
Early Bobbins, Pillows and the People that used them 

 
Visual evidence 

I know of three sixteenth century pictures of lacemakers, one from very early in the seventeenth century and six 

paintings from the second half of the century. 

 The earliest image is the frontispiece of Nüw 

Modelbuch.1 This shows two lacemakers working 

on bulky rectangular pillows resting on high 

stands. The size and shape of the pillows  suggests 

they are probably filled with tightly packed straw, 

hay or similar. The bobbins are long, with little in 

the way of shaping and appear to be quite heavy. 

Six bobbins are visible on the nearer pillow and at 

least ten threads, the most that could be shown 

easily as separate lines.  

 The lace is not shown in any detail, 

however it is almost certainly one of the patterns 

from the book, and position of pins indicates that it 

is being worked 'freehand'  ie with pins only along 

the edge. The lace appears to be worked over a 

strip of dark fabric which would have helped 

maintain straight edges. The other pillow, shown 

from the back, has a small bag holding completed 

lace, no other detail of lace or bobbins can be seen. 

 In many ways this is a very modern image, 

showing two women in a working environment, 

sitting where they can make best use of light from 

good size windows. It is likely that the amount of 

space in the room has been exaggerated, but there 

is a degree of realism that encourages the viewer to 

believe these were real people making real lace. 

The lacemaker at the front of the picture has a chatelaine 

hung from her waist; this would have held keys and other 

items such as scissors (although it is not possible to see 

any detail in the engraving). This indicates she was a lady 

of some standing, possibly 'RM' the author of the Nüw 

Modelbuch, a lady with a high level of literacy, who seems 

to have managed a thriving business employing outworkers 

in addition to a team of apprentices. If this is the case the 

second lacemaker might be an apprentice. Alternatively, if 

the lady with the chatelaine is not 'RM' the second 

lacemaker could be a maid, daughter or other member of 

the household. 

 There is more artistic licence in the other early 

images. Venus (British Museum 1862,0712.323) is one of 

a set of seven planet-themed engravings from 1581, by 

Adriaen Collaert after Maarten de Vos; it includes a small 

image of a lacemaker in one corner. Six bulbous bobbins 

are visible, four hanging over the back of a square pillow - 

an odd position if the girl was actually making lace of that 

period, but not unexpected if the artist wanted to show that 

bobbins were being used. The girl is probably making lace, 

however her hand positions actually suggest that she could 

be knotting (macramé). 

Frontispiece of the Nüw Modelbuch, 1561 

1581 Engraving by Adriaen Collaert 



In another Dutch engraving the lacemaker is centre stage. Her 

several-layered ruff, elaborate shoulder-rolls and the rich fabric of 

her dress indicate she is a reasonably wealthy woman. Her pillow 

is on a carved base and she is working with bobbins that closely 

resemble those in use in Portugal today. Alongside are two men 

who appear to be skilled wood workers, possible a master joiner or 

carpenter and his apprentice, in the context this suggests that the 

lacemaker is also recognised as a skilled worker. 

In a 1603 painting of the Annunciation, Mary is depicted as a 

lacemaker who has left her pillow in amazement as an angel 

appears. Mary's pillow is a roller one on which she is clearly 

working gold lace; however her straight bobbins would not be 

particularly practical since the thread is wound at the bottom 

of the bobbin where it would be subject to constant handling. 

Later Portraits 

 

At least six portraits of lacemakers were painted 

in the 1650s and 60s. Three are by the Dutch 

artist  Nicolaes Maes. All three show lace being 

made in a domestic setting; the bobbins are 

similar and all the pillows have the same curved 

shape on a rectangular base. 

The Lacemaker 

Nicolaes Maes 1655 

National Gallery of Canada 

Annunciation by Allesandro Allori 1603 

Galleria del l/Acadameia, Florence 

Midday, by Jan Saenredam after Hendrik Goltzius, 1595  

one of a series depicting times of the day,  

British Museum D,5.237  



These pillows would have been comfortable for working insertions and narrow- to medium-width edgings 

(borders) with the sloping sides allowing the pillow to be turned as necessary to work out towards the headside 

and back. Moving the lace up when work reached the end of the pillow would not have been a particular 

problem since these laces need few pins to maintain shape and tension. However these pillows would not be 

suitable for working the wide scalloped borders that were the height of fashion at the time, which suggests 

these lacemakers were producing lace for their own use or a local market. 

A Young Woman Sewing,  

Nicolaes Maes, 1655 

 

Guildhall collection, London   

(actually in the Mansion House and can only be 

viewed on a guided tour) 

Old Woman Dozing  

Nicolaes Maes 1656  

Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts, Brussels  



The Lacemaker,  Bernhard Keil, post 1660 

Ashmolean Museum of Art and Archaeology 

The Lacemaker  1662,  

Caspar Netscher - Wallace Collection, London 

The Lacemaker, c1670 

Johannes Vermeer  -  Louvre, Paris 

Above are two other well known portraits of lacemakers by Dutch artists -  Caspar Netscher and Johannes 

Vermeer - were both painted in the 1660s and show similar bobbins and pillows to those in the Maes paintings. 

 

There is apparently deep symbolism in the construction of the Netscher portrait, however I would prefer to 

home in on the more prosaic information provided by these five Dutch paintings: the women are all well, but 

not extravagantly, dressed indicating a comfortable income either from their lacemaking or from their family 

background allowing lace to be made without commercial pressure; both old and young women made lace and 

literacy was probably the norm. It is interesting that the older woman has open both a bible and something that 

looks like a magazine, also she holds reading glasses in her hand; these would have been an expensive item at 

the time and only available to the wealthy or those with important skills. 

The sixth painting is part of a large panel by Bernhard Keil, 

who had settled in Rome after training in Amsterdam; in 

this the bobbins are Dutch leaning toward modern Italian 

in style, however the pillow is more like the bolster pillows 

still used in England at the end of the nineteenth century. It 

would be possible to work a wide border on such a pillow - 

although only a few bobbins are shown and no lace. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/artists/bernhard-keil
http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/galleries/collections/ashmolean-museum-1622
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caspar_Netscher
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johannes_Vermeer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caspar_Netscher
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johannes_Vermeer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johannes_Vermeer
http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/artists/bernhard-keil


Bobbins 
The term ‘bone lace’ was used long before ‘bobbin lace’ came 

into general use. Janet Arnold 2 records the earliest reference 

being in the Exchequer accounts for 1545 when gold bone lace 

was bought for Henry VIII's 'bonnittes'. A few years later Lady 

Cavendish (later 'Bess of Hardwick')  records in  her 1548/9  

account book the purchase of white bone lace for coifs, smocks 

and shirts and by the following summer she was buying the 

materials - silk and gold and silver thread - to make bone lace. 

 The name bone-lace has led to speculation that bones were 

used for the early bobbins, or fish bones used instead of pins.  

The bones-for-pins theory is unlikely since pins were widely 

available (see Pin pages) and even if pins were expensive, 

relatively few are needed for making the early laces. 

 On the other hand Shakespeare in Twelfth Night writes of 

‘The spinsters and the knitters in the sun, And the free maids that 

weave their threads with bones’ which ties in with the possibility 

that the early bobbins were bones. What sort of bones is less 

clear: cleaned bones would have been readily available in a 

society where little was wasted and many small limb bones have 

a bulbous end that can act as a head and I have found that bones 

from rabbits and game birds work well. Foot bones of sheep or 

pigs are another possibility (most domestic animals and poultry 

were smaller then than they are today). Twelfth Night was written 

around 1601, when the evidence of the two Dutch engravings 

shows that  turned wooden bobbins were available and probably 

widely used, however they might still be called bones, in the 

same way that 20th century names such as ‘biro’ and ‘hoover’ 

have been transferred to other items of similar use. 
Rabbit and game-bird bones in use as bobbins 

 All the bobbins illustrated on the previous pages, with the possible exception of those in Nüw 

Modelbuch, appear to have been turned on a lathe. Wood turning has a very long history with the earliest 

known depiction of a lathe on an Egyptian bas-relief dating from the third century BC. Early lathes required a 

second worker to provide the power, using a strap or large wheel; later a simple bow allowed single-hand 

working of small items. The development of the pole lathe from the twelfth century onwards led to a much 

greater flexibility in working methods and range of items produced - anything from rosary beads and chess 

pieces to wooden platters and drinking vessels. Wood turning shops were established in many towns and cities 

with their activities regulated by local Guilds (the London Woodturners Guild was established in 1591). 3 I 

have yet to find any specific reference to the turning of lace bobbins, but am guessing that they would have 

been made in any area where lace was made, with the bobbins possibly bought in bulk for local workshops 

 The earliest known bobbins that can be accurately dated are two recovered 

from the wreck of the Batavia which went down off the west coast of Australia in 

June 1629.4 The ship, owned by the Dutch East India Company (VOC), was sailing 

from Holland to Java. Among the 300+ people on board was a small group of 

civilians, including women and children who would have been the wives and 

servants of company employees. It seems safe to assume that at least one of these 

women was a lacemaker, and the bobbins must date from at least 1628, when the ship 

set sail. It is not unexpected that these bobbins are almost identical to those in the 

later seventeenth century Dutch paintings. 

 

 

Notes 
1. Nüw Modelbüch; translated by Claire Burkard and published by Paul Haupt in 1986 as Fascinating Bobbin 

Lace. (ISBN 3 258 03610 1) 
2. Patterns of Fashion 4, the cut and construction of linen shirts, smocks, neckwear, headwear and accessories 

for men and women c1540-1660 (Macmillan 2008. ISBN 978 0 333 57082 1) 
3.  http://www.turningtools.co.uk/history2/history-turning2.html 

 http://www.historicgames.com/lathes/wallington.html 
4. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Batavia_(ship) 

Finds from the Batavia wreck 


