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Have you ever looked at an embroidery project midway through and realized, “This is never going to work”? 

It’s tempting to dive right into making something, but a little planning can stave off disappointment and 

disaster. This class covers the basics that every project plan should include, plus best practices that are worth 

the time, tips for documentation before the last minute, and some good stories that came out of bad planning. 

Setting a Purpose 

What is the end product of this project? Looking good at events? Showing off your skills in an A&S 

competition? Keeping your hands busy in court? In fulfilling whatever goal you have: 

 Will the embroidery be subjected to friction? (e.g., rubbing 

against clothing layers, being sat on or used as a table 

cover, combat damage) 

 Will it be exposed to long periods of light? (e.g., during 

camping, on display in a window) 

 Will it be exposed to liquid? (e.g., laundering, rain, spills) 

 Does it need to be carefully documented to a particular 

time and place? 

What trade-offs are you willing to make? 

 Use fragile materials and accept that it cannot be moved 

or displayed as often? 

 Use fragile materials and accept that they will degrade with use? 

 Use less documentable but more durable materials and/or techniques to extend item’s usable life? 

 Substitute all-modern materials and/or techniques for complete ease of creation and/or use. 

These considerations shape many of the decisions that follow. 

Design 

Figure out your plan before you purchase supplies. 

 Decide what kind of documentation you need: a date and time, a one-page summary, a full 

presentation with process photos, or something in-between? 

 Consider whether you will be creating original art, using a pattern, or extrapolating from an original, 

and whether you need to document any of these steps. Be sure to give proper credit to artists or finds.  

 Consider how portable you want the project to be, and how you can protect it from dirt and damage. 

(In figure 3, note dirt stains from being worked on outdoors.) 

Plan ahead for design transfer. 

 Many options available: drawing on the ground, window 

or lightbox tracing, waste or dissolving canvas, prick and pounce. 

 Consider whether your ground fabric presents challenges: 

color, pattern, thickness, and texture can all affect your choice of 

transfer method.  

 Archive photocopies or scans of your design, especially if 

you must alter pattern pieces in the process. 

Figure 1 Hours’ worth of wool double-herringbone-stitch 
trim felted into tight bands after machine washing. 

Figure 2 Indelible pencil marks from design transfer. 



 

Take care with size. 

 Design at a size 

suitable to your 

planned uses for 

the end product 

and the time 

available.  

 Center your 

design carefully 

on the fabric and 

leave generous working borders. 

Ground Fabric 

Choose good-quality fabric as the base for your hard work. 

 Ensure that it is clean and undamaged by storage or shop wear. 

 Be picky about weave: even slight unevenness in ground threads can distort a counted-thread pattern 

or create unsightly lumps or obstacles in freehand work. (The blackwork in figure 3 is occasionally 

distorted by uneven threads.) 

 Sun, water, and heat exposure, pests, stains, and age can discolor and weaken fabric. 

Make sure you have enough fabric. 

 Leave generous seam allowances for final assembly.  

 Include a few inches extra for sampling. 

 Assume that the edges will be damaged by 

hoops/frames, skin oil, travel dirt, and other wear 

during creation.  

Choose fabric that is suitable for your embroidery 

materials and end product. 

 Does it need to be machine washable? Hand 

washable? Is the dye, if any, colorfast?  

 Does it display your embroidery well? (i.e., does it 

have a distracting pattern or a fuzzy surface that 

will obscure your work?) 

 Is it suited to the thickness of your thread? 

 Is it suited to the density of your planned 

embroidery? (i.e., Can it support all-over 

embroidery without puckering or distorting? ) 

Fabric Prep 

 Wash and preshrink your fabric, if needed. If ground fabric is colored (especially if hand-dyed), wash 

with some white waste fabric to test for dye loss. 

 Cut out a sample strip, zigzag or whip stitch the edges, and wash it again as you intend to launder the 

final project. (This may be combined with testing threads, below.) Check for shrinkage or pilling. 

Figure 4 Thin ground fabric puckered under dense stitching, 
traveling threads show through from the back, and narrow 

borders left little room for stable assembly. 

Figure 3 Blackwork trim poorly centered on unevenly cut linen, with dirt stains and pin holes. 



Threads 

Choose good-quality threads. 

 Clean, undamaged threads will show your work to its best 

advantage. 

 Factors including sun and water damage, age, and shop or storage 

wear can weaken threads and affect their appearance 

Ensure that you have sufficient quantity to complete the work. 

 If at all possible, acquire all of the materials you need at the 

beginning of the project. 

 Dye lots may change or shift over time. 

 Suppliers may change stock or discontinue lines. 

Check that the threads and ground fabric are compatible. 

 Do they need to be washable? Are they colorfast? 

 Is the thread the right weight for the ground? 

 Does the thread draw cleanly through the fabric, without fraying 

or knotting?  

Sample! 

 Using lengths of each of your colors, execute a few of the stitches 

you intend to use on a prewashed scrap of ground fabric. (If you 

intend to execute the project under tension, put your sample 

under tension too.) Check the durability of the threads when 

worked (i.e., they do not fray or snap when drawn repeatedly 

through the ground) and that the stitches do not distort the 

ground fabric. 

 Launder the sample as you would the finished project to test dyefastness and 

durability. Even if you do not plan to launder the project, soak the sample 

briefly in cool water and lay out to dry, checking for dye loss when wet and 

dry. (Can be combined with sampling of ground fabric, above.) 

Tools 

Needles and Pins 

 Keep needles and pins clean and dry to avoid rust stains.  

 Pins and needles wear out with use. Throw out bent or blunted pins. If a 

needle starts to catch at threads or fabrics as you work, clean or replace it. A 

little extra money invested in your tools will make work easier. 

 DO NOT leave metal tools in contact with projects over long periods of time. 

(Note permanent pin holes in figure 3 blackwork.) 

 Choose tools that suit the project: there are many kinds of needles for different threads and grounds. 

Generally, finer fabrics require thinner needles; eyes should be just large enough to accept the thread 

without damaging it and carry it through the ground without leaving holes. 

 For a starter guide to needle types, see http://hubpages.com/art/Hand-sewing-Needles-An-

Illustrated-Guide-to-the-Types-and-Uses-of-Hand-Sewing-Needles 

Figure 5 One of the eight shades of red in this 
project bled when washed. 

Figure 7 Thread samples 
washed in cool water with 
Dawn and rinsed. 

Figure 6 Au Ver a Soie 522 silk floss before (left) 
and after (right) washing. 



Frames, Hoops, and Handwork 

 Much embroidery in the SCA period was done in the hand—i.e., without a hoop or frame. This is easy 

to set up and very portable but exposes the work to soiling and the stitcher to fatigue; it also takes some 

time to get the knack of tension. 

 Frames and stretcher bars are well documented, especially in illustrations and paintings from the 14th 

century on. They require extra time to create the firm, even tension necessary for dense embroideries 

that cover the full ground, especially metal thread 

and types of padded work. 

 Embroidery hoops arrived well after the SCA period. 

They are cheap and easily available but can distort 

ground fabric and damage stitches enclosed in the 

hoop, and they do not provide firm enough tension 

for some historical techniques. 

Other Tools 

 Scissors: keep them sharp, handy, and suited to the 

project. 

 Thread treatments, including beeswax and 

conditioners: test them on your threads and ground 

before using. 

 Thimbles and other hand care 

 Laying tools and other technique-specific items 

Conclusion 

The time you invest before leaping into an embroidery project will save you frustration down the road, not to 

mention wasted time and materials. It’s discouraging to put many hours into a project, only to find that it 

looks less than perfect or is unsuitable for the use you’d planned. Thus, I invite you to learn from my failed 

projects above and avoid frustration—or, at least, make new, different, and hopefully less irritating mistakes! 

Consider:  

 What do you want out of the project—a display item? a useful accessory? a fun experience? a prize? 

 How important are documentable methods to this project? 

 What techniques and materials yield the results you want? 

 What is best for your body? 

After going several painful rounds with tendinitis, I strongly recommend using modern conveniences to avoid 

injury, even if they aren’t the “most period” way. Keep in mind that embroiderers of the past—even 

professionals—often worked only the best hours of daylight; they weren’t slamming through six hours of 

stitching plus Netflix after eight hours at the keyboard! Listen to your body and adapt your work to ensure 

that you can keep stitching for years to come. 

In closing: Set a purpose for your work ahead of time. Determine whether it must be documentable, portable, 

washable, etc., and choose materials accordingly. Sample, sample, sample! For important projects especially, 

invest in quality materials and tools. Listen to your body and learn to work with it.  

And, most importantly, have fun! 
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Figure 5 Hoop compression marks on velvet may be permanent, 
depending on fiber content. Note also substantial fraying of 

unfinished edges. 


