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SUMMARY 

In this project I aimed to created a 16th century embroidered 
linen apron using period artwork as reference for the design. 
The apron features an open work inferior border and a 
smocked waistline. Bleached linen with a 40-thread count 
per inch was hand embroidered with two distinct drawn 
thread patterns comprising 576 horizontal threads. The 
superior border was smocked in a honeycomb pattern to 
control fullness at the waistband insertion. Cotton perle 
number 8 was used for the embroidery, while the 
construction seams were created with silk sewing thread. 



BACKGROUND 
 

Aprons have been a staple of women’s outfits for centuries, with artistic 

evidence of this accessory being worn by workers as early as Ancient Egypt1. 

Although aprons emerged as a practical item to protect clothing from soil in 

everyday activities, later developments in fashion resulted in this item also being 

regarded as a status symbol and thus adopted by women in the upper classes. 

While linen and wool, of both light and dark colors, were the fibers of choice for 

the working class, the upper classes sported aprons made of fine linen or silk that 

could present expensive ornamentation such as lace and embroidery (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Late-period aprons. Figure 1A. The Birth of Mary (detail), Upper Rhenish Master, 
1450-65. Württemberg State Museum, Stuttgart, Germany. Accession number: 460/65. 
Figure 1B. 16th –17th century apron. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY. 
Accession Number: 38.19.8. Figure 1C. Antea (Portrait of a Young Woman), 
Parmigianino, 1524-27. National Museum of Capodimonte, Naples, Italy. Figure 1D. 
Portrait of a young woman, The portrait-book Hieronymous Beck von Leopoldsdorf, 
1575-85. Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Austria.  

 

Drawn thread, a form of open work embroidery, is characterized by the 

removal of warp or weft threads from even weave fabric. The remaining threads 

are then grouped together and worked in various patterns. Together with 

netting, open work is considered an early form of lace, unearthed in a variety of 

cultures and detected as early as the 6th century CE (Figure 2). However, as far as 

the nomenclature, the term lace evolved and this form of open ornamentation 

was later replaced by the later forms of lace work such as needle and bobbin lace 

during the Renaissance era2.  
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Figure 2. Early drawn thread work. Figure 2A. Christian Coptic, 6th century2. Figure 2B. 
Saracenic, Egypt, 10th or 11th century2. 

 

The extant items from our period of study show varied provenance, 

suggesting a widespread use of this technique across different countries. Of 

specific interest are personal and household items produced in Europe during 

the 15th and 16th centuries. An extant household linen from 16th century Spain has 



rows of drawn thread embroidery worked with both matching and contrasting 

colors (Figure 3A), while an Italian altar cloth shows ladder stitch used in 

combination with netting and lacis (Figure 3C). Drawn thread work was also 

used extensively on the cuffs and seams of the shirt belonged to Nils Svantesson 

Sture (Figure 3B), murdered by the Swedish King Erik XIV in 1567.  

Drawn work is known to have been employed in the ornamentation of 

linen aprons, as evidenced by an Italian linen item where drawn thread 

embroidery is used in conjunction with cutwork (Figure 3D). This extant apron is 

unfinished and helps us better understand the methods used in period for the 

execution of this type of embroidery. 
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Figure 3. Late-period drawn thread embroidery. Figure 3A. Detail of linen cover. 
Drawn work on linen, 16th century, Spain. Modified from The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York, NY. Accession Number: 06.489. Figure 3B. Detail of the Nils Sture shirt. 
Drawn thread embroidery worked on seams, 1569, Sweden. Upplandsmuseet, Uppsala, 
Sweden. Credit: Lennart Engström. Accession number: DIG011881. Figure 3C. Altar 
cloth. Linen, 15th century, Italy. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY. 
Accession Number: 20.186.374. Figure 3D. Apron, 16th century, Italy. The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, NY. Accession Number: 36.130.13 



Smocking is a type of surface embroidery worked across pleated fabric. It 

emerged in the 13th or 14th century England, where it was originally applied to 

working class linen clothing in order to provide shaping and elasticity3. 

Honeycomb smocking consists in alternating pleats being worked at regular 

intervals and stitched on the front of the design, resulting in a staggered 

diamond pattern that, as the name suggests, resembles a honeycomb. There is 

evidence of this kind of smocking being applied to waist aprons in England and 

Germany starting in the 14th century (Figure 4). 

 

OBJECTIVE 
	  

My aim was to create an embroidered linen apron suitable to a middle-

class woman in the 16th century. The apron was created with bleached linen with 

a thread count of 40 threads per inch. The embroidery was executed with cotton 

perle number 8 in a matching color, and all seams were finished by hand using 

silk sewing thread. 

The inferior border is decorated with three rows of drawn thread 

embroidery, while the fullness at the waist band is controlled by honeycomb 

smocking. The waistband was created using the same linen as the apron, and the 

double-fold hem was finished with whip stitches. 
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Figure 4. Examples of pleated aprons in artwork. Figure 4A. Illumination from the 
manuscript Luttrell Psalter. England, British Library, Add MD 42130, f163v Woman's 
British Library Add MS 42130. Figure 4B. Illumination from the manuscript Luttrell 
Psalter. England, British Library, Add MD 42130, f172v. Figure 4C. Melencolia I (detail), 
Albrecht Dürer, 1514. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY.  Accession 
Number: 43.106.1. Figure 4D. The tailor and the Seamstress (detail), Erhard Schoen, circa 
1535 Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg, Germany. Accession number: 
H.501/1261. 



CONSTRUCTION 
 

Materials: 

-‐ Linen, 40 threads per inch, bleached; 

-‐ DMC Cotton perle number 8, off-white; 

-‐ Scroll frame; 

-‐ Tapestry needle size 24; 

-‐ Tweezers; 

-‐ Gütterman silk sewing thread. 

Prior to embroidering, the linen was shrunk, cut to size and stretched on an 

embroidery scroll frame.  

The first step for the drawn thread work was to find the center of the fabric 

and count 288 individual threads to each side of it, totaling 576 threads. After the 

area to be embroidered was set, the edges of the to-be drawn work were finished 

with satin stitches to secure the threads to be cut and provide anchor points for 

the embroidery threads. The vertical satin stitch border was used to finish the 

edges of 99 horizontal threads (Figure 5).  

The drawn thread embroidery consists of three sections. The central row 

comprises 35 horizontal threads, while the 2 bordering rows are made of 25 

horizontal threads each. To maintain integrity of the finished embroidery, the 

decorative central row was spaced from the top and bottom ones by a stripe of 

the original fabric weave 5 threads high.  

Horizontal ground threads were cut and carefully removed in between the 

satin stitch borders with a tapestry needle and tweezers. The remaining vertical 

ground threads were first bundled together in sets of 6 (total of 96), and the 

bundles then twisted in distinct patterns for the central and bordering rows 

(Figure 5). The patterns used were extracted from a book published in 18954, 



representing the oldest drawn work pattern book that I discovered during my 

research. 
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Figure 5. Work-in-progress pictures for the drawn thread embroidery. Figure 5A. 
Center and rows were marked. Figure 5B. The borders of the to-be cut threads were 
secured with a satin stitch border. Figure 5C. Horizontal threads were removed in 
between the satin stitch border. Figure 5D. Vertical threads were bundled in groups of 6. 



    After the drawn thread work was completed, the piece was removed from the 

scroll frame. The upper edge of the fabric was smocked in a honeycomb pattern 

to control the width of the apron at waist level. The pleats were measured at ½ 

inch deep and 1 inch high in 2 rows, totaling 43 diamonds in the honeycomb 

pattern.  

    The apron edges were folded twice and attached with whipped stitches. The 

place were the hem edge is sewn to the apron has a small decorative stripe 

created by the removal of 5 ground threads on the entire length of the hem. The 

waistband was constructed with the same linen fabric used for the embroidered 

body of the apron and hand stitched to the embroidered piece.   
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