"KNOTTY" HEADWEAR: HOW TO NET A MEDIEVAL CAUL OR SNOOD by Giraude Benet
(revised January 16, 2004)

The inspiration of my desire to learn more about authentic hair nets in the Middle Ages was a comment |
overheard at the 2001 Clothier's Seminar. | don't remember the exact words, but a gentleman from
another kingdom was commenting on the fact that he was seeing alot of crocheted snoods, and no
authentic hair nets. He went on to say that this was a shame, since knotted hair nets are so easy to make.

| wasintrigued. | had long been wanting to make a nice-looking snood or hair net to confine my long
hair at events. | was (and still am) rotten at crochet, and | knew from my research that crochet was not
practiced in the Middle Ages or Renaissance. Besides, | was challenged by that gentleman's remark. |
wanted to learn how to make a hair net the way it was redlly done in the Middle Ages. After all, | did
know how to tie a knot, so how difficult could it be?

Off | went to the Internet to find instructions. And boy, did | find instructions!  This classis the result
of the things | have learned both from electronic and printed resources. | hope you enjoy the class, and
that it becomes the beginning of along and prosperous association with the art of netting!

A note on terminology: There are a number of words to choose from to describe this type of headwear.
While the title of this class refers to hair nets as cauls or snoods, they are also referred to in costume and
fashion history texts as "crespines,” "crespinettes,” or "frets.” Since the word "caul" can refer to other
costume items (like a monks hood, or other types of head coverings), and the word "snood" is post-
period, I'm going to refer to them as "hair nets’ from here on out.

A Brief History of the Hair Net in the 14th Century:

Based on pictoria and archaeological evidence, the hair net began to make an appearance on the heads
of the fashionable women of England as early as the 11th century, and reached its peak of popularity in
early to mid 14th century. Asyou can seeinfigures 1 and 2, the hair net was worn with a barbette (a
wide linen chin band) and filet (a narrower linen head band). It could be worn with or without a couvre-
chef, or veil. The net was most likely pinned to the barbette and filet as a way to keep it securely on the
head.

fig. 1 fig. 2



This style of hair dressing must not have been looked upon with favor by the Catholic Church, given its
depiction in illuminated psalters of the period. The Oremsby Psalter (now in the Bodleian Library)
shows an illuminated initial with the figure of afox, decked out in a hair net, barbette and filet (fig. 3).
A psalter in the collections of St. John's College, Cambridge has an illumination of a serpent with the
head and arms of a woman coiled around atree (fig. 4). Like the fox in the previous example, the
woman iswearing a hair net, barbette and filet. Given these examples, the hair net worn without a
covering veil must have been seen by some as very naughty headwear indeed!

fig. 3 fig. 4
The silk hair net eventually declined in popularity in England, and by the late 14th century and early
15th centuries had evolved into the elaborate reticulated headdress (fig. 5). Netted caps, made with
heavier cords and constructed differently than the earlier English examples were popular in 15th-
century Italian fashion, as seen in the famous portrait of Beatrice d'Este (fig. 6)

fig. 5 fig. 6



Netting Toolsand Techniques:

Tools and materials: The basic tools and materials to start netting are few and relatively easy to acquire.
To dtart, you will need:

A netting shuttle or needle

A mesh or gauge stick

Y our desired string, yarn, or thread

A clamp, pole, or some other item or surface upon which to anchor the work

Netting shuttles are larger tools used to produce netting for fishing nets, hammocks, or net bags.

Netting needles are much finer, and can be used to produce the type of netting necessary for hairnets.
Both can be acquired for around $5.00 from Lacis (http://www.lacis.com) or Snowgoose
(http://snowgoose.com).

fig. 7: netting needle (top), netting shuttle

Netting needles can be improvised if you have more creativity than money. One very useful improvised
netting needle can be made by taping two six-inch upholstery needles together, as seenin figure 7:

fig. 8: netting needle made of two upholstery needles taped together

Not only is this a very workable netting needle, it is also good to use with delicate threads, or threads
that have gold or silver filaments wrapped around the outside. A regular netting needle can cut the gold
or silver filaments as the thread is wound on or unwound from the needle, and this type of constructed
netting needle is very gentle to the thread.

A mesh stick isaround or flat stick of consistent width necessary to keep the loops of the netting a
uniform size. The width of the mesh stick will determine the size of the openings in the net (the
openings in the mesh will be twice the width of the mesh stick). The mesh stick must be wider than the
netting shuttle or needle being used, or else net won't be large enough to pass the shuttle or needle
through to tie the knots! Mesh sticks can be made of wood, metal or plastic. A double-pointed knitting
needle works well as a mesh stick if it's of the correct diameter. Wooden craft sticks (the ones that look
like popsicle sticks) are also an aternative, although they tend to be alittle splintery.



Thread. The surviving hairnets shown in the book Clothing and Textiles ¢.1150-¢.1450 are all made of
alightly plied, fine silk Z- or S-ply thread. The netsin this book are described as being varying shades
of brown, but this could be due to their age and time in the ground before discovery. Other surviving
hairnets, especially the embroidered hairnets found at St. Truiden, Belgium, are described as being in
various colors, so a color thread would aso be period.

It's important to use plied thread with atwist for netting. The twist in the thread is what helps the knot
"lock™ and remain tight. Netting knots should be firm enough that a piece of netting can be cut to size
without the fear of the knots in the piece coming undone in any way. To start out with, | recommend
size five or size ten crochet cotton. It's easier to work with for beginners, comesin a variety of colors,
and it's very easy on the pocketbook. Avoid rayon threads and yarns! Although they look gorgeous,
thisisavery dick fiber! Y our knots won't stay firm and your loops will dip, resulting in a very uneven
net!

How to anchor your work: All netting is suspended on aloop of string or cord called a "foundation
loop.” Inthe 13th and 14th centuries, silkwomen (who produced the silk hair nets we are trying to
reproduce), sometimes anchored their foundation loop to the top of a short staff (fig. 9). Thisisavery
good anchor to use, since you can keep the netting at any level which is comfortable for you to work
with, and it's very portable.

fig. 9

Some decorative wooden curtain rods with decorative finials are an attractive possibility -- just remove
the finial from one end and make a base for it to rest on the floor.

If you don't want to carry a pole with you wherever you want to work on your netting, clamping the
foundation loop to the edge of a sturdy table is another viable option. Any type of clamp will work. My
favorite is the clamp that comes with my "third hand” sewing tool, since it is specifically designed to be
clamped onto furniture, and has a bit of padding. (I got my "third hand" tool from Lacis for $4, which is
the cheapest I've seen them, even figuring postage.) Clamps of other types can be hard on wood,



though, so don't set up your netting at your antique dinner table (or anyone else's, for that matter). | use
a spring-loaded clamp to anchor my netting projects on my lap desk, or tie the foundation loop through
the handle on the top. It's not authentic, but it's a very comfortable way for me to work on my netting
while sitting on the sofa. It's al'so possible to put the foundation loop through a longer, thicker length of
cord or strip of fabric that you loop around your foot, adjusting the length so that the edge you're
working on is awaysin your lap. | don't like looking down at that sort of angle, though, so | don't use
this method of anchoring.

Starting Your Net:

Firgt, fill your netting shuttle or needle with thread. For a netting shuttle, this usually involves running
the thread from the notch in the base of the shuttle, up the side and around the spine, then back down the
same side, through the notch, and back up the other side to the spine. Repeat until the shuttle is full, but
not too fat. For a netting needle, the thread is just wound around and through the forks in the ends, like
abobbin. Again, wind until the shuttle is full, but not too fat to pass easily through the loops you will
make when you net. (This might take alittle practice to get the amount of thread just right.)

The basic knot used in netting from ancient times to the present is the "sheet bend" knot. The following
diagram shows how to make this knot:

Bring thread through ~ Take thread behind Bring thread around Pull thread until the
top loop from behind  top loop, forming to front and run knot is tight
lower loop through lower loop

Now that you can see where the thread needs to go to make the knot, let's talk about what to do
with your hands: With the mesh stick in your left hand, bring the working thread down over the
top of the stick, then wrap it underneath. Come back up behind the mesh stick and run the thread
through the loop you're going to tie the knot in. Pull the thread back down over the top of the
mesh stick, then pull the thread tight so that the top loop is pulled into atight "V* and the bottom
of that "V" is gitting on top of the mesh stick. (From this point on in the knot tying process, you
will want to keep afirm and consistent tension on the net you're working with. Thisisthe secret
to getting agood, even mesh. Just don't pull so hard that you break any threads!) Anchor the
working thread firmly in place on the mesh stick by pinching it on the stick between the thumb
and forefinger of your left hand. When you take the netting needle behind the top loop, make
sure you have enough thread coming off the shuttle to form the lower loop. Once you've got the
shuttle out from behind the top loop, run it down through the bottom loop and pull, taking up the
dack of the lower loop. Do not let go of the thread under your thumb! Keep the tension on the



working thread tight, and ease the anchored part of the thread out from under your thumb until
the knot snapstight. If you have done everything correctly, the knot should form right on top of
the mesh stick.

If you're left handed, hold the mesh stick in your right hand and the netting needle or shuttle in
your left hand. Instead of working your rows from left to right, work them from right to left,
taking the working thread behind the top loop from left to right instead of from right to left as
shown in the diagram above.

Making a starter chain: The easiest way | have found to begin a netting project is to begin
with a"starter chain” of meshes. The advantages of this method as opposed to any other are that
the knots in the loops or meshes of netting won't dip like knots tied directly on the foundation
loop can do, and it's easier to spread out the meshes so that you can more clearly see the mesh
you will be tying your next knot in. It isn't as quick to start as some other methods, but in the
long run it will save alot of headaches, especially when working on very fine mesh netting.

1. To begin astarter chain, take the working
end of the thread on your netting needle or
shuttle, wrap it twice around the mesh stick,
and tie afirm knot. Remove the mesh stick.
Thiswill be your starter loop.

2. Tieafoundation loop of sturdy string or
cord through the starter loop and anchor it
securely.

3. Position the working thread on the left
(or on theright, if you're left-handed), with
the knot half way up the side of the starter
loop. Using the mesh stick as a gauge, tiea
sheet bend knot in the bottom of the starter
loop, forming anew mesh. When you pull
the knot tight, it should form on the top of
the mesh stick.



4. Pull out the mesh stick, and turn the mesh
over so that the working thread is again to
the left. Make a sheet bend knot in the
bottom of the mesh you just made. Repeat
this step until you have twice as many knots
in your starter chain as the number of
meshes needed in your first row of netting.

5. Remove the starter chain from the foundation loop, but DO NOT cut off the working thread
from the end.

6. Run anew foundation loop through one side of the starter chain, making sure that the
working thread is on the bottom row. The starter chain now forms your first two rows of meshes
in your project.

7. Position the new foundation loop so that the working thread is to the left, and start the next
row of meshes. If you are going to continue your work and make a piece of rectangular net, you
will not need to remove the mesh stick. Asyou work your next row of meshes, the loops you
make can remain wrapped around the mesh stick. Y ou can scoot these loops around to a more
comfortable position for your hand as the stick fills up, and even move the first loops off of the
end of the mesh stick if it getstoo full.

When you reach the end of the row, remove the mesh stick, turn the net so that the working
thread is again at the left of the piece, then start the next row in the same manner, aways
working from left to right.



Diamond Mesh vs. Circular Netting:

You'll note that if you follow all of the above instructions, you will create a rectangular piece of
diamond mesh netting. Most hairnets from the medieval period are made from tubes of netting
(circular netting) that are gathered at one end and fixed to alength of braid at the other. Itisn't
much more difficult to make circular netting than it isto make aflat piece of netting. Just follow
the steps described in the following photos:

Make a starter chain as described previoudly, but this
time clip off the working thread (in this case, these
rows will be clipped off of the finished net). Make your
first row of netting, making sure to leave along “tail”
of thread when you make the first knot in the row (in
this photo, the working thread is on the right, and the
“tail” of about 15 inchesin length is on the left). The
tail needsto be longer than the finished length of the
circular netting you want to make.

Remove the mesh stick from the loops, and bring the
working thread and the “tail” together. With the two
threads together, make an overhand knot. Thisknot is
called a*“collecting knot” (abbreviation: CK) and is
referred to in one of the project sheets that go with this
document. (To aid in getting the collecting knot at the
right level, it helps to thread the mesh stick through the
first and last mesh of the row, keep them close together,
and make sure the knot is tightened at the bottom of the
mesh stick.)

Slide the overhand knot up until it is at the same level
as the other loops in the row, then tighten the knot.
Separate the working thread from the tail, and continue
to work the net. Note that you will not have to “flip”
the circular netting in the same way as with a
rectangular piece of netting. Simply continue to work
from left to right. (Y ou will find that you will have to
remove the mesh stick after every few knotsin order to
work in the round.)

When you work your way back around to the tail,
simply repeat the above stepsto finish the row.



Spiral Netting: The technique described above for making a tube of net works better when
making a net with alarger mesh size. If you are making a more fine net, a more period way of
making atube of netting is actually to work your net in aspiral. To start the sprial, net the first
mesh of the second row of net into the first mesh of the first row, and continue on. (Thisisn't
quite as smple as it sounds, but with practice it does get easier.)

Increasing, Decreasing, Adding New Thread, and Other Useful Information:
How toincrease arow:

Asin knitting, sometimesiit is necessary to increase the number of loopsinarow. To do this,
just make two knots (hence two loops) in the same loop

How to decrease a row:

To decrease the number of loopsin arow, make one knot through two adjacent loops, tying them
together.

Adding a new thread:

When your netting needle is out of thread, the best knot I’ ve found for joining the new thread
onto the last of the old is atype of lacemaker’s or weaver’sknot. I'll describeit asbest | can!
Fill the netting needle with new thread, then make aloose dip knot at the end of the thread
(make the dlip knot so that it “dlips” when you pull the thread coming from the needle, not the
trailing end). Loop the dlip knot onto the old thread, and push it as close as possible to the last
knot you made. Pull the dlip knot tight, and give it a firm tug until you feel the old thread “pop”
into the dip knot. Give the joined threads a gentle tug to fully tighten the knot. If made
correctly, thisknot is very firm and doesn’'t seem to dlip, so you can clip the loose ends very
close to the knot, making the join in the threads very difficult to seein your finished net.

A plastic or metal yarn needle, of the sort used in knitting, is handy to have when you are getting
close to the end of your working thread. Y ou can remove the last length of thread from the
netting needle, thread it through the eye of the yarn needle, and tie a few more knots before
having to refill the netting needle. Thisis a handy technique to use, especidly if you are
working with silk and want to minimize waste.

General netting hintsand tips:

While you're learning the basics of netting, it is easier to work with the knots spread out a bit on
the foundation loop so that the loops of the net all appear very distinctly. Once you are
comfortable with the technique, however, try to work with the knots as close together as possible
on the foundation loop. Thiswill make it easier to get a more consistent tension as you work so
you make more consistent loops in your net.



If you find that you have skipped aloop in a previous row, or failed to make a complete knot in a
previous row, this can be corrected. Y ou will need to cut away all the loops made after the flaw
(and even al the knots in the row with the flaw, if you're wanting to keep the thread joins
invisible), untie the knots that remain from these loops (difficult, but not impossible), then repair
the flaw with aknot in the correct place. If the flaw is not noticeable, however, you can finish
the net and leave the flaw in place.

Also, there are many variations on the basic technique for making netting. The one I'm teaching
is the one that works best for me. If you delve deeper into the bibliography at the end of this
handout, you'll see what | mean. Each book gives a dightly different way of using the

foundation loop, of tying the basic knot, etc. Experiment, and use whatever technique that works
best for youl!

Basic Circular Hairnet:
Tools required:

Netting needle
3/8 inch wide mesh stick, or a size 3 double-point knitting needle

Make a starter chain of 100 loops and mount onto a foundation loop, or make 50 meshes directly
onto afoundation loop. (If you use a starter chain, the first two rows of your net will not be
joined, but this should not be a problem.)

Continue to net in the round (using either the "collecting knot" technique or the spiral netting
technique) for 30-35 rows, or until the tube of net isaslong as desired. Finish the net as
described further below.

Easy " Rectangle’ Hairnet

Y ou can also make a hairnet out of aflat rectangle of net. While | can't document any period
knotted nets made in this fashion, there are some period sprang hairnets made like this, so it isn't
a huge leap to imagine that early knotted nets might have been made in this fashion.

Toolsrequired: Same as above

Make a starter chain of 80 loops, which (when mounted on a foundation loop) will make two
rows of netting 40 meshes wide. Continue to net until you have a rectangle 40 meshes wide and
approximately 60 meshes long.

Gather both ends by running strong threads through the loops at the ends, which will make a
hammock-like bag. The ungathered sides of your net will now form the edges of the hairnet,
which can be finished off using any of the finishing methods described below.



How to finish off the hairnets:

For the circular hairnet, finish the crown of the net by running a length of thread through the
loops on one end, pulling it tight, and tying it off securely.

The authentic way to finish off the open end of the net isto stitch it to either fingerloop or tablet-
woven braid. Theway | do it (learned from Emmelyne de Marksbury) isto take alength of braid
and measure it to fit your head plus extrato tie. Tie the braid to fit your head comfortably, then
stitch the net to the braid starting a few inches to one side of the knot in the braid, and finishing
several inchesto the other side of the knot. Undo the knot, then thread the unstitched braid
through the remaining unstitched loops. This makes the net adjustable, and easier to put on.

The "quick and dirty” way to finish off the net isto run alength of braided threads through the
last row of loops like a drawstring, and tie the braid to fit your head

The modern expedient for finishing off the net isto take alength of round elastic, run it through
the last row of loops, and tieit off so that it fits your head comfortably without dliding off. This
isn't authentic, of course, but it's an alternative for those who prefer the stability and comfort of
elastic, or those who don't want to wear their nets secured to a barbette and filet.
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ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY ON NETTING:

TheArt of Netting. Julesand Kaethe Kliot, eds. Berkeley: Lacis Publications, 1989.

This book presents a series of different netting instructions and projects reprinted from books and
magazines from the late 1700’ s up to the early 20th century. Of particular interest are the variety
of netting knotsiillustrated at the beginning of the work, and the glossary of darning stitchesin
the back which can be used to make filet lace. Most of the rest of the book isn't useful for
medieval or Renaissance recreation, since the majority of the reprinted projects are for Victorian-
eraitems such as doilies and clothing accessories. Still, it's a very good reference to have on
hand if you want to go beyond the basics! (Thank you, Regina!)

Brittain, Judy. The Step-by-Step Needlecraft Encyclopedia. New York: Portland House,
1997.

Some very well-illustrated and clearly presented instructions for netting are found on pages 186-
191 of this al-around useful needlecraft book. Basic techniques for mounting a project, how to
increase and decrease meshes in arow, how to add a new thread, and how to create square and

diamond mesh nets are given as well as how to net in the round. Projects for astring bag and a
hammock finish up the chapter on netting.

This book is often seen on the bargain tables of many of the large chain bookstores. 1f you find
acopy, grab it! While the histories of the various types of needlework aren't reliable
documentation, this book is great for learning the techniques of just about any area of
needlework you might want to pursue in the SCA or anywhere else.

Crowfoot, Elisabeth, Frances Pritchard, and Kay Staniland. Textiles and Clothing ¢.1150-
€.1450. Medieval Findsfrom Excavationsin London: 4. Woodbridge, Suffolk, England:
Boydell Press, 2001.

This volume of the Museum of London series is without a doubt the best readily-available
primary documentation to be found on medieval clothing and textiles, including hairnets. The
entire series is a gold mine for the modern recreationist, and it's awonderful thing that it's being
republished by the Boydell Press. The book is expensive, but worth the price if you are a serious
student of medieval clothing production.

Pages 145-149 of this edition deal with various fragments of hairnets from the 13th and 14th
centuries found in the medieval excavationsin London. The analysis of these fragments gives
information on construction, materials, tools, and techniques used to create the nets. Tantalizing
mention is also made of another surviving hairnet in the Germanisches National Museum in
Nuremberg, and also of a manuscript illumination of awoman working on anet. I'm currently
pursuing more information on these cited examples via InterLibrary Loan.

Guild, VeraP. Good Housekeeping New Complete Book of Needlecraft. New York: Good
Housekeeping Books, 1971.

The section on netting from pages 399-403 is unusual in several respects. First, it shows an
unusual way of tying the basic netting knot. It aso illustrates the use of a "starter chain” of




meshes as a way to begin a piece of netting, which | have found to be the easiest for a beginner
to work with. It's different from other instructions |'ve seen, too, in that it works one row from
the left to right, then shows the switching of tools from one hand to the other to work the next
row fromright to left, so you never flip the work over to always start fromthe left. The
outstanding thing about the black-and-white illustrations in this book is that they have been
enhanced to make them remarkably clear, so do give these alook if you can.

Reader's Digest Complete Guideto Needlework. Pleasantville, New York: Reader's Digest
Association, 1979.

Instructions for netting are found on pages 420-425 of this book. The chapter is specifically on
filet netting, but the basic instructions are the same for any type of netting work. Thisisagood
companion to the instructions to be found in The Step-by-Step Needlecraft Encyclopedia, since
the techniquesiillustrated here offer some alternative methods to those in the other book. The
illustrations of the techniques are very clear and understandable, which is a hallmark of amost

all Reader's Digest "how to" books. There isaglossary of darning stitches for filet netting, and a
sampler project to make.

Thisis another good, basic book that | recommend you own if you are interested in netting and
other needlework, such as embroidery and making bobbin lace. Again, not good for historical
documentation, but very solid on learning the basic techniques. Don't buy it new, though! Try
to find an older edition at athrift store or used bookstore. The content is exactly the same as that
of the newer reprints, and your savings will be substantial!

Vinciolo, Federico. Renaissance Patternsfor Lace, Embroidery and Needlepoint: An
Unabridged Facsimile of the 'Singuliers et nouveaux pourtraicts of 1587. New York:
Dover Publications, 1971.

Thisis agood book for anyone wanting to take their skill with netting one step further to create
authentic filet netting (also called filet lace). While the first part of the book is dedicated to other
forms of lace designs, the second part offers an interesting selection of patterns that can be
darned into square netting. Stitches for darning net can also be found in both The Art of Netting
and The Reader's Digest Complete Guide to Needlework, mentioned above.

ANOTATED LIST OF WEBSITES (In no particular order)
Cauls, Hairnets and Snoods (by Rita Bartholomew)
http://www.knotsindeed.freeservers.com/patterns/snoods.html

Rita Bartholomew has put together an overall excellent website on netting. While this particular
page is on making cauls and hairnets, the entire site is a great resource for netting techniques and
projects. The hairnet projects listed on the site are very useful and useable, and can be adapted to
make a more period hairnet by stitching the netting to a cord instead of using the “drawstring”
method of finishing off the net. The pictures of finished hairnets that accompany each project

are especially nice!



Anne Liese'sFibersand Stuff: Netting
http://www.geocities.com/anne liese w/Netting/netindex.htm

I recommend this website as a "must see” for anyone wanting to make an authentic net. Mistress
Anne Liese of the East Kingdom has published good instructions for making tubular netting the
period way. Check out the "Sources' section! It has areally excellent bibliography to help you
with your further research!

Netting for Hairnets (by M agistra Nicolaa de Bracton)
http://members.tripod.com/nicolaab/articleshairnet.htm

An excellent set of instructions by Magistra Nicolaa for anyone interested in taking up the craft
of netting. Thisweb page gives good, basic documentation for the construction of hairnets with
accompanying illustrations. Especially noteworthy are the very clear diagrams for tying the
basic netting knot (in this case, a picture really is worth athousand words). Thiswas my starting
point for learning how to net and make a caul! Some of the links to her illustrations no longer
work, but al the basic information is still there.

Sixteenth Century Cauls, Hairnets and Snoods
http://costume.dm.net/headwear/snood.html

This web page gives an overview of how cauls, hairnets and hair bags were worn in later period.
More emphasisis given to non-netted headwear, which is what seemsto have been more
prevalent given the examples shown.

Netting
http://www.northnet.or g/ropewor ks/reader/net-1.pdf

A very clearly illustrated set of instructions by Gerald L. Findley in pdf format. If you're still
confused about tying the basic knot, check out these instructions. This document gives diagrams
and instructions for how to carve your own wooden netting shuttle and mesh stick, and also
shows how to start a net by casting it on to aring instead of aloop of cord.

Knotcraft by Stuart E. Grainger
http://www.tr oop54.com/knots/Netting.htm

This webpage is actually an excerpt from Stuart E. Grainger's book "Knotted Fabrics." It
illustrates severa different knots that can be used in netting other than the standard sheet bend,
but unfortunately does not show the technique for making them, other than for the very
interesting "reef knot." The page also briefly discusses alternative netmaking methods



