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Embroidered Medieval Linen Shift  
Online Course 

 

Module 6: Embroidery Part 1  
We hope that you have enjoyed working the plain sewing section of 

the sampler and are now ready to work some of the embroidery 

stitches which may have been used to decorate a medieval linen 

shift.  

In this PDF you will find a step-by-step guide on how to work the first 

part of the embroidered section of your linen sampler, and if you 

choose to make a medieval linen shift you might like to use some of 

these embroidery stitches and techniques to decorate your shift.  

In the accompanying video for part one of Module 6 you will find 

some ‘how-to’ demonstrations to help you work the stitches to make 

a decorative hem and three drawn thread work embroidered bands.  

The time code on the video for each demonstration will be included in 

the appropriate section of this PDF. You can find the video for part 

one of Module 6 HERE using the password Linen Shift 6one 

You may also wish to refer to the video for Module 3 to revise some 

of the basics, and the relevant demonstration in the Module 3 video will be included in the 

appropriate section of this PDF with the letters M3 in front of the time code. You can find the video 

for Module 3 HERE using the password Linen Shift 3 

The video for part one of Module 6 also includes a brief introduction to the history of samplers, and 

provides some information about the medieval context for the embroidery stitches and techniques 

that we have included on our linen sampler. 

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

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. 

You will need to use a tapestry needle for all of the embroidery, and a sharps needle for any 

tacking. 

 

https://vimeo.com/488328488
https://vimeo.com/467717337
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What You Will Need 

Materials 

 Your plain sewing sampler or 30cm x 50cm of closely woven surface linen cloth with a 

weave that can be still be 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 

Equipment 

 Dressmaking and embroidery scissors; 

 Dressmaking pins; 

 Sharps sewing needle for tacking size 6, 8 or 

10, whichever is best for you and your cloth and 

thread; 

 Tapestry sewing needle for the embroidery, 

size 22, 24 or 26, whichever is best for you and 

your cloth and thread; 

 Beeswax block; 

 Tape measure. 

 

Pin Stitch Hem 
A pin stitch hem is worked with a simple pulled thread work technique to create a subtle decorative 

hem that would not catch the attention of the Sumptuary Law police. It is usually worked on the 

straight of grain, so it is suitable for hemming the sleeves and hemline of a linen shift.  

1. Measure 4.5cm from the run and fell 

seam on your plain sewing 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 that you can put to one side whilst 

you work your embroidery sampler on 

the other 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: M3 6:19 
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2. Withdraw a thread across the embroidery piece of sampler cloth, that is twenty-four threads 

down from the squared off edge of embroidery sampler cloth;   

 

3. Finger press a fold towards the right 

side of your embroidery sampler cloth 

that is six threads down from the top 

edge of the cloth, then place the 

folded edge against the line of the 

withdrawn thread to create a hem and 

finger press the new fold. 

You can learn how to finger press in 

the video demonstration: M3 10:11 

4. Carefully pin and tack the hem in place. Your hem should be towards the right side of your 

cloth and you will work your stitches on the right side of the sampler. 

5. Start a waxed thread at the end of the hem.  

You can learn how to wax a thread in the video demonstration: M3 16:06 

6. With the right side of your work facing you work a pin stitch hem. Bring the needle up from 

inside the folded hem two threads up from the lower fold of the hem at A and down at B, 

running it under four threads in the space left by the withdrawn thread and up at C. Wrap 

around to make a bundle of threads by taking your needle down again at B and up at C. Pull 

the thread firmly.  Insert the needle again at B and bring it up through the hem edge at D, two 

threads above the fold and four threads along from your first stitch at A.  

 

Right Handed                                                              Left Handed 

7. 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 work a pin stitch hem in the video 

demonstration: 10:42 

 

8. Remove the tacking stitches. 
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Finished pin stitch hem from the right side                Finished pin stitch hem from the wrong side 

 

Drawn Thread Work Bands 
Drawn thread work is a form of counted-thread embroidery based on removing, or withdrawing, 

threads from either the warp or the weft of a piece of even-weave fabric. The remaining threads 

are grouped or bundled together in a variety of patterns. 

There is evidence in medieval paintings of drawn thread work bands embroidered onto towels, bed 

linen and altar cloths, and the seventh century shroud of St. Cuthbert was reported to have had a 

border ‘worked upon threads’ which could have been a drawn thread work band. 

In the context of these instructions the word ‘warp’ will be used to describe threads that run down 

the length of the sampler, and the word ‘weft’ will be used to describe the threads that run across 

the width of your sampler. 

All of the drawn thread work bands that are part of this linen sampler are worked over bundles of 

four threads, so when you withdraw the ‘weft’ threads across your sampler, you always need a 

multiple of four ‘warp’ threads (4, 8, 12, 16, 20, 24, 28, 32 etc.) left to work on.  

Serpentine Stitch Band with Woven Ends 
 

1. Withdraw a band of six ‘weft’ threads starting 1cm above your pin stitch hem.  Cut the ‘weft’ 

threads at the centre of your sampler cloth and withdraw them out to each side of your sampler 

stopping 1.5cm from each side and leaving the ends long.  
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You can learn how to withdraw threads for drawn thread work band in the video 

demonstration: 19:07 

 

2. ‘Weave’ in the ‘weft’ threads at one side of your drawn thread band using a simple over under 

running stitch through each space between the threads in the cloth, and staggering the point at 

which you finish ‘weaving’ each thread. Trim off the excess thread. Don’t weave in the other 

end of the band until you have worked the first row of spoke stitch, this is to ensure that you 

have withdrawn the ‘weft’ threads over a multiple of four ‘warp’ threads. 

 

 

 

You can learn how to ‘weave’ in threads to finish the ends of a drawn thread work band in 

the video demonstration: 22:40 

 

3. With the wrong side of your sampler facing you work a row of spoke stitch. Start a length of 

waxed thread and bring your needle up two threads below the withdrawn band at A, then make 

an overstitch over the edge of the band and bring it up again at A. *Pass your needle under the 

next four ‘warp’ threads going in at B and coming out at C and pull tightly to create a bundle.  

Pass the needle through the space in the ‘warp’ threads at B and bring it up two threads below 

the withdrawn band at D*.  Repeat from * to * to the end of the band finishing old threads and 

starting new threads as necessary.   

 

    Right Handed                                                          Left Handed 
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You can learn how to start and finish threads and work spoke stitch in the video 

demonstration: 25:02 

 

Finished spoke stitch from the right side                   Finished spoke stitch from the wrong side 

 

4. Adjust the length of your drawn thread work band so that it has a multiple of four ‘warp’ threads 

and finish by ‘weaving’ in the ‘weft’ threads.  

You can learn how to adjust the length of your drawn thread work band and ‘weave’ in 

threads to finish the ends of a drawn thread work band in the video demonstration: 30:43 

 

5. To complete the serpentine stitch band work a second row of spoke stitch on the opposite 

edge of the drawn thread work band and offset it against your first row of spoke stitch.  Begin 

with a half bundle of two threads and then continue by grouping half of the threads of adjacent 

bundles together, two threads per bundle making four threads in your new bundle, as shown in 

the diagram below. Work in the same way to the end of the serpentine stitch band finishing old 

threads and starting new threads as necessary. The last bundle will also be a half bundle.   

 

  Right Handed                                                             Left Handed 

 

You can learn how to work serpentine stitch in the video demonstration: 32:45 

 

Finished serpentine stitch from the right side           Finished serpentine stitch from the wrong side 
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Ladder Stitch Band with Buttonhole Stitch Ends 
   

1. Withdraw a band of ten ‘weft’ threads starting 

3cm from the edge of your pin stitch hem.  Cut 

the threads at the centre of your sampler cloth 

and withdraw them out to each side of your 

sampler stopping 1.5cm from each side and 

leaving the ends long.  

 

You can learn how to withdraw threads for 

drawn thread work band in the video 

demonstration: 19:07 

 

 

2. Trim off the ‘weft’ threads at one side of your drawn thread band being very careful not to cut 

the cloth or the ‘warp’ threads.  Don’t trim off the threads at the other end of the band until you 

have worked the first row of spoke stitch, this is to ensure that you have withdrawn the ‘weft’ 

threads over a multiple of four ‘warp’ threads. 

 

You can learn how to trim the ‘weft’ threads at the end of a drawn thread work band in the 

video demonstration: 38:02 

 

3. With the right side of your sampler facing you work a buttonhole stitch edging. Start a length of 

waxed thread and bring your needle up in the corner of your drawn thread work band at A.  Fix 

your thread in place with an overstitch from front to back two threads down from the corner of 

the drawn thread work band at B, then run your needle under the overstitch to knot your thread 

in the working position as shown in the diagram below.   

 

Right Handed                                                              Left Handed 

 

Insert your needle two threads below your last stitch, so four threads below the edge of the 

band, at C and bring back out at the edge of the band whilst looping the thread behind the 

point of the needle at D, then pull your needle through the loop to catch the thread as shown in 

the diagram below. Repeat across the buttonhole stitch edging, moving the insertion point of 

the stitch across one thread in the cloth for each stitch.   
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Right Handed                                                              Left Handed  

You can learn how to start and finish threads and work a buttonhole stitch end for a drawn 

thread work band in the video demonstration: 38:45 

 

Finished buttonhole stitch end from the right 

side     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Finished buttonhole stitch end from the                
wrong side 
 

  

4. When the buttonhole stitch end is complete insert your needle two threads at right angle to the 

end of the buttonhole stitch end and pull through to the wrong side of your work.  Turn your 

work so that the wrong side is facing you and your needle should now be in the right position to 

work a row of spoke stitch along one edge of your drawn thread work band finishing old 

threads and starting new threads as necessary. 

 

You can learn how to start and finish threads and work spoke stitch in the video 

demonstration: 25:02 

 

5. Adjust the length of your drawn thread work band so that it has a multiple of four ‘warp’ threads 

and so that your spoke stitch bundles of threads can be grouped in multiples of 3 bundles.  

Turn your work so that the right side is facing you and work a buttonhole stitch end.  

 

You can learn how to adjust the length of your drawn thread band and work the second 

buttonhole stitch end in the video demonstration: 43:11 
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6. Turn your work so that the wrong side is facing you and work spoke stitch over the same 

bundles of threads as the other edge of your drawn thread work band to create ladder stitch 

band finishing old threads and starting new threads as necessary. 

 

  Right Handed                                                           Left Handed  

 

You can learn how to work ladder stitch in the video demonstration: 45:14 

   

Finished ladder stitch from the right side                     Finished ladder stitch from the wrong side 

 

Knotted Border 
1. Ensure that your thread is long enough to work the whole of the knotted border because you 

won’t be able to join in a new thread as you work the border. 

 

2. With the wrong side of the work facing you start a length of waxed thread and run your needle 

under the stitches of the buttonhole stitch end to the middle of the row of buttonhole stitches.  

Make an overstitch under a couple of the stiches and push your needle through the loop at the 

edge of the buttonhole stitch right in the middle of the buttonhole stitch end.   
 

3. Turn you work over and work the rest of the knotted border from the right side of the work. 
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 Right Handed                                                         Left Handed  

 
4. With the thread looped, as shown in the diagram above, run your needle under a group of 

three of the bundles of four threads. Pull the thread through the loop and then tighten. Repeat 

to the end of the ladder stitch band. 
 

5. Push your needle through the loop at the edge of the buttonhole stitch right in the middle of the 

buttonhole stitch end. Turn your work to the wrong side and work an overstitch over a couple of 

the stitches of the buttonhole stitch end, right in the middle of the row of buttonhole stitches.  

Run your needle under the stitches of the buttonhole stitch end to the edge of the end and then 

run it under a few of the spoke stitches to finish. 
 

You can learn how to work a knotted border in the video demonstration: 47:53 

 

 

Finished knotted border from the right side                  Finished knotted border from the wrong side 

 
Woven Bars 

1. Measure 4.5cm from the edge of your pin stitch hem and 

withdraw ten threads right across the sampler. 
You can learn how withdraw a thread across the full width 

of cloth in the video demonstration: M3 6:19 DO NOT cut 

across your withdrawn threads 

2. With the right side of the work facing you start a length of 

waxed thread at the top of the drawn thread work band, 

and insert your needle in the drawn thread band at A and 

out up at B.   
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3. Wrap over three threads inserting your needle again at A, above your previous stitch.  Slide 

your needle under the next three threads and the ‘tail’ to come out at C.  Wrap around the next 

three threads inserting your needle at D and coming out again at C.  Insert your needle again 

at A and come out at B.   
 

4. Repeat step 3 until the woven bar is complete ending with your needle at E. Make a slanting 

stich though the cloth at F. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

 

Right Handed                                                          Left Handed  

 

You can learn how to work a woven bar in the video demonstration: 54:11 

 

5. Turn your sampler to the wrong side and work a row of spoke stitch along one edge of your 

drawn thread work band finishing old threads and starting new threads as necessary. 

 

You can learn how to start and finish threads and work spoke stitch in the video 

demonstration: 25:02 

 

6. Adjust the length of your drawn thread work band so that it has a multiple of four ‘warp’ threads 

and so that your spoke stitch bundles of threads can be grouped in multiples of two bundles.  

Turn your work so that the right side is facing you and work a woven bar at this end of the 

drawn thread work band.  

You can learn how to adjust the length of your drawn thread band and work the second 

woven bar in the video demonstration: 1:00:44 

7. Work spoke stitch along the other side of the drawn thread work band to create a ladder stitch 

band finishing old threads and starting new threads as necessary. 
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Finished woven bar from the right side                    Finished woven bar from the wrong side 

 
Twisted Border 
 

1. Ensure that your thread is long enough to work the whole of the twisted border because you 

won’t be able to join in a new thread as you work the border. 

 

2. With the wrong side of the work facing you start a length of waxed thread and run your needle 

under the stitches of the centre bar of the woven bar to end to the middle of the row of the 

woven bar stitches.  Make an overstitch under a couple of the stiches and push your needle 

through the between the centre bar and the inner bar of the woven bar to come out on the right 

side of the work. 
 

3. Turn you work over and work the rest of the knotted border from the right side of the work. 
 

4. Take your needle over the first two bundles of four threads.  Bring your needle back under the 

second bundle of threads only and then over the first bundle of threads. Using the needle, pull 

the second bundle of threads forwards and in front of the first bundle of threads and the first 

bundle of threads backwards and behind the second bundle and pull the working thread tight to 

create a twist where the thread goes between the bundles of threads as shown in the diagram 

below. Repeat to the end of the ladder stitch band. 
 

    Right Handed                                                         Left Handed  

 

5. Push your needle through between the inner bar and the centre bar of the woven bar right in 

the middle of the woven bar. Turn your work to the wrong side and work an overstitch over a 

couple of the stitches of the centre bar of the woven bar in the middle of the row of stitches. 
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Run your needle under the stitches of the centre bar of the woven bar and then under a few of 

the spoke stitches to finish. 
 

You can learn how to work a twisted border in the video demonstration: 1:05:58 

 

Finished knotted border from the right side                  Finished knotted border from the wrong side 

 

More Drawn Thread Work Bands 
You might like to try out some other drawn thread work bands on your linen sampler, and there 

should be enough cloth left on your sampler to work up to 15cm more of drawn thread work whilst 

still allowing space for the stitches in Module 6 part 2. The ‘Further Information’ section of this PDF 

has a wealth of resources about where you can find other drawn thread work stitch instructions. 
 

Further Information 
The Left-Handed Embroiderer’s Companion by Yvette Stanton 

Published by Vetty Creations 2010 

Are you frustrated by right-handed embroidery instructions and having to 

mentally flip them, use a mirror, or substitute right for left and vice versa? 

Be frustrated no more! Written by a left-hander, this stitch dictionary 

shows you the LEFT way to do embroidery. Written in Yvette Stanton's 

clear, step-by-step style, this book will be your constant embroidery 

companion as it shows how to do over 170 stitches comfortably and 

sensibly, for you as a left-hander. Surface stitches and counted thread 

stitches are carefully explained, with many helpful diagrams and photos.  

Antique Pattern Library 

A great online resource, this ongoing project has been set up to scan 

craft pattern publications which are in the public domain, to preserve 

them. Most of these scans have been graphically edited to make the 

images easier for craft workers to see, and to reduce file sizes. They are 

available, for free, to anyone who wants them, for educational, personal, 

artistic and other creative uses.   

One of their online publications is D.M.C. Drawn Thread Work edited 

by Therese de Dillmont, which includes instructions for lots of other 

drawn thread work embroidery and you can access it HERE 

http://www.antiquepatternlibrary.org/html/warm/6-DA002.htm
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Opus Mariss 

In her blog Carrie Hulsing, also known as Mariss Ghijs provides step 

by step instructions for the drawn thread wok embroidery that she 

used to recreate the drawn thread work on the towel shown in the 

medieval painting of “The Circumcision” by a Master of Saint-

Severin Louvre. You can find her Opus Marisss blog HERE. 

 

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 

‘Holy Family’ Book of Hours, 1460 – 1470, Manuscript (MS Add. 18193), British Library, London 
https://www.wga.hu/html_m/zgothic/miniatur/1451-500/4other/18_1450.html 
 

All other photographs Stella Adams-Schofield 
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