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Embroidered Medieval Linen Shift  
Online Course 

 

Module 5: A Brief Introduction to the Embroidery of Medieval Europe 
This PDF, together with the video for Module 5 which you can find HERE, will provide an overview 

of the embroidery of Europe, including Scandinavia, during the medieval period which lasted from 

the fifth century to the late fourteenth century.  

Introduction 
Embroidery during the medieval period was considered of equal value to painting and sculpture 

and was often used to demonstrate the wealth and power of the nobility and the church. This is 

particularly true of Opus Anglicanum or English Embroidery, a luxury product worked by skilled 

craftsmen and women, which was in high demand throughout the late twelfth to mid fourteenth 

centuries.  Opus Anglicanum embroideries were worked on linen or velvet cloth using silk and 

metal threads, and some pieces were also decorated with pearls and jewels. The specialist 

techniques of split stitch and underside couching are a feature of Opus Anglicanum, which was 

used to decorate items such as alms purses, ecclesiastical vestments, royal robes and heraldic 

horse trappings.  

The simple white linen embroideries of Opus Teutonicum contrast with the opulence of Opus 

Anglicanum. Opus Teutonicum, which was mainly worked in the religious houses of Lower Saxony 

from the twelfth to fifteenth century, is worked in white linen thread on white linen cloth and uses 

the textures of brick stitch or pulled thread work to great effect. The subjects in early pieces of 

Opus Teutonicum are mainly religious, however, secular subjects are increasingly introduced 

during the fourteenth century. Opus Teutonicum was used mainly to decorate ecclesiastical 

hangings and altar cloths.  

Opus Anglicnum and Opus Teutonicum are the most well-known embroidery techniques of the 

medieval period, primarily because of the number of extant pieces and also because meticulous 

inventories were kept by both the church and nobility who owned these expensive textiles. There 

are however other extant examples of medieval embroidery which were created in both religious 

and secular workshops, and also in domestic settings. The timeline below includes images and 

information about some of these pieces, alongside examples of Opus Anglicanum and Opus 

Teutonicum, and places the different styles of embroidery in a chronological context, providing an 

overview of European embroidery during the medieval period.  

https://vimeo.com/476037767
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Timeline of Medieval Embroidery   

 
         eventh Century 

 

Chemise de Sainte Balthilde 
 

The 'Chemise of St Balthilde', which dates from the seventh 

century, is made from white linen and embroidered 

with silk thread. The motifs have a Byzantine influence, and 

represent expensive jewellery. 

 

You can find out more about the the Chemise de St Bathilde 

HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
       inth Century 
 
 

The Oseberg Burial Embroideries 

These embroideries were found in the ship burial of two 

women who died in 834. The embroideries, which are 

worked in many colours of silk thread, may have been 

trimmings for the women’s garments.  

You can find out more about the Oseberg Burial 

Embroideries HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://trc-leiden.nl/trc-needles/individual-textiles-and-textile-types/religious-vestments-and-other-textiles/chemise-de-sainte-balthilde
https://www.khm.uio.no/english/visit-us/viking-ship-museum/exhibitions/oseberg/the-women-in-the-oseberg-burial/
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Maaseik Embroideries 

The Maaseik 

embroideries are 

believed to be the oldest 

examples of Opus 

Anglicanum. They are 

thought to be of Anglo 

Saxon origin, and the 

embroidered designs 

include animals and 

foliage which are worked 

in silk and metal threads 

on a linen cloth.  

You can find out more about the Maaseik embroideries HERE 

           enth Century 
 
 

St Cuthbert Stole and Maniple 

When the coffin of St Cuthbert was 

opened in 1827 the remains of a stole 

and maniple were found inside. Both 

vestments are decorated with images of 

old testament prophets embroidered with 

silk and gold thread on a silk cloth. 

You can find out more about the St. 

Cuthbert Stole and Maniple HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.trc-leiden.nl/trc-needles/individual-textiles-and-textile-types/religious-vestments-and-other-textiles/maaseik-embroideries
https://www.trc-leiden.nl/trc-needles/individual-textiles-and-textile-types/religious-vestments-and-other-textiles/st-cuthbert-embroideries
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Mammen Embroideries 

The Mammen embroideries were 

discovered in a chamber-grave of a 

man who was buried in the winter of AD 

970-971. He was dressed in woollen 

garments which were embroidered 

using coloured threads. 

You can find out more about the 

Mammen Embroideries HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             leventh Century 
 
 
 
 

The Bayeux Tapestry  
 
The Bayeux Tapestry is 

a commemorative embroidery that 

depicts the events leading up to the 

Norman conquest of England in 1066 

by William the Conqueror. It is 

embroidered in coloured wool yarns 

on a linen cloth. 

 

You can find out more about the 

Bayeux Tapestry HERE 

 
 
 
 
 

https://trc-leiden.nl/trc-needles/individual-textiles-and-textile-types/fragments-and-panels/mammen-embroideries
https://www.trc-leiden.nl/trc-needles/individual-textiles-and-textile-types/commemorative-and-commissioned-textiles/commemorative-embroidery
https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/
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           welth Century 
 
 
 

Wall Hanging 1150 -1160 

This fragment is from an embroidered wall hanging which 

depicts two saints. It is embroidered with silk thread on a 

linen cloth.  

 

You can find out more about this embroidery HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1150 Comedies of Terence 
 
Manuscript held in the Bodleian Library, Oxford which 

includes many images of embroidered garments. 

 

You can view the manuscript HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O117830/textile-fragments-unknown/
https://iiif.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/iiif/viewer/0df0371f-b0fb-4cb7-9c4d-8d108c06a694#?c=0&m=0&s=0&cv=108&r=0&xywh=250%2C768%2C4523%2C2079
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          hirteenth Century 
 
 
 

The Clare Chasuble 

The Clare Chasuble is one of the oldest extant pieces of Opus 

Anglicanum. It is made from silk cloth and the embroideries, that 

depict religious subjects, are worked with silver-gilt, silver, and 

coloured silk threads. 

You can find out more about The Clare Chasuble HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

1295  

A Vatican Inventory lists over one hundred examples of Opus Anglicanum which at this time was as 

important as painting and the work of goldsmiths. 

 

                
             ourteenth Century 

 
 
 

 

Opus Anglicanum Syon Cope 

The Syon Cope was made between 

1300 and 1320.  It is made from 

linen cloth which has been covered 

with embroidery worked in 

coloured silk threads, and also 

silver gilt and silver thread.   

You can find out more about the 

Syon Cope HERE. 

 

https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O93124/the-clare-chasuble-chasuble-unknown/
https://www.vam.ac.uk/exhibitions/opus-anglicanum-masterpieces-of-english-medieval-embroidery
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Opus Teutonicum Altar Frontal 

This altar frontal includes animal motifs, and is 

embroidered in white linen thread on white linen 

cloth, using buttonhole and chain stitch and pulled 

thread work. 

You can find out more about Opus Teutonicum 

HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

French purse with scenes from the story of 

Patient Griselda  

Purses and alms purses were often embroidered 

and this example is made from linen fabric, which 

has been embroidered with silk and gold threads.   

When the medieval writer and politician Christine de 

Pissan visited her daughter at the Dominican Abbey 

of Poisey in the fifteenth century, the nuns presented 

their visitor with embroidered belts and purses 

worked in silk and gold thread. 

You can find out more about medieval purses HERE 

and HERE 

 
 
 
 

Geoffrey Chaucer describes Alison’s smock in the Miller’s Tale 

“Whyt was her smock and brooded all before 

And eek behind, on her coller aboute 

Of col-blak silk, with-inne and eek with-oute.” 

 

https://www.letempsdebroder.com/articles/the-opus-teutonicum-german-embroidery/
http://cottesimple.com/articles/aumonieres/
https://rosaliegilbert.com/purses.html
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The Cap of St. Birgitta 

This fourteenth century line cap is embroidered with linen thread. It has 

an interlaced herringbone as an insertion stitch to join the two halves of 

the cap, and a decorative counted thread surface stitch on the band. 

You can find out more about medieval caps HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

1363 English Sumptuary Law 

Edward III sumptuary law strictly forbade embroidery on clothing for anyone below the level of 

esquire, unless they had an income five times that of an esquire which was £100 a year. 

 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 

In a late fourteenth century literary reference to embroidery the Green Knight’s green silk clothing is 

embroidered; “with birds and (butter)flies and gay gauds (beads) of green with gold everywhere … 

 

Surcoat  

This knight’s surcoat, which is made from quilted linen and 

wool and decorated with velvet embroidered with silk and 

metal thread, is believed to have belonged to Edward 

Woodstock, Prince of Wales, also known as The Black 

Prince 
 

You can find out more about this surcoat HERE 

 

 

 

 

Relaxation of  English Sumptuary Law 

Richard II, who reigned from 1377 to 1399, largely overlooked the enforcement of parliamentary 

sumptuary laws, so fashionable excess marked the last 20 years of the fourteenth century at all 

levels of society for anyone with enough money to purchase or create it themselves. 

 

http://www.medievalsilkwork.com/2008/11/womens-caps.html
https://www.vam.ac.uk/articles/a-z-opus-anglicanum
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The Tristan Hanging 

The Tristan Hanging, which is 

thought to originate from North 

Germany, is an example of intarsia 

applique. It is made from wool 

cloth and couched gilt leather strip. 

 

You can find out more about  The 

Tristan Hanging HERE 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               
          ifteenth Century 
 

Altar Frontal  

This late example of Opus Anglicanum shows a 

scene from the crucifixion. The embroidery has 

been worked in silk and gold thread on a linen cloth 

which has then been appliqued onto a silk velvet 

background. 

You can find out more about this altar frontal HERE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://trc-leiden.nl/trc-needles/individual-textiles-and-textile-types/secular-representations/tristan-hanging
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O15362/panel-unknown/
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Further Information 
In 2016 The V & A Museum in London held an 

important exhibition of Opus Anglicanum and 

their website has lots of interesting information 

about the work that they exhibited.   

You can find their website HERE. 

 

 

 

To accompany the exhibition at the V & A, BBC 4 

made a very informative program about Opus 

Anglicanum as part of their ‘Fabric of Britain’ 

series and you can view a clip from the series 

HERE.   

 

 

 

 

The Textile Research Centre have an interesting web page about Opus 

Anglicanum that you can view HERE, hand another about Opus Teutonicum 

which you can view HERE. 

 

 

 

“The Circumcision”  

In this painting of 1490 by a Master of Saint-Severin Louvre, the woman is 

holding a towel with bands of drawn and pulled thread work around the hem. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.vam.ac.uk/exhibitions/opus-anglicanum-masterpieces-of-english-medieval-embroidery
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01hvv4w
https://www.trc-leiden.nl/trc-needles/regional-traditions/europe-and-north-america/embroideries/opus-anglicanum
https://trc-leiden.nl/trc-needles/regional-traditions/europe-and-north-america/embroideries/opus-teutonicum
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01hvv4w
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Bénédicte Meffre has researched Opus 

Teutonicum and written about it on her blog ‘Le 

Temps de Broder’ which you can find HERE. 

 

 

 

 

You can find out more about the evidence for 
pulled and drawn thread work in medieval 
paintings on Carrie Hulsing’s blog ‘Opus Mariss’ 
which you can find HERE. 

 

 

 

 

Tasha Dandelion Kelly has researched 
embroidery on late Medieval Clothing and has 
included her fascinating slide presentation on her 
website ‘La cotte simple’ which can be found 
HERE. 

 

 

On Rosalie’s Medieval 
Woman website which you 
can find HERE, there is more 
information about decoration 
on a medieval linen shift.   

 

Course Task 

If this module has given you a taste for some historical research of your own then please use the 
references in this PDF, books, the internet, and any other suitable sources, to find out more about 
the embroidery in medieval Europe.   

https://www.letempsdebroder.com/articles/the-opus-teutonicum-german-embroidery/
https://opusmariss.wordpress.com/tag/drawn-thread-embroidery/
https://cottesimple.com/articles/medieval-embroidery-on-clothing/
https://rosaliegilbert.com/underwear.html
https://rosaliegilbert.com/
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We would love to know what you have found out in your research so we can share it with others 
so please email any interesting information to share to stella@heronmill.org  

We will post any suitable personal research on the Embroidered Medieval Linen Shift webpage on 
the Heron Corn Mill website HERE. The page is available to everyone so please also check out 
the results of fellow course participants’ research. 

Regrettably we will only be able to share images taken from the internet if they are copyright free 
and have a web address attached, but we will be able to create links to images so please send us 
web addresses for any interesting images.   

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. 
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