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THE GILDED
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TECHNIQUES

The 18th century was a
g o l d e n  a g e  f o r
embroidery,  a  period
w h e n  t h r e a d  a n d
needle  transformed
fabric  into  statements
of  power,  wealth,  and
personal artistry. From
the lavish  court  robes
of French royalty to the
delicate  whitework  on

a  l a d y ' s  c a p ,
embroidery  in  the
1700s was not merely
decoration;  it  was  a
language  of  status,
sk i l l ,  and  cul tura l
identity. This era saw a
remarkable diversity of
1 8 t h  c e n t u r y
e m b r o i d e r y
techn iques ,  each
reflecting  the  broader
aesthetic  movements
o f  R o c o c o  a n d
N e o c l a s s i c i s m .
Whether  you  are  a
modern  embroiderer
seeking  histor ical
inspiration or a history
enthusiast  curious
about  the  handiwork
behind antique textiles,
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understanding  these
techniques  offers  a
window  into  a  world
where every stitch told
a story.

HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF 18TH
CENTURY
EMBROIDERY

The art  of  embroidery
in  the  18th  century
was deeply intertwined
with  social  hierarchy,
trade,  and  fashion
revolutions.  The  early
part of the century was
dominated  by  the
R o c o c o  s t y l e — a
playful,  asymmetric,
and highly ornamental
aesthetic  that  favored
pastel  colors,  floral
motifs,  and  intricate
curves.  Embroidery
m i r r o r e d  t h i s :
ga rmen t s  f o r  t he
aristocracy,  especially
in France and England,
were  awash  with  silk
flowers, scrolling vines,
and scenes of pastoral

idyll.  By  mid-century,
t h e  d i s c o v e r y  o f
P o m p e i i  a n d
Herculaneum  sparked
a  s h i f t  t o w a r d
Neoclassicism,  which
brought  cleaner  lines,
Greek  key  patterns,
and  more  restrained
c o l o r  p a l e t t e s .
Embroidery techniques
h a d  t o  a d a p t
accordingly,  with  finer
threads  and  tighter
stitches used to create
the crisp, linear motifs
of the new style.
Materials also evolved.
While  si lk  had  long
been  the  thread  of
choice for the elite, the
18th  century  saw  the
rise of cotton and wool
e m b r o i d e r y  f o r
everyday  goods.  The
expansion  of  global
trade  brought  new
m a t e r i a l s — l i k e
tambour  hooks  from
the  East  and  cotton
f r o m  I n d i a — t h a t
revolutionized  what
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was possible. Guilds of
e m b r o i d e r e r s ,
particularly  in  London
and  Paris,  regulated
the  trade  and  trained
apprentices,  ensuring
that  techniques  were
passed  down  wi th
precision. Yet, amateur
embroidery was also a
cherished  pastime  for
ladies  of  leisure,  who
w o u l d  p r o d u c e
s a m p l e r s  a n d
decorative  pieces  that
s h o w c a s e d  t h e i r
proficiency in the latest
1 8 t h  c e n t u r y
e m b r o i d e r y
techniques.

FUNDAMENTAL
18TH CENTURY
EMBROIDERY
TECHNIQUES

Crewel

Embroide
ry
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
enduring techniques of
the  period  is  crewel
embroidery,  which
uses two-ply wool yarn
on  a  linen  or  cotton
ground.  Though  its
roots  are  in  Jacobean
England,  crewel  work
remained  popular
throughout  the  18th
century,  especially  for
household  items  like
bed hangings, curtains,
and  chair  covers.  The
s t i t c h i n g  i s
characterized by thick,
textured  lines  and  a
restrained color palette
of  blues,  greens,  and
earth  tones.  Stitches
such as crewel stitch,
l o n g  a n d  s h o r t
stitch,  and  French
knots  were  used  to
create  flowing,  stylized
leaves  and  flowers.
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Crewel embroidery was
often  worked  on  a
large  scale,  covering
substantial  areas  with
d e n s e ,  d u r a b l e
patterns  that  could
withstand  wear.  This
technique is  a  perfect
example  of  how  18th
century  embroidery
techniques  balanced
b e a u t y  w i t h
practicality.

Tambour
Embroide
ry
Tambour  embroidery
arrived in Europe from
India  via  the  French
East India Company in
the  late  17th  century
a n d  e x p l o d e d  i n
popularity  during  the
1 7 0 0 s .  U n l i k e
tradit ional  needle
embroidery,  tambour
uses a fine hook (like a

miniature  crochet
hook)  to  pull  thread
loops  through  fabric
stretched  in  a  drum-
l i k e  f r a m e  ( t h e
"tambour").  The result
is  a  continuous  chain
st i tch  that  can  be
worked  quickly  and
smoothly.  In  the  18th
century,  tambour  was
prized for its speed and
f o r  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o
produce delicate, lace-
like  effects  on  fine
muslin,  especially  in
whitework.  French
fashion  of  the  1770s
and  1780s  adored
tambour-embroidered
d r e s s e s  a n d
accessories,  often
worked  with  white
cotton thread on white
m u s l i n  ( c a l l e d
“broderie  anglaise”
later  in  the  century).
Tambour is one of the
most  innovative  18th
century  embroidery
techniques,  marking  a
s h i f t  f r o m  b a c k -



18th Century Embroidery Techniques 5

5

breaking needlework to
a  more  efficient
method.

Whitewor
k and
Dresden
Embroide
ry
W h i t e  o n  w h i t e
e m b r o i d e r y — o f t e n
c a l l e d
whitework—reached
exquisite heights in the
18th century.  Dresden
embroidery,  named
after  the  German city
known  for  i ts  lace
production,  involved
fine  white  linen  or
cotton  thread  stitched
onto sheer muslin. The
effect  mimicked
delicate  lace  inserts,
using  techniques  like
eyelet  holes,  satin

st i tch,  and  pul led
thread work. Garments
such  as  chemises,
fichus,  and  cuffs  were
often  trimmed  with
Dresden  embroidery,
c rea t i ng  an  a i r y ,
refined  appearance
t h a t  s u i t e d  t h e
N e o c l a s s i c a l
p r e f e r e n c e  f o r
simplicity.  Whitework
was  also  a  staple  of
samplers, where young
girls  would  practice
their  stitches.  This
technique  required  a
s t e a d y  h a n d  a n d
excellent  eyesight,  as
the threads were often
as  fine  as  a  human
h a i r .  W h i t e w o r k
remains  one  of  the
most  labor-intensive
1 8 t h  c e n t u r y
embroidery techniques
to master.

Goldwork
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and Metal
Thread
Embroide

ry
For  ceremonial  and
court  dress,  nothing
s u r p a s s e d  t h e
opulence  of  goldwork.
Using real silver-gilt or
gold  threads  wrapped
around  a  si lk  core,
embroiderers  created
raised, metallic designs
on velvet, silk satin, or
wool.  This  was  the
technique  behind  the
iconic  embroidered
waistcoats  of  the
British gentry and the
elaborate vestments of
the  Catholic  Church.
Techniques  such  as
couching  (laying  the
metal  thread  on  the
surface and stitching it
down  with  a  finer  silk

thread), pearl purl  (a
tightly  coiled  metal
wire), and check purl
w e r e  u s e d  t o  a d d
tex tu re  and  l i gh t
reflection.  Goldwork
w a s  i n c r e d i b l y
expensive—a  single
coa t  cou ld  cos t  a
fortune—but it signaled
immense  wealth  and
status.  While  heavy
and  stiff,  these
garments  were  meant
to be seen at court, not
worn  for  comfor t .
Goldwork is among the
most  prestigious  18th
century  embroidery
t e c h n i q u e s ,  s t i l l
practiced  today  for
h e r a l d r y  a n d
ecclesiastical pieces.

Stumpwo
rk
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(Raised
Embroide

ry)
Though  stumpwork
(ra ised  or  padded
embroidery) peaked in
the  17th  century,  it
continued  into  the
early 1700s, especially
for  decorative  panels,
mirror  frames,  and
caskets. This technique
involves  st i tching
elements—figures,
flowers,  insects—over
padding made of wool,
wire,  or  even  wood,
c rea t ing  a  th ree -
dimensional  effect.
Silks,  metal  threads,
a n d  b e a d s  w e r e
combined  to  produce
fantastical  scenes.  By
the  mid-18th  century,
stumpwork declined in
favor  of  flatter,  more
n a t u r a l i s t i c
embroidery,  but  its

influence  lingered  in
the  raised  aspects  of
some  goldwork  and
crewel  details.  For
collectors,  stumpwork
pieces  are  rare  and
highly prized examples
of  early  18th  century
e m b r o i d e r y
techniques.

Silk
Shading
(Long and
Short
Stitch)
Si lk  shading—also
known  as  needle
p a i n t i n g — w a s
perfected  in  the  18th
century, particularly in
England  and  France.
Using  extremely  fine
silk threads, often in a
s ingle  strand,  the
embroiderer  would
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work  long  and  short
stitches  in  smooth,
g r a d u a t e d  c o l o r
transitions  to  create
realistic  depictions  of
flowers,  fruit,  birds,
and  insec t s .  Th i s
technique was used on
silk  satin  grounds  for
pictures,  fire  screens,
and  small  decorative
panels. The effect is so
l i f e l i k e  t h a t  i t
resembles a watercolor
painting.  Silk  shading
r e q u i r e d  a n
e x c e p t i o n a l
understanding of color
theory and light, as the
t h r e a d s  b l e n d e d
directly  on  the  fabric.
This  is  arguably  the
most refined of all 18th
century  embroidery
techniques, embodying
the  Rococo  love  of
n a t u r a l i s m  a n d
elegance.

KEY STITCHES IN
18TH CENTURY

EMBROIDERY

While  entire  books
have  been  written  on
the stitches of the era,
a  few  core  stitches
form the foundation of
most  18th  century
e m b r o i d e r y
techniques:

Satin stitch –
Used for smooth,
solid areas of
color, especially
in silk shading
and whitework.
Stem stitch –
Perfect for
outlining stems
and vines in
crewel and silk
work.
French knots –
Small, textured
dots for flower
centers or
decorative
details.
Chain stitch –
The hallmark of
tambour
embroidery, also
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used in needle
embroidery.
Couching –
Essential for
goldwork, where
heavy threads
are laid on the
surface.
Eyelet stitch –
A cutwork
variation used in
whitework and
Dresden
embroidery.
Backstitch – For
precise lines and
lettering on
samplers.

Each stitch was chosen
not just for appearance
but for how it behaved
under  tension  and
wear,  a  consideration
t h a t  m o d e r n
embroiderers  can  still
appreciate.

TOOLS AND
MATERIALS

Embroiderers  of  the
18th  century  used  a

range  of  specialist
tools. Tambour hooks
were  metal  hooks  set
into  wooden  handles.
Embroidery  frames
ranged  from  smal l
round hoops (tambour
frames) to large square
or  rectangular  frames
that  held  the  fabric
taut  for  fine  work.
Needles were made of
steel ,  s ized  to  the
thread: fine needles for
silk,  thicker  for  wool.
Threads  themselves
w e r e  p r e c i o u s
commodities.  Silk  floss
came  from  China  or
Italy, wool from English
or Spanish sheep, and
cotton  from  India  or
the American colonies.
Fabric grounds evolved
too:  fine  linen  and
cot ton  mus l in  fo r
whitework,  heavy  silk
satin for goldwork, and
wool  twill  for  crewel.
The choice of materials
directly  influenced  the
final  appearance  and
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d u r a b i l i t y  o f  t h e
embroidery,  and  this
interplay  is  central  to
understanding  18th
century  embroidery
techniques.

REGIONAL
VARIATIONS

Embroidery in the 18th
c e n t u r y  w a s  n o t
monolithic.  French
embroidery,  centered
in  Par is  under  the
patronage of the court,
emphasized lavish silk
florals  and  tambour
work on elite fashions.
English  embroidery
favored crewel work for
domestic  furnishings
and  later  embraced
whitework  and  si lk
shading  for  smaller
i t e m s .  I t a l i a n
e m b r o i d e r y ,
particularly  in  Venice
and Florence, produced
stunning goldwork and
ecclesiastical  pieces.
German  and  Eastern
European  embroidery

often featured intricate
w h i t e w o r k  a n d
geometric  patterns
influenced  by  folk
t rad i t ions .  These
regional  differences
enriched  the  tapestry
o f  1 8 t h  c e n t u r y
e m b r o i d e r y
techniques,  with  ideas
c ross ing  bo rde rs
through  trade  and
travel.

INFLUENCE ON
FASHION AND
DECORATIVE ARTS

Embroidery defined the
silhouette  of  the  18th
c e n t u r y .  M e n ' s
e m b r o i d e r e d
waistcoats  and coats
were  essential  fashion
statements, often worn
with  embro idered
swords  and  tricorn
hats.  Women's  gowns,
particularly the robe à
la  f rançaise,  were
cove red  i n  hand -
embroidered  flowers
and  trim.  Even  shoes
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and  gloves  received
decorative  stitching.
Beyond  c lo th ing ,
embroidery  adorned
bed  hangings,  chair
seats, fire screens, and
cushion  covers.  These
objects  were  not  just
functional;  they  were
markers  of  taste  and
affluence.  The  skills
required  to  produce
such work meant that
embroiderers  were
h igh ly  respec ted
artisans,  and  their
techniques  influenced
pattern  books  and
design  manuals  that
c i rcu lated  across
Europe.  The legacy of
these  18th  century
embroidery techniques
can  be  seen  in  the
decorative  arts  of  the
Georgian and Regency
periods.

PRESERVATION
AND STUDY OF

18TH CENTURY
EMBROIDERY

TODAY

Today,  museums such
as  the  Victoria  and
A lber t  Museum  in
L o n d o n ,  t h e
Metropolitan  Museum
of Art in New York, and
the  Musée  des  Arts
Décoratifs  in  Paris
h o u s e  e x t e n s i v e
collections  of  18th
century  embroidered
pieces.  Conservators
use careful analysis of
thread material,  stitch
direct ion,  and  dye
c o m p o s i t i o n  t o
understand how these
works  were  made.
Historical  reenactors
a n d  m o d e r n
embroiderers  study
these pieces to revive
1 8 t h  c e n t u r y
e m b r o i d e r y
t e c h n i q u e s  f o r
costumes, reproduction
garments, and


