
PRICKINGS 
The way prickings are produced has changed over time. Traditionally the lace workers used 

transparent vellum (parchment) which is produced from sheep or calf skin. It is an excellent 

material for the purpose as it is flexible, easy to prick through, is durable and pinholes do not 

readily tear. Indicators for leaves and plaits etc. were inked in using a quill or dip pen and 

Indian ink. Pinning a pricking to a pillow causes wear and tear so lace workers would stitch a 

flap of fabric (usually double) to each end of the pricking and pin this to the pillow (figure 

1). Many prickings were approximately 13-14 inches (33-36cm) long and known as ‘downs’ 

or ‘eaches’. When the lace worker reached the end of the pricking she would set up, i.e. she 

would take out all the pins, lift the lace and re-pin last inch (2.5cm) to the top of the pricking, 

knowing she had made approximately 12 inches (30cm). The laceworker would sell her lace 

to a dealer by the yard (36 inches), i.e. three downs, that is working three times down the 

pricking. When the pricking became too damaged to use the laceworker would copy it by 

placing a new piece of parchment over the pricking and prick through. As the original holes 

had been enlarged and distorted by use new prickings became less and less accurate and, 

after it had been repricked many times, almost unrecognisable.  

 

Prickings were rolled for storage (figure 2) and parchment prickings should not be forcibly 

unrolled in case they crack. Before attempting to unroll a parchment that is resisting roll it in 

a damp cloth and leave until pliable, usually overnight (Do not leave any longer than 

necessary.) Then unroll gently, place between two dry towels and put books on top to keep it 

flat. Leave until completely dry.  

 

Later on thin card was used for prickings, but it is less durable than parchment. By the time 

of the revival in lacemaking, during the 1960s, we were using glazed manilla card (Figure 3, 

actually produced for making transformers) and it is the mustard coloured pricking card still 

available from lace suppliers. Also, felt tipped pens became available for marking the 

indicators, make sure it is permanent making a mark and rubbing it with a damp cloth.   

 

A traditional pricking is made by attaching the pattern draft over the card, using pins or 

staples, and pricking each hole using a pricker. The needle of the pricker should protrude 6-

7mm from the pricker and be of the same diameter as the pins that will be used for making 

the lace. If the needle is to thin the holes will not be sufficiently large and you will get sore 

fingers pushing in the pins. If the needle is too thick the pins will move around in the hole 

and will not be held in the correct position. Jabbing a pricker into beeswax or candle wax 

will give sufficient lubricant to make pricking easier. Finally mark in any indicators using a 

suitable pen. 

 

When photocopying first became available at a reasonable price the ink would often smudge 

and coloured paper was expensive and not easy to find. Therefore we started using sticky 

backed plastic over a white copy. At first only a bright green or blue were suitable and the 

finish was a high gloss so reflection was a problem. We dealt with the gloss by rubbing the 

plastic with wire wool, not the soapy kind. Later on the matt finished, sea-green plastic, 

currently available, was introduced and this was a big improvement (figure 4). Fortunately 

today the inks and toners are usually permanent (check by rubbing some print with a damp 

cloth) and coloured paper is readily available, thus eliminating the necessity for covering our 

prickings with plastic the majority of the time. However, it will be necessary if the lace is to 

be stiffened before removing it from the pricking. A paper pattern should always be 

supported by card beneath it, the card being sufficiently substantial to resist the holes being 

enlarged by the tension and the surface of prickings for Honiton lace should resist being 

damaged by the use of a needlepin. 



Prickings should be as accurate as possible. Even the best lacemaker cannot produce good 

lace if her pricking is inaccurate, although she may be able to improve the appearance by 

adjusting pinholes and leaning pins as she works. It is much better to correct the pricking 

before making lace and better to prick before making the lace. 

 

 

 

Figures 

 

1        vellum pricking with eaches 

 

2        rolled pricking 

 

3        glazed Manila card pricking 

 

4        pricking with plastic film 


