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Introduction  
I suspect that decorative clothing has deeper roots in the human psyche than just as a 

display of wealth. Even in modern times we make or purchase garments in order to be 

attractive. Many species of birds evolved in ways so that there feathers became quite a 

spectacular display, in order to secure a mate. I suspect that humans are not immune to 

such a basic instinct. Embroidered garments give each of us the opportunity to present a 

spectacular display. For those that could afford to have the embroidery work done or take 

time to do it, it was also a means to display your wealth. 

Types of Embroidery Stitches 
Table 1 - Summary of Embroidery Stitches

1
 

Type of Stitch Earliest Historical Reference 

Back 9
th
 Century, Egypt 

Buttonhole 13
th
 Century 

Chain 6
th
-7

th
 Century, Persia 

Cross 12
th
 Century 

Feather 11
th
 Century, Mantle of St. Stephen 

Herringbone 13
th
 Century 

Gobelin 10
th
 Century 

Laid & Couched 10
th
 Century, Bayeux Tapestry 

Running 

Straight 

9
th
 Century, Egypt 

Satin 9
th
 Century, Egypt & Anglo-Saxon 

Split 9
th
 Century, Maaseik Embroiders 

Stem 

Outline 

10
th
 Century, Mammen Embroidery 

Surface Couching 6
th
 Century, Frankish, Queen Arnegunde gold thread embroidery on 

silk, sleeve cuff 

Tent 13
th
 Century 

Underside 

Couching 

12
th
 Century, Vestments 

 

The stitches could be used for a variety of purposes, such as: 

¶ Decorative border 

¶ Outline of a shape or figure 

¶ Filling the color of a shape or figure 

¶ Shading of a shape or figure 

  

                                                 
1 This list is by no means exhaustive nor does it specify techniques such as ñOr Nueò. 
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Types of Garments 
Table 2 - Types of Embroidered Secular Garments

2
 

Garment Time Period 

Tunics & Dalmaticas 6
th
-16

th
 Centuries 

Cloaks & Copes 10
th
-16

th
 Centuries 

Gloves 13
th
-16

th
 Centuries 

Coats & Doublets 14
th
-16

th
 Centuries 

Gowns 14
th
-16

th
 Centuries 

Underclothes 15
th
-16

th
 Centuries 

 

  

                                                 
2 This list is by no means exhaustive, it reflects my own findings of secular garments to date. 
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Extant Examples of Embroidered Garments 
Piece 1 - Queen Arnegunde Sleeve Cuff, 6

th
 Century

3
 

 
This cuff is worked with Gold Embroidery on Silk. The gold threads appear to be 

couched to the base silk fabric when looking at an enlarged image of the cuff. The main 

design consists of a floral pattern within a circle with an alternating triangle border. The 

floral pattern seems fairly free form with no two flowers looking alike. The two disk 

brooches
4
 below were found in the same coffin as the cuff. Although not floral in its 

design, they do compliment the embroidery on the cuff. 

 

  
 

  

                                                 
3 (Kipar, 2000)(Accessed August 3, 2007) 
4 Ibid. 
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The ring
5
 below is also a 6

th
 century Frankish piece. The cross on the ring is very similar 

in design to the crosses on the brooches. The spiraled gold on the band is very similar to 

the spiral pattern that is worked with the triangles on the border of the cuff. 

 

 
 
Piece 2 ï Fragment of a Tunic, Coptic, 6

th
 Century

6
 

 
 

This fragment is not embroidered instead it is a tapestry insert, woven on grouped warps, 

wool on some, linen on others upon a tabby weave linen. This piece is included to show 

the motifs that were in use during the 6
th
 century. 

                                                 
5 The Metropolitan Museum of Art (www.metmuseum.org), Finger Ring with a Cross, 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/ho/06/euwf/ho_17.192.229.htm (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000) (Accessed October 7, 

2007) 
6 J.H. Terry Gallery. http://www.jhterrygallery.com/index.php?target=products&product_id=1722 (Accessed November 23, 2007) 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/ho/06/euwf/ho_17.192.229.htm
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Piece 3 - Queen Bathilde Tunic, 7
th

 Century
7
 

 
 

                                                 
7 (Kipar, 2000) 
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This tunic is worked with silk embroidery on line. The silk threads are done in chain 

stitch in an attempt to imitate Byzantine jewelry. The main design consists of a dramatic 

cross just below a decorative band around the collar. It would appear that this cross 

would likely lay right across the heart of the person wearing this garment. The lower half 

of the cross is surrounded by as series of roundels depicting various heraldic beasts. The 

cross appears to imitate a pendant suspended from a small chain that is attached to the 

decorative band around the collar. The detail of the cross appears to mimic gems 

surrounded with gold filigree. The detail of the band about the collar depicts an repeated 

geometric pattern with small pieces that would dangle from the main band. 

 
Piece 4 - Queen Bathilde Tunic, 7

th
 Century (Detail)

8
 

 
 
Piece 5 - Queen Bathilde Tunic, 7th Century (Detail)9 

 
 

  

                                                 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
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The jewlery
10

 pieces below are examples of Byzantine jewelry that are dated to the 7
th
 

century. The notable pieces of the pendant in relation to the embroidered tunic are the 

delicate filigree and the three pieces that dangle from the center crescent. The notable 

pieces of the rosettes are the series of roundels including some heraldic animals and 

florals. 

  
 

 
 

 

                                                 
10 (Mikou-Karachaliou) 
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Piece 6 - Silk Collar , Valsgärde grave 15, Uppsala, Sweden, 10
th

 Century
11

 

 
 

This collar band is worked in silver thread embroidery on silk fabric. 

 
Piece 7 - Silk Cuff , Valsgärde grave 12, Uppsala, Sweden, 10

th
 Century

12
 

 
 

This cuff band is worked in the Borre style with silver thread on silk fabric. 

 

                                                 
11 (Beatson) (Accessed July 31, 2007) 
12 Ibid. 
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Piece 8 - Mammen Embroidery ï fragment, 10
th

 Century
13

 

 
 

This fragment is worked in wool thread on wool fabric. It is outlined and filled using a 

stem stitch. 

                                                 
13 (Historical Needlework Resources) 
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Piece 9 - Reconstructed Cloak based on Mammen Embroidery
14

 

 

                                                 
14 Ibid. 
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This is a reconstruction is based upon the fragments found at the Mammen archaeological 

site and the placement of the embroidery is speculative. The colors used are based upon 

natural dyes known to the area at the time. 
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This oval brooch
15

 dates to the 9
th
 century. It has an interlace motif that is abstract in 

nature. This motif is similar to the motifs found in the Mammen embroideries. 

 
 

  

                                                 
15 Oval Brooch [Viking; Made in Scandinavia] (1982.323.1)". In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. New York: The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, 2000ï. http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/ho/06/eue/ho_1982.323.1.htm (October 2006) (The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, 2000) (Accessed January 12, 2009) 
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This brooch terminal
16

 dates to the 10
th
 century. It has an interlace motif coupled with 

some simple geometric ornamentation. This motif is a similar in esthetics to the 

embroidery found on the Valsgärde grave pieces. 

 

                                                 
16 "Terminal for a Ring-shaped Brooch [Viking; Perhaps from Eketorp, Sweden] (2000.140)". In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. 

New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000ï. http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/ho/06/eue/ho_2000.140.htm (October 2006) 
(The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000) (Accessed January 12, 2009) 
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Piece 10 - Coat of Emperor Henry II, German , 11
th

 Century
17

 

 
 

                                                 
17 (Köhler, 1996). 
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Piece 11 - Coat of Emperor Henry II, German , 11
th

 Century 
18

 

 
The background fabric of this Dalmatica was replaced in the 19

th
 century, the embroidery 

and motifs are very distinct. Although there are no specific details on the type of fabric or 

threads use, the type of result seen here is attainable using a stem stitch. 

  

                                                 
18 18 (Historical Needlework Resources) 
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Piece 12 - Mantle of St. Kunigunde, 11
th

 Century
19

 

 

                                                 
19 Ibid. 
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Piece 13 - Sternenmantel of Heinrich II, 11
th

 Century
20

 

 
                                                 
20 Ibid. 
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Piece 14 - Sternenmantel of Heinrich II, 11
th

 Century (Detail)
21

 

 
 

Theses mantle depicts scenes from the Life of Christ as well as celestial bodies. There are 

medallions containing figures. The design elements are worked in fine couched gold 

thread on violet silk twill. There is some colored silk work. Some of the figures have 

elements worked in stem stitch. These mantles are believed to be of Southern German 

manufacture. 

 

In 1503 the embroidered elements were cut away and remounted on the current Italian 

silk damask. Therefore, the original placement of the motifs on the mantles is unknown.  

 

                                                 
21 Ibid. 

http://medieval.webcon.net.au/technique_stitches.html#surface_couching
http://medieval.webcon.net.au/technique_stitches.html#stem
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Piece 15 - Coronation Mantl e of St. Stephen, 11
th

 Century
22

 

 

                                                 
22 Ibid. 
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Piece 16 - Coronation Mantle, Hungary, 11
th

 Centuryy
23

 

 
The mantle depicts scenes from the Life of Christ as well scenes of the Apostles and 

Prophets. Gold thread is couched onto blue silk twill. The inner drawings use silk thread 

in stem stitch. Details are in polychrome silk in chain, stem and feather stitches. 

  

                                                 
23 (Virtue, 2000) 
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This casket
24

 dates to the 11
th
 century. Note the use of roundels in the design as well as 

the simpler border that distinguishes the lid from the front panel of the casket.  

 
Image © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

 

This carved ivory horn
25

 dates to the 11
th
 century. The roundel is used extensively as it 

was in the mantles created for Heinrich and Kunigunde 

 

                                                 
24 http://collections.vam.ac.uk/objectid/O86577 (Victoria and Albert Museum) 
25 http://collections.vam.ac.uk/objectid/O93335 (Victoria and Albert Museum) 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/objectid/O86577
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/objectid/O93335
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Image © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

 

Detail of Carved Horn
26

 

 
Image © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

 

Detail of Carved Horn
27

 

 
Image © Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

The details show the use of animals within the roundels, the same type of motif that is 

used in the embroidery of the Dalmatic for Heinrich. 

                                                 
26 Ibid 
27 Ibid 
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Piece 17 ï Coronation Mantle of Emperor Roger II, 12

th
 Century, Arabic Inscription

28
 

 

                                                 
28 (Historical Needlework Resources) 
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Piece 18 - Coronation Mantle of Emperor Roger II , 12
th

 Century (Enamel Detail)
29

 

 
 
Piece 19 - Coronation Mantle of Emperor Roger II , 12

th
 Century (Gold Detail)

30
 

 
The mantle is a semi-circle of red silk twill. The centre motif is a Tree of Life pattern 

with stylized animals on either side - a lion attacking a. The embroidery is mainly 

goldwork, done in underside couching with some details made in. The inner drawings of 

                                                 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 



8/18/2009 Decorative Embroidery for Garb Page 27 of 62 

the palmettes was originally done in silk in chain stitch (it is now replaced by gold). Most 

patterns are outlined in a double row of pearls. 

 
Piece 20 - Dalmatic with Lion Roundals, Persia, 12

th
 Century

 31
 

 
The roundel motif is used in this dalmatic with lions featured within the roundel. No 

description has been found of the based material or embroidery threads that were used. 

Stem stitch can be used effectively in this type of embroidery. 

                                                 
31 Ibid. 
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Piece 21 -Alb of William II of Sicily , 12
th

 Century
 32

 

 
The bottom border shows two motifs made in gold - pairs of confronted lions on white 

ground and pairs of confronted griffins on a purple ground fabric. Along the upper and 

lower border run a Latin and Arabic inscriptions indicating it was made for William II in 

the Royal Workshop of Sicily. Materials included silk, gold wire embroidery, pearls, 

emeralds, saphires, amethysts, spinells, garnets, opals. 

 

                                                 
32 Ibid. 
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Piece 22 - Alb of William II of Sicily , 12
th

 Century (Yoke Detail)
33

 

 
 
Piece 23 - Alb of William II of Sicily  (Cuff Detail)

34
 

 

                                                 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 




































































