
Sizing experiment for embroidery with handspun silk singles 
Lady Ysabel da Costa, Barony of Carolingia, EK

Materials:  handspun tussar silk singles embroidery thread, Argo laundry starch (box of dry 
powder), Niagara aerosol spray starch, and tap water. 

Making the Argo starch solutions:  Directions call for 1/2 c starch in 1/2 c cold water, then 
diluted with 2 qts water for heavy starch.  Boil for 1 minute and use warm.   

Heavy starch further diluted with 2 qts water makes medium starch; 4 qts water makes light 
starch.  1 qt = 4 c = 8 x 1/2 c, so the ratio for heavy starch is 1 unit starch to 9 units water.  For 
medium starch, the ratio is 25/1; for light starch, 49/1.   

I didn't need gallons of starch solution, so I reduced the recipe.  13.5 Tbsp = 1 cup.  1 Tbsp 
starch (dissolved in 1 Tbsp water) + 1 cup water would make a ratio of 13/1 (heavy); 2 cups water 
= 26/1 (medium); 4 cups water makes 52/1 (light).   

From this recipe, I made a medium starch solution of 1 Tbsp dissolved starch + 2 cups water, and 
a light solution of 1 Tbsp dissolved starch + 4 cups water.

Starching the thread samples:  The fours samples are:  (1) unsized singles, (2) singles immersed 
in medium starch solution, (3) singles immersed in light starch solution, and (4) singles sprayed 
with aerosol starch.  

For my sample threads, I used small unskeined lengths of singles.  For the Argo solutions, I 
immersed the thread in a shallow bowl of sizing and pushed it under the surface with a fork.  
The thread tangled rather badly.  To apply the spray starch, I laid the thread out on a ceramic 
plate, sprayed it, then turned it over and sprayed it again. 

The medium sizing solution coated the thread thickly and clung in small gobs.  I smoothed the 
wet thread between my fingers to eliminate excess sizing as I wound it onto the blocking reel (in 
this case, a drinking glass).  This left the dry thread smooth and thin as well as stiff.  The light 
sizing solution was thinner and more watery, but still coated the thread.  The spray starch did not 
wet the thread as thoroughly as immersion in the Argo solutions did.



Working notes: 

1. Unsized singles:  Soft and as shiny as spun silk gets (which is not so shiny as reeled silk).  
Although I worked with a large needle and a short piece of thread, the thread became 
increasingly fuzzy and abraded as I embroidered, making it challenging to do a chain stitch. 

2. Singles with medium Argo starch: thread was very stiff, thin (no "hairs"), less glossy than 
unsized.  Very easy to thread the needle and a delight to sew with.   

3. Singles with light Argo starch: not quite as stiff, a little "hairiness", less glossy than unsized.  
(This thread is handspun and I think this section was a little thicker than the others.)  Still 
easy to sew with. 

4. Singles with Niagara spray starch:  Slightly stiff, no hairiness.  Only slightly less glossy than 
unsized.  Easy to thread the needle.   

The spray starch was superficial; it rubbed off as I advanced along the length of my thread, and 
the thread became softer and a bit fuzzy, but it was better than no sizing at all.

Washing:  I washed one of the embroidered samplers in plain cool water with no soap or 
detergent.  I wetted the sampler and let it soak for 5 minutes, then gently squeezed it dry in a 
towel and laid it on a warm radiator for 10 minutes. 

The sizings washed out easily and all the washed samples looked soft and shiny.  The unsized 
sample, for which the thread seemed hairy and fuzzy as I embroidered it, looked somewhat better 
after washing.  The immersion-sized samples plumped up and gained gloss; so did the spray-sized 
sample, but the difference was less noticeable.

Embroidery:  2 pieces of plain cotton muslin were embroidered in chain stitch with each of the 4 
samples.  One of the two embroidered samplers was left as-is; the other was washed in plain cool 
water and allowed to dry.

Left: samples before washing.  Right: samples after washing.



Conclusions:  In my opinion, immersion sizing produced the best results.  I would recommend a 
medium-light solution, between the medium and light solutions tested here.  Even common 
spray sizing was better than nothing, both for handling and final appearance.  Gently smoothing 
(not squeezing) the wet, sized thread as it is blocked has the benefit of reducing the slight 
fuzziness that is characteristic of spun silk thread. 

For future embroidery with handspun silk singles, I will size my thread by immersion in a 
medium-light sizing solution and block it to dry.  It's much easier to handle, the thread is 
protected from damage during embroidery, and the sizing rinses out easily in plain water.

Recipe for 1 quart of medium-light immersion sizing:  Dissolve 1 Tbsp Argo laundry starch in 
1 Tbsp water until all lumps are gone.  Add 1 cup water; bring to a boil for 1 minute.  Remove 
from heat and dilute with 2 cups cold water.  Use this solution lukewarm (silk is damaged by 
high heat).

Comment 1:  To size thread in greater quantity, it should be wound into skeins for immersion, 
and then blocked (ie, stretched out) for drying.  Finding ways to handle larger amounts of wet 
thread without tangling is a challenge, which I will address in a separate experiment. 

Comment 2:  The variation in my handspun singles makes it harder to compare the look of the 
samples with precision.  It would have been easier to see the differences in the finished samples if 
I had used more thread, but the differences in handling were clear even with these small pieces.

This experiment was done in March 2019.


