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History

Pattern-darning creates embroidered designs using combinations of straight running stitches.  The term comes from the regular darning technique, where running stitches along the warp and the weft of a fabric can be interwoven to cover a hole.  Pattern-darning has a surface appearance similar to satin stitch, but differs from it in that the thread is carried across the complete width of the design, running above or below the fabric as the pattern requires, and is aligned with the warp or weft of the fabric (as in plain darning) rather than following the shape of the design. 

The technique seems to have been most often used on garments and linens.  Each section of the pattern must be in one single color of thread, so it lends itself to relatively simple embellishment instead of more elaborate uses. The most common patterns are geometric designs but there are also some works with stylized figures.

Many examples are known from Egypt dating from the 12th century and on, and especially from the Mamluk (or, Mameluke) period of 1250-1517, where it was used on tunics, trouser cuffs, sashes, scarves, and linens.  Samplers with multiple patterns have also been found.   The pieces are usually done with silk thread (but sometimes cotton or linen) in black, blue, red, brown, green, and occasionally other colors, on linen fabric.  Pattern-darning also appears in other more recent folk embroideries around the Mediterranean: Italy, Greece, Turkey, Spain, Morocco, etc. 

A fifteenth century towel from Germany shows patterns very similar to the Egyptian pieces in its pattern-darned borders.  The overall effect is supposed to imitate the popular Italian Perugian towels where the pattern was woven with the fabric.

Pattern-darning was known as skakkaglit ("slanting glit") in Iceland, and examples appear on altar frontals, other church embroideries, and bed valances.   The stitching was usually done in wool (sometimes linen) thread on linen fabric.  There was also a type of straight darning called glitsaumur ("glit embroidery") or veandasaumur ("weave stitch") where the stitches are always over the same number of threads with one thread of fabric between the sections of stitches, giving a striped effect to the design.  The earliest mention of glit referring to textiles is in church inventories from the 1310's but no examples from that period have survived.   The term skakkaglit first appears in a 1675 inventory, but textiles using the technique are dated from the end of the 15th century up to the end of the 17th century.

Pattern-darning also exists in Japan as kogin embroidery (kogin zashi over even-numbered groups of threads, or hishi zashi over odd-numbered groups of threads).  Originally done in undyed white cotton on dyed indigo hemp or linen fabric, and dating from the feudal period (1590-1871), kogin comes from the word for the short coats worn by farmers and this was supposedly a way of reinforcing the loose-woven homespun for added warmth and strength.  One source says it came from a quilting technique, and research on sashiko quilting shows that one version uses the "kogin stitch", a running stitch of uneven length along the weft.

"Fill-in" pattern-darning uses patterns of running stitches for texture within a larger design that's often outlined in a different technique, so that the pattern-darning is used in the same way as the fill-in patterns in blackwork.  Sometimes these are in "double-darning" stitches, when a row of running stitches goes across the pattern and then a return pass is made in the same row, as in double-running (Holbein) stitch.  Examples of this from 14th-century Germany are in Schuette's A Pictorial History of Embroidery (see Sources).

Considerations

Evenweave fabrics (with the same number of threads per inch along both warp and weft) work best.  Most important is that the thread count is even along the pattern, so that each row of the pattern darning is the same distance apart from the others.

The thickness of the embroidery thread should be approximately the same thickness as a thread of the fabric, or just a little larger (this doesn't apply to Aida weaves!). The "Pattern Darning" article by Sally Simon (see Sources) has a chart of suggested threads for various fabric counts.

On thinner fabrics, the shadow of the threads on the back is considered an important part of the appearance.  For these, it helps if the pattern is worked with the thread horizontal to the length of the design, so that the rows run from one edge of the fabric to the other.   Check that there is sufficient thread to carry all the way across a row before starting it; then threads will start and end on the edges instead of the middle of the fabric, and the back of the design will be as smooth as the front.

Most of the Egyptian patterns were originally worked vertically, and many have an extra border on each side of the main design; the back threads of such borders usually provide an excellent place to start or end threads.

Counted stitch patterns made for other types of embroidery can be used for pattern-darning as well.   First check if the design has long runs of either threaded area or background space (remembering that a space means the thread is carried on the back).  Runs longer than about 1/2 inch should be avoided.  But many designs can be made to work by adding or removing a pattern square in the middle of such runs.

Technique

Pattern darning is extremely easy to learn and practice, being based on a simple running stitch.  Here are some hints to keep in mind:

· "Stab" don't "sew."  Work the pattern with the "stab" embroidery technique,  pulling the thread through with each pass of the needle through the fabric.  Don't use the "sewing" technique of running the needle through several times before pulling the thread; it will distort the base fabric too much. 

· Concentrate on one row at a time.  Don't think of the whole design, just the "over two, under three, over two" of the line currently being worked.

· Keep an even tension.  The thread should lie smoothly against the fabric on both the top and bottom of the piece as if it had been woven into the fabric from the beginning.  Too tight a tension will pull the threads under the warp or weft of the fabric (especially over or under single threads); too loose a tension will blur the design.

Sources

Boston Museum of Fine Arts.  "Common Threads: A Showcase of Samplers." (http://www.mfa.org/exhibitions/samplers/object.asp?id=c1&AccNum=48.1053) Mamluk sampler fragment dated between 1300-1420.

Ellis, Marianne.  Embroideries and samplers from Islamic Egypt.  Oxford: Ashmolean Museum, 2001.   Excellent clear pictures of a large number of pieces, with detailed information on each.

Gudjonsson, Elsa E.  Traditional Icelandic Embroidery. Reykjavik: Iceland Review, 1982. History, diagrams, and pictures of the two types of Icelandic pattern-darning.

Hersh, Joyce Miller.  "Icelandic Altar Hanging." (http://www.doctorbeer.com/joyce/emb/icealt/icealt.htm)  Great pictures and charts for the center of a large late-medieval altar frontal from Iceland.

Perry, Janet.  "Introduction to Kogin." (http://needlepoint.about.com/library/content2/bl-kogin-intro.htm)  An overview of Japanese pattern-darning.

---. "Kogin Band Sampler." (http://needlepoint.about.com/library/weekly/aa011102.htm)  How to make a pattern-darned sampler of kogin patterns; this is in two parts with the actual patterns on additional pages so make sure you follow all the links.

Schuette, Marie, and Sigrid Muller-Christiansen.  A Pictorial History of Embroidery.  New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1964.  Pictures and information on 14th c. fill-in pattern-darning pieces.

Simon, Sally.  "Pattern Darning."  American Needlepoint Guild, Inc.  Originally published in Needle Pointers, Vol. X, No. 1, Spring 1982.  (http://www.needlepoint.org/Archives/00-02/darning.htm)  General overview from a modern perspective, with several simple patterns.

Staniland, Kay.  Medieval Craftsmen: Embroiderers.  London: British Museum, 1991.  Picture and caption for the 15th c. German towel. There's also a picture of the Scottish double-darned Fetternear Banner, but it's too small to see the patterning.

Stecher, Rosemary (SCA: Mathilde Eschenbach).  "Medieval Egyptian Counted-Thread Embroidery." (http://mywebpages.comcast.net/mathilde/embroidery/mameluke.htm)  Excellent history and a wide variety of patterns.

Patterns #1

Sampler Fragment

Egypt, Mamluk, 1300-1420

silk on linen

Boston Museum of Fine Arts

Harriet Otis Cruft Fund

(48.1053)

from MFA website

pattern: 101 high total

border: 20 high x 8 repeat

center: 55 high x 18 repeat
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Patterns #2

Sampler

Egypt, Ayyubid, 1172-1249

radiocarbon dated to 1155 

plus/minus 50 years

silk on linen

Ashmolean Museum, Oxford

Newberry Collection

(1984.479)

from Ellis, plate 12

2A:

25 high x 21 repeat

2B:

23 high x 19 non-exact repeat

2C:

17 high x 6 repeat

2D:

16 high x 27 repeat

2E:

9 high x 14 repeat 
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Patterns #3

3A & 3B:

Sampler

Egypt, Mamluk, 1250-1517

silk on linen

Ashmolean Museum, Oxford

Newberry Collection

(1984.184)

from Ellis, plate 14

3A:

not exact replica of original

25 high x 10 repeat

3B:

31 high x 18 repeat

3C:

 Sampler scarf or girdle

Egypt, Mamluk, 1250-1517

silk on linen

Ashmolean Museum, Oxford

Newberry Collection

(1984.489)

from Ellis, plate 21

35 high x 26 repeat
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Patterns #4

4A:

Fragment w/embroidered bands

Egypt, Mamluk, 1250-1517

cotton on linen

Ashmolean Museum, Oxford

Newberry Collection

(1984.154)

from Ellis, plate 27

based on part of original

26 high, 20 repeat

The lines at the top and bottom of pattern are a separate thread/cord laced through the pattern darning.

4B:

Girdle or tie-belt

Egypt, Mamluk, 1250-1517

silk on linen

Ashmolean Museum, Oxford

Newberry Collection

(1984.243)

from Ellis, plate 15

total: 49 high x 16 repeat

border: 13 high x 8 repeat

center: 17 high x 16 repeat
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Patterns #5

Altar Frontal

Iceland, c. 1500

wool on linen

Kalfafell Church

National Museum

(Inv. No. 10885)

from Gudjonsson, fig. 20

5A:

19 high x 12 repeat

5B:

13 high x 12 repeat

5C:

19 high x 24 repeat

5D:

29 high x 22 repeat

[image: image5.png]



Patterns #6

6A:

Altar Frontal

Iceland, c. 1500

wool on linen

Kalfafell Church

National Museum

(Inv. No. 10885)

from Gudjonsson, fig. 20

39 high x 32 wide

6B:

Sampler

Egypt, Ayyubid, 1172-1249

radiocarbon dated to 1155 

plus/minus 50 years

silk on linen

Ashmolean Museum, Oxford

Newberry Collection

(1984.479)

from Ellis, plate 12

24 high x 21 wide

6C:

Towel

Germany, 15th c.

silk on (linen?)

Victoria & Albert Museum

(GH. 28 & 29)

from Staniland, fig. 70 & 71

border: 26 high x 12 repeat
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A Pattern-Darned Sampler Bookmark

Materials:


approx. 4” x 11” piece of 20-count linen


cotton floss, used as all 6 strands


tapestry needle size #22 or #24

Directions:

1. Make a waste knot.  To do this, knot the end of the thread, then thread the needle and push it through the fabric about 3” to 4” away from where you want to start, in a direction where the thread won’t be covered by the pattern.  Start working the pattern, then later cut off the knot and thread the remainder through a needle to weave the starting thread into the back of the pattern.

2. Start the bottom of the first pattern about 1” up from the bottom of the fabric and about 1/2” to 1” over from the left side.

3. Work across the narrow width of the fabric, and stop about 1/2” to 1” from the right side.

4. When changing threads, weave the ends into the back of the pattern instead of making knots.

5. Work other patterns across the width the same way, always leaving space on either side.

6. Finish the edges by turning under and tacking down with a running stitch or cross stitch, or pull out the extra threads of fabric to make a fringe border (be careful not to pull out the pattern darning!).
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