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A NOTE ON DAME DOROTHY SELBY AND THE 
GUNPOWDER PLOT. 

BY SIR EDWARD HARRISON. 

A MONUMENT in Ightham Church to Dame Dorothy Selby, 
of the Mote, who died in 1641, bears an inscription which 
includes the following lines : 

. . . She was a Dorcas 
Whose curious Needle turn'd th' abused Stage 
Of this leud world into the golden Age, 
Whose Pen of Steele and silken inch enroll'd 
The Acts of Jonah in Records of Gold, 
Whose arte disclos'd that Plot which, had it taken, 
Borne had tryumph'd and Britan's walls had shaken . . 1 

In a recess behind her bust are a representation in 
coloured plaster of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, 
and an engraved slab on which is drawn a papal conclave, 
together with ships of the Spanish Armada and Guy Fawkes 
going to the Houses of Parliament. 

The hnes quoted relate naturaUy to three pieces of 
needlework, two of which are iUustrated by the plaster work 
(the Golden Age) and the drawing (the Gunpowder Plot, etc.). 
The last two lines, however, have been taken to mean that 
Dame Dorothy Selby helped to reveal the plot, a view 
supported by a tradition in the Selby family that she either 
wrote or discovered the meaning of the anonymous letter 
received by Lord Mounteagle on 26th October, 1605, warning 
him not to attend the meeting of Parliament. 

The question was discussed in Notes and Queries in 
1856 and in the Gentleman's Magazine in 1863 and 1864. 
" Magdalenensis " opened the subject by drawing attention 
to the lines on the monument and the tradition.2 ci C. de 
D." asserted that the hnes referred to the hangings of three 

1 For the full inscription see Arch. Cant., XXIV, 193. 
a Notes and Queries. 1866, Vol. 2, p. 248. 
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rooms at Ightham Mote worked by Lady Selby.1 " L.B.L." 
(no doubt, the Rev. Lambert B. Larking), whilst taking the 
hnes to relate to needlework, stated that there was then 
no tapestry at the Mote and that as far as family tradition 
extended the only tapestry ever there related to far different 
subjects.2 Major Luard, of the Mote,3 and Thomas Selby4 

both vouched for the tradition that Dame Selby helped to 
reveal the plot. Thomas Selby had received the tradition 
from his grandmother. 

I t is now possible to clear up the question. Several 
pieces of needlework done by Dame Dorothy Selby are in 
the possession of Mrs. R. M. Curteis, owner of Winkenhurst, 
HeUingly, and a descendant of the Selby family, who has 
courteously allowed the writer to see them. One of these 
pieces (25 inches by 21 inches in size) represents the papal 
conclave with the Armada and Guy Fawkes, and, without 
a doubt, is the original needlework (it is not tapestry) from 
which the engraving on the monument was copied—with 
such variations as were necessary to adapt the subject to 
the space available on the slab. 

In the writer's opinion the picturesque legend must now 
be laid to rest. The words " whose arte disclosed " mean 
whose art portrayed—the plot in needlework. The tradition 
by itself is unsubstantial. 

I t is proposed, with the consent of the Rector, to place 
in Ightham Church, beside a drawing of the engraving on 
the monument, a photograph of the piece of needlework 
from which it was copied. 

1 Notes and Queries, 1866, Vol. 2, p. 314. 
2 Notes and Queries, 1866, Vol. 2, p. 416. 
3 Gentleman's Magazine, October 1863, p. 444. 
4 Gentleman's Magazine, December 1863, p. 768. 
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