




 

MATERIAL GIRLS 
 

ne of the challenges in choosing articles for this publication is selecting projects that today’s artist or crafter 
might have a chance of tackling.  A key issue in that decision is whether the materials required for the project 
are available today—or whether there are, at least, viable substitutes. 

 For most needlework projects, this is rarely a problem.  I doubt you can find “Filoselle” on the market today, but 
you can certainly find any number of excellent embroidery “silks” that will do as well.  Knitters and crocheters can 
find yarn of just about any material desired.   
 For other projects, however, it can get a bit more complicated.  First, there is always the issue of products that just 
aren’t made anymore.  For instance, there was a beautiful faux stained glass process known as silicine, which 
apparently made gorgeous windows and other glass items.  Though I may one day run a piece on silicine simply for 
the sake of the patterns, the product itself is long gone and I don’t know of anything that could be used as a substitute. 
 And then… then there are some of the more peculiar things that Victorians used for their crafts.  As far as I can 
tell, Victorian crafters were the sort of people who could look at almost anything, no matter how seemingly unrelated 
to the artistic process, and think, “Hey, I could make something out of that!”  (Which is a wonderful mindset to have, 
even if it did lead, in Victorian days, to some rather odd creations…) 
 Take, for example, hair.  Victorian women had lots of it.  And they made things out of it—things ranging from 
small bits of jewelry, such as a pin featuring a bit of hair braid, to entire pictures of woods, flowers and birds crafted 
from different colors of hair. Now, I have to admit, when I come across an old Victorian hair decoration, I find them 
to be just a bit… well, more than just a bit… creepy.  But it’s possible that this reaction is based on seeing those 
decorations as they look today, rather than how they might have looked when first created.  Hair décor doesn’t stand 
the test of time terribly well.    
 Another rather odd material that I’ve found recommended for crafts is fireplace cinders.  That’s right, chunks of 
burnt wood or coal, straight off your hearth.  These were used to create models—in particular, models that might 
need an aged look, such as models of old stone ruins.  Cinders might be combined with old corks to create more 
elaborate models. 
 And finally, there is my personal favorite, from Cassell’s Household Guide of 1884: fish scales.  That’s right, 
actual scales from actual fish.  There is a lovely article in this book on “fish scale embroidery.” It explains just what 
types of fish offer the best scales, how to get the scales off the fish, how to cure the scales so that you can use them—
and then how to work those scales into a piece of embroidery. 
 I have never seen, in any museum, an example of fish-scale embroidery.  I don’t know whether this is because 
such pieces probably didn’t tend to keep terribly well, or whether this was one of those “flash in the pan” ideas that 
may never have actually caught on.  I rather tend to think the latter, because I’ve never seen any reference to fish-
scale embroidery anywhere else.  It is possible that even the most dedicated Victorian crafter drew the line at going 
to the kitchen, scaling her pike or perch, and then adding those scales to a concoction of fabric and embroidery silk. 
 It’s an intriguing idea, but I think I’ll stick to sequins! 

—Moira Allen 
 editors@victorianvoices.net 
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