
Cutwork and Fir-trees 

1. Cutwork and bobbin lace panel, Lace Guild Collection.  [Total width approx 15.5cm] 

While we were in Slovenia for the OIDFA congress in June 2015 I joined Ann Day in selecting a 

piece of early lace (fig 1) for the Lace Guild collection. This piece has a panel of linen cutwork 

edged by a border of bobbin lace. It possibly started life as part of a deep ruff or standing collar and 

dates from around 1600. 

 

The cutwork section has had small areas of fabric removed and the spaces embellished with 

stitching: there are round holes with whipped or buttonholed edges, little squares with whipped 

diagonal bars and others with picots that turn the squares into cross-shaped spaces. Larger spaces are 

crossed by more elaborate arrangements of whipped or buttonholed bars and arcs, often with picots. 

This is the type of embroidery that gradually evolved into the needlelace known as Reticella, where 

similar stitch arrangements are built up on threads couched onto a temporary backing. 

 

I was showing pictures of the Guild's acquisition to members of Northumbria Lacemakers when two 

of the group commented 'that's just like the Ruskin lace we've been learning in the Lake District'. My 

immediate response was 'how about reproducing a small part?' Ever ready for a challenge Veronica 

and Vivien agreed to have a go and their results are shown in figs 2, 3 and 4, with their working 

method described  as follows: 

Select a piece of linen; withdraw threads to form a square or rectangle of required size, darn in the 

ends; work 4-sided stitch around the square (using linen thread approx 50/2). 

Stitch linen firmly to a piece of leather cloth. 

 

Work a padded roll to the inside of the 4-sided stitch, (fig 2)

leaving two threads of the fabric in position each way across 

the centre of the square and cutting the other threads four at a 

time. 
2. 4-sided stitch and start of padded roll 



Add two extra threads to each of the pairs across the square 

and using the same thread in the needle weave backwards 

and forward between the four threads. There should now be 

an empty square with a cross in the middle. The design can 

now be worked with whipped bars and buttonhole stitch 

before removing the work from the leather cloth. 1 

The 16th century linen is considerably finer than that used 

for the Ruskin Lace, but the working method would have 

been similar. 

3. (above) Square motif worked by Veronica Merryweather 

4. (right) Rectangular motif worked by Vivien Boulton 

[Square is 6cm, rectangle 9cm x 3.5cm ]  

 

The bobbin lace border to the cutwork appears to be composed of two separate sections: a border 

with pointed scallops and a wide insertion; closer inspection 

shows that border and insertion were actually worked as one 

piece. The pointed scallop border is often described today as the 

'fir-tree' pattern.  I had seen a number of examples and 

illustrations from different collections, but had always steered 

clear of attempting a reconstruction as I thought it would be 

complicated. 

 

 

 

Rosemary Shepherd has a reconstruction of a fir-tree lace from the Powerhouse Museum in her 

Early Lace Workbook. 2 I was astounded to discover that this almost exactly matches the Lace 

Guild's example, and I have now found five other versions of the same combination of fir-tree and 

wide insertion, one at Gawthorpe Hall, one in Switzerland, two in the US and a panel edged with the 

fir-trees is illustrated in Margaret Simeon's History of Lace. 3   

6. Fir-tree from the Powerhouse. 

In this example there is an insertion of 

needle-made Reticella between a 

footside engrelure of bobbin lace and 

the bobbin lace insertion+fir-tree 

border. 

Courtesy Museum of Applied Arts and 

Sciences (Powerhouse) Sydney, 

Australia 

5. Insertion and border 

Insertion 

Border 



I had reached that point in writing this article 

when Devon Thein alerted me to the 

existence of a sample book in the Cooper-

Hewitt collection. This book, dating from 

about 1900, contains an example of the fir-

tree which was being made at that time in the 

Abruzzi workshop.  This raises the question 

of whether any of the examples listed above 

were 19th/20th century reproductions rather 

than 16th/17th century originals.  

However where pieces have been dated by 

experienced curators or collectors, and have 

the slight irregularities typical of lace that 

was not worked over a pricked pattern,  I am 

prepared to stick to the early date unless I 

receive evidence to the contrary. 

 

Lacemakers in the 16th and 17th century 

were mainly working 'freehand', ie they were 

working directly on the pillow, without a 

pricked pattern and with minimum use of 

pins. An experienced worker could soon 

build up a rhythm which would allow her to 

work an even lace, but her choice of pin-

spacing, number of twists etc might vary 

considerably from that of her neighbour or 

someone who then copied from her lace. 

 

Rosemary Shepherd draws superb thread 

diagrams to show her working, however I 

find it easier to follow where threads want to 

go rather than attempt to follow lines on 

paper and translate this to a pillow. So for 

my first attempt I used Rosemary's diagram 

as a starting point then 'went with the flow' 

discovering that the fir-tree is much simpler 

than I expected and satisfying to work. 

 

With my experience of working early lace I 

could probably work the insertion section 

more or less 'freehand', however I definitely 

need guidance for the fir-tree. The pattern I 

have drawn up and worked below is my 

interpretation of the design, not a direct copy 

of any of the examples I have seen. It is 

slightly smaller than the original in the 

Guild's collection to give a satisfactory result 

with 35/2 linen. 

7. Pattern for fir-tree and insertion (actual size) 



The fir-tree needs just 8 pairs. One of the pairs 

keeps close to the outer edge, while 7 pairs make 

the solid arcs and then separate, pair by pair, to 

make the tree branches. 

  

 The arcs between the trees are worked almost 

entirely in ctc with the worker pair and edge pair 

changing places on each side. A few small picots, 

with pins can be made - mainly on the outside of 

the curve - to keep the shaping. To shape the 

angle workers twice go part-way across the braid 

with the last passives worked becoming the 

workers. For the point, work ctctc with 2 pairs 

then ctc each of these pairs through the outer 

pair, plait, pin and work back. 

  

Follow diagram 9 for working of the branches, 

leaving out pairs at A, B, C, D and E as you work 

towards the point of the first branch then picking  

up pairs at E, D, C and B as you come back. 

 Each subsequent branch has one less pair. 

At the tip of the tree work a plait round the pin 

before working back down the second side, 

reversing the instructions above. 

  

Another way of thinking is that for each branch 

you are working to the centre, leaving out a pair, 

working to the outside and back to the centre, 

leaving out another pair, then repeating until only 

2 pairs are in use; plaiting to the point through the 

edge pair then reversing the process, picking up 

pairs in the centre. 

 

It is easier to work a scallop of this type if you 

turn the pillow so you are always working 

towards your body. 

8. Actual size sample of fir-tree and insertion 
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9. Pair diagram for fir-tree scallop 



Diagram 10 shows working of the insertion section.  

 

If working insertion and fir-trees at the same time the 

worker pairs from each side come together with t ctc t 

then each takes the place of the other to work across and 

back then t ctc t again. 

 

Key to diagrams: each line indicates one pair, dashes 

across lines are twists; ctc (cloth stitch) is worked where 

two lines cross; a circle indicates a lock stitch (ctctc); 

tallies are shown as leaf-shapes. 

 

Variations occur in the way the links are made between 

border and insertion, in the number of twists in different 

places and in the spacing of scallops. In this example 

there are two fir-trees to every three repeats of the 

insertion, but this is not always the case. 

10.. Pair diagram for insertion 

There is still a lot to learn from this fascinating piece of lace. For example I have yet to see a fir-tree 

border in a portrait, so was it ever used as a fashion fabric? or just in a domestic or church setting? 

Was the lace only made in Italy? or was it copied by British lacemakers? ... 

 

Gil Dye 2017 

 

Notes 

1. Method of working Ruskin lace is described in detail in Ruskin Lace and Linen Work by Elizabeth 

Prickett, Batsford 1985, ISBN 0 7134 4561 0 

2. An Early Lace Workbook, Bobbin Lace Techniques before the Baroque, Rosemary Shepherd,  

Lace Daisy Press, 2009. ISBN 978-0-9591235-4-8 

3. See my website earlylace.wordpress.com for more about the spread of fir-trees. 

 
PS. About a week after sending off the above article I discovered a small photo that showed the Lace Guild 

had another example of the fir-tree + insertion. This is a 19th/early 20th century reproduction, one of the 

samples in the Winslow sample book acquired by the Guild in 1998. The Winslow Industry was founded in 

1875 to provide a livelihood for lacemakers in and around Winslow, it was run until about 1912, by Lucy 

Hubbard, then by her sister Rose (daughters of local landowner Lord Addington). A 1908 leaflet promoting the 

industry includes among their offerings: Reproductions of Antique Pillow Laces: in Italian, Greek, Spanish 

and English patterns of pure flax thread, in any shade, from 8d to 19/6 per yard. The fir-tree would have been 

one of the coarser laces, mainly intended for household furnishing, which could be worked by ladies who 

could no longer manage the fine Bucks Point laces. 


