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Embroidered Medieval Linen Shift  
Online Course 

 

Module 3: Plain Sewing 
We have designed a linen sampler especially to accompany this course. This 

sampler will introduce you to some of the plain sewing techniques and 

embroidery stitches that may have been used to construct and decorate an 

embroidered medieval linen shift. 

In this PDF you will find a step-by-step guide to working the plain sewing section 

of the linen sampler.  If you choose to make a medieval linen shift you will also 

need to use these plain sewing stitches and techniques to construct your shift. 

In the accompanying video for Module 3 you will find some ‘how-to’ demonstrations to help you to 

set up your cloth, finger press your turnings, wax your thread, and work the stitches to make basic 

plain sewing hems, seams and a neck opening.  The time code on the video for each ‘how-to’ 

demonstration will be included in the appropriate section of the PDF instructions so that it is easy 

for you to find the demonstration when you need it. 

The video also includes some information about the history of plain sewing samplers. 

In all of the images and video demonstrations we have used a black tacking thread and a red 

sewing thread so that you can see them easily.  You will need to use both a tacking thread and 

sewing thread that match the colour of your cloth. 

 

What You Will Need 

Materials 

 30cm x 50cm of closely woven surface linen cloth with a weave that can be still counted but 

not evenweave cloth. If you intend to make a full-sized shift then a piece of the fabric that 

you will use to make your shift is best; 

 Linen sewing thread in the same colour as linen cloth - lace making weight 80/2 or 90/2; 

 Tacking thread in the same colour as linen cloth. 
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Equipment 

 Dressmaking and embroidery scissors; 

 Dressmaking pins; 

 Sharps sewing needle size 6, 8 or 10, 

whichever is best for you and your cloth and 

thread; 

 Beeswax block; 

 Tape measure; 

 Tailors chalk or 2B pencil; 

 

Preparation 

Withdrawing a thread 

To straighten the edges and square your sampler cloth to the straight-of-grain you will need to 

withdraw threads along the narrow top edge and down the long sides of your piece of sampler 

cloth. Cut along the space left in the cloth by the withdrawn threads.  

You do not need to withdraw a thread and straighten up the narrow lower edge of your sampler 

cloth yet, this will be done when you work the embroidery stitches in Module 6. 

You can learn how withdraw a thread and cut along the withdrawn thread in the video 

demonstration: 6:19 

 

Basic Hem  
“Make folds as narrow as practical for the fabric: this is an important detail that will 

make your work look ‘right’ without anyone knowing why: no seamstress wasted fabric 

on unnecessarily deep turnings.” 

 Sarah Thursfield  in Perfect Linens Plain and Fancy. 

1. With the wrong side of the cloth facing you, finger press a 

fold six threads down from the narrow top edge of the 

sampler cloth.  Fold over again to enclose the cut edge, and 

finger press a fold eight threads down from the previous fold 

and running across the cloth from folded edge to folded 

edge.   

You can learn how to finger press in the video 

demonstration: 10:11 

2. Carefully pin and tack the hem in place.  
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3. Start a waxed thread at the end of the hem.  

You can learn how to wax a thread in the video demonstration: 16:06 

4. Insert the needle under one or two threads in the cloth immediately under the fold.  In the same 

movement also pass the needle at a 45º angle through two threads in the cloth on the edge of the 

fold and then draw the needle through. 

 

                         

 Right Handed                                                              Left Handed 

 

5. Repeat this process to the end of the hem, finishing old threads and starting new threads as 

necessary.   

You can learn how to start and finish threads and stitch a hem in the video demonstration: 

18:21 

6. Remove the tacking stitches. 

     

Finished hem from the right side                           Finished hem from the wrong side 

 

Neck Opening  

1. Fold your sampler in half with right sides together and the long 

side edges aligned, lightly finger press and pin in place. 
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2. Fold down 7cm from the hem at the top of your sampler and lightly finger press along the thread 

and pin in place. 

       

3. Use tailors chalk or a pencil (the graphite will wash out of your cloth) to mark 5 cm away from 

the centre fold towards the side edges and 1 cm down towards the hem and the lower edge of 

your cloth.  Draw in a gentle curve and cut along the curved line. 

         

 

4. Remove all of the pins and open up the cloth to reveal an oval opening in you sampler. 

     

 

5. Carefully withdraw a thread to just 4cm down the centre of your sampler from the oval opening 

towards the bottom of the sampler and cut a slit along this drawn thread that is 4cm long.  
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6. Finger press a narrow hem around the oval opening and down the sides of the slit, carefully 

mitring the corners at the top of each side of the neck opening and stretching the cloth to 

manipulate it around the curves.  You will need to pin and tack in place as you finger press. 

You can learn how to finger press, pin and tack and mitre the corners of a hem for a neck 

opening in the video demonstration: 27:28 

7. Start a waxed thread in the centre back of the neck 

opening and stitch around the hem using the same 

basic hemming stitch that you used to stitch the hem at 

the top of your sampler.  When you reach the base of 

the slit work two overstitches one thread below the 

bottom of the slit and across three to four threads, 

before continuing to work the rest of the hem. 

You can learn how to start and finish threads and 

stitch a hem in the video demonstration: 18:21 

You can learn how to work the overstitches in the video demonstration: 35:23 

8. Remove the tacking stitches. 

9. Use five buttonhole stitches to reinforce the bottom of 

the neck opening.  With the right side of your work facing 

you, join your waxed thread under the hem at the side of 

the slit in the neck opening. Insert your needle two threads 

below and two threads to the side of the base of the slit, 

loop the thread behind the point of the needle and pull 

your needle through to catch the thread. Repeat four 

times, moving the insertion point of the stitch across one 

thread towards the centre and then out to the other side of 

the centre, for each stitch. 
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 Right Handed                                                           Left Handed 

You can learn how to use buttonhole stitch to reinforce a slit opening in the video 

demonstration: 37:50 

 

          

Finished neck opening from the right side                Finished neck opening from the wrong side 

 

Oversewn Seam  
Oversewing is used to join two selvedges, or two 

folded edges or one of each, and it is usually worked 

on the outside of the garment. 

1. Measure 17cm from the hem at the top of your 

sampler, withdraw a thread across the sampler and 

cut across the withdrawn thread.  You will now have 

a worked section of sampler with the lower edge 

squared off and another piece of cloth with the top 

edge squared off. 

You can learn how withdraw a thread and cut along the withdrawn thread in the video 

demonstration: 6:19 
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2. Finger press a fold towards the wrong side that is six threads up from the bottom edge of the 

worked section of sampler to the wrong side of the work.  

3. Finger press a fold towards the wrong side that is 12 threads down from the top of the other 

piece of cloth to the wrong side of the work. 

You can learn how to finger press in the video demonstration: 10:11 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Place the turned edges together with the folds inside and wrong sides together. Pin and then 

tack the two pieces together. 

5. Start a waxed thread at the end of the seam and oversew the folded edges of the cloth together.  

Make each stitch about two threads down from the edge and two threads from the previous stitch 

to form a close narrow roll of stitching.  Pull each stitch tight, but be careful not to allow the front 

layer to slip against the back layer and cause puckering. 

            

 Right Handed                                                  Left Handed 

6. Repeat to the end of the seam, finishing old threads and starting new threads as necessary.   

You can learn how to start and finish threads and oversew a seam in the video 

demonstration: 43:19 

7. Remove the tacking stitches. 
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Felling 
Felling is the second part of two stage seams and is 

used to both neaten and strengthen the seam. 

1. Finger press both turnings of your oversewn seam 

towards the top of your sampler, then finger press the 

wider turning over the narrower turning to enclose the 

cut edge. 

You can learn how to finger press in the video 

demonstration: 10:11 

You can learn about felled seams in the video 

demonstration: 47:26 

2. Pin and tack against the top piece of the sampler to form a ‘hem’ or felled edge. 

3. Stitch along the felled edge using the same basic hemming stitch that you used to stitch the 

hem at the top of your sampler. 

          

  Right Handed                                                     Left Handed 

You can learn how to start and finish threads and stitch a hem in the video demonstration: 

18:21 

 

        

Finished oversewn and felled seam from the right              Finished oversewn and felled seam from the                 

side                                                                                      wrong side                 
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Stab Stitch Run and Fell Seam  
1. Measure 4cm from your oversewn seam, 

withdraw a thread across the sampler and cut 

across the withdrawn thread.  You will now have a 

worked section of sampler with the lower edge 

squared off and another piece of cloth with the top 

edge squared off. 

You can learn how withdraw a thread and cut 

along the withdrawn thread in the video 

demonstration: 6:19 

2. Lay the worked section of sampler against the other 

piece of cloth with right sides together and the squared 

off cut edges together.  Slide the worked section of 

sampler down to offset the cut edges revealing six 

threads depth from the top edge of the other piece of 

cloth. 

3. Pin and tack the two pieces together. 

4. Work a line of stab stiches six threads from the lower edge of the worked piece of sampler. 

Work the stitches at right angles to the cloth and pull the thread all of the way through after each 

insertion, making one stitch at a time. Work the stab stiches over three or four threads for each 

stitch.   

                                        

          

 

 

 

 

 

Right Handed                                                           Left Handed  

 

You can learn how to start and finish threads and stab stitch a seam in the video 

demonstration: 48:58 

5. Remove the tacking stitches. 

6. Follow the instructions for Felling to complete the seam. 
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Finished stab stitch and felled seam from the              Finished stab stitch and felled seam from the                 

right side                                                                       wrong side  

       

Finished plain sewing sampler 

from the right side. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Finished plain sewing sampler 

from the wrong side. 
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Further Information 
Plain Sewing Samplers 

You can find out more about the fascinating history of plain 

sewing samplers, including the one pictured here, at the 

following websites 

http://www.sudsandsoda.com/notes/sampler.html 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O1125832/sampler-book/ 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/67074030@N04/6114398944/  

 

 

Perfect Linens Plain and Fancy  

by Sarah Thursfield, also known as The Medieval Tailor’s 

Assistant. 

This has been our ‘go-to’ reference guide for choosing the plain 

sewing hems, seams and neck opening to include in our linen 

sampler.  Perfect Linens Plain and Fancy also includes 

information about other plain sewing stitches and techniques that 

may have been employed by the medieval shift maker and more 

information about the medieval shift, shirt or chemise. 

Sarah has a website which you can visit here and she also runs a 

number of courses including one on creating Perfect Linens. 

 

 

      

Rosalie’s Medieval Woman is a treasure trove for all things Medieval including: 

 Medieval sewing tools. https://rosaliegilbert.com/sewingtools.html  

 Medieval Fabrics https://rosaliegilbert.com/fabricsandsewing.html 

 Medieval Sewing Techniques https://rosaliegilbert.com/sewingtechniques.html 

 

 

http://www.sudsandsoda.com/notes/sampler.html
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O1125832/sampler-book/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/67074030@N04/6114398944/
https://www.sarahthursfield.com/
https://rosaliegilbert.com/sewingtools.html
https://rosaliegilbert.com/fabricsandsewing.html
https://rosaliegilbert.com/sewingtechniques.html
https://rosaliegilbert.com/


12 
 

Sharing Your Work 

We would love to see, share and celebrate your achievements and so there will be a gallery of 

work on the Embroidered Medieval Linen Shift page on the Heron Corn Mill Website.  If you are 

happy to share your creations with us, please email images of your samplers and shifts to 

stella@heronmill.org  

Contacting your Course Tutors 

Your tutors will be available to offer support via email at stella@heronmill.org and 

baskets@pettmanwillow.co.uk and we will endeavour to answer any questions as promptly as 

possible.  However, as we both only work on a part-time basis we won’t be available every day. 

Photo Credits 

‘Cutting Cloth and Sewing’ Aspects of daily life: Linen clothing Tacuinum sanitatis (XIV century) 
Wikimedia Commons  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:58- aspetti_di_vita_quotidiana,abbigliamento_lino,Taccuino_Sa.jpg 
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