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If You Can’t Read It, Does 
It Still Say Something?
by Glenys Davies

Thinking about text in quilts, I realised that 
I tend to use text that can’t be read and, 
from a bit of research, I noticed that other 
quilters and artists do, too. This got me 
wondering why, what was the point?

Here is the result of my pondering. It’s not a 
definite survey by any means, more a set of 
first thoughts and, if the question interests 
you, do please add your views!

One obvious type of unreadable (by many 
people) text are words in an unfamiliar 
language. I included a panel in Japanese in my entry for the Lullingstone 
‘Silk’ Challenge (above right). I copied it carefully from the drawing I was 
using as inspiration. It was important to me to get it right – 
I took it off and put it on again when I realised that I had sewn it on upside 
down. But I have no idea what it actually says. I may well have forged 
someone’s signature. I just hope it’s nothing offensive! So why did I include 
it? To add to the atmosphere, give the piece a touch of authenticity, and, 
purely in design terms, balance the composition. I feel the work would 
certainly be weaker without the text, so it is playing a significant role. 

Many languages and letter forms can be very attractive visually – perhaps 
even more so when they are not immediately readable. Think of all the 
artists who are inspired by Latin manuscripts and Celtic forms. And, to many 
people, letters or words from such ancient languages carry extra meaning 
by bringing with them a sense of age, of referring to times past. Runic quilts, 
some claim, can even incorporate something of the power of the Rune when 
made ‘with specific intention’. So, with the right rune one can, for example, 
gift hope to a friend (or presumably something less pleasant if so inclined!).

I came across an interesting example of the use of ancient text in work by 
Willy Doreleĳers, who juxtaposed Phoenician, the oldest known alphabet, 
with depictions of modern texting devices (see Fenische E-reader, page 33).

Another way to use text making it difficult to read is to use partial letters or 
sentences, or to distress the text or obscure some of the letters. This can 
actually add to the visual impact and the meaning conveyed – probably 

‘Fabricated?’, I was struck by how 
words used in 2020 could just as 
easily describe 2025. The work reflects 
that little has changed; if anything, the 
situation has worsened.

Virus (2023, below), might seem 
closely tied to the 21st century, 
primarily referencing Covid-19 and the 
pandemic. However, upon closer 
examination, one discovers a difficult 
narrative in the intricately hand-stitched text which features the names and 

histories of individuals in the medical 
profession, including doctors, nurses, 
chemists and dentists, hailing from diverse 
countries, who were murdered or driven to 
suicide during the Holocaust. 

More recently, I completed After the Event 
(2025), a small tallit (Jewish prayer shawl, 
below) with stitched text replacing the 
traditional striped pattern. It documents 
global antisemitic attacks targeting 
innocent Jewish children and teenagers, 
as well as their parents, schools and 

nurseries. Every incident recorded has taken place since 7 October 2023. 
One line of stitch recounts a teacher telling a six-year-old child she was 
‘only half human’ because one of 
her parents is Jewish. This piece 
was not created to be worn; 
Jewish children should never 
have to bear the burden of 
antisemitism on their shoulders.

My work continues to use text to 
draw in the viewer, to make them 
think, feel and reflect. It is not 
always easy to sit with a needle 
and thread to stitch such themes, 
but I believe that it is important to 
document these issues, in the hope of a more compassionate and 
empathetic world.
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