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SUMMARY
My interest in brick stitch, an embroidery technique popular in Germany between the
13th and 15th centuries, inspired me to create a reliquary box based on an extant item dated to
the end of the 13th century. The brick stitch pattern used in this piece was charted after careful
consideration of an extant 14th century embroidered wall hanging, while the embroidered lid
design was adapted from a contemporary manuscript and executed in split stitch. The wooden
box used as frame was constructed of formed red oak wooden boards and lined with natural
linen. The embroidery, tassel, knots, fingerloop cord and finished braided edges were created
with a twisted silk thread, and all construction seams were completed with silk sewing thread.
The finished piece bears resemblance to the embroidered extant reliquary and seems to be a
suitable reproduction of the original pattern used as reference.

BACKGROUND
Reliquaries are, by definition, the containers that store and/or display relics. During the
Middle Ages, these reliquaries became an ubiquitous tool in the devotional practice by the
dominant catholic church. These relics were designed as veneration of a so-called holy life, with
the worship of a saint’s remains or possessions sparking the interested of pilgrims seeking for
miracles and for a place of piety and reverence1.
These reliquaries could be adorned with references to a specific religious figure, a
biblical passage, or refer to a community where the relics were being displayed, and took
several forms including caskets, boxes, jewelry, statues (Figure A.1), and even entire rooms2.
Embroidery was commonly used in the decoration of reliquaries, as demonstrated by such
extant objects displaying an array of embroidery stitches (Figure A.1.2, A.2).
When considering embroidery techniques, canvas work denotes a type of embroidery
that covers the entire background fabric. Several stitches were used in this style of work during
our period of study, including brick (figure A.2.2), tent, and gobelin stitch (Figure A.3.1, A.3.2).
Canvas work is generally seen in extant household and personal items, probably due to the
characteristic of this type of embroidery to withstand heavy use. The work could become an
item itself, or the canvas embroidery could be executed in slips that were cut and added to a
different item as an appliqué (Figure A.3).
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Brick stitch embroidery, also referred to as German counted thread embroidery, was a

popular form of decoration in Germany between the 13th and 15th centuries. The most referred
article about this art form in the SCA period is A Stitch Out of Time, authored by Master
Richard Wymarc3. It explores the contextual use, technique and patterns in brick stitch, and it
was my first access to comprehensive information about this kind of embroidery.
There are several surviving examples of items created with this embroidery technique.
The extant pieces displaying brick stitch consist of miscellaneous personal and household items,
such as decorative panels, purses (figure A.4), and boxes (figure A.2.2). The embroidery was
most commonly created on an even weave, tabby woven linen ground with thread counts
ranging from 20- to 72-threads per inch (possibly due to the counted nature of this stitch) with
colored silk or white linen thread3. This technique could be employed in two manners: it could
be used as canvas work, covering the entire ground fabric in a repeating geometrical pattern
(figure A.2.2, A.4.2), or used to fill forms in an embroidered item that could make use of other
types of stitches (figure A.4.1).

OBJECTIVE
The current project focused on the construction of an embroidered reliquary box based
on an extant item dated from the end of the 13th century, believed to be of German provenance
and said to contain bones belonged to Saint Margaret (figure 1.1). The description of said extant
reliquary is available from an exhibition catalogue focused on objects from the city of
Dortmund, Germany, during the Middle Ages4. The German description of the item and my
literal translation to English are available in Appendix B.
The exterior body of this round box is covered with a panel of brick stitch embroidery
produced in the German Maas region. The lid presents a patterned silk fragment of Italian or
Spanish provenance, and is adorned with gilded copper bezels containing glass beads that
emulate gemstones (figure 1.2). Where beads are missing, it is possible to locate the bezels that
contained the glass beads, or the location where they were previously attached.
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1.2

1.3

Figure 1. Reliquary box. End of 13th century, Maasland4. Figure 1.1. Full view. Figure 1.2. and 1.3.
Detailed view.

A turks head knot was added to the lid opposite to its attachment to the box, and
contains a glass bead mounted to a gilded bezel. The box lid is secured to the main body by a
square cord that passes over this knot and through a loop attached to the embroidery side seam.
This cord, most likely fingerloop or lucet, is finished with turks head knots and fringes on both
ends.
A limited amount of information is available about the interior of this reliquary. The
catalogue description mentions that the box frame consists of a piece of turned wood while the
base and lid are cut out of thin wooden boards, and that its interior is lined with fine bleached
linen.

PATTERN
For this reliquary, I was interested in a pattern that could add interest when applied to a
circular object and be seamlessly joined in the round. As the pattern depicted in the referenced
extant box can be seen in an embroidered hanging at display at The Cloisters Museum in New
York, NY (figure A.5), I selected another pattern represented on the same artwork (figure 2).
This fact places these two patterns in the same relative time periods and region of production,
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and it is therefore plausible that this alternate pattern would have been employed in the
construction of boxes, reliquary or otherwise.

2.1

2.2

Figure 2. Detail of a German 14th century embroidered hanging. Figure 2.1. Brick stitch pattern as seen
on the extant 13th century reliquary box. Figure 2.2. Brick stitch pattern of interest. Adapted from The
Cloisters, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY. Accession number 69.106.

Brick stitch is a popular embroidery technique in the SCA and as such, there are several
sources available for patterns based on extant pieces displaying this kind of embroidery3,5,6,7.
However, I could not find the pattern of interest during my search. For this reason, I studied the
available image and charted a pattern that could simulate the one seen on the extant hanging
panel.
In order to chart the pattern of interest, individual diamonds were created by using over
2-, 4-, or 6-thread stitches, with dimensions of 28 threads high by 27 holes wide. These
individual units were then repeated and tiled to the desired embroidery size.
Since the pattern depicted in the extant reliquary box is 2-diamonds high (figure 1.3), I
planned my embroidery with the same pattern distribution. The pattern designed by me is 2diamonds high and 10-rows wide, with rows of alternating colors. The embroidery was
designed in a way that the joining seam meets in a diagonal way, obfuscating the side seam and
rendering the pattern as seamless. The brick stitch embroidery pattern totals 3960 counted
stitches of varying lengths.
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3.1

3.2

Figure 3. Brick stitch pattern. Figure 3.1. Individual diamond shapes. Figure 3.2. Tiled design. The
pattern was based on an extant embroidered hanging from late 14th century Germany on view at The
Cloisters, The Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, NY), and was created using Microsoft Excel,
Adobe Illustrator and Adobe Photoshop CS5.

On the extant reliquary box, the lid is covered by a piece of patterned silk cloth of Italian
or Spanish provenance (figure 1). Since this fabric was likely repurposed from a previous item,
in addition to not being the focus of this project, I decided to substitute the patterned fabric for a
free embroidery design for the lid. For this reconstruction, I executed a capital letter “A” to
symbolize my society name, embroidered in split stitch. The pattern used was based on an
illuminated capital letter depicted in a manuscript dated 1270-1280 (figure 4). Although
produced in France, the dating places this manuscript as contemporary to the extant reliquary
used as the main reference for the embroidered box.

Figure 4. Lid embroidery design. Detail of an illuminated letter
from the Beaune Manuscript. France, Bibliothéque Municipale de
Beaune, MS 0001, f. 054v.
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EMBROIDERY
In this project, I used Irish even weave linen with a 28-thread count per inch as ground
fabric for the brick stitch embroidery. The thread used for the brick stitch pattern consisted of Stwisted silk in three colors (Soie d’Alger Blanc, Soie d’Alger 1844, Soie d’Alger 4634) worked
with a size 24 tapestry needle. As Soie d’Alger is a 7-ply silk thread, two strands were separated
and used for the embroidery. A laying tool was employed to guarantee that the 2 strands lay
flat against the ground fabric.
Prior to embroidering, the even weave fabric was stretched on a scroll frame and the
threads chosen were submitted to a bleed test. I started the embroidery at the top right corner of
the pattern and followed a row of the same color, diagonally. After the green and pink diamond
rows were completed, the open pattern areas, accounting for the light-colored X shapes and
dots, were filled with white thread horizontally, from top to bottom (figure 5.1).
The embroidery design for the box lid was transferred to 5.3 oz natural linen using ironon transfer pencil and completed in split stitch using the same twisted silk thread used for the
brick stitch pattern (Soie d’Alger 4634) (figure 5.4).
After the embroidery was completed, the fabrics were removed from their frames and
soaked in lukewarm water for 2 hours. The embroideries were then hand washed with mild
soap, rinsed and air-dried.

BOX ASSEMBLY
My intent was to create a box that resembled the extant item, but that was useful for
everyday Society life. As the extant reliquary holds only 5 cubic inches, I aspired to conserve the
original proportions but to create a box with a larger volume. For this end, I made several
cardboard models to determine the size of my finished item. The extant box used as reference
measures 3 cm high, with a diameter of 6 cm (Appendix B). After experimentation, I decided to
build a round box with a height of 5 cm by 7.5 cm in diameter, resulting in a 1.6 and 1.25
increase in size when compared to the extant item, respectively. These dimensions enlarged the
internal volume of the box while still keeping the proportions of a small reliquary.
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5.1

5.2

5.3

5.4

Figure 5. Work-in-progress pictures. Figure 5.1. Filling of white X shapes and dots. Figure 5.2. Lining
attached with running stitch to top of canvas work embroidery. Figure 5.3. Red oak wooden frame.
Figure 5.4. Detail of the embroidery design on the reliquary lid.

The body of the extant box is comprised of one piece of turned wood, while the lid and
base were cut of thin wooden boards. However, to facilitate construction and ensure a perfect fit
with the finished embroidery, I constructed the body, lid and base of my item using thin
wooden boards flexible enough to be molded (figure 5.3). For the main body, two thin layers of
red oak were employed, and offset to ensure seamless joining under the embroidery. Natural
5.3 oz linen was used to line the interior of all three box pieces. To ensure a clean finish on the
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upper edge of the reliquary, the lining was attached to the top of the canvas work with running
stitches (figure 5.2), folded over the frame, and whip stitched at the bottom using Gütterman
silk sewing thread. The lining was attached to the bottom and lid with whip stitches. Although
the extant reliquary has apparent seams where the lid and bottom are attached to the main
body, I covered these seams with silk braids as a decorative finish.
The closure of my reliquary, as in the extant box, is achieved by a square cord that is
tightened over a turks head knot and passes through a small loop inserted at the side seam of
the brick stitch embroidery. The fingerloop pattern consist of a 5-strand square braid (pattern 2
and 5, c. 1600-1630 and 1475, respectively)8, and is finished with turks head knots and fringes
on both ends. The turks head knots were constructed with the 7-ply silk thread used for
embroidery, over a small wooden bead.

COMMENTS
It was my first experience with the construction of a wooden box. While I failed at my
first attempt, I was able to understand the synergy, and the necessary consistency on the
application, of steam and pressure to bend the wood to the desired shape. The second round
box was used as the frame for this reliquary.
As for the brick stitch embroidery, after finishing the rose and green outlines and at the
white pattern filling stage, I realized that one of the green stitches at the edge of the embroidery
was one thread short, going over three instead of four threads. To fix the mistake, I cut the main
green thread, unpicked enough stitches to have a length equal to 1 inch on both ends, secured
those ends and used a new piece of silk thread to redo the stitches in the correct count.
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APPENDIX A. SUPPLEMENTAL FIGURES
A.1.1

A.1.2

A.1.3

A.1.4

Figure A.1. Examples of medieval reliquaries. Figure A.1.1. Casket adorned with a representation of the
adoration of the magi, 12th-13th century, France. Cluny Museum, Paris, France. Inventory number: Cl.
23822. Figure A.1.2. Reliquary bag, 14th-15th century, Germany. Schnütgen Museum, Köln, Germany.
Inventory number: P870. Copyright Rheinisches Bildarchiv. Figure A.1.3. Reliquary pendant with Queen
Margaret of Sicily blessed by Bishop Reginald of Bath, circa 1174–77, England. The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York, NY. Accession Number: 63.160. Figure A.1.4. Reliquary bust of Saint Juliana, circa
1376, Italy. The Cloisters, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY. Accession Number: 61.266.
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A.2.1

A.2.2

A.2.3

A.2.4

Figure A.2. Extant embroidered reliquaries. Figure A.2.1. Corporal bag with depiction of Saint
Christopher. Velvet silk and embroidered appliqué, circa 1480, probable Franconia, Germany. Veste
Coburg Museum, Veste, Germany. Credit: Lady Petronilla. Available at https://www.flickr.com/
photos/ladypetronilla/14161151688/in/album-7215764500824 9421/. Figure A.2.2. Corporal box with
embroidered cover. 14th-15th century, Whestphalia, Germany. From: Miller, Joyce. A 14th- 15th century
embroidered box from Westphalia, Germany. Available at: http://www.doctorbeer.com/joyce/emb/
westbox/westbox.htm. Figure A.2.3 and A.2.4. Reliquary bags. Goldwork embroidery, circa 993, Trier,
Germany. Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nürnberg, Germany. Inventory number: KG562.
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A.3.1

A.3.2

A.3.2

Figure A.3. Examples of canvas work embroidery. Figure A.3.1. Cushion cover embroidered in tent
stitch. Silk embroidery on linen canvas, circa 1540, England. Modified from Victoria and Albert Museum,
London, UK. Accession number: T.120-1932. Figure A.3.2. Detail of an Elizabethan sweet bag. The
background of the embroidery was filled using gobelin stitch, 16th century, England. Modified from The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY. Accession Number: 1986.300.1. Figure A.3.3. Slips executed
in tent stitch. Linen canvas embroidered with silks, circa 1600, England. Victoria and Albert Museum,
London, UK. Accession number: CIRC.748.
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A.4.2

Figure A.4. Examples of brick stitch embroidery. Figure A.4.1. Part of an antependium depicting the last
supper, 1300-1, Germany. Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, IL. Acession number 1907.765. Figure A.4.2.
Embroidered bag, 14th century, Germany. Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK. Accession number
8313-1863.
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Figure A.5. Embroidered hanging. The panel containing the pattern seen on the extant reliquary is
denoted in white, while the yellow notation shows the location of the brick stitch pattern of interest. Late
14th century, Germany. The Cloisters, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY. Accession number
69.106.
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APPENDIX B. ORIGINAL DESCRIPTION OF EXTANT RELIQUARY AND ITS
TRANSLATION FROM GERMAN

Excerp from: Ferne Welten - Freie Stadt: Dortmund im Mittelalter. Ohm, M.; Schilp, T; Welzel,
B. 2006. ISBN-13: 978-3-89534-617-0.
18o Reliquienbehälter, Maasland ?, Ende 13. Jahrhundert.
Holz; Lampasgewebe, lanziert, broschiert. Seide, naturfarben, lachsrot, purpurfarben.
Häutchengold (silbervergoldet) um Leinen (?)seele; Leinengewebe leinwandbindig, gebleicht;
Stickerei auf naturfarbenem leinwandbindigem Leinen, Seide, naturfarben, lachsrot,
purpurblau, grün; Posamentenarbeit aus Seide naturfarben, rot, grün und Metallfäden
(Häutchengold um Leinenseele), Glassteine in Metallfassungen; Höhe 3,5 cm, Durchmesser 6
cm. — Ev. Kirchengemeinde Dortmund-Barop.
Der Reliquienbehälter in Form einer Pyxis enthält Reste von Gebeinen, die der hl. Margarete
zugeschrieben werden. Eine Authentik, ein Pergamentzettelchen mit einer entsprechenden
Aufschrift, welche diese Zuschreibung bestätigt, fehlt jedoch. Der Korpus des Behälters wurde
aus einem Stück Holz gedrechselt, Boden und Deckel sind aus einem dünnen Holzbrett
ausgesägt. Das Holz ist innen und außen mit feinem, gebleichtem Leinen beklebt und außen mit
einem Streifen einer Seidenstickerei abgedeckt. Den Deckel schmückt ein Rondell eines blaupurpurgrundigen Seidengewebes mit figürlichem Muster. Davon sind der Rest einer filigranen
Palmette und der Kopf eines Greifen mit goldener Mähne zu erkennen. Grüne und hellblaue
Glaspasten in Fassungen aus vergoldetem Kupfer imitieren Edelsteine. Den Verschluss des
Behälters bildet eine feine Posamentenarbeit mit Kordeln und Quasten.
Der Reliquienbehälter zeigt, wie selbst kleinste Reste von Seidengeweben und Stickereien
zu kunstvollen Objekten verarbeitet wurden. Der Stoff auf dem Deckel stammt von einem
spanischen oder italienischen Seidengewebe, das sich eindeutig einer Gruppe von Seiden
zuordnen lässt, die zwischen 1260 und 1300 in Mode waren und welche Muster aus
gegenständigen Fabeltieren mit überlängten Hälsen neben arabesken Palmetten
charakterisieren. Aus einem derartigen Gewebe mit Greifen hat man den Kopf des Fabeltieres
herausgeschnitten und als Schmuck des Deckels verwendet. Die Stickerei mit heraldisch
anmutendem Rautenmuster kommt, anders als das Seidengewebe, nicht aus dem Süden,
sondern zeigt Merkmale farbiger Stickereien, wie sie für die Herstellung von Reliquienbeuteln
im maasländischen Raum verwendet wurden. Die nächst verwandten Beispiele stammen aus
dem Reliquienschatz von Tongeren (Belgien). Es handelt sich um Reliquienbeutel, die mit
Sicherheit zwischen 1270 und 1300 datiert werden. Da auch die Posamentenarbeit, die als
abschließendes Element am Behälter aufgenäht wurde, nahezu identisch an solchen
maasländischen Arbeiten vorkommt, ist davon auszugehen, dass der preziose
Reliquienbehälter aus Barop gegen Ende des 13. Jahrhunderts vermutlich im Maasland
entstanden ist. Dieses Datum fällt zusammen mit der erstmaligen Erwähnung einer »Kapelle«
zu Barop, von deren Margarethen-Patrozinium aber erst 1348 gesprochen wird. Es ist nicht
auszuschließen, dass es sich bei den Reliquien tatsächlich um Margaretenreliquien handelt und
das Fabeltier auf dem Deckel an den Drachen als Attribut dieser Heiligen erinnern soll.
Möglicherweise handelt es sich um einen Reliquienbehälter, der anlässlich der Altarweihe im
Altar deponiert wurde. AS "
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Literal translation based on excerpt from: Ferne Welten - Freie Stadt: Dortmund im Mittelalter.
Ohm, M.; Schilp, T; Welzel, B. 2006. ISBN-13: 978-3-89534-617-0.
18o Reliquary, Maas region ?, Late 13th century.
Wood; Lampas fabric, lanced, paperbound. Silk, natural color, salmon pink, purple. Gold leaf (silver
gilt) around linen(?) core; Linen canvas, bleached; Embroidery on natural color binding linen,
Silk, natural color, salmon pink, purple blue, green; Posament work of natural colored silk, red, green
and metallic threads (Gold leaf with linen core), Glass stones in metal frames; Height 3.5 cm, diameter 6
cm. – Protestant Parish Dortmund-Barop.
Relic container in the form of a pyxis containing remains of bones attributed to
St. Margaret. An authentic parchment note with a corresponding inscription confirming this
attribution is, however, missing. The body of the container was turned from one piece of
wood, and the base and lid are cut out of a thin wooden board. The wood is enclosed inside
and out with fine, bleached linen and covered on the outside with a strip of silk
embroidery. The lid is adorned with a circular fragment of a blue-purple silk fabric with a
figurative pattern. The remnant of a filigree palm leaf and a head with golden hair can be
seen. Green and light blue glass paste beads in frames made of gilded copper mimic
gemstones.
The closure of the container presents fine posament work with cords and tassels. The
reliquary shows how even the smallest pieces of silk fabrics and embroidery were transformed
into artful objects. The fabric on the lid comes from a Spanish or Italian silk cloth, which clearly
belongs to a group of silks that were in fashion between 1260 and 1300, with characteristic
patterns of mythical creatures with elongated necks next to arabesque palms. The head of a
mythical creature has been cut out of such a cloth, and used as decoration for the lid. The
embroidery with heraldic-like diamond pattern, unlike the silk fabric, does not come from the
south, but shows features of colored embroidery used for the production of reliquary bags in
the Maas region. The most closely related examples are taken from the relics of Tongeren
(Belgium). These are reliquary bags dated between 1270 and 1300. Since the posament work,
which was sewn as a final element on the container, is almost identical to such other works in
the Maas region, it is to be assumed that this precious reliquary from Barop was presumably
produced towards the end of the 13th century in the Maas region. This date coincides with the
first mention of a "chapel" at Barop, in 1348 when patron St. Margaret was first spoken of. It
cannot be ruled out that the relics are in fact Margaret’s relics, and the mythical creature on the
lid is reminiscent of the dragon as an attribute of these saints. It is possibly a relic container,
which was deposited on the altar for consecration purposes. AS
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