entering the 

workforce; thus, the sheer lack of time was one of the reasons that steered them away 

from the handloom. This evolution of the way the trousseau was intended to be, first 

gained traction in the North, and then slowly englobed the Southern regions, truly 

establishing itself around the 1980s and 90s. One of the factors that allowed Northern 

Italian industries to flourish was that they were largely located in the Po valley, the 

largest plain of the Country, stretching from Piedmont, through Lombardy and Emilia-

Romagna. The flattened territory facilitated the construction of infrastructures 

connecting the major cities with railways and motorways available to use as early as the 

1920s. The Milan hinterland quickly became the focus of all industrial sectors —among 

them, naturally, the fashion and textile industries. The Como district located closer to 

the Alps, north of the regional capital of Lombardy, became the nucleus of the 

manufacture and distribution of fabrics, ranging from the luxurious to the most 

common types. It was there that the Gabel S.p.A was founded to accommodate the needs 

of a then ‘emerging bourgeoisie’ that ‘was not keen to sew their linens, as the tradition 

observed, but relied on shops to buy the finished product’. In 1936 the company was 

known as Magazzini Ambrosiani del Popolo and sold linen by the meter, then in 1948, 

they expanded their workforce with a team of embroiderers. The ‘entrepreneurial first 

step’ happened in 1957, as the company was rebranded to Gabel S.p.A and introduced 

printed textiles to further ease and modernise the linens market. Though Gabel is 

entirely made in Italy, the industrialisation of textiles saw an increment of foreign, 

cheaper, fabrics with printed motifs: new items that re-shaped the day to day life, such 

as the duvet cover landed in shops and, unlike the hand-sewn bed sets, they did not 

require to be ironed to guarantee an optimal look and hence demanded less upkeeping. 

This change of heart propagated to the South, shyly at first —the tradition of the 

handmade trousseau was hard to nudge —but ultimately it became part of the day to 

day life: it was the 1970s, and the women did not tailor their clothes anymore.24  

 

Regardless of the industrial advancements, the art of hand-made embroidery persisted, 

and women still found their gratification in the curating of their households. The loom 

 
24 Gruppo Gabel. (n.d.). STORIA – Gabel – qualità – casa – prodotto | Gruppo Gabel. [online] Available at: 
https://www.gabelgroup.it/gabel/azienda/storia 
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still felt like home to the more skilful practitioners. Alongside the traditional and 

familiar learning spheres, women reached to Mani di Fata on the newsagent’s shelf and 

learnt needlework through it. Embroidery was slowly separating itself from the 

trousseau: women would still do it, but not for the same purpose. Having a dowry 

altogether was deemed overall ‘at its twilight’ in an article written by the journalist 

Guido Passalacqua, published in mid-1985 in the Milan-based newspaper La Repubblica. 

The writer proposed statistic data gathered by the then-named organization Centro 

Tutela Lino. After the Nation-wide survey investigating women’s opinions on the 

trousseau, over 60% of the interviewed Northern women were convinced that the 

trousseau was a declining institution, whereas only 30% of the Southerners agreed with 

them. Another company dedicated to the growth of flax, Ente Lino, also conducted an 

enquiry about the trousseau, showing more favourable results: 55% of the interviewees 

deemed the trousseau as useful, and many added that ‘the woman is like the linen she 

owns’. The remaining 45% saw the trousseau as an inconvenience that would soon 

disappear, on both sociological and utilitarian levels: the trousseau is seen as part of a 

culture that belongs to the past and a rural, backward, society. Furthermore, it was 

considered an expensive practice made solely to satisfy the societal normative of what it 

was supposed to mean to be a woman.25  

 

Apart from the statistics and the clamour of a new, fast-growing textile industry, the 

embroidered trousseau persisted; beyond the necessity of it, girls and women would 

still be major providers to the domestic space. A house needed time and care to be kept 

at its optimal state, and that role naturally fell on the females of the family — the classic 

figures of the donne di casa � housewives— a domestic workforce tied by kinship. In a 

society where one’s efforts and works were mostly devoted to material outcomes, 

providing practical help within the household was a way to effectively communicate 

love and care. The figure of the housewife is one of a leader: women carried the family 

forward but never exercised that authority outside the domestic walls. They held onto 

the rhetoric that the power was constricted and that the chief of the home — the other 

classic figure of the capofamiglia Ȅ literally the chief of the home � was always a man.  

 
25 Passalacqua, G. (1985). TRAMONTA IL CORREDO DA SPOSA MA CHE NOSTALGIA DEI BEI TEMPI. 
[online] Archivio - la Repubblica.it. Available at: 
https://ricerca.repubblica.it/repubblica/archivio/repubblica/1985/06/19/tramonta-il-corredo-da-
sposa-ma-che.html?refresh_ce 
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Feminism is a difficult subject when the house has its political sphere. There is an 

exchange of services between husband and wife: she exercised her powers in the way 

she handled the house � he worked and earned money outside the home. When I asked 

my grandmother Teresina how she spent her days, after listing some of her day-to-day 

activities, she concluded by saying that she did not do anything extraneous as she 

stayed at home  �her words in Italian were: ‘Non facevo alcun lavoro estraneo: stavo a 

casa’. She affirmed her role with the pride of a wife, mother, and grandmother who was 

always present and sacrificed herself to provide to her family. She grew up with an 

ingrained idea of self-sufficiency that pushed her to learn to make her clothes for most 

of her life. Growing into a pre-established destiny inspires feelings of alienation, an 

existential smothering, but can also be a gateway to self-realisation within an already 

established path. Rozsika Parker wrote about this in the first pages of The Subversive 

Stitch, narrowing the point of view specifically onto the embroiderers: ‘Such overt 

recognition of the clash between individual ambition and the ideology of femininity is 

rare indeed. Often, the embroiderers’ desired to achieve exactly what was expected of 

them, developing satisfying a praiseworthy level of skill.’26  

Daughters grew at the image of the women who came before them and matured and 

shaped their beliefs and moral compasses. At a glance, the home could be intended as a 

school: the daughter had the chance to learn something new every moment she spent 

assisting her mother and grandmothers. In my mother’s childhood, even the quiet hours 

spent doing needlework with her grandmother Concetta were an opportunity to learn. 

She looked up to her and listened to her stories carefully, and Concetta would have the 

last word, framing her teachings with one of her sayings. My mother still recalls them 

when they suit a specific situation and I listen to her, jotting them down word by word 

— in Italian and the Calabrian dialect — so to not forget.  

 

The desire to remember, to hold onto the presence of somebody with any possible 

mean, is what eventually makes an object an heirloom. In the foreword of The 

Subversive Stitch, Rozsika Parker quoted the writer Olive Schreiner’s rhetorical 

question: ‘has the pen or pencil dipped so deep in the blood of the human race as the 

 
26 Rozsika Parker, The Subversive Stitch (London: Bloomsbury Visual Arts, 2019. pp.13 
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needle?’ Her answer was ‘quite simply, no’, then she further explained that ‘The art of 

embroidery has been the means of educating women into the feminine ideal, and 

proving that they have attained it, but it has also provided a weapon of resistance to the 

constraints of femininity. To know the history of embroidery is to know the history of 

women’ and society at large. The trousseau followed the needs of women and adapted 

to the societal changes determining how the domestic space was intended to be. Parker 

dissected the history of needlework to study how and when it came to identify 

characteristics that are now universally standardised as ‘feminine’ across different 

cultures.  

 

What today could be considered the definer of the popular Italian embroidery style and 

its changing in the past century, is the magazine Mani di Fata. When I sat down with Mr. 

Vittorio Canetta, the owner of Mani di Fata and grandson of the founder, we had a 

lengthy conversation about the magazine and the culture surrounding it. The Canetta 

family, firstly, operated within the city of Milan, retailing of articles for the home and 

linens for the children between 0 and 36 months. A local journalist saw the potential 

behind the brand and proposed to Canetta the creation of a magazine about female 

domestic work to distribute it across the Nation — thus was born Mani di Fata, also 

known as La donna, la casa, il bambino. The name Mani di Fata — translatable as 

‘Enchanted Hands’ — as said by Mr Canetta, refers to the idea of a fairy making magic as 

she stitches and embroiders: ‘the scents, the atmosphere, the calm and stillness that 

comes when the mother uses the needle, it becomes like a fairy tale to the eyes of the 

child’. The components of magic and enchantments have remained predominant in Mani 

di Fata. The magazine is the supporting foundation of modern Italian domestic 

needlework and home mannerism, encompassing almost a century of cultural and 

commercial changes. The magazine aimed to become a companion for the day to day life 

of women, entertaining them with advice columns27 and short romantic stories, 

bordered with advertisements of products for the care of the self, the husband and 

children, and the home. Considering the timeline of the magazine against the 1900s in 

Italy, the Canetta Family communicated with women that had lived one or both World 

Wars and their disastrous consequences. Mani di Fata found the way to cater to women 

 
27 Mani di Fata, June 1940, Milano. Accessed at the Mani di Fata archives at the magazine headquarters, 
Milan, 10th of November 2019. 
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of all statuses, diverging their sight from the misery of the Wars to the culture of beauty. 

Women found the image of their domestic dreams within the pages of the magazine, 

which featured illustrations of luxurious tablecloths and elegant figures. The women of 

a more popular background used the magazine to learn refined mannerisms and the 

optimal care needed for a household. As a magazine devoted to needlework and 

embroidery, Mani di Fata encountered the desire of elegance by giving the tools needed 

to reach it. At its core, in the middle spread to facilitate their extraction from the 

magazine, the paper models: the lines on the tracing paper are intelligible for those who 

don’t practice needlework and embroidery. Today Mani di Fata can pass down their 

teachings on an international level through online platforms and social media, while 

also providing the local customer with classes spanning from knitting to lace work. 

When I asked Mr. Canetta how the customer has changed throughout the decades, he 

confirmed that the passion for needlework is still strong, but the modern, working, 

woman has less time to dedicate to it. The projects have mostly become more 

immediate with their execution, so to instil a sense of satisfaction and pride in one’s 

work. ‘That’s why our classes are made so the client can walk away with a completed 

product by the end of them, so they can hold on something to pass on’. Mani di Fata 

holds a special place in the heart of many; the magazine is considered a collectible, as 

the paper-models can be revisited year after year, decade after decade, earning a space 

within the home. I left the headquarters of the publication with many gifted products to 

help my research: amongst the magazines and books, I received a tiny fabric label, made 

to stitch on a product made to be gifted, it says: ‘Fatto con Amore’ — Made with Love. 
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Within the assembling of the trousseau there is a magical element; asides from the 

excitement for marriage, the process of getting it ready, in hindsight, feels underlined 

with premonitions. Young girls grew made aware of their future and destiny; they heard 

them as a constant one-sided conversation that laced their daily activities and chores. 

 

‘Remember this, so, when you get married…’  

‘One day you will, too, have to provide to your husband…’  

Others had a more prophetic note, which then actualised themselves as the daughter 

followed them:  

‘This you will use for your first born.’  

‘These bedsheets will be for your first night of marriage.’  

 

Thereafter, little girls grew into helpers, walking with interlocked arms into their 

mothers’ shadows. They dimmed their daydreams as they saw them become real: their 

designs came to life and swiftly completed the chores they were trusted to do. In the 

Calabria of the 1900s, rather than a constriction, it was the unfolding of an already 

written story: it was the custom of that time. Before her twelfth birthday, my mother 

was already able to cook a full meal for her numerous family members. As the only 

daughter of four children, it was her duty to help her mother. More often than not, 

families lived in the same apartment building, the same street or neighbourhood — the 

mother’s home was the nucleus and the daughter, no matter where she ended up living, 

was her satellite. In my system, I feel too like a gravitating being, floating with freedom 

but always looking over to my mother. 

 

The young girl was educated and trusted to think like an adult; her future was the image 

of her mother’s present, tweaked with the unpredictability of living. The practice of 

needlework is made of repetitive acts and, perhaps, the constant premonitions 

alongside the slow making of the trousseau, proved that the idealised parameters of 

girlhood and womanhood were to be actualise step by step. The trousseau is part of the 

said plan: in a way, it could be considered an embroidered shield made to soften the 

blows of present and future difficulties. One of them was to make sure the woman was 

maritabile: marry-able. To walk to the altar without that safety net was considered 

reckless, unimaginable, even. In the rural towns, rumours spread quickly, stirred by 



 

 

35 

 
 

wariness and envy. The trousseau was also a way for mothers of different brides to 

compare one another and establish who had a better ensemble. Those who failed to 

provide an exemplary trousseau or land a good marriage wished the same misery to the 

others around them with backhanded compliments. I grew up being told by my mother 

to be wary of compliments, as they may conceal the evil eye; ‘this ignorance and types of 

confrontations don’t happen in the cities, only in the villages where everyone knows 

everyone’. It makes sense to feel defensive. My thinking of embroidery, amidst the social 

conformity and comparisons, is of solace in the eye of a storm: as the woman is 

surrounded by the expectations of others, she finds her freedom in her expression with 

the needle. From the onlookers’ point of view, the embroidering woman appears as 

tame as a servant and as holy as a mother; when people saw the woman with the 

embroidery ring in one hand and needle in the other, they already knew that she was 

worthy of marriage. She was holding her fabric-made shield and threaded sword. 

 

Beyond the rumours, in the quiet of their personal spaces, embroidery allowed young 

girls to live socially and create communities of their own. Most of the stories about my 

mother and the making of her trousseau happened when she was in the company of 

other girls or women.  

She would come home after embroidering with her cousin at the convent after school.  

Needlework, though a solitary practice at first, allowed women of all ages to sit together 

by the entrance of their homes, in their living rooms, kitchens, or the convent if they 

were still learning the art. In the 1970s, my mother spent the hours of work with her 

cousin, Rosetta, and the other girls of the town. Knee against the knee, naked linen 

cascading down their legs. Together they had time to dream about the future. 

 

* 

 

In the critical observation of the trousseau that I have conducted thus far, I am aware I 

have overlooked, most importantly, how fundamental romance is to the assembling of 

such a large body of work. Romance, however, is not exclusive to the latter part of 

building a trousseau — that being the marriage; every step is charged with profound 

love, from the best wishes, the love for the embroidery and the gathering of the dowry 

in itself. Preparing a trousseau meant projecting one’s self to the future; the dowry saw 
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the completion of milestones before they even happened, as women were encouraged 

by their aspirations of self-actualisation.  

In the long afternoons, transported by the constant movement of the hand, dreams 

become an integral part of creating a trousseau. The holding of a hand-made 

embroidered piece, decades later, still feels like the actualisation of magic — the 

materialisation of what was once a dream. The trousseau simultaneously grounded the 

future and fuelled daydreaming in young women. 

 

Considering the cultural relevance and the well-established tradition of having a 

trousseau, it could be said that's that those daydreams arise from somebody else’s 

ambitions and, hence, are not coming from the self. However, as the trousseau was 

formed of many different elements — each one of them to suit the future life of the 

bride — women could explore their stylistic preferences. They would be inspired by 

their surrounding and drew heavily from Mani di Fata and its illustrations and paper-

models. In the introduction to the 2014 edition of the book The Poetics of Space by 

Gaston Bachelard, Mark Z. Danielewski considers the influence that culture has in the 

establishment, or discovery, of one’s identity: ‘Culture gives us our collective dreams — 

on stage, on-screen, online — but daydreams grant us each the collective possibility of 

oneself.’28 The embroidered trousseau can, by extent, represent the personality of 

embroiderer herself. The pieces are designated to belong to a specific occasion since 

they had been imagined. Once the stitching is terminated, the embroidering woman 

puts it away in the trunk, knowing that she will see it again years down the line. Each 

room had been considered and thoughtfully prepared for the future guests of the home 

— familiar or not. 

As discussed in the chapter Grandmother, the ownership of objects was profoundly 

definitive of somebody’s social status; therefore, it is understandable to see how 

cardinal was the assembling of the trousseau to young women and their lives. Perhaps it 

was also the newly found financial wellness that came after World War II that enabled a 

stronger attachment to one's belongings; in the end, to get married meant to have the 

possibility to elevate somebody's status, it meant to have a new life and so it made sense 

that the choice of a partner was heavily influenced by their belongings.  

 
28 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. By Maria Jola’s (New York: Penguin Books, 2014)pp XV 
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As I have previously mentioned, women in rural towns accepted and took pride in being 

a subordinate. Alongside them, across the Atlantic, the figure of the housewife came to 

strongly define the domestic life in the Post-War United States. Naturally, every extreme 

has an opposite and feminists, whose movement had been steadily growing ever since 

the 1800s, forcefully opposed against the overly simplistic, limited, and insulting view of 

a woman only as a servant. Some among those feminists were artists and I would like to 

recall specifically Judy Chicago and Miriam Shapiro’s interdisciplinary project 

Womanhouse, 1972. The project — which was academia-born, a result of a workshop 

for the Feminist Arts Program that Chicago taught at the California Institute of Arts — 

saw the figures of the woman and the home becoming one, subverting and exaggerating 

the roles that she had within the household. The exhibition morphed an actual home 

and its rooms into a dollhouse, turning the concept of daydreaming against the woman, 

placing it within a male fantasy. The statement for the exhibition, written by Chicago 

and Schapiro, reads: ‘The age-old female activity of homemaking was taken to fantasy 

proportions […]Womanhouse became the repository of the daydreams women have as 

they wash, bake, cook, sew, clean and iron their lives away’.29 In this project, the mind of 

the woman was separated from her body; many artists represented the woman as a 

mannequin, or through objects — such as used tampons — and performances where 

the artists embodied the role of the subordinate housewife. Sandy Orgel’s piece “Linen 

Closet” saw a mannequin in a small closet, shut away from the sun, dismembered, and 

stacked with the linens. 

 
29 Julia Bryan-Wilson. (2017). Fray: Art and Textile Politics. University of Chicago Press pp. 23-24 
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 Her spine ran through the wooden shelves, connecting the head, a solitary piece on the 

top shelf; she is part of the home and the home is part of her, two beings, almost 

parasitic, relying on one another to function, to live. Her left leg protrudes forward as if 

it was trying to take a step towards freedom — or even suggestively inviting the 

observer — the husband, of course — to touch her and join her in the space. To the 

stereotypical man, a housewife is a trophy, an object to put in a window — something to 

show guests to impress them.  

It's easy to minimise the work it takes to carry a home forward under such 

circumstances; the risk is to feed a narrative that sees domestic work as either 

oppression or dedication — strictly one or the other.  

The house has, so far, mostly been observed as a workspace, rather than a home where 

somebody could feel safe and nurtured; the constant domestic care was an integral part 

of living within it. Back in my mother's family home, in the 1970s the television was still 
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a novelty. As it would not broadcast any shows until 7 pm, after going school and 

executing the chores, for the young Italian girl there wasn’t anything to do to pass the 

time. An often-overlooked environmental reason why women would spend many hours 

embroidering — asides from the trousseau — was because it offered a distraction and 

gave ‘something to do’. As a matter of fact, as a home keeper, it was shameful to ‘not do 

anything’: needlework, back then, was the only way women could do something without 

bearing the guilt of not working for the house and the family. In her essay Trousseau as 

Treasure, Jane Schneider 

 wrote: ‘A proverb said that if on a surprise visit, the girl was found relaxing, she would 

be a lazy wife. If she were found eating, one could expect her to ruin the groom with her 

gluttony. But if she were found weaving, then she would be exemplary.’ 30 

It's interesting to think that twenty years before, in France, the French architect Gaston 

Bachelard had written the following passage:  

 

‘[…] if I were asked to name the chief benefit of the house, I should say: the house 

shelters daydreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream 

in peace. Thought and experience are not the only things that sanction human values.’31  

 

Bachelard’s architecture was built to protect, and, in his imagination, the home was the 

safest place. Southern Italian homes remind me of neighbouring castles — still very far 

from Bachelard’s thinking. The home in rural Calabria was to be defended with 

territorial instincts, to be built with intention and left to stand for generations. To adorn 

and décor is to own a space, and to take care of something is to enable that thing to have 

a future. Perhaps those homes could be intended as women’s terrain — a quiet space of 

ownership that, regardless of the gendered politics of domesticity, is placed on the 

shoulders of the woman. 

 

 
30 Marion A. Kaplan, The Marriage Bargain Ȅ Women and Dowries in European History (New York: 
Harrington Park Press, 1985) p.93. 
31 Bachelard pp 21, The Poetics of Space, 2014 ed. 


