
  

Basic Stitches and Information for Brazilian Embroidery  

What is Brazilian Embroidery?  

Why is this dimensional needlework known as Brazil-
ian embroidery?  Because the rayon threads used 
were originally manufactured in Brazil and the dimen-
sional techniques using them, although used for cen-
turies in Europe, came to us along with the thread 
from Brazil.  These rayon threads are manufactured in 
shaded and variegated colors as well as solids.  Now 
the threads are manufactured here in the United 
States by EdMar Co.  

Threads for Brazilian Embroidery  

The seven different weights currently manufactured by 
EdMar Co. are listed below: 

NOVA - heavy, medium twist, 6 ply 

LOLA - medium weight and twist, 3 ply 

IRIS - medium-light weight and twist, 2 ply 

GLORY - fine weight, medium twist, 2 ply 

BOUCLE - heavy,  knotted texture 

CIRE - medium weight, slight twist, 3 ply 

FROST - medium weight, heavy twist, 3 ply 

The thread has a Z twist, meaning the plys are twisted 
together in the opposite direction of perle cotton, 
which is an S twist thread.  For this reason, some 
stitches are done ñbackwardò so the plies will not be-
come untwisted while working. The threads are used 
intact, plies are not separated and used individually.  
Instead, different weights of Brazilian thread are used 
as needed. 

Here are some hints on working with Brazilian threads 
and others that come on twisted skeins.   First open 
up the skein.  It will  be wrapped in meter lengths and 
tied together under the label.  Slide the label to the 
side. Cut through all the lengths where they are knot-
ted together (but not the other loop beside it). 

They will handle more easily if you straighten them by 

lightly steaming them with an iron set at the lowest 
steam setting.  After they are straightened they can be 
pulled an extra time through the loop of the label.  
Now, you can pull one strand at a time from the skein 
by pulling it from the loop under the label.   

The 1 meter strand length is excellent for most Brazil-
ian embroidery. 

Even if you have learned in other embroidery never to 
use knots, with Brazilian embroidery and rayon thread, 
knots are absolutely necessary.  In addition to tying a 
knot, it is helpful to fray out the end of the thread be-
yond the knot about ¼-İò to keep it from untying itself 
in use or washing. 

Needles   

Crewel/embroidery needles in sizes appropriate for the 
thread weight will work for most stitches.  Millinery/
Straw needles in sizes 1-5 are needed for bullion and 
cast-on type stitches.  They are used because the nee-
dle has a small eye that is not wider than the long shaft.  
This makes it easier to pull the needle through a long 
series of wraps or cast-on stitches.  Large darners in 
sizes 14-18 and chenille needles in sizes 18-20 are 
needed for the heavier threads.  For detached button-
hole stitches, a tapestry needle is better.  It has a blunt 
point.  Many Brazilian embroidery instructors use the 
milliners needles for almost everything, but I prefer the 
shorter needles whenever the straight shaft of the milli-
ners needle is not needed.   

Needle sizes may seem strange.  Embroidery, crewel, 
and milliners needles come in sizes 1-9, with 1 being 
the largest.  Chenille, tapestry and some darners come 
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in sizes 13-28 with 13 being the largest. A size 22 tap-
estry or chenille needle is about the same size around 
as a size 3 milliners needle. 

Nova needs a size 18-20 or 1. Lola fits a 22 or 1-3. Iris 
fits a 24 or 5.  Glory fits a 26 or 5-7.  It is important that 
the thread runs smoothly through the eye of the nee-
dle, but too large a needle is both cumbersome and 
tends to fall off the thread.  

Hoops  

An embroidery hoop or stretcher frame is important 
when stitching to prevent puckers in the finished 
piece.  To avoid leaving hoop marks, be sure you use 
a clean hoop and remove it from the fabric between 
stitching sessions. Some stitches are easier to make 
without a hoop, so remove the hoop when working 
them.   

 The Stitches  

Couching  

Brazilian Embroidery usually has some ñfine growthò 
worked in as background.  These fine branches are 
usually done in couching stitch with a fine thread such 
as Glory.  Come up at 1.  Take a long stitch to the 
other end of the branch and go down at 2.  Leave this 
stitch a bit loose so it can curve to follow the line.  
Couch it down by making tiny stitches over it with the 
same thread.  Come up at 3 and down at 4.  Make 
these stitches go over the thread in the same direction 

the twist goes.  That way they will hide in the thread.  
If there are side branches, work then on your way 
down the stem as shown 9-14.   

 

Stem Stitch  

This basic stitch will see lots of use for background 
details.  Worked in Z twist Brazilian threads, you will 
work from left to right and throw the thread above the 
line with each stitch.  
Worked in a perle cot-
ton or other S twist 
thread, the thread will 
be held below the line 
with each stitch.  

Come up at A, down at B.  Back up at A down at C.  Up 
at B down at D.  Up at C down at E.  Each full stitch 
goes forward two spaces and back one, although at 
each end a single space stitch will be made so the 
weight of the stem stays even.   

Stacked Stem Stitch  

This is nothing but 2 or more rows of stem stitch worked 
side by side.  Turn the 
work and return right 
beside the previous 
row.  Always throw the 
thread in the same di-
rection (up) no matter 
which direction you are working. 

 

Heavy Stem  

Work a row of stem 
stitch in the normal 
manner.  To make a 
stem extra heavy, 
work a second row of stem stitch over the first.  The 

stitch comes up below the stitches in the first row, and 
goes down above the stitches of the first row.  

Satin Stitch  

A satin stitch is made by placing 
stitches side by side as close as 
possible without overlapping.   If 
the satin stitched area required 
the stitching to be in a fan shape, 
make some of the stitches fall 

short of the inner edge so there wonôt be as much over-
lapping of stitches there.  

Leaf Stitch  

A favorite stitch for creating 
leaves in Brazilian embroidery 
is called the leaf stitch.  It is a 
variation of the satin stitch.  
Working from the tip of the leaf, 
bring the needle out at A, the 
tip, down at B on the vein 
about 1/3 of the way down the 
leaf.  Work alternating from the 
left and right of the point and 
always back down to the vein, 
but move the stitches down the 
vein as well as down the edges 
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of the leaf. (C-D, E-D, F-G, H-G)  Like any directional 
satin stitch, keeping the angle pleasing is something 
that requires practice.   

French Knot  

To make a French knot, bring the threaded needle up 
through the fabric.  Holding the needle in front of the 
thread, wrap clockwise one, 2 or 3 times around the 
point of the needle. 

Put the needle down in the fabric at least 1 fabric 
thread from where you came up.  Pull on the wrapping 
thread and snug the wraps around your needle.  Hold 
them in place with your thumb while you pull the nee-
dle through the fabric.   

French knots are often used to fill 
in the background  as ñfield flow-
ersò scattered on the branches 
and ñfine growthò.  They are also 
useful as centers of flowers. 

A variation often used in Brazilian Embroidery is the 
long tailed French knot or also called the pistil stitch.  
For this stitch, simple take the wrapped needle down 
at a location some distance away from the start.  Be 
sure to snug the wraps around the needle and hold 
them there while pulling it through.   

Bullion Stitch  

This stitch is best worked with a milliners needle.  

These long needles have a shaft that is as wide as the 
eye so it will pull through the wraps easier than other 
needles. 1. Come up at A and pull the thread through.  
Insert needle at B and back out at A but do not pull the 
needle through.  Leave it in the fabric.  

 Hold the nee-
dle and fabric 
in your left 
hand and pick 
up the thread 
at A with the 
right hand.  2. 
Wrap the point of the needle with the thread in a 
clockwise  direction if you are using Brazilian threads 
or other Z twist threads, or counterclockwise if using 

perle cotton or other S twist threads.   

The wraps around the needle need to be at least equal 
to the length between A and B.  For a loop that stands 
above the fabric, the wrapped area of the needle needs 
to be MORE than the distance between A and B on the 
fabric. 3.  When  you have enough wraps around the 
needle, gently hold the wraps  with one hand and pull 
the needle through the fabric and wraps with the other.  
Pull the thread in an upward motion until the bullion 
wraps are nearly down to the fabric. Straighten out the 
wraps with the point of your needle, rubbing them 
under the core thread.  Now pull the thread down 
toward B.  If you hold the wraps at the thread end 
under your thumbnail as 
you pull the thread down 
it will help keep them tidy.  
When the thread is pulled 
completely through and 
the bullion lays nicely 
between point A and B, 
complete the stitch by 
taking the needle down and out at B.  If the fabric is a 
bit puckered at this point, give it a little tug between 
points A and B.   

Cast-on Buttonhole Stitch  

This is another stitch that needs a millinery needle to 
work easily. Come up and out at A.  Go in at B and 
back up at A and leave the needle there in the fabric 
just like doing a bullion stitch.  Grasp the thread a few 
inches out from A with your right hand.  Put your left 
index finger on top of the thread and give it a twist 
down and  around the thread picking up a twisted loop.   

 

Drop the twisted loop over the end of the needle and 
snug it to the bottom.  Continue twisting loops and 
dropping them on the needle until you have the desired 
amount.  Wrap the end of the thread behind the needle 
once in a clockwise direction.  Hold the loops and pull 
the needle through the fabric and loops.  Pull until the 
thread and loops are snug.  Take the needle down and 
out at B.   

Variations on the Cast -on  stitch  
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Loose Cast -on Buttonhole Stitch:  

If you want the cast-on loop to be fluffy or looser, 
insert 1 or 2 extra large darners next to the working 
needle as it is planted in the fabric for the cast-ons.  
Cast on over all the needles.  Pull out the extra ones 
before pulling the thread through with the main 
needle.     

        

Up-Down Cast -on Buttonhole Stitch  

For the basic cast on, you are dropping half hitches 
onto the needle.  For this one you are making both the 
halves of a tatted double stitch rather than making all 
the stitches just the first half, in other words, half 
hitches.  After making the first cast-on, put your finger 
under  the thread next time, bend the index finger to 

grab the thread and twist down and out to make the 
loop.  Drop it on the needle.   

Alternating between the two stitches will create an up-
down cast-on buttonhole stitch, which is identical to 
tatting . While the half hitch loop will have a tendency 
to twist, this up-down stitch will not.  It is an especially 
important stitch later when doing drizzle stitches.   

There are many different ways to accomplish these 

two basic stitches.  I have given you only one set of 
directions.  If you already use a different method, donôt 
change, they all work.  I will add though, that some 
people find it easier to do the second half of the up-
down stitch by doing the first half instructions with the 
right hand rather than the left.  This also changes the 
direction of the loop on the needle. 

 

Double Cast -on Buttonhole Stitch  

For this variation you will need two working threads, 
so either put the needle in the middle of a strand of 
thread and knot the two ends together, or thread the 
needle with two strands of thread.  They could even 
be two different colors or shades. Knot the end and 

bring the needle up at A.  
Plant the needle with a down 
at B and back up at A leaving 
the needle in the fabric.  Hold 
the work so the needle is 
pointing away from you.  Ar-
range the threads so one is on 
the left of the needle and one 
on the right.  Pick up the left 

thread with the right hand.  
Make a twist around the left 
index finger and drop the twisted thread on the point of 
the needle.  Snug it down. Now pick up the right thread 
with the left hand.  Make a twist around the index finger 
of the right hand and drop it on the needle.  Snug it 
down. 

Alternate between left and right threads until you have 
enough stitches cast onto the needle.  Hold the stitches 
with the left hand and pull the needle through.  Take 
the needle and 
threads down at 
B.   

 
D r i z z l e 

Stitch  

This stitch is 
similar to the 
cast-on button-
hole stitch ex-
cept there is no 
fabric ñbiteò.  
This stitch just 
stands up off 
the fabric where 
it is made.   

Begin by bringing a knotted thread up where you want 
the drizzle stitch to stand.  Unthread the needle.  With a 
pin cushion, piece of foam  or other similar firm object 
under the fabric, insert the needle with the eye up right 
beside where the thread comes through the fabric. Now 
cast on stitches over the eye of the needle.  When you 
have enough, thread the needle and pull through to the 


