
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Embroidery in Elizabethan and 

Stuart England: 

There was substantial growth of the art of 

embroidery for religious and secular use.  

The middle ranks of society sought to 

exhibit their wealth in displays of high 

quality embroidery on clothes and 

household objects 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Embroidery was practiced by a diverse 

range of people: paid professionals and 

talented amateurs, men, women and young 

girls – those who excelled at needlework 

were seen as being pious and diligent 

Embroidered Book Bindings 

All embroidered book bindings, with a few 

exceptions, are made of canvas, velvet or 

satin, and often cover Bibles and Prayer 

Books: Canvas being used until the middle 

of the seventeenth century; velvet mainly 

during the Tudor period, and satin during 

the early Stuart period. Canvas is of no 

decorative value; therefore, it was always  

covered in needle work, where  satin and 

velvet usually had large areas un-worked. 

There are four basic types of embroidered 

bindings: Fauna & Flora; Figure; Heraldic; 

Arabesque. Embroidered book bindings 

continued in Britain long after they went out 

of fashion in the rest of Europe. 

 

 

 

 

 

Design Sources 

The ‘Tree of Life’ was the most popular 

design to decorate Bibles and Prayer 

Books: different varieties of flowers, herbs 

and fruit miraculously growing from the 

same trunk or stem. Designs may have 

been taken from Pattern Books, such as A 

Schole-House for the Needle (1632) by 

Richard Shorleyker or from the numerous 

botanical and scientific publications 

available, such as The Herbal – or a 

General Historie of Plants (1597) by the 

Botanist John Gerade. It was also possible 

to buy pre-printed designs on silk at 

specialist shops 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

EMBROIDERED BOOK BINDINGS 

THE UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW LIBRARY SPECIAL COLLECTIONS DEPARTMENT & LOUISE ROBERTSON (BOOK CONSERVATOR) 

THE PROJECT: The Special Collections Department  hold a number of embroidered bindings decorating Bibles and 

a Whole Book of Psalms, which were published in the seventeenth century; however, very little was known about 

them. I undertook a work placement in the Book Conservation Studio, supervised by Louise Robertson,  (Book 

Conservator): My brief was to undertake research on the bindings and report my findings to the Special Collections 

Department by means of a presentation and an online exhibition. 

Materials and Techniques 

Tent stitch used on canvas was quickly 

followed by silk-work embroidery, 

worked in fine polychrome silks to 

create naturalist representations of 

flowers, birds, insects and fruit in the 

form of a ‘needle painting’. Metal 

threads were used to fill background 

areas, which would have reflected 

candlelight; spangles were  also used 

for the same reason. Silk threads were 

imported from the Eastern 

Mediterranean, and silver and gold 

threads came from Venice, Lucca and 

Cyprus. A number of different stitches 

were used to create different effects: 

Long stitch; Ground stitch; Square Net 

Stitch; Chain stitch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Edwin J Hutchison 
MLitt Technical Art History 

Sp Coll Euing Dk-i.18  

Holy Bible : English Authorised 

Version (1645)  

(Tree of Life on Canvas) 

Sp Coll F.f.8 

The Whole Book of Psalms (1636) 

 (Tree of Life on Silk) 

The University of Glasgow Library 

Special Collections Department 

Portrait of Margaret Layton (c.1620) 

By Marcus Gheerarts The Younger (c.1561-1636) 

Sp Coll Euing Dp-i.2 

Holy Bible: English Geneva (1608) 

(Tree of Life on Canvas) 

 

Detail of Long Stitch used to 

fill in grapes Sp Coll F.f.8 

Detail of metal thread used for 

background  

Sp Coll Euing  Dk-i.18 

Detail of Chain and Braided  

stitch used to create stem  

Sp Euing Dk-i.16 

Detail of  Square Net Stitch used 

to create a petal  

Sp Coll Euing  Dk-i.17 

Sp Coll Euing Dk-i.16 

Holy Bible: English Authorised 

(1645-1646)  

(Arabesque with Grape Vine on Silk) 

Symbolism 

Each flower, herb and insect was 

chosen for  its symbolic  meaning: the 

Rose refers to the Virgin Mary – ‘A rose 

without thorns’, Caterpillar and Butterfly 

– the resurrection of Christ, or Charles I 

and the restoration of Charles II; 

Strawberry – Righteousness; Violet -  

Humility; Oak – Faith and Endurance; 

Grape Vine –  The Eucharist; Calendula  

– used to treat open wounds, refers to 

the five sacred wounds of Christ. 

 

 

 

References: The Victoria & Albert Museum’s Textile Collection: Embroidery in Britain from 1200 to 1750; Sweet Bags: An Investigation into 16th & 17th Century 

Needlework by Jacqui Carey; English Embroidered Book Bindings by Cyril Davenport. http://www.flickr.com/photos/uofglibrary/sets/72157633107049315  

http://www.flickr.com/photos/uofglibrary/sets/72157633107049315

