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“Visual bombast” is Richard Saja’s description of toile 
de Jouy textiles. The traditional printed cotton cloth 
from France typically depicts monochrome scenes 
of bucolic landscapes, which Saja interrupts with his 
own vivid stitches. On top of the saccharine subject 
matter, he adds humor and subversion: !ames spread 
unnoticed from top-!oor windows; ruby-red lips are 
added to men and women alike; clothing is embel-
lished and hair gets taller. In these reworked worlds, 
oddities enjoy a new coexistence. 

Saja has stitched for a long time, sewing mischief into 
the historical since launching his company Histori-
cally Inaccurate Decorative Arts in 2005. Rather than 
erase the original print by covering the entire surface, 
his additions selectively interrupt the original story. 
These eclectic alterations range from the overtly po-
litical to decorative homage. A "re on the upper !oors 
of the background building has gone unnoticed by 
the couple fawning over each other in the foreground 
of Sun Queen King Night—a study in gender reversal, 
but perhaps also the dangers of myopia. The recent 
“Tribes” series shows our endless desire to commu-
nicate something of ourselves—including our fanta-
sies—through cloth.

Saja describes his stitches as, “A little way I can con-
tribute to dissent.” In Pussyhat, women have acquired 
stitched versions of the square pink knitted hats that 
are now a familiar emblem—worn during the 2017 
Women’s March to protest misogynist statements 
from President Trump. The Great General George 
Washington was made in response to an invitation 
from the historic Woodland House, once the home 
of George Washington’s little acknowledged step-
daughter. Another recent work, this time made for 
an auction to raise funds for Planned Parenthood, 
includes the blue insignia of the organization, a "gure 
of a woman breastfeeding, and the number 45 struck 
through: a quiet rebellion against America’s current 
forty-"fth president. 

Alongside historical toile de Jouy prints sourced sec-
ondhand, Saja also collaborates on designs for new 
prints that borrow the aesthetics of the toile tradition, 
but introduce relationships not comfortably record-
ed by popular culture of the 18th century. Still more 
recently, he has begun to add his distinctive embroi-
dery to nineteenth- and twentieth-century French 
Aubusson tapestries. “I needed to get bigger for my 
stitching to progress,” he explains of the shift not only 
in scale but also texture. In contrast with the smooth 
surface of cotton commonly used for toiles, the thick 
wool ground provided by Aubusson tapestries has 
made his work “more visceral and immediate.” He 
marvels that, “Some gestures are now becoming one 
stitch,” and shows me the callouses on his hands be-
fore admitting to being thankful for a good reason to 

stitch with a thicker needle. These works, he explains, 
are “a little meatier.” 

A recent commission from the Italian fashion brand 
Weekend Max Mara, The Trophy Day, has allowed 
Saja to test more commercial waters. The printed 
women’s collection is based on a series of toile em-
broideries Saja developed speci"cally for the commis-
sion: Royal Ascot, The Kentucky Derby, luchadores, 
pixies, and My Little Pony were his catholic referenc-
es. If proof of this commercial foray’s signi"cance 
were needed, the Philadelphia Museum of Art has 
recently acquired a dress from the collection to com-
pliment a woven toile de Jouy dress already held by 
the museum. 

While versions of his embroidery now appear in many 
guises, Saja’s needle is not for hire. Private commis-
sions are agreed only if total artistic freedom is grant-
ed—which is understandable. The success of his work 
lies in the many ways we can access it. Viewers may 
respond to technical skill or sheer aesthetic beauty, 
while others may see politics dressed in humor. “I 
have done my work by implanting the message,” Saja 
explains, unconcerned with which entry point a view-
er might "nd.

A "fth grade class recently received a lesson in em-
broidery from Saja— work he hopes to continue. And 
in the new year he will take up a residency in Palm 
Beach, Florida, to focus on his embroidery of another 
historic tapestry. He has already begun work on a new 
project: Polyglamorous Multicultural Appropriation. 
The tongue-in-cheek title brings together the fashions 
of di#erent cultures: a world inhabited by hybrid sa-
murai, geisha, and sci-" warriors. Critical of a grow-
ing hyper-sensitivity towards cultural appropriation, 
he describes his despair that “America has become 
too politically correct, too reactionary, too strident.” 
Rather than opt for silence, his embroidery depicts 
other worlds—some that feel quite far away at the 
moment—founded on tolerance and acceptance, 
helped along with a little humor. 

Embroidery samplers in Europe and North America 
were used to teach women literacy and numeracy at 
a time when paper cost more than cloth. It did this, 
while also teaching the skill of sewing that for some 
women would become their livelihood. If reading is 
the right word for Richard Saja’s textiles is a question, 
then they most certainly o#er us lessons—lessons 
through stories edited, adapted, and retold through 
the color and line of stitch. Some of us read art, but 
hopefully many more experience art as something we 
feel.


