
 

 

Blackwork for Beginners by Constanza de Sevilla   

This purpose of this class is to give you enough instruction to do the basic stitch and to 

recommend materials you will need to get started. Additional time may be available outside of 

class time if you want one on one time or need additional assistance. There is a list of sources 

for materials at the end of this handout also.  

 

Linen 

I stitch on white linen purchased from fabrics-store.com. It is the most reliable source for 

consistent linen. The weight of linen I use for blackwork is IL020 Optic White at 3.5 ounces per 

yard. It is $10.71/yard, but if you wait for it to go on sale, it is usually 15-20% off. Use the code 

ILOVELINEN when checking out for an extra 7% off. If you are making a shirt or chemise, buy 

enough to make the entire garment. If you only need a little for a handkerchief, check the doggie 

bag section on the website for pieces under one yard in size. Because you can get consistently 

weighted linen from fabric-store.com, small pieces are fine if you just want enough to get started 

on a piece and buy the rest later. Their linen is longer staple linen which means the length of the 

fibers are longer than other suppliers might be and generally higher quality.  

 

Thread  

I use Splendor silk floss in black for my blackwork. It comes in a twelve ply, eight yard skein in a 

number of colors for under $4 for the entire skein. It is in very inexpensive and one skein lasts a 

long time because only one thread is used at a time. It is available at most embroidery stores or 

online. The floss is machine washable and colorfast. It comes in white and is dyeable if you 

want to dye your own. DMC cotton floss is fine for practice or if you can’t find silk floss or want 

to do a modern piece.  

 

Beeswax 

I wax my silk with 100% beeswax prior to stitching. This helps prevent tangling and gives it 

some body but it does take away the sheen. If the silk is wrinkled from being wrapped around a 

card, doing this also takes out some of  the wrinkles. I make my own beeswax cakes using 

silicon candy molds. If you have a farmer’s market that carries honey, they might also sell 

beeswax cakes, and it is available at Joann’s.  

 

Needles  

I use very sharp and tiny needles for blackwork. If you use a larger needle, it will warp the holes 

your fabric and make them bigger. The reason for sharp needles is they are more precise when 

going in and out of the holes in fabric. The size needles I use are size 10 quilting betweens. 

They come in a package of 20 and are about $2.50 a package at Joann’s. I also recommend 

picking up a magnetic needle case available in packages of three from Joann’s for about $8. 

 

Embroidery Hoops and Scroll Frames 

I don’t use them. I recommend that you don’t either. It will warp your piece and cause wear on 

your stitching. It also makes your embroidery much less portable. I hold mine in my hands and 

stretch the material between my fingers. If you cannot do that, I recommend getting a small 

scroll frame if you can find one. You can buy one online or look for one at your local embroidery 



 

 

store. You might get lucky and find one at a second hand store. Frames are heavy and make 

embroidering the piece harder because of having to work around it, so I don’t recommend using 

one. I only am working on a small section of the linen at a time so I found frames not necessary. 

The most important thing to consider when buying a frame is the larger the dowel rod and 

working area, the lower the tension will be. While I found using a frame increases accuracy, I 

can’t find any I’m happy enough with to recommend. 

 

Fabric Preparation  

Wash and dry your linen before starting. I machine wash and dry mine the first time. Some 

people choose to hand wash and air dry it every time. If you are sewing a band for cuffs and 

collars, you will want to pull threads out of the linen going from selvage to selvage to get an 

even band. This may seem time consuming, but is the best way to ensure that you get an even 

band and your pattern does not curve in one direction. If you are doing a set of cuffs and collars, 

stitch a sample first to figure out the width of your pattern multiply that times four and pull out a 

band that wide to make sure you have a wide enough piece for your cuffs and collars.   

 

Thread Preparation 

The first thing to do is cut a length of silk or cotton to embroider with. It is easier to work in short 

lengths of floss. I use no more than the length of my fingers to elbow. I coat it in wax before 

beginning. You can iron your silk on the appropriate setting of your iron to remove wrinkles. If 

you do this (I don’t), wrap it around a spool or something round rather than a card because it will 

just get wrinkled again. 

 

Terminology 

Before beginning, there is some terminology you should know.  

Back of the Fabric: The side on which does not face you. This is the side of the fabric which will 

have all your knots and where you can make or hide mistakes.  

Center Line: The main line of the embroidery pattern we are using today. Depending on the 

pattern you are doing, there may not always be a center line. I am only using this as a reference 

point for this class. 

Down: a stitch direction go toward the center line 

Front of the Fabric: The side on which the finished pattern will be, or the side that consistently 

faces you. Left: a stitch direction going to the left 

Right: a stitch direction going to the right 

Selvage: the finished edge of a woven fabric  

Up: A stitch direction going up or away from the center line 

Warp: The threads that run along the length of the yardage and parallel to the selvedge. 

Weft: threads are the threads that run from selvage to selvage  

 

The Stitch and the Pattern 

First, we are going to learn the stitch itself  by stitching a straight line. If you think of your linen 

as a piece of graph paper, each hole in the linen will be an intersection of two lines on a graph 

paper. The holes in the linen is where your needle will go from the front to the back of the linen. 

When I am producing a piece, I typically stitch over two holes in the fabric. For this class, we will 

http://embroidery.about.com/od/Embroidery_Glossary/g/Selvage.htm


 

 

be stitching over three holes. Pick a front and back of your fabric. Bring your needle from the 

back to the front of the fabric, leaving about a three inch tail which you will hold while stitching. 

With your needle on the front of the fabric, count over three holes and push your needle through 

that hole to the back. That is the first stitch. Make sure you do not pull your tail all they way 

through that hole which will undo your first stitch. Next, do the same as your first stitch by 

counting over three holes and going through that hole to bring your needle from the back to the 

front. That is your second stitch. Repeat this five more times. End with your needle on the back 

of your linen. What you have will look like this:  

 
The next step is to fill in the blank parts as shown in red. To do this, go in and out of the same 

holes that you went in and out of when creating your line.  

 
That is the entire stitch. To tie off that thread, I tie a square knot and snip it leaving enough for 

your knot to stay tied.  Now that you have learned that, we are going to try to do the following 

pattern:  

 
Basically, you skip a stitch and go back to fill it in later. It doesn’t matter what path you follow to 

make the above pattern, as long as you are consistent and do it the same each time. If you get 

to the point of doing a second repeat, make sure you leave enough space between each repeat 

of the pattern does not touch.  

 

Tips and tricks:  

● When doing any pattern, do it the same way every time. You will memorize the pattern 

and get faster at that particular one and for general practice also.  

● When doing a very complicated pattern, break it down into different parts and do some 

of them last. This does leave less of a margin for error, depending on your pattern.  

● Don’t worry about mistakes, especially if no one is going to see the back. If the back will 

be visible on your piece, you can try to hide it or just not worry about. You will see all of 

your mistakes you have made. Others won’t.  

● Try to keep your piece as clean as possible while working on it. I carry around all my 

things in a pencil case I got on clearance at Target for $2. You can wash a piece while 

working on it in lukewarm water and dish soap. Gently wash it and soak it if needed. If 

you need to iron it, put a cloth over it and use a lower setting. This is also how you would 

launder a completed piece. 

●  When not working on a piece, I keep mine wrapped in a piece of linen to keep it clean 

and prevent wear.  



 

 

 

Online and Other Resources 

Patterns: www.blackworkarchives.com This website is a great resource and has links to other 

costuming sites, suppliers and a bibliography with a list of books that are good sources also. 

Scroll Frames: http://www.embroidery.com/Easy-Ez-Scroll-Frames.ec I bought two scroll frames 

from this website before even though I don’t use them. You might also get lucky and find small 

ones at a second hand store. These frames are heavy and made working the piece harder for 

me so I still don’t recommend using one. I only am working on a small section of the linen at a 

time so I found frames not necessary. The most important thing to consider when buying a 

frame is the larger the dowel rod and working area, the lower the tension will be. While I found 

using a frame increases accuracy, I can’t find any I’m happy enough with to recommend. 

Splendor Silk: http://www.needleworkdiscount.com/page/splendor If you don’t purchase over 

$10 in products from this supplier, there is a processing fee. They are organized by number 

starting at number 800. White is #800 and black is #801. If you can go to a store to see them in 

person first, I recommend that, and you can also buy them when visiting. I purchase mine at a 

store in Minnetonka, MN called Stitchville USA.  

Joann Fabrics: http://www.JoAnn.com Where I purchase needles and needle cases. They also 

carry linen, but it is $15 a yard and the quality isn’t as good.  

Linen: http://www.fabrics-store.com 

 

My Contact Information  

SCA: Constanza de Sevilla 

Location: Barony of Nordskogen, Kingdom of Northshield 

Modern Name: Denise Bell 

Modern Location: Minneapolis, MN  

Facebook: Constanza de Sevilla  

Email: gingerspaniard@gmail.com  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.blackworkarchives.com/
http://www.embroidery.com/Easy-Ez-Scroll-Frames.ec
http://www.needleworkdiscount.com/page/splendor
http://www.joann.com/
http://www.fabrics-store.com/
mailto:gingerspaniard@gmail.com

