
Finding Freehand Lace and Fir-Trees  
  

In 1996 I attended my first OIDFA congress, this was in Turku. It was a wonderful experience and 

looking back it was there that my lace journey took a new direction, as it was in Turku that I first 

met freehand lace (FHL), and was amazed at how complex laces could be created with pins only 

along the outer edges. At later congresses I learned more about FHL and became part of the study 

group led by Vibeke Evro. 

  

Vibeke was convinced that FHL had been made in England and that it would be found among the 

early laces in UK collections - if only someone would look for it! I was already interested in 

researching early (ie 16th and 17th century) bobbin lace, and eventually found myself with enough 

free time to start visiting collections (mainly in the UK) and actually looking at surviving early lace. 

I took photographs and measurements, looking at as many pieces as I could in the short study 

sessions available, then went home to attempt reconstructions. 

  

As I was working, it gradually dawned upon me that much of what I thought I knew about early lace 

- gleaned mainly from photographs and the writing of other lacemakers - was wrong. The texts 

(including some of mine) had been written with the mindset of a 20th century lacemaker, used to 

working on a pricked pattern with pins at every stitch. Once I could free myself from that mindset 

and start working more freely, my lace began to look more like that of a sixteenth century 

lacemaker. I discovered that many of the laces could be worked with pins only on the outside edges 

and when freed from the constraints of a pricked pattern the threads would tell you where the pins 

were needed. So Vibeke was right: there is freehand lace in UK collections - and I was finding it. 

 

The lace in  fig 1 is my copy of an insertion in a sheet 

in the V&A in London (ref T.16-2007) dating from 

around 1600. This sample is the closest I have come to 

the free hand laces I saw first in Finland. The 

irregularity shows that I am still an amateur in FHL 

and need to improve my tension!  

 

There is a related pattern in the Nüw Modelbuch1 

which has just a single row of diamonds (fig 2). 

 

 

Among surviving 16th and 17th century edgings are 

ones with the pointed scallops known as 'fir-trees'. 

For a long while I avoided these, as I thought they 

looked too complicated to work. However another 

OIDFA congress - this one in Slovenia in 2016 - has 

made me look at fir-trees in a new light. In 

Ljubljana I helped select an example of early lace 

for the  (UK) Lace Guild collection. This panel, part 

of a wide border (fig 3) has a width of cutwork with 

a bobbin lace border. Although the bobbin lace 

appears to be in two sections - an insertion and a fir-

tree edging - it is actually worked as one piece. 

Above:   1. Copy of insertion in a sheet c1600  

 2. Pattern from the Nüw Modelbuch 

Right:    3. Panel of cutwork and bobbin lace,  

  courtesy Trustees of The Lace Guild 



I have now found eight other versions of the same 

combination of  basic fir-tree and insertion, one 

of these is  the lace in  Fig 4 which is from the 

Rachel Kay-Shuttleworth collection at 

Gawthorpe Hall (in north west England).  it is 

basically the same as the bobbin lace in fig 3, 

having the same combination of fir-tree and 

insertion . Slight variations  indicate that the 

lacemaker was working more or less freehand, 

not following a fixed pattern, instead  interpreting 

a lace (or possibly a pattern) she had seen, 

adjusting proportions to suit the thread she was 

using and choosing how she treated details such as 

branch tips, numbers of picots around the scallops and the links between fir-tree section and 

insertion.  In collections around the world there are many other examples with the same basic fir-

tree, but different insertions, however I have yet to see a printed pattern similar to this tree.  

 

 

The Gawthorpe collection has three other fir-tree examples, 

one (fig 5) has no loops or picots and an emphasis on cloth-

stitch areas.  

 

 

The other two are almost identical in construction (fig 6), but 

differ in width (8.5cm and 10cm) . These  laces have a simple 

footside (insertion) and a complex headside involving two 

varieties of tree.  

 

 

Patterns in the Nüw Modelbuch, published in protestant 

Zurich in 1561, are mainly for insertions (see fig 2) and 

narrow edgings; there are none that resemble fir-trees. 

However Le Pompe,5 a slightly earlier pattern book first 

published in Venice in 1557,  has a number of  patterns with 

elements similar to those within many of the more complex 

surviving fir-trees.  Other fir-tree examples are shown in figs 

7, 8 and 9, there are related patterns from Le Pompe in 10a 

and 10b.  

.  

 

 

 

 

10a. Fir-tree type patterns from Le Pompe 

5. Cloth stitch fir-tree 

6. Large and small fir-trees 

[4, 5 and 6 , courtesy of the Trustees of 

the Gawthorpe Textiles Collection] 

4. Fir-tree border matching fig 3 

7. Fir-tree variation from the Gandino collection in Italy 



As with most early laces there are no exact matches between patterns and surviving lace. Initially I 

found this surprising, however variations on a theme are likely to occur when a lacemaker is 

working freehand, and at least one publisher expected his patterns to be used in this way: 

In 1632 Richard Shorleyker published, in London  A Schole-House for the Needle. This is a large 

collection of patterns for embroidery and lace (most of which had been previously published 

elsewhere in Europe). There are just twelve bobbin lace border patterns in this book, with the one in 

fig 12 being the only one to have any elements that are remotely close to any of the fir-tree patterns. 

However in the context of this article, it is 

Shorelker's introduction that is of particular interest:  
Gentle readers I would have you know that the diversities 

of examples that you shall find in this Schoole-house for 

the Needle, are only but Patterns which serve to help and 

enlarge your inventions: but for the disposing of them 

into form and order of work, that I have left to your own 

skills and understanding; whose ingenuity and well 

practiced wits, will so readily, (I doubt not) compose 

them into such beautiful forms as will be able to give 

content, both to the workers and the wearers of them. 

 

It seems likely that lace with fir-trees was worn on 

collars and cuffs in the 16th and 17th centuries, but 

I have yet to find examples in portraits. The considerable interest towards the end of the 19th century 

in reviving this type of lace led mainly to fairly heavy-duty lace for furnishing fabrics, and it is 

possible that the early fir-tree lace was also used in this way.  
  

The information I am collecting on fir-trees, including the articles I have written on the topic, will be 

placed on my website (earlylace.wordpress.com) together with any additional information that 

comes to light so please send comments to gildye6@gmail.com. 
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10b. Small fir-trees from Le Pompe 8. Hidden fir-trees in a sample in the Lace 

Guild collection (courtesy of the Trustees) 

9. Reproduction of spiky fir-trees in a sample book from 

the Abruzzi industry c 1900, courtesy Cooper Hewitt, 

Smithsonian Design Museum. 

11. Pattern from Schole-House for the Needle 



Additional information 

1 Nüw Modelbuch; translated by Claire Burkhard and published by Paul Haupt in 1986 as 

Fascinating Bobbin Lace. (ISBN 3 258 03610 1). A facsimile of the original 1561 pattern book, with 

modern German, French and English translations. 
2. Introducing Bone Lace by Gilian Dye, published by Cleveden Press, ISBN978-9553223-7-2 

3. Cutwork and Fir-trees in issue 166 of The Lace Guild's magazine Lace 

4. Well-travelled Fir-trees in volume 37/2 of the IOLI Bulletin 

5. Le Pompe, 1559 – patterns for Venetian bobbin lace, Santina Levey and Pat Payne, Ruth Bean 

1983. ISBN 0 903585 16 2 . Facsimile of Book 1 with some pages from Book 2. Book 2 of Le 

Pompe can be found at: www.cs.arizona.edu/patterns/weaving/books/pompe2.pdf  

6. Schole-house for the Needle, ISBN 1 872665 72 1, first published in London in 1632 by Richard 

Shorleyker; facsimile published in 1998, available from scholehousefortheneedle.co.uk/ 

This article was first published in the 2017 Winter edition of the OIDFA Bulletin. 


