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The Last Surviving Sea Silk Seamstress 
Byssus, or sea silk, is one of the most coveted materials in the world – but after more than 1,000 years in the same 

matrilineal family tree, this ancient thread may soon unravel. 
By Eliot Stein 

Each spring, under the cover of darkness and guarded by members of the Italian Coast 
Guard, 62-year-old Chiara Vigo plunges headfirst into the crystalline sea off the tiny 
Sardinian island of Sant’Antioco.  Using the moonlight to guide her, Vigo descends up 
to 15 m below the surface to reach a series of secluded underwater coves and grassy 
lagoons that the women in her family have kept secret for the past 24 generations. She 
then uses a tiny scalpel to carefully trim the razor-thin fibers growing from the tips of a 
highly endangered Mediterranean bivalve known as the noble pen shell, or Pinna 
nobilis.  It takes about 100 dives to harvest 30 g of usable strands, which form when 
the mollusc’s secreted saliva comes in contact with salt water and solidifies into 
keratin. Known as byssus, or sea silk, it’s one of the rarest and most coveted materials 
in the world.   Today, Vigo is believed to be the last person on Earth who still knows 
how to harvest, dye, and embroider sea silk into elaborate patterns that glisten like gold 
in the sunlight. 

Women in Mesopotamia used the exceptionally light fabric to embroider clothes for 
their kings some 5,000 years ago. It was harvested to make robes for King Solomon, 
bracelets for Nefertiti, and holy vestments for priests, popes, and pharaohs. It is 
referenced on the Rosetta Stone, mentioned 45 times in the Old Testament, and thought to be the material that God commanded 
Moses to drape on the altar in the Tabernacle.  No-one is precisely sure how or why the women in Vigo’s family started weaving 
byssus, but for more than 1,000 years, the intricate techniques, patterns, and dying formulas of sea silk have been passed down 
through this astonishing thread of women – each of whom has guarded the secrets tightly before teaching them to their daughters, 
nieces, or granddaughters.  Vigo learned the ancient craft from her maternal grandmother. She remembers her grandmother paddling 
her into the ocean in a rowboat to teach her to dive when she was three years old. By age 12, she sat atop a pillow, weaving at the 
loom.  Vigo is known as su maistu (‘the master’, in Sardo). There can only be one maistu at a time, and in order to become one, you 
must devote your life to learning the techniques from the existing master. Like the 23 women before her, Vigo has never made a 
penny from her work. She is bound by a sacred ‘Sea Oath’ that maintains that byssus should never be bought or sold. 

In fact, despite weaving works for display in the Louvre, the British Museum, and the Vatican, Vigo doesn’t have a single piece of 
byssus in her home.  Instead, Vigo explained that the only way to receive byssus is as a gift. She’s created pieces for Pope Benedict 
XVI and the Queen of Denmark, but more often than not she embroiders designs for newlywed couples, children celebrating a 
christening, and women who come to her in hopes of becoming pregnant.  “Byssus doesn’t belong to me, but to everyone,” Vigo 
asserted. “Selling it would be like trying to profit from the sun or the tides.”  But that hasn’t stopped people from trying. According 
to Małgorzata Biniecka, author of The Masters of Byssus, Silk and Linen, “a woman there forsake the Sea Oath and tried to establish 
a commercial byssus industry,” Biniecka said. “A year later, it went bankrupt and she mysteriously died.”   

It takes 15 straight days of extracting and dying raw byssus to create enough threads 
to weave just a few centimeters. Some pieces, like a 50x60 cm cloth of pure sea silk 
weighing just 2 g, take six years to stitch. Others, like the larger tapestries draped atop 
her loom depicting Biblical passages and pagan deities, take even longer.  “There are 
140 patterns in my family, eight of which will never be written and have been passed 
down orally from generation to generation,” she said.  But after more than 1,000 years 
in the same matrilineal family tree, this ancient thread may soon unravel.  According 
to tradition, the heir to the byssus secrets is Vigo’s youngest daughter, Maddalena. 
Like her own grandmother, Vigo began teaching her how to dive and embroider at an 
early age.  But there’s a problem: “My mother and I are very different,” Maddalena 
said from her home in Dublin, Ireland, where she’s been living for the past two years. 
“People have always told me that I’d be a fool to allow this art to die, but I’m 
desperately torn. My life is mine.” 

What’s more, after creating the world’s only museum dedicated to byssus in 2005, 
Vigo was notified last autumn that the government of Sant’Antioco had unexpectedly 
closed her free Museo del Bisso, citing that the building’s electrical system wasn’t up 

to code.  “The ‘electrical problem’ was me!” Vigo snapped. “The municipality tried to force me to charge entrance fees and write 
down my patterns and secrets. But I will defend this sacred oath with my fingernails as long as I breathe!” 

The news drew national attention, spurring an online petition that garnered nearly 20,000 signatures – including that of the President 
of Sardinia – to no avail. Recently, two young artists started a crowdfunding campaign to help Vigo rent the one-room studio where 
she now works. Ironically, it’s the same room where Vigo’s grandmother taught her how to spin sea silk 50 years ago. Unless they 
can raise €85,000 to purchase the rent-to-own property by November 2018, the town will evict her and the world will no longer be 
able to watch its last sea silk seamstress spin byssus into gold.  “The secrets may die with me,” she said,  “but the silk of the sea will 
live on.” 

Abstracted from BBC, September 7, 2017 

Sea silk comes from thin fibres growing from the tips 
of a highly endangered Mediterranean clam.  Photo 
credit: Eliot Stein 

When held into the light, sea silk transforms from a 
brownish color into a golden hue.  Photo credit: 
Eliot Stein. 
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George Carey Matthiessen 
Aug. 15, 1928 - May 15, 2017 

George Carey Matthiessen, shellfish biologist and pioneer in shellfish aquaculture died May 
15, 2017 at his home in Chester, CT. Carey was born on August 15, 1928 on Fishers Island, 
N.Y., the son of Erard A. and Elizabeth Carey Matthiessen.

Carey was awarded the David H. Wallace Award in 1994 by the National Shellfisheries 
Association for his long service to the shellfish industry beginning in the 1960’s. Carey’s 
activities associated with the development and management of shellfisheries in New 
England, his pioneering work in developing practical hatchery techniques for rearing 
commercial quantities of oyster seed, and long-term service to the industry will be long 
remembered by older NSA membership. Matthiessen began his long career advocating for 
the conservation and beneficial utilization of marine resources soon after receiving his Ph.D. 
in Marine Biology from Harvard in 1959. His thesis focused on the ecology of soft shell 
clams. He entered the work force soon thereafter, working first as Assistant Director of the 
Massachusetts Division of Marine Fisheries, and later establishing the Marine Research 
Foundation (MRF) on Martha’s Vineyard in 1962. The MRF was a non-profit organization 
dedicated to the propagation and development of shellfish aquaculture on the Vineyard, 
utilizing south side salt ponds for cultivating seed oysters. Carey directed the activities of 

the MRF until the late 1960’s prior to establishing a marine consulting firm, Marine Research, Inc. (MRI) in response to the 
growing opportunities associated with ecological assessment work associated with electric utilities utilizing seawater for cooling 
and their effects on marine biota associated with warm water pumped into estuaries.  

Carey resigned from MRI to focus his energy on developing a seed oyster production farm on a salt pond on the east end of Fishers 
Island, NY, starting Ocean Pond Corporation in 1978. There, his pioneering and deceptively simple approaches to rearing oyster 
larvae and seed took root and provided seed oysters for growers in southern New England. He worked tirelessly with researchers, 
including Susan Ford and Hal Haskins to bring in oyster brood stocks selectively bred for resistance to MSX, soon after MSX was 
discovered in southern New England.  

Carey was intrigued by the potential to utilize the high nutrient seawater trapped by the thermocline in Ocean Pond to fertilize the 
surface waters during the summer months and stimulate primary production to provide more microalgae to feed seed oysters 
growing in tray culture on the pond’s surface. He was also very interested in evaluating both selective breeding combined with 
triploidy in C. virginica, publishing results in the 1990’s on the performance of triploid C. virginica in the face of MSX infections 
on Cape Cod. 

Noting the decline in habitats suitable for raising shellfish on Long Island Sound, Carey later served as Director of the Sounds 
Conservancy and as a visiting Professor at the University of Connecticut, Groton during the 1980’s. Together with his wife of 65 
years, Cis, they traveled widely and often for the purpose of research on oysters. His long experience developing aquaculture 
techniques in New England combined with observations made all over the world, culminated in the publication of his book “Oyster 
Culture” published in 1991.  He was also active in the conservation movement and served for years on the board of the Quebec-
Labrador Foundation, publishing for them in 2005: Forage Fish - a booklet dedicated to increasing public awareness of the 
importance of forage fish to our marine ecosystems and the damage done to them by industrial fisheries.  

Everyone who knew Carey knew of his humble, easy going demeanor, clever wit, and infectious smile.  Many describe him as the 
nicest person they’ve ever known. Stimulated by both the natural beauty of Ocean Pond and his intellectual curiosity, Carey 
worked tirelessly, well into his 70s, to refine his oyster seed production techniques. During this time, he also served as mentor, 
imparting his wisdom, passion for the marine environment, expertise, friendship and love of striped bass fishing to a cadre of 
active oyster aquaculturists today – a list that includes, Joth Davis, Steve Malinowski, Bob Rheault, Seth Garfield and others who 
cut their teeth at Ocean Pond on Fishers Island. Today, Steve continues the tradition of utilizing the pond for seed oyster 
cultivation.   

G. Carey Matthiessen left an indelible mark on the development of shellfish aquaculture,
through his unique capacity to combine a deep love of the marine world that valued
stewardship above all with the practical development and utilization of marine resources for
the betterment of people. He was a pioneer in aquaculture recognizing decades ago that
humanity would need to look to farming the sea to satisfy the growing demand for seafood.
His recognition in 1994 by the NSA as a David H. Wallace Award recipient is a tribute to
that legacy.

Joth Davis 
Steve Malinowski 


