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The theme of this document  is embroidery as decoration on quilts. Embroidery for 

signatures is  discussed in another file.  

 

Week # 15 Crewel & Wool Embroidery 

   

Jacobean-style embroidery. The earliest American quilts sometimes featured 

embroidered details using wool or crewel yarn.  Crewel yarn, also called crewel thread, 

is a loosely-plied wool, used for various types of embroidery. Sixteenth-and 

seventeenth-century English needleworkers, both professional and domestic, used 

crewel yarn to decorate textiles in a style we often call crewel embroidery, also called 

Jacobean embroidery for the Latinized name of King James I who ruled when the style 

developed. Jacobean wool embroidery is  surface embroidery, meaning it does not 

follow the weave of the cloth as the counted cross stitch used in samplers does. 

Jacobean embroiderers incorporated motifs drawn fro m natural forms, fruits, animals 

and especially flowers that, while recognizable as specific varieties, were more often 

stylized than naturalistic. The motifs were filled in with a variety of stitches and 

sometimes shaded naturalistically.  

  

Techniques and  designs for Jacobean embroidery were carried to America by English 

immigrants who brought their picture books and design references with them. Pattern 

sheets and reference books survive from the sixteenth century. A House For the Needle 

was one English de sign book written by Richard Shorleyker in 1624. Colonists 

decorated bedcovers, bed curtains, valances, pockets and wallets ---all manner of 

textiles---with crewel yarn in the Jacobean style. They also incorporated woolen 

embroidery into their quilts and translated Jacobean design ideas like running vine 

borders, tree of life medallions, baskets of flowers, isolated roses and pomegranates 

into quilting and later appliqué designs.  

  

Berlin Work. Wool embroidery lost popularity to silk embroidery styles about the time of 

the Revolution, but made a comeback in the mid-nineteenth century when a fad for the 

counted thread embroidery popularly known as Berlin work developed. (We would call it 

needlepoint.) Seamstresses embroidered on a plain weave fabric or canvas,  following 

graphed, tinted patterns to produce fire screens, foot -stool covers, framed mottoes and 

suspenders. German wool yarns, finer and brighter than English crewel yarns, became 

common for Berlin work. Counted work allowed even the untalented to produ ce realistic 

representations of a rose, a cat or a stag. Because many of the patterns were designed 

and printed in the German states, the ideals of high German art influenced the images. 

Realistic, if rather romantic, still-life paintings of fruit and flowers were copied as were 

complex landscapes and genre scenes (glimpses of country life.)  



  

Berlin work or "worsted work" was heavily promoted by periodicals in the second half of 

the nineteenth century, although critics generally found it tasteless. A writ er reviewing 

women's work at the 1876 Centennial Exhibition was not lost for words, describing an 

"abomination of worsted embroidery…horrible to behold." The fad died in the 1890s, 

revived again mid-twentieth century for chair seats and pillows with a "Col onial" look.  

  

The Berlin work craze never translated to quilts, although an occasional quiltmaker 

pieced counted thread-covered canvas into her quilt. Berlin work is more commonly 

reflected in wool surface embroidery in which the naturalistic roses, lili es and other 

flowers are derived from the naturalistic, florid images found in the counted canvas 

designs. Berlin -work-inspired borders appear on show quilts of silks and wools, and 

some contributors to album quilts were influenced by Berlin work to embroi der their 

blocks in wool. 

 

Wool Quilts with Wool Embroidery. Many wool-embroidered quilts have little 

relationship to either Jacobean, Berlin -work or the later Crazy Quilt style. One example 

is a quilt found by the Nebraska Quilt Project of nine wool block s featuring an appliqued 

circle in the center of each with flowers and animals embroidered in wool. The quilt, 

according to the family story, was made in Westphalia, Germany, in the mid 1860s.  

 

 

 

 

 

Detail of a "Brickwork" wool quilt, a style quite common about 1900 -1925. This one, purchased 

in Washington State, is more lavishly embroidered than most. The embroidery is done with a 

fine wool thread in an ivory color. I assumed it was cotton until I did a burn test on it for this 

photo. I pulled a loose fiber , held it with a tweezers and put it into a flame and pulled it out. The 

yarn self-extinguished. Cotton would have continued to burn. The general style of the quilt is the 

best clue to date, especially the linear embroidery stitches, which were so popular between 

1880 and 1940.  

 

 


