Blackburn Diocesan Mothers Union Banner

Brenda’s Dream

For some time Brenda Entwistle (Diocesan President of the Mothers Union) had been aware that something was missing in the Blackburn Diocese.  All the other Diocesan groups who met annually at one of the Cathedrals brought with them a banner and proudly carried it into the Cathedral for all to see as a sign of their commitment to the Mothers Union movement.

At one of the Diocesan Meetings Brenda decided to enquire if any one with expertise in Banner making would be prepared to design and made a Banner for the Diocese.  She had also expressed a desire that this would be a group project within the diocese.

Kath Shaw (Enrolling Member for the Poulton-Le-Fylde Branch & Deanery Presiding Member)  approached Anne Riley (Chairperson of St Chad’s Embroiderers Group) to the effect that Brenda was looking for someone who would be prepared to design and make a Mothers Union Banner for the Diocese.

Poulton-Le-Fylde St Chads Embroidery Group Interest

Anne Riley felt that she needed to discuss the project with her sister Pauline, and her brother-in-law, Jack Scowcroft, to see if they would be willing to work with her as they had worked together on other ecclesiastical embroidery projects.

Anne decided to visit several Cathedrals and Churches for some ideas.  She discovered on her travels that there are many flowers associated with the Madonna and the Holy Child.  Taking this into consideration she decided that the banner must have as many flowers as possible to show the glory of The Virgin Mary garlanded with blooms.  She also took into account the many ladies with busy fingers who would hopefully be willing to work on the banner.

The Mothers Union Trustees had requested a traditional banner using the Diocesan and Mothers Union logos together with the Lantern Tower which, they felt, should also be represented as it was a central feature of Blackburn Cathedral.

Anne discovered in the “Watts Book of Embroidery” a picture of a banner worked by the Sisters of Bethany in 1912 and she decided that this would be an ideal centre piece for the banner, she particularly liked the framework of flower petals in an elliptical form which surround the Blessed Virgin Mary.

The “Pax Figurine” is one of the Cathedral’s most treasured possessions and has been adopted as the badge of the “Friends of Blackburn Cathedral”.  The Blessed Virgin Mary holding The Hold Child Jesus surrounded by the flames on the figurine.  These flames would be adopted as a feature on the banner.

The Lantern Tower would be the main feature on the back of the banner.  The silk embroidered words “Mothers Union Blackburn Diocese” surmounting the upper portion and beams of light descending down from the golden cross on the spire.

Whilst reading the information in the Blackburn Cathedral booklet she discovered that the windows were designed to the effect that in darkness, when lit, the lantern would be a welcome beacon for all to see.

“A pillar of fire glowing in the honour of God, mingling with

 the light of heaven, to dispel the darkness of the night”

This light would shine out across the countryside reaching out to the fourteen Deaneries and Parishes.  Brenda asked if the fourteen deaneries could be represented in the design by rays shining from the lantern tower.  Anne decided that fourteen rays of light would be depicted in the form of gold couched ribbon that would appear to descent from the Cross on the top of the Spire to indicate the Mother Cathedral shining out to all the deaneries.

Decisions were already made with regard to the format of the design and the colours to be incorporated.  The next move was to spend a day with Sue Barnes (a local artist) to discuss the drawing of the design.  Sue Barnes then drafted a first full-scale drawing onto tracing paper and completed the design of the banner.  This would be used as the template for transferring the design to materials.

The Design on the Front of the Banner

The Madonna and Holy Child in an oval framework of flower petals would be set in the centre.  Down either side of the front would be flowers associated with The Blessed Virgin

· Lilies:
        “The Annunciation Lily” for the purity of the Virgin Mary

· Snowdrops:                    “Candlemas” for the purity of the Blessed Virgin

· Daisies:                         “Mary-Loves” for the innocence of the Holy Child

· Roses:        “The plant bearing the thorn and beautiful flower” consecrated 

         to The Blessed Virgin Mary

· Bluebells:             “Blue” in the colour associated with The Blessed Virgin

· Pansy/Viola:  “Trinity Flower” symbol of the trinity first revealed to Mary

To enhance the central feature, flames in “Gold Kid Material”, as in the “Pax Figurine” would be placed around the Madonna and Holy Child.

The Mothers Union “Logo” to be placed on the lower left of the front of the banner and the Blackburn Diocesan Shield on the lower right hand side of the front of the banner.

The Design on the Back

· The words “Mothers Union” arched over the spire of the Lantern Tower
· The words “Blackburn Diocese” in a semi-circle below.
· The lantern tower with the Spire and Cross projecting through the
words reaching to the very top of the banner.

· Rays of golden beams also featured to interpret the artistic design of Linda Walton’s impression when she designed the windows in the Lantern Tower to create a glowing light for all to see.

The Lantern Tower windows with a kaleidoscope of colour using modern holographic material that glows in different colours in different lights.

Brenda and Parnal Rothwell (Secretary of the Diocesan Mothers Union) met Anne to discuss final details and costs and to see the scale drawing of the banner.  They expressed their appreciation of the work so far and were delighted with the design.

The Embroidery Group

As the St Chad’s Group of ladies has previously assisted in the production of a Baptismal Banner at St Chad’s, they already had a great deal of expertise in silk embroidery that could be used in this project.  In addition several ladies form other areas within the diocese had expressed a desire to join the group for this special work.

At the first meeting the design was explained in some detail and it was decided that all the flowers and leaves on the front of the banner should be hand embroidered and appliquéd to give depth to the images.

The materials for the Madonna and Holy Child proved to a more difficult decision and after much consideration with respect to fabric and design a decision was made that blue velvet would be the fabric of choice for the gown and gold brocade for the dress.

The veil was to be embroidered in blackwork (blue on blue) by Pauline using Pearsalls embroidery silks.

The face and hair of The Blessed Virgin would be hand embroidered by Anne using Madeira machine embroidery thread.  The face of Jesus and the hands of Mary would be worked by Pauline also using Madeira machine embroidery thread.

Everything to be embroidered on the banner was first practised by Anne and Pauline in the weeks before the ladies were themselves given work on practice pieces.

The banner is worked on very high quality ecclesiastical blue brocade.  Anne and Pauline carefully selected all the embroidery silks for colour and texture.  Many of the ladies who worked on the banner had some experience of working in fine silk thread.  The halos were worked in Japanese Gold.

Several ladies in the group embroidered the chain of twenty-seven violets that encircle the Madonna & Holy Child.  Individual ladies also worked the larger flowers including the lilies, roses, daisies and bluebells together with the majority of the leaves.

It took two years to complete the banner.  Twenty-one ladies spent thousands of hours in designing, drawing, tracing, practising and working on the project and hundreds of hours couching and laborious over stitching where necessary.  For this wonderful group of enthusiastic ladies it had been a work of love and often during periods of frustration especially when work had to be re-done five or six times, the traditional Mothers Union “tea and biscuits”, and quite often a few prayers were needed to keep them going.

Jack Scowcroft has a keen interest in symmetrical design and his work was invaluable to Anne & Pauline thanks to his meticulous tracing and transferring of the design on to the fabric.

Stuart Rothwell designed and made the beautiful Pole, Bar, and Stand and hand worked and polished the Brass Crosses.  There is an engraved inscription on a brass plate on the foot of the stand.

All the ladies who worked on the Banner are either Members of the Mothers Union or embroiderers from Churches in the Diocese.
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Postscript:

Among these flowers are those which symbolise the maidenly, immaculate, purity of Holy Mary, through her openness and fidelity to the graces bequeathed  her for the preservation of her Immaculate Conception:

Following the dogmatic definition of the doctrine of the Divine Maternity of Mary as the Mother of God at the Council of Ephesus in AD 432, the frontal image of the Mother and Child was adopted as its visual representation.

In the English countryside the wild arum, with leaf-life spathe and rod-like pistil, was seen as a Virgin and Child symbol and commonly known to this day as “Lady-Lords”.

Our grateful thanks to all who have given their time

 and talents to produce this beautiful banner.

 Without doubt, their wonderful work

 will be treasured by the

 Blackburn Diocesan Mothers Union 

and bring joy to those who see it in all its splendour.

Dedicated by Bishop Alan Chesters at Blackburn Cathedral

23 November 2002

