
THE DATING OF ONTARIO SAMPLERS 
* 

by L e s l i e Maitland 

Among the a r t i c l e s of household, farm and commercial use made i n 

Ontario i n the nineteenth century, few are dated. Yet the sampler, that 

'example' of a c h i l d ' s s k i l l with the needle and command of l e t t e r s , was 

r e g u l a r l y dated. This makes the sampler e s p e c i a l l y valuable to an h i s t o r i c 

reconstruction. As the cornerstone of a b u i l d i n g authenticates the 

structure to which i t i s attached, so also does the dated sampler lend an 

a i r of genuine age to the restored room. 

Yet there are instances when the date i s not a v a i l a b l e . In some cases 
i t has been picked out. In others i t had been sewn i n with a thread coloured 
with an iron-based dye and has rotted. Or the date i s i l l e g i b l e because the 
embroideress had sewn i t together with her name and age with a thread 
matching the ground. For these s i t u a t i o n s i t i s h e l p f u l to have a knowledge 
of the s t y l i s t i c progression of the sampler during the nineteenth century. 

Figure 1 t y p i f i e s the f i r s t type of sampler, dating from the period of 
i n i t i a l settlement i n the 1790s to approximately 1820. The ground i s a 
t i g h t l y woven white l i n e n , with as many as f o r t y - f i v e threads to the warp 
and weft. The embroidery thread i s almost always a f i n e l y twisted s i l k 
(although sometimes s i l k f l o s s i s also used) i n a great number of s t i t c h 

. types. The cross s t i t c h predominated, but i t i s not unusual to f i n d eyelet 
s t i t c h , s a t i n s t i t c h , buttonhole, overcast, stem and four-sided s t i t c h . 

The number of colours i n these early pieces i s few: black for l e t t e r i n g , 
green, brown and beige for motifs. This l i m i t a t i o n may have been due to the 
contemporary c l a s s i c i z i n g taste favouring s i m p l i c i t y and r e s t r a i n t i n a l l 
matters of architecture and i t s i n t e r i o r decoration. However, i t may have 
as e a s i l y been dictated by the r e l a t i v e ^ o s t of dyestuffs. The following 
p r i c e l i s t i s from an 1831 p u b l i c a t i o n : 

Student i n the Master's program, Museology Department, Royal Ontario 
Museum! Toronto, Ontario. Ms. Maitland i s preparing a thesis on 
embroidery i n Ontario. 
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Figure 1. S a m p l e r . ^ ^ χ 4 6 ^ 

Off-white l i n e n tabby ground. 
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Niagara H i s t o r i c a l Muse urn. Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario 
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Contrary to the romantic b e l i e f s of ,.any people today, the embroidery 
threads for a sampler were not dyed by the woman who made the sampler 
Dyeing s i l k was a d i f f i c u l t process and only a trained p r o f e s s i o n a l dyer 
l i d attempt i t . Further, the great expense of time and labour r e a r e d 
to produce a dye from native materials - which were u n r e l i a b l e and impure 
« best - was hardly J u s t i f i e d to produce only a few yards of 
thread. Records of sewing s i l k have turned up i n account books of the 
eighteenth century. 2 A dyed s i l k could Ju.t have e a s i l y been bought. 

The motifs i n t h i s period are small-scale and d e l i c a t e . A f i n e 
strawberry border may e x i s t . Often there i s only one or two sets of 
alphabets and numbers, inconsequential above the large-scale verse. The 
motifs below and around the text are often a x i a l l y arranged, 
houses and deer are popular, with a sense of three-dimensionality attempted 
in the placing of the deer on a ground, or i n the use of a fenced lawn i n 
front of the house receding into depth. This attempt at p i c t o r i a l space 
coupled with the del i c a c y of technique mark these early samplers as the 
most ambitious, the most f i n e . 

m the 1820s and 1830s the s t y l e changes su b t l e l y . A more l o o s e l y -
woven ground appears, 28 to 30 threads to the inch, s t i l l l i n e n but often 
unbleached. S i l k i s s t i l l the predominant thread, but a tightly-twrsted 
appears as well. Fewer types of s t i t c h e s are used, mostly cross s t i t c h , 
eyelet, s a t i n , and four-sided. The sampler of t h i s second phase rs more 
c o l o u r f u l as well. Red, green, blue and pink are most noticeable among 
the new colours. 

The design i s much bolder, as s u i t s the brighter colours. The alphabets 

and numbers - or the text, as figure 2 - take up more space and the l e t t e r s 

are l a r g e r . The motifs are fewer, le s s ambitious, with no sense of three-

dimensionality attempted. Rather, the motifs are arranged to cover the 

ground evenly, not r e l a t i n g to each other l o g i c a l l y i n terms of space or 

scale. The entire e f f e c t i s r i c h and c o l o u r f u l . 
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Figure 2. Sampler. 53.5 cm. χ 42 cm 
Ecru l i n e n tabby ground. 
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In the 1840s thick B e r l i n wool on an even coarser ground becomes 
the s t y l e . Now there are so many colours that often each l e t t e r and 
number i s d i f f e r e n t from i t s neighbours. The notion that the introduction 
of a n i l i n e dyes i n the 1850s and 1860s made possible the use of bright 
colours i s refuted by these c o l o u r f u l pieces of a decade e a r l i e r . The 
soft B e r l i n wools took a dye much more e a s i l y that the harder s i l k s and 
twisted wools of previous years and so when b r i l l i a n c e was the desired 
e f f e c t i t was natural to turn to B e r l i n wools. As for the r e l a t i v e cost 
of dyes, a more s e t t l e d country with a stronger f i n a n c i a l basis could 
afford the more expensive dyestuffs and the products made with these dyes. 
Scarlet, however, was always a luxury item. 

Eyelet, s a t i n and the four-sided s t i t c h appear more r a r e l y i n t h i s 
period; the cross s t i t c h i s allowed to thoroughly geometricize the few 
motifs that remain. Birds and flowers are v i r t u a l l y a l l that i s l e f t of 
what was once a large r e p e r t o i r e of f i g u r e s . L i k e l y they continue to be 
made because they survive best the b u i l d i n g block e f f e c t of the cross 
s t i t c h . In t h i s period, as exemplified by f i g u r e 3, the motto disappears, 
crowded out by the large alphabets. 

The design of the fourth and l a s t type of sampler, made approximately 
from the 1860s to the end of the century, i s simple to the point of being 
perfunctory. The t y p i c a l piece, f i g u r e 4, i s on a ground so coarse i t i s 
l i k e a woven s t r i n g . At times the embroideress has foregone a c l o t h ground 
e n t i r e l y i n favour of a punched card (as i n f i g u r e 3). The cross s t i t c h 
i s the only s t i t c h used; the thread i s the thickest of wools; there i s 
often only one, perhaps two, colours. The strawberry border of e a r l i e r 
times has been replaced by a zig-zag or simple s t r a i g h t l i n e . There i s 
often only one alphabet and one set of numbers, with the name and age the 
only v a r i a b l e features. This i s the l a s t stage of the c r a f t ' s decline. 

There are, of course, exceptions to the chronological progression 
outlined above. S t y l i s t i c a l l y , a very simple piece may be found executed 
i n f i n e l i n e n , which would date i t to a period when samplers tended to be 
complex. As w e l l , the d i v i d i n g l i n e between periods i s f a i n t . In a medium 
that i s a c r a f t rather than a f i n e a r t , t r a d i t i o n makes the r u l e s , not 
fashion. Nevertheless, some aspect of the material or design w i l l place 
the sampler i n i t s appropriate time period. 
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F i g u r e 3. Sampler. 21.5 cm. χ I 3 cm. 
E c r u punched c a r d ground 
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R o y a l O n t a r i o Museum, T o r o n t o . (974.354) 



7 

Figure 4. Sampler. 25.5 cm. χ 30,5 cm. 
White tabby weave canvas. 
Blue and white wool. 
Cross s t i t c h . 
Bruce County Museum, Southampton, Ontario 
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Dated samplers have always been p r e f e r r e d In period r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s 

Hem r " " 8 ° f f l C l a l S t M P ° f * t h e « " « « - « t . But to e 
them e x c l u s r v e l y i s mi s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e , s i n c e undated ones were a l s o I d e 

: O f t : : r i p i a r s e . n u m b e r s - * i s — * • < - * ~ : 

Abbreviated B i b l i o p r a p h y 

« - 1 Stanwood Bolton ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ . („e„ Ï O r k : 

J ' A d r 0 S k ° ' " " " " ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ — - r 

Harold B. and D o r o t h y K. Burnham, S a ^ l ^ s ^ j t ^ ^ H a n d „ e . 

O e o r 8 l n a Brown „arbeson, A m e r i c i 3 j e j d W k . („ew V o r k : Bonanza Books, I 9 3 8 , 
Barbara M o r r i s , V i c t o r i a n E m h m ^ a , , , (London · H 

±oery_. (London: Hervert Jenkin s , 1962) 
Wi l l i a m P a r t r i d g e , 

Margaret H. Swain, H i s t o r i c a l Needlework Π A 
Needlework. (London: B a r r i e and Jen k i n s , 1970) 

V i c t o r i a and A l b e r t Museum, S f i i s 6 j s i s s . . ftondon: n " 
Education, 1947)! "j-mbcry or 

FOOTNOTES 

J- Lynde, The domestic dver or n M i 

T^w-^Fcit l r^y^^ 
be ing 

r s . 

W i l l i a m N e l l e s I IVPH τη w 
of Ontario's s e t t l e t n . 'I1 ^ c o u 1 1 HIT* « 1 * * » * ~ r . 
covers the years 1792 to 1841. P r e s e " « * i n p r i v a t e hands, 


