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Drawn-Thread Hemstitch
I mainly have evidence of its use in the 16th Century, on linen items, where edges will be displayed 
in some way, for example front slit openings and ruff edges on shirts, around napkins, on falling 
bands.

The Sture shirt: 

• Front slit opening has drawn thread hemstitch, and openwork embroidery.

• The armruffles are hemmed with drawn thread hemstitch, and finished with a decorative 
braid.

Photo by Lia de Thornegge, Uppsala Cathedral Museum

More examples in Italian rebato collar and falling bands in the early 17th Century (see ”Patterns of 
Fashion 4”) For decoration on a napkin, or yardcloth this is a subtle details that takes a little more 
time, but no more materials and no extra expense.

Working drawn-thread hemstitch
First make sure the linen is cut exactly on grain, the easiest way to accomplish this is to pull a 
thread and cut along the void this leaves.

The experimental stage: Start by doing a normal double fold hem. See how deep or how small you 
want the finished hem to be. Experiment! Depending on the quality of your fabric (thread thickness, 
and thread count) you can get very tiny hems.

Minimum numbers of threads to pull is 1 – where you will place the stitches – at a distance of 
just over three times the depth you want your hem. For a 5mm hem, this thread would be pulled out 
at about 17mm in from the edge. (The thickness of the fabric adds a little as you fold.)

At the experimental stage you can put a pin to mark the depth of your hem – pull a thread here. 
If you want the hem to be an exact size you can pull further threads, but if you start with a square 
piece of linen cut on grain, the fold will usually not vary by more than a thread or two – and it will 
look perfectly even. However, depending on your level of neurosis, pull one or two more threads to 
guide you in the finished folding of the hem.
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To stitch use a waxed linen thread. Once finished this will all but disappear into the hem.

In the photos to follow I am using a black silk 
thread for visibility.

Start by folding the double fold hem towards 
the drawn thread where you will place your 
stitches. Linen cooperates nicely if you breath 
heavily on it. You can also use pins.

Attach your thread at one edge of your hem. I 
use a knot, which I hide inside the fold, coming 
out on the wrong side of the fabric. 

Step 1. Start by making a tacking stitch: Guide 
your needle in the void where the threads have 
been drawn, between two perpendicular threads, 
catch two or more threads of the base fabric 
above the drawn thread and come up having 
stitched through the base fabric and the fold.

Stage 2. The gathering stitch: Take your needle along the drawn thread, underneath an appropriate 
number of perpendicular threads. In the photo 6 threads. This is a number you may have to 
experiment with. It depends on the thickness of threads in the fabric, the number of threads you 
have pulled and your own tastes. 

! Make sure your thread lies to the front and that your needle goes over it !
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Make sure your thread lies to the front and that your needle goes over it, to form a noose which you 
then can pull tight. 

Pull it tight. 

Then repeat from step 1 with a 
tacking stitch, etc.

The first stitch (step 1 and step 2) 
will not produce something that 
looks like much – but once you 
have taken two more stitches, you 
will see the pattern emerge. To end, 
take an extra tacking stitch, and 
hide the end of the thread inside the 
fold.
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