
Stitch it Up!     
The art form of embroidery makes a great accent  

for a painting done on cloth! 
(art + history)

Have you ever watched someone embroidering?  Maybe 
an aunt or grandmother put needle to canvas? Some 
people associate embroidery with a boring way to fill 
daily life, but this art form is actually fascinating! 

Embroidery dates back to before 3000 BCE. It most 
probably is one of the first forms of art, as man has 
used decoration with aesthetic purposes as early as the 
invention of the needle and thread themselves. Perhaps 
surprising to us now, embroidery was invented by a 
man, not a woman. In ancient cultures from every part 
of the world, embroidery and needlework was regarded 
as a priority only for the chosen and 
talented boys. The future embroiderers 
had to study the craft under the 
supervision of a master, requiring 
more than 10 years of apprenticeship 
until they were approved to practice 
on their own.

Each culture’s needlework can be 
identified not only by the materials 
that were on hand, but also by 
the type of embroidery done. 
What is amazing is that it evolved 
simultaneously in almost every part 
of the world where people practiced 
sewing.  Obviously, the styles of embroidery were passed down 
through the generations and many of them have survived. 

Embroidery by the Egyptians was done with white threads on a 
white canvas and was very intricate. Chinese silk embroidery, taking 
years to complete, is known as two-sided embroidery. Also famous is 
"raised" embroidery, practiced in the 16th century and better known 
as Elizabethan embroidery. It involved stitching decorative elements 
such as leaves or butterflies using wool fibers. Still popular today 
is the Western European embroidery called crewel. This technique 
uses two-ply wool floss on linen fabric and is usually used when 
stitching on different household cloths, such as upholstery fabric, wall 
hangings, or draperies.

Some beginning embroidery stitches are called “back stitch,” “satin 
stitch,” “split stitch,” or “french knot.”  However, there are hundreds 
of stitches ranging from easy to more advanced, 
such as the blanket stitch, the bullion stitch, or the 
herringbone stitch. Start with the easy stitches and 
see where your journey takes you!

GRADES 5-12   Note: Instructions and materials are 
based upon a class size of 24 students. Adjust as needed.
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1.

Materials (required)
Aida Cloth, 60”, 1 yard (63101-1060); 2 
yards cut into 9” x 12” pieces (20 per 
yard)

Creativity Street Embroidery Floss Set  
(63100-1009); share two across class

Blick Studio Acrylics, 8 oz, Ivory Black  
(01637-2252) and Titanium White (01637-
1022); share three tubes of each across 
class 

Blick Economy Golden Taklon Flat, Size 8  
(05168-1008); one per student

Blunt Tapestry Needle #13 (65104-1009); 
one per student

Tonic Studio Plus Scissors (57079-1008); 
share five across class 

Optional Materials

Fabriano Rosapina Watercolor paper 
(10451-1020)

Creativity Street WonderFoam Sheets  
(60947-1023)

Blick Canvas Panels, (07008-)
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Preparation

1. Cut Aida cloth into 9” x 12” pieces. Aida cloth is a beautiful 
even-weave cloth, popular for cross stitch work, crewel 
embroidery, and other stitchery.

2. Decide on imagery that can be done in black, white, and gray, 
and think of where pops of color could be added for visual 
impact.

3. Familiarize students with basic embroidery stitches.

Process

1. After deciding on imagery for the painting portion of this 
project, use a pencil to very lightly sketch it onto the Aida 
cloth. To easily transfer an image to the cloth, tape the sketch 
to a bright window or light box and place the cloth over it. 
Trace.  

2. Using acrylic paint and a brush, apply washes of paint to the 
cloth. The paint goes on very nicely if it is thinned with water.  
Use black and shades of gray made by mixing black and 
white. Where pure white is desired, leave the natural color of 
the Aida cloth. Let the painting dry.

3. Now, begin stitching! The blunt metal needle works perfectly 
on the cloth using the embroidery floss as packaged without 
separating strands. Knot one end of the floss, and thread the 
other through the needle. Only use a length of floss that is 
easy to work with — no more than 24” at a time.

4. Stitch in pops of colorful accents using traditional embroidery 
stitches such as the running stitch, back stitch, satin stitch, or 
a field of French knots. Experiment with the types of textures 
that can be created with stitching. Do as much or as little 
embroidery as desired. Invent new ways of stitching!

5. To display, glue edges to the back of a board such as a 
canvas panel. Or fray the sides by removing rows of thread 
from the fabric and glue to backing.

Optional Process for use with Paper
1. Follow steps 1 and 2 above.

2. Predetermine where stitching will be placed. Place the 
painting done on paper onto a piece of Wonderfoam sheet.  
Using the blunt needle, pre-punch holes for stitching. Finish as 
above.

National Core Arts Standards - Visual Arts

Creating 

Anchor Standard 2: Organize and develop artistic  
ideas and work.

Step 1:  Lightly sketch composition onto Aida 
cloth, then apply washes of black and gray acrylic 
paint.

Step 2:  With a blunt metal needle and 
embroidery floss, add colorful accents!
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Examples of basic embroidery stitches. 

(A) Back Stitch - Bring the needle up from the back, pulling the thread through. Take a stitch back 
and pull the thread through. Make another stitch to the front. Insert the needle at the beginning of 
the previous stitch.  This is a great stitch for outlining.

(B) Split Stitch - Make a back stitch. Put the needle in the middle of the previous stitch, splitting the 
threads. Pull the thread through and repeat! This is a quick, decorative option for the back stitch.

(C) Stem Stitch - Make a back stitch. Bring the needle up next to the middle of this stitch, then take 
another stitch to the front. Repeat, continuing to bring the thread up next to the previous stitch. 
This is the perfect stitch for curved lines.

(D) Satin Stitch - Start with the basic straight stitch. Make a second stich parallel to the first. 
Continue, always going from one side to the other. This stitch is great to fill in small areas with 
color.

(E) French Knot - Bring the thread up from the back. Firmly wrap the thread around the needle once 
(or twice for a double French Knot) then plunge the needle back down through the fabric very 
close to the point where it came up. Now slowly pull the thread through to the back. This stich is 
perfect to use for textural effects or as a decorative accent.

(F) Cross Stitch - Make a series of diagonal stitches. Then reverse the diagonal to create a line of 
decorative x’s.

(G) Lazy Daisy – Bring the needle up, then down right next to that point, leaving a loop of thread. 
Tac the loop with a small stitch to create a petal shape.  Make numerous petals to create a daisy. 
Finish with a French Knot in the center.
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