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HHaannddoouutt  ““KKlloosstteerrssttiicchh””  
((BBiillddeerrssttiicchh,,  BBrrookkaattssttiicchh,,  SSppaarrssttiicchh,,  CCoonnvveenntt  SSttiittcchh,,    
KKlloosstteerrssttiittcchh,,  NNuunn’’ss  wwoorrkk,,  sseellff--ccoouucchhiinngg  tteecchhnniiqquuee))  

  

vv..  11..11  
  

bbyy  RRaaccaaiirree  
KKiinnggddoomm  ooff  DDrraacchheennwwaalldd  

  

&&  mmaannyy  tthhaannkkss  ttoo  DDrr..  TTaannjjaa  KKoohhwwaaggnneerr--NNiikkoollaaii  
ffoorr  hheerr  kkiinndd  ppeerrmmiissssiioonn  ttoo  uussee  tthhee  ppiiccttuurreess  iinn  hheerr  bbooookk  ““ppeerr  mmaannuuss  ssoorroorruumm……””,,  

hheerr  kkiinndd  hheellpp,,  ffoorr  aannsswweerriinngg  aa  lloott  ooff  qquueessttiioonnss  &&  hheerr  vvaalluuaabbllee  hhiinnttss  
  

&&  aallssoo  mmaannyy  tthhaannkkss  ttoo  
MMiissttrreessss  AAnnyyaa  MMssttyyssllaavvyyaayyaa  aanndd  MMiissttrreessss  JJaaeellllee  

ffoorr  ccoorrrreeccttiinngg  mmyy  mmiissttaakkeess  ccoonncceerrnniinngg  tthhee  EEnngglliisshh  llaanngguuaaggee  iinn  tthhiiss  hhaannddoouutt
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Use of Klosterstich embroidery: 
 

Form: 
From the 13th until the 16th century this type of embroidery was mainly used for 
 

 > “Wandbehänge” (Wand=wall behänge=hangings) 
 > “Banklaken” (Bank=bench, laken=sheet) 
 > “Bordüren” (=borders) 

 

Technique: 
Concerning the forms of usage mentioned above the whole light-colored linen fabric background was 
covered with wool worked in Klosterstich technique. 
 

Exceptions: 
-> Swiss: 

black woollen background & coloured wool: “Wandbehang v. Bischofszell” (East-Swiss ca. 
1525, Historisches Museum, Basel) 
…and also including Klosterstich parts worked in silk: Tobias-Stickereien “Tobias u. der Fisch” 
(end 16th/start 17thc., Textilmuseum St. Gallen) 

-> supposedly South Germany: 
black woollen background & coloured wool including the light parts highlighted with white 
linen thread: “Wandbehang mit flachsbrechenden Frauen” (1544, Bavarian National Museum, 
Munich) 

 

Klosterstich was also used with other techniques ->  white work/Opus Teutonicum & Refilsaum 
(Bayeux tapestry - the Klosterstich was very sparingly used as a filling stitch for areas) 
 

Large areas can be covered very quickly with this technique and there is only little loss of the wool at 
the back, because the main part of the wool stays on the surface (-> self couching technique, 
‘Sparstich’ (sparen=to save, Stich=stitch). A very beautiful woven effect and a compact surface can 
be achieved with this technique. 

 

Geographical area of usage: 
The technique was very common in the convents of Northern Germany (lower Saxony). 
 

The use of wool and Klosterstich for large-sized wall hangings was less popular in Southern 
Germany, and only a few examples from this region have survived - for example: 

“Wappen-Teppich”(Oberrhein, about 1320) ;“Maltererteppich” (Freiburg, about 1320/30); 
“ein Antependium mit Passionsszenen” (Franken?, about 1450); 

embroidery “mit der Anbetung der Hl. Drei Könige” (Franken or Schwaben?, about 1460) 
fragment “Darstellung des Marientodes” (Franken or Schwaben?, about 1460) 

 - concerning some surviving pieces from Southern Germany, it is not clear if the piece was produced 
in a convent or not. The materials used, the sizes & the style show a clear difference to the pieces 
from Northern Germany.  
 

No large-sized woollen embroideries of this kind have survived from France, England or Italy.  
 

Artwork: 
„Mit Nadel und Faden“: 
The patterns for the cloister Wienhausen were designed by professional artists (who also produced 
secular artwork to keep the interest of the ‘Braunschweiger Herzoghauses’ alive). The cloister Lüne 
was more interested in sacral treasuries, and therefore the patterns for the cloister Lüne were 
supposedly designed by the nuns themselves.1  
 

                                                 
1  „Mit Nadel und Faden – Kulturgeschichte der klassischen Handarbeiten“ by Marianne Stradal & Ulrike Brommer 
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According to Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai from the Bavarian National Museum: 
Also for the cloister Wienhausen professional artists may not be evidenced (nor for the 
“Tristanteppiche” either). For as much as this is noticeable because external draftsman and artists 
are mentioned in the sources for the artwork of other genera from the cloister Wienhausen. 
Furthermore a stylistic and iconographic relationship can be established between two Tristan-
tapestries and other artwork of Wienhausen, that were stored within the cloister - that leads to the 
assumption that the design was made by someone within the cloister. On the other hand nuns are 
mentioned as painters during this time. Some people consider that it is possible that the patterns 
were designed by external professional artists, but this can’t be said for sure. 
 

The nuns, coming from gentry to upper nobility families, were educated enough that there is a high 
probability that the artwork was done by the nuns themselves.2  
 

The patterns had their origin in the patterns of the nearby glass-windows of churches, wall-
paintings, paintings, older wall hangings, illuminations, contemporary poetry, ... 
 

The interpretation of the nuns - conversion of a theme, composition of the patterns, doing the 
outlining at the fabric, the execution of the embroidery, … - could change the original pattern in a 
very interesting way. 
 

The great appeal of the Klosterstich embroideries from Northern Germany is based on youthful 
cheerful charisma, the demonstration of contemporary poetry with furthermost attention to detail 
and narrative power in very alive scenes-sequences.3 In addition, I think that the bright beautiful 
colours and the outlines in a bright and divergent colour contrasting the colour of the embroidered 
sections also add a very special effect to the whole appeal of the pieces. 

 

Different types of design: 
 

I) Medallion (=locket) 
 

 
 

Fischbecker Gründungsteppich (Sift Fischbeck, 1583) 
Source of this  picture:  „per manus sororum…“ by Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai 

                                                 
2  „per manus sororum…“ by Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai – chapter: Entwurf und Vorzeichnung 
3  „Mit Nadel und Faden – Kulturgeschichte der klassischen Handarbeiten by Marianne Stradal & Ulrike Brommer 
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II) Register  (=“story” shown in horizontal bands) 
 
 

 
 

Tristanteppich I (Kloster Wienhausen, about 1330) 
Source of this  picture:  „per manus sororum…“ by Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai 

 

III) Bordüre  (=border) 
 

 
 

Simsonbordüre (Kloster Wienhausen?, 2nd half of the 14th century) 
Source of this  picture:  „per manus sororum…“ by Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai 

 

IV) Banklaken  (Bank=seats, laken=sheets) 
 

 
 

Georgslaken (Kloster Lüne, 1500) 
Source of this  picture:  „per manus sororum…“ by Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai 
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V) zentrales Bildfeld  (=central image area) 

 
Wurzel Jesse-Teppich (Kloster Lüne, 1503-1505) 

source of this  picture:  „per manus sororum…“ by Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai 
 

VI) eingestellter Kreis  (=centered? circle) 

 
Philosophie- u. Tugendteppich (Kloster Heinigen, 1516) 
source of this  picture:  „per manus sororum…“ by Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai 
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Klosterstich Technique: 
 

According to the book 
“Kloster Wienhausen - Die Bildteppiche”: 
 

“Generally the canvas was fixed in an embroidery frame, 
to avoid a later warpage of the work. The tapestries of the 
cloister Wienhausen were fully embroidered, at no area the 
fabric should remain visible like for example at the famous 
Bayeux tapestry where the linen background fabric 
knowingly was used as a means of expression. The 
embroidery was executed in the Klosterstich technique, a 
common technique for the German picture-carpets from the 
13th to the 16th century. This specific stitch gives the 
surface a distinct closeness, while at the back only small 
stitches appear that leave blank a lot of linen. In this way 
a lot of wool was sawed, a fact that was very important 
concerning the size of the tapestries. The technique is easy 
to execute and large areas can be covered very quickly 
because of the thickness of the wool threads. The thread is 
bounded by the shape of the preparatory drawing (iron gall 
ink applied with a brush 4) - always in vertical direction - 
as far as the colour of the template lasts, laid from top to the bottom & couched on the way back to 
the top with small and nearly vertical couching stitches. Both kinds of stitches are executed with the 
same thread: the stuffer thread is leaded from the top to the bottom and with couching stitches it 
takes its way back to the top again. In this way a harmonious closed surface can be achieved and the 

tapestry gets his 
animated structure. 
Seldom the stuffer 
threads in between are 
laid in another 
direction than the 
vertical, following the 
form they model 
casually faces or other 
small parts or sections. 
This can especially be 
seen at the Tristan-
Teppich I. Also the 
outlines are worked in 
Klosterstich. Where 
two embroidered 
sections meet, a small 
break occurs, that is 
covered with the 
outline.”

                                                 
4 „per manus sororum…“ by Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai - chapter: Entwurf & Vorzeichnung der Klostersticharbeiten, page 31 

Detail – Kindheitsteppich 
source of this picture: „per manus sororum…” 

by Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai 

source of this  picture: “Kloster Wienhausen - Band III - Die Bildteppiche” by Pia Wilhelm 
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my interpretation of the technique: 
 

I try to lay my couching stitches with the twist of the thread and I make longer stitches on the surface 
and smaller stitches on the back to avoid wasting more thread than necessary, and because I think 
that, this way, the couching thread nearly disappears. To be able to work this technique very fast I 
prefer to work the couching stitches from the outside (without embroidery) to the inside (the 
embroidery) - not like shown in the picture from the cloister Wienhausen. Furthermore I use Stem 
Stitch for the outlines because this technique is easier and faster to use for the outlines than the 
Klosterstich. 

According to Mrs. Kohwagner-Nikolai –  
two (vertical) directions for working this technique are possible:  

- laying the stuffer thread from bottom to top and couching it in a downward movement 
- laying the stuffer thread from top to bottom and couching it in an upward movement 

Both directions were tried out several times in the restoration workshop and both directions also could 
be detected at the objects (independently concerning the workshop). The technique used depends if the 
embroiderer is right- or left-handed, which is easier for him/her to work, and at the S- or Z-twist of 
the wool (to avoid ‘bubbles’). 
 

more facts for your decision concerning the outlines: 
 

“Kloster Wienhausen - Die Bildteppiche”: ‘Also the outlines are worked in Klosterstich.’ 
 

“Das Stickereiwerk”: page 37 - ‘185/186, Farbtafel IX “Maltererteppich”… Klosterstich und 
Stielstich…’ (Stielstich = Stem Stitch); page 37 - ‘187, Rücklaken “Wappenteppich”…Kloster-, 
Stielstich (für die Gesichter’ = for the faces)
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