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INTRODUCTION


Shetland Museum has over 400 pieces of knitted lace made in the Shetland tradition, the largest collection of this knitting tradition in the world. The majority of the pieces were made on the islands, almost exclusively by women, from the 1830s to the present day. The collection includes shawls, stoles, scarves, fingerless mitts, stockings and socks, women’s blouses and children’s pullovers, camisoles, headscarves or kerchiefs, collars and veils, tea tray and pillow covers, and a burnous – a mid-nineteenth-century woman’s cloak modelled on a garment from North Africa and the Middle East. Like most knitting produced in Shetland, fine lace was not worn by Shetlanders themselves, but produced for export. The composition of the collection therefore is primarily developed from donations from outside Shetland, of pieces returned to the islands by generous donors, one hundred or more years after they were first made in the islands.
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Shawl detail, yarn spun by Eliza Sutherland, knitted by her mother Johann Sutherland in 1921. (TEX 2004.303)





The material presented in this book is the result of a two-year project to record Shetland designs and enhance the often insufficient descriptions of lace pieces in the Museum’s collection. We hoped to understand the development of the craft, share this knowledge with contemporary makers, and address the renewed interest in Shetland knitted lace. The number of expert lace spinners, designers, knitters and finishers in Shetland has dwindled in the last fifty years and there was an urgency to meet with local lace makers to record information for future generations. The project was generously funded by Museums Galleries Scotland’s Development Fund for Recognised Collections.


The Lace Assessment Project team consisted of four people who met several times a month to examine lace pieces, to choose motifs and to record and review progress. Selected motifs were studied closely by two Shetland women, sisters who are lace knitters themselves and come from a family heritage of lace knitting. They charted the motifs using Stitchmastery software and then hand-knitted the charts using two-ply machine-spun Shetland wool.


The motifs were selected from the large number of garments in the Museum’s collection, mainly shawls and stoles, but also blouses and other pieces. We first concentrated on unknown or unfamiliar motifs, unique patterns or those with few other examples. An important aim was to analyse and record patterns that possibly had not been seen by anyone other than the original knitter or wearer. These would add to our knowledge of the known and recognised Shetland lace design corpus and help us understand design development. It was an opportunity to bring history forward, to allow makers who practised as many as 170 years ago to share their design and knitting skills with modern makers through their surviving work, creating an intimate conversation between contemporary and historical practitioners through their shared craft.


Common motifs, seen in many pieces in the collection although often in different ways, are also included. Some have been analysed and charted by other authors, but they are important to design development of the craft and form a group of standard patterns that help to define Shetland knitted lace.


Many motifs have variations and some are presented here to show how patterns were altered slightly. It is not possible to know which of the variations is the original. Some variations may suggest design development over time but this is difficult to trace. The variations show how flexible and creative Shetland makers were with knitted lace design and they prove that there were no strict rules in the creation of Shetland lace patterns. Knitters could practise a degree of individuality of their craft, while still remaining true to the Shetland lace tradition.


PATTERN NAMES AND NAMING


Pattern naming of Shetland lace motifs is a complex historical and design conundrum. We found no evidence, as is sometimes thought, that knitting pattern names from Shetland are embedded in folk belief or have strict ownership by one family. Like makers everywhere, Shetland’s lace knitters were inspired by the work of others. Their lifelong skills in design and knitting meant that patterns were easily copied or interpreted, which led to the spread of patterns and their variations, sometimes with name differences. Lace patterns commonly shared and recorded tend to have names of natural processes, animals, or features they resemble, such as Da Print o’ Da Wave, Peerie Flea (small fly), or Sparl (the lowest part of a sheep’s intestine used to make a type of sausage). Such naming conventions indicate that many lace knitters were crofting women and took inspiration for pattern development and naming from their rural surroundings. Naming was done if the pattern needed to be discussed or taught, so some patterns created by an individual and not shared may not have been named. The most common motifs in Shetland lace knitting had names but some names varied across Shetland or in the way the motifs were used. We have adopted the naming conventions used in Unst, the island home of lace knitting, where we had some certainty they were commonly used there and where we could understand a consensus of name form, although name variations exist in Unst as well.
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Print o’ Da Wave centre with Peerie Fleas and Eyelid Waves, Branches and Lace Hole Diamonds in stole border. (TEX 7760)





As part of the Lace Project we met with groups of knitters on the Shetland mainland and separately in Unst to have a better understanding of pattern names. It is clear much has been lost, and pattern name recording would benefit greatly from focused research by local lace knitters, historians and dialect specialists. We have tentatively noted other name forms used in Shetland where these could be verified from more than one source and we have used the Shetland convention of naming motifs and their setting where applicable, e.g., ‘Diamond of Lace Holes inset with four Ferns’. Other authors have applied their own names to Shetland lace motifs but this obscures and confuses the historical record of names originating in Shetland. We have avoided creating names where possible for this reason. For patterns with no known name we have used a basic descriptor, e.g., ‘Crown’. We hope that future research will uncover more names and naming conventions used by Shetland’s lace knitters.


YARNS


Hand-spinning for most textiles was practised very late in Shetland compared to elsewhere. Lace knitting was the last commercial textile craft practised in Shetland to be made from machine-made yarns simply because no industrially produced yarn could rival that made by a skilled lace spinner. Even today, with many machine-made yarns available, none can compare with the fineness, evenness and strength of the best yarns represented by the Museum’s collection.
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Wool from the lower neck of the Shetland breed was used for the finest lace knitting.
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Crofthouse and byre, built c. 1850s.





The majority of the collection is made from hand-spun woollen yarns from the Shetland breed of sheep. Skilled lace spinners chose and processed wool carefully. The yarns were spun smoothly and evenly and were usually made with two threads plied together. The slightest changes in the thickness or evenness of the yarn would be visible in the finished piece, so it was extremely important for the hand-spinner to spin consistently, even allowing for pauses in work. Some original pieces appear to have uneven spinning but this is sometimes the result of use and laundering over many years. We have chosen to record motifs irrespective of their current state or quality. The design of the motif was the most important aspect and the project provided the opportunity to see past the garment’s condition and study the patterns for their design characteristics.


The knitted samples made for the project used Jamieson and Smith’s 2-ply Supreme Lace Weight in natural white. This yarn is thicker than most lace yarns in our collection but it was not possible to source an evenly fine hand-spun yarn in a large enough quantity for all of the samples. Motifs in original pieces and the samples made of their designs may look different for this reason.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This publication draws solely on historical examples found in Shetland Museum’s collection of lace knitted in the Shetland tradition. Each individual motif is presented in an image of the original piece, a knitted sample of the motif and its pattern is shown in in chart and written formats.


The patterns are organised by their role in garment design and then by their appearance, since their shape often dictated how they were used. In Chapter 7, pieces from which a number of patterns were selected for study are discussed and shown in the context of the whole garment design.


WORKING METHODS


Shetland knitters, including those knitting lace, were professionals knitting for accuracy and speed. Some of their working methods make this clear. Every row is knitted rather than purled back, so the fabric has a garter stitch instead of stockinette ground. Most often decreasing was done by k2tog on right and left sides of the pattern, rather than the ssk or s1 k1 psso and k2tog paired convention as is common today. Similarly, k3tog was used instead of s1 k2 psso. These differences did not detract from the beauty of the design or knitting of each piece. It simply made knitting faster, and easier for Shetland knitters to remember the pattern and stitch sequences, thereby avoiding mistakes. Lace knitters today may use the patterns as presented, substitute their own conventions where they wish, or simply use the patterns as inspiration for their own designs.
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FOR COLLECTORS AND COLLECTION MANAGERS


If you own historical knitted lace items that you think may have originated in Shetland or were knitted in the Shetland lace tradition, the images and charts will help you identify and understand what you have. The book contains a mixture of common and unusual designs. If none of the patterns in your garment look like the images in the book, your knitted lace is unlikely to have been created in the Shetland tradition.


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


The Shetland Lace Assessment Project could not have been accomplished without the help of a large number of people. It would have been impossible without the knowledge and skills of local lace knitters. In this capacity we called on sisters Anne Eunson and Kathleen Anderson to chart and knit the samples. Their work was integral to understanding and recording the knitted lace pieces in our collection, in addition to recreating them. Tracey Hawkins worked as the project’s Collection Assistant, managing the enormous amount of data generated by charting, cataloguing, historical research, pattern name workshops, and photography. As with Anne and Kathleen, her skills and technical knowledge were fundamental to the project’s success.


We asked a small team of test knitters to each knit some of the charts, with all volunteering their time. Thank you to Muriel Fox, Angie Knight, James Neilson, Marlene Sim and Jeanette Henry. At the two Lace Pattern Names workshops, we presented patterns to local knitters, some of whom are specialists in lace knitting, to identify pattern names and variations. The information that emerged has helped to confirm that pattern naming has extensive deficiencies in historical recording, along with variations across Shetland and among families of lace knitters.


Thanks are paid to my colleagues Curator Jenny Murray, who has worked patiently through three years with Shetland lace occupying much of the office and work areas, and Victoria Tait, our Publications Officer, for her advice and support. My trusted colleague at the University of Glasgow, Dr Roslyn Chapman, read a draft of the text and, as always, made valuable suggestions. Cathy and Hannah from Stitchmastery software performed much-needed support at times. Finally, I wish to acknowledge my dedicated volunteer Jenny Butler, who has worked tirelessly to carefully prepare new storage mounts and re-roll the Museum’s lace collection, after we unrolled hundreds of shawls, stoles and scarves for examination.




CHAPTER 1





THE SHETLAND KNITTED LACE TRADITION


The craft of fine openwork knitting in Shetland is firmly embedded in the Victorian period. Shetland knitted lace was almost exclusively made for export, with few Shetlanders wearing it themselves. It was considered a luxury item because of its fineness, complexity of design, and limited quantities due to the time required to make it.
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A red and white cape, c. 1850, designed in the style of a burnous, a North African garment. (TEX 7780)





The craft seems to have emerged on Unst, the northernmost inhabited island in the British Isles. More specifically, it was centred in the southern part of the small island, which is only 20km (12 miles) long and 10km (6 miles) wide. Unst lace makers who moved to other parts of Shetland continued their craft. Many of the finest pieces in Shetland Museum’s collection have connections to Unst. The island is still regarded as the home of the Shetland knitted lace tradition and lace knitters on the island continue the craft. The Unst Heritage Centre has an important collection of fine lace pieces from the island.


The earliest evidence of the craft is from the late 1830s, the same time that eighteen-year-old Victoria ascended the British throne. Queen Victoria (1819–1901) was a fashion icon: she championed the craft of Shetland’s fine lace makers, acquired lace pieces herself, and influenced others to follow her example. Her influence helped to promote the craft and make it an international trade. The excessive material wealth of segments of Victorian society also boosted fine lace knitting in Shetland.


Victorian fashion changed significantly during Queen Victoria’s long reign and many types of garments and accessories were worn. This helped to create a demand for rendering many garments in Shetland knitted lace, from neckerchiefs to opera cloaks. Merchants who received special orders for unusual garments, such as cloaks, or in fibres such as silk or mohair, provided work to specialist makers in the islands.


Makers worked from their cottages and most earned an income or practised a subsistence lifestyle through other types of work (crofting, gutting fish, peat-cutting) besides knitting. They delivered their finished knitwear to local merchants, who mainly provided them goods in exchange, a system known as ‘truck’. The system was outlawed in the late 1880s because it was unfair to makers, although it continued at a local level in some areas. Some merchants, especially in Lerwick, began to pay cash for knitted goods as early as the 1870s (Chapman, p.164).


As boat transport and postal services between Shetland and the Scottish mainland improved in the late nineteenth century, some lace makers developed their own customer base. The most accomplished makers took in private commissions and did repairs, cleaning and dressing of the finest garments. A fine, intricate lace shawl could take up to a year to create, even for the most talented makers. Despite the extreme complexity and fineness of many of the garments, it was not a lucrative business for the maker. Most makers were women who had few other employment options.


Shetland lace knitting has been dominated by two garments: shawls and stoles. These flat textiles appear to have been complex in their design from an early period. As Victorian fashion developed, other garments were made in the technique: scarves, stockings, face and hat veils, fichus, pelerines, clouds, tippets, cloaks, wristlets, and decorative borders and bodices for camisoles and other garments. In the 1920s, as women’s fashion changed, blouses and bed jackets gained popularity. Later, slipovers and cardigans were created. They incorporated many of the same motifs used throughout the previous century or more of the craft.
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A very large stole, 1905, which weighed only 30.7 grams.





MAKING AND MAKERS


The processes associated with knitted lace making are multi-faceted and demanding. It is a craft that requires attention to detail throughout all phases, from selecting the wool to dressing the finished garment. The very highest quality of fineness, evenness, design balance and accuracy could only be accomplished by the most specialised makers with exceptional skills. Making a lace garment began with raising sheep for the appropriate fine wool and removing the wool from specific areas of the fleece by plucking or ‘rooing’. Some spinners carded the wool but some preferred to spin direct from the wool staple that had been carefully combed but kept intact. Yarns were spun and plied on the Shetland spinnie, a small, upright spinning wheel. Professional lace spinners were specialists, since the craft required an extremely fine but even draw, long enough to make a single shawl. Even a minor change in thickness would be visible in the finished garment but not readily apparent to the knitter as she knitted the piece. Knitters who made the finest shawls worked with spinners whose yarns they trusted to be evenly fine.


We know very little about individual knitters and nothing of design influences and inspiration for their lace pieces in the Museum’s collection. Lace garments were usually knitted by one person, although knitters working in pairs are recorded (Chapman, p.92). The knitter was usually the creator of the design. Knitters did not use patterns, where every stitch was written out or charted. Some made notes or knitted small samples to work out a complex design but then memorised the pattern. If notes were required, these consisted of the number of stitches (‘loops’) to cast on. A knitter’s notebook (TEX 76174) in the collection provides an example of a lace shawl ‘pattern’. The knitter carried the rest of the design in her head.


White Shawl
Lace 14 scallops
Border 8 shell pieces
Begin with 144 loops to start border


After a fine lace flat garment was knitted it was put through a bleaching process by placing it in the upper level of a barrel, with a piece of sulphur set alight and smoking at the bottom. This allowed the smoke to penetrate the lace and whiten the natural cream colour of the wool. After bleaching it was lightly washed or wetted and dressed on a frame. Each of these processes required certain skills and led some individuals to specialise. The most intricately designed and well-made garments were often the work of several people, as specialist spinners, knitters and finishers each applied their expertise to a single piece. Other makers attempted to carry out the various processes themselves, sometimes with mixed results.


In some cases we know who the maker was, but for specialist work we may have only one name, probably the knitter, when several specialists may have contributed to making the garment. The skill of the hand-spinner was as important as that of the knitter but the identity of spinners specialising in lace yarns remains largely unknown.
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Four Unst women unload dried peat from ponies.





In only a handful of cases do we have multiple examples of one individual’s work. We can use these pieces to investigate the favoured motifs of that individual maker or designer, how they used them in different design elements, and how they varied them for a particular customer or design.


The Museum’s collection of knitted lace represents a wide variety of skill levels in all processes. Every garment, fragment or sample can hold information about the way Shetland knitted lace was created and adds to our knowledge of design development and the continued use of certain conventions. More importantly, each item is what remains of the skill and knowledge of a maker who is no longer with us. We consider each piece in our collection to be unique and precious, a legacy of the creativity, and the hand and mental agility of its maker or makers. These textiles have much to tell us about the craft, but the complexity of design and execution make their story difficult to decipher.




CHAPTER 2





VERTICAL CENTRE PATTERNS


Shawls have received the greatest study and attention in books and exhibitions about Shetland lace, yet stoles and scarves are more varied in design. They are small enough that knitters could experiment with new patterns and design configurations, having fewer pattern repeats and being much quicker to make than a large shawl. Many stoles and scarves have very complex borders, as will be seen in Chapter 4. Many use vertical patterns in their centres, forming strong visual lines to accentuate the length and narrowness of the garment. These patterns are less commonly found in shawls, since the typical way shawls were worn was folded in half to form a triangle, causing linear patterns to appear on the diagonal.
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Fair Isle’s North Lighthouse pathway.





Vertical patterns also are placed inside knitted shapes such as diamonds and trees, or used to vertically connect two shapes together. Simple vertical patterns may be placed side-by-side, where it is especially effective at the top of a border. Vertical patterns used in these ways are covered in Chapter 4.


Many individual vertical patterns are relatively simple, and therefore are used interchangeably in combination with other vertical patterns to form new pattern pairings or groupings. This gives the designer free rein to create different centre patterns, infills for shapes and other areas where a simple but decorative alternative to plain knitting is desired. Some of the most common vertical patterns are presented here, but shown in the many ways they were used singly or in combination with other patterns.


STEEKS


Steeks are the most basic linear patterns and a very simple way of introducing vertical openwork in lace knitting. The word steek has two common meanings in the Scots language. As a noun it simply means a stitch in sewing or knitting and as a verb it means to close or fasten. Its meaning as a narrow bridge of stitches when knitting in the round is not known in traditional Shetland knitting. Rather it is the name for the simplest form of lace stitches, a yarn over and one or more decreases, repeated vertically.


Due to their simplicity, steeks are often overlooked but they have been used creatively by Shetland lace knitters to form simple but effective centres for shawls, stoles and scarves. Simple steeks may be combined with other patterns, or themselves repeated to create simple mesh patterns and zigzags. For these uses, see Chapters 3 and 4.


The simplest steek is yo, k2tog, or k2tog, yo, worked vertically every row or every other row. A more complex steek is where k2tog decreases are worked just before and after each yarn over with a knit stitch between (k2tog, yo, k1, yo, k2tog). Working these types of steek patterns gives a slight ridge to the outer side or sides of the yarn over, formed by the decreases. A third steek variation is yo, k3tog, yo.


A simple, flat steek, without the ridges caused by a k2tog, can be achieved by knitting yo, k1, yo. But this steek creates an additional stitch that must be ‘removed’ with a decrease in another part of the row.





2.1


Steeks and garter stitch


TEX 8933 Scarf


The two most basic and common Shetland lace stitches, Steeks and garter stitches, are positioned in vertical columns. Here three types of Steeks are used. The first two are a simple yo, k2tog and the more complex yo, k3tog, yo, both worked every other row. The third type is a repositioning of the simple steek combination of yo and k2tog, here worked every row, with the k2tog worked before the yo in one row and after the yo in the alternate row. They are used here with garter stitch in different widths to make a streamlined, simple pattern for the centre of a stole.
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Steeks and garter stitch original pattern.
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Steeks and garter stitch knitted sample.
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Steeks and garter stitch chart.







Row 1 and all RS rows: K4, yo, k2tog, k4, yo, k3tog, yo, k5, yo, k2tog, k3, (yo, k2tog) x 3.


Row 2 and all WS rows: K1, (yo, k2tog) x 3, k22.








2.2


Steeks and Vees


TEX 1997.91 Shawl
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Steeks and Vees original pattern.





Steeks can be used effectively alongside any number of small, discrete individual patterns placed vertically to create an easy, openwork pattern. This shawl centre is made of a column of Vees alternating with three Steeks placed side-by-side, forming a mesh to give a very open effect.
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Steeks and Vees knitted sample.
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Steeks and Vees stitch chart.







Row 1 (RS): K1, (yo, k2tog) x 3, k8, (yo, k2tog) x 3, k1. (22 sts)


Row 2 and all WS rows: Knit.


Row 3: K1, (yo, k2tog) x 4, k3, k2tog, yo, k1, (yo, k2tog) x 3, k1.


Row 5: K1, (yo, k2tog) x 3, k1, yo, k2tog, k1, k2tog, yo, k2, (yo, k2tog) x 3, k1.


Row 7: K1, (yo, k2tog) x 3, k2, yo, k3tog, yo, k3, (yo, k2tog) x 3, k1.


Row 9: Repeat row 1.


Row 11: Repeat row 3.


Row 13: Repeat row 5.


Row 15: Repeat row 7.








2.3


Vees and Ovals


TEX 2004.331 Stole
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Vees and Ovals original pattern.
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Vees and Ovals knitted sample.
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Vees and Ovals chart.





This simple pattern does not contain Steeks but is another vertical combination of Vee-forms, here with Ovals. Both elements were used individually in borders, tucked here and there to add laciness, but here they stand on their own.




Set up row 1 (RS): K3, yo, k3tog, (yo, k2, k2tog) x 2, yo, k1, (yo, k2tog, k2) x 2, yo, k3tog, yo, k3. (29 sts)


Set up row 2 and all WS rows: Knit.


Row 1: K2, k2tog, yo, k1, yo, k2tog, k4, k2tog, yo, k3, yo, k2tog, k4, k2tog, yo, k1, yo, k2tog, k2.


Row 3: K1, k2tog, yo, k3, yo, k2tog, k2, k2tog, yo, k5, yo, k2tog, k2, k2tog, yo, k3, yo, k2tog, k1.


Row 5: K2, yo, k2tog, k1, k2tog, yo, k2, k2tog, yo, k7, yo, k2tog, k2, yo, k2tog, k1, k2tog, yo, k2.


Row 7: K2, yo, k2tog, (k1, k2tog, yo) x 2, k2, k2tog, yo, k1, yo, k2tog, k2, (yo, k2tog, k1) x 2, k2tog, yo, k2.


Row 9: K2, yo, k2tog, k1, k2tog, yo, k4, k2tog, yo, k3, yo, k2tog, k4, yo, k2tog, k1, k2tog, yo, k2.


Row 11: K3, yo, k3tog, yo, k4, k2tog, yo, k5, yo, k2tog, k4, yo, k3tog, yo, k3.


Row 13: K2, k2tog, yo, k1, yo, k2tog, k2, k2tog, yo, k7, yo, k2tog, k2, k2tog, yo, k1, yo, k2tog, k2.


Row 15: K1, k2tog, yo, k3, yo, k2tog x 2, yo, k2, k2tog, yo, k1, yo, k2tog, k2, yo, k2tog x 2, yo, k3, yo, k2tog, k1.


Row 17: Repeat row 9.


Row 19: K2, yo, k2tog, k1, k2tog, yo, k3, k2tog, yo, k5, yo, k2tog, k3, yo, k2tog, k1, k2tog, yo, k2.


Row 21: Repeat row 5.


Row 23: Repeat set up row 1.
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