Fingerloop braiding: The makyng of a lace of bows

Taught by: Lady Sylvie la Chardonnière (sylvie@fibergeek.com)

Background Information
Fingerloop braids found in digs in London have been dated to as early as the 12th century.   These examples are purse strings, edgings for hairnets, and loose braids (possibly laces or hat laces).  The most common braids found are 5-loop and 7-loop fingerloop braids, and 8-strand straight braids.  The finds also include several braids of 10-loops, 14-loops and even one 20-loop braid (Crowfoot et al. 1992).  Braids with more than 8 loops were most probably worked with two or more braiders working in unison.  

The fingerloop braids from the London finds have all been made of two ply silk thread.  Most of the finds have been monochrome.  No dyestuff has been positively identified.  One braid, consisting of 5 loops, has three dark brown and three paler golden-brown loops.  Fingerloop braids of 3 or 4 different colors have been seen in cathedral treasuries on reliquary bags (Crowfoot et al. 1992). 

Several 15th century sources contain recipes for fingerloop braiding.  

· The Manuscript Harley 2320 (Stanley, 1974) 39 recipes

· “Tollemache Book of Secrets”(Speiser. 2000) 65 recipes, 

· “To make pursestrings” (Arnold, 1988) contains some recipes but isn’t shown completely in “Queen Elizabeth’s Wardrobe Unlock’d”.  

Some of the instructions consist of only a written description of the process necessary to reproduce the braid.  “To make pursestrings” (and several 17th century sources) included silk samples sewn to the page accompanying the descriptions.

The Mechanics
To start, cut equal lengths of several pieces of string, fold them in half to make loops (bows), knot the loops together and then attach the loops to a fixed point (a table leg, door knob, a friend). The braider’s fingers are then inserted individually into the loops created, and each loop is woven through the others in whatever manner the recipe dictates.  This can be done by a single person or by several people working in unison.

The length of a fingerloop braid is finite.  The first act of the finger loop braider is to cut her strands to double the length of the final braid.  Generally, the length of a fingerloop braid is limited to the braider’s reach.  That is, when the braid exceeds the braider’s reach she can not achieve good tension on the beginning of the braid.  

There are several methods that can be used to increase the length of the braid a braider can make and maintain a even tension throughout the braid.  The braider can…

   … tap down the braid with her toe, foot or some other mechanical device. 

   … work with a helper who taps down the braid as it’s woven. 

   … determine the optimum working length of the loops.  Wind the length of the loops in excess of this length into “butterflies” and hold these in the palm of her hand as she works the recipe.  (It seems to me that this method would substantially slow the braider).

   … cut the strings to double the normal length of her reach.  She then makes loops of the strings and ties the anchor knot at the middle of the loops (instead of at the end).  She then weaves half of the braid.  When that half of the braid is done, untie the center knot and weave the other end of the braid in the opposite direction (this will put a hiccup in the middle of the braid).   

Making the braids
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Setup

From the Tollemache Book of Secrets (Speiser, 2000)

In the maner of laces makyng Þu xalte vnderstond Þat Þi fyrst fyngyr on Þi ryght hand xalbe called a ryght Þe 2B ryght Þe 3C ryght & Þe fourth D ryght & in lyke maner Þi fyrst fyngyr in Þi lyft hand xalbe callyd a lyfte Þe 2B lyfte Þe 3C lyfte Þe4D lyfte.

Paraphrased:

The pointer finger on the right hand will be called “A right”, middle finger “B right”, ring finger “C right” and pinky, “D right”. The same naming will be used on the left hand.  Pointer “A left”, middle “B left”, etc.

Common “Round” lace
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From Manuscript Harley 2320 (Stanley, 1974)

To make this purstringe place 3 bos of reed one the one hand and 2 bos of white on the other hand and then worke through duble and take all under.

From the Tollemache Book of Secrets (Speiser, 2000)

A lace common round of 5 bows and one fellow.

Set three bows on a b c L, two on b c R.

Then shall a R take through b c on the same hand c on the LH reversed.

Then low the bows left.

Then a L shall take through b c on the same hand the bow c on the RH reversed.

Then low the bows right.  And begin again.

Paraphrased (Blue and White Round braid):

Place 3 blue bows on A B C of your left hand.  Place 2 white bows on B C of your right hand.  

With A right reach through B and C right.  Coming up from the bottom, grasp C left and pull it through B and C right (this will cause C left to reverse (flip over) as it changes hands).  Move the bows on your left hand down one finger.  Pull hands apart to tighten.

(repeat with the left hand) With A left reach through B and C left.  Coming up from the bottom, grasp C right and pull it through B and C left (this will cause C right to reverse (flip over) as it changes hands).  Move the bows on your right hand down one finger. Pull hands apart to tighten.

Repeat until done.

Alternations:

Lace Party (parti)

Start with 5 departed bows (bows that are different colored on the top than on the bottom) and place a different color “up” on each hand and then braid as above.  You’ll end up with a “round” braid that is split by the other color.

Open Lace

If you don’t reverse C as you take it, you’ll end up with two separated braids.  

If you start with departed bows.. and you don’t reverse C you’ll end up with two braids of different colors.

If you don’t reverse C on only one of the passes you’ll end up with a braid that can be “unfolded” to resemble a flat braid.
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Common “Flat” lace

Recipe (Red and White “flat”  braid):

Place 3 red bows on A B C of your left hand.  Place 2 white bows on B C of your right hand.  

With A right reach through B right.  Coming up from the bottom, grasp C left and pull it through B right (this will cause C left to reverse (flip over) as it changes hands).  Move the bows on your left hand down one finger.  Pull hands apart to tighten.

(repeat with the left hand) With A left reach through B left.  Coming up from the bottom, grasp C right and pull it through B left (this will cause C right to reverse (flip over) as it changes hands).  Move the bows on your right hand down one finger. Pull hands apart to tighten.

A Lace Bend Rounde of 8 Bowes
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Recipe (Black and Red “spiral” braid):

Place one bow of red on each of A B C D right.

Place one bow of white on each of A B C D left.

Exchange A right with D left unreversed.  Tighten.

Exchange B right with C left unreversed. Tighten.

Exchange C right with B left unreversed. Tighten.

Exchange D right with A left unreversed. Tighten.

Repeat until done.

I’ve found it useful to move the loops on the left hand up to the first knuckle of the left hand.  Then when I do the exchange I place the right hand bow at the second knuckle of the left hand.  This just seems to make it easier to make the exchange.
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