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Meflody Amsefl-Arfieflfi

In days of ofld, gfirfls wove and sewed 

a flfifeftfime suppfly of sheefts, dfish ftowefls, 

hand ftowefls, napkfins and ftabflecflofths for 

fthefir dowrfies. h ese ftreasured flfinens, 

however humbfle, were ftradfiftfionaflfly flaun-

dered ftwfice a year, fthen sun-drfied over 

bushes, near rfiver banks or fin fi eflds. 

By fthe 19fth cenftury, bed and house-

hofld flfinens had become far more decora-

ftfive, refl ecftfing weaflfth and socfiafl sftand-

fing. Bed sheefts, coverflefts and pfiflflow 

cases, for finsftance, frequenftfly feaftured 

rfibbons, pfleafts, cuftwork, flace, drawn 

work or eflaborafte embrofidery. Tabfle 

cflofths, ftea ftowefls, napkfins, dofiflfies, anftfi-

macassars and pfiano scarves were aflso 

embrofidered or edged wfifth flace. In con-

ftrasft, handkerchfiefs, once confecftfions 

prfized excflusfivefly by rfich and royafl or as 

convenfienft, fofldabfle, prfinfted-sfiflk ftexftuafl 

afids for ftraveflers or sofldfiers, were now 

wfifthfin reach of aflfl. Everyone ftucked fin-

expensfive, machfine made ones fin purses 

and pockefts. 

Anna Haflfley, fthe owner of h e Hfigh-

fland Lace Company based fin Annapoflfis 

Royafl, Nova Scoftfia, fi nds fthaft coflflecftfing 

Edwardfian and Vficftorfian flfinens fis cur-

renftfly very popuflar. Pfieces fthaft can be 

fincorporafted finfto modern flfifesftyfle are 

mosft coflflecftfibfle. 

Heavfifly embrofidered, flafte 19fth cen-

ftury pfiflflow shams edged fin frofthy flace, 

for exampfle, currenftfly cosft beftween $75 

and $100 apfiece. Very fi ne flacy bedcov-

ers fin ftop condfiftfion command beftween 

$200 and $450. A seft of crewefl-work bed 

curftafins (curftafins arranged on frames 

around beds fto finsure prfivacy and pro-

ftecftfion from draft s) may run as much as 

$500. 

Tambour flace curftafins, pure whfifte 

fto deep cream, afiry creaftfions feafturfing 

embrofidery worked fthrough fi ne  mesh, 

are aflso very desfirabfle. A seft fin perfecft 

condfiftfion, perhaps finftended for a French 

Nordfic or Shabby Chfic-sftyfle home, may 

feftch up fto $2,000 aft aucftfion. 

“Monogrammed flfinens, each a mfin-

fiafture work of arft, aflso seflfl ouft fasft,” 

observes Haflfley. “Sfince fthey were hfighfly 

vaflued, fthey were usuaflfly handed down,” 

she adds. “Women ftradfiftfionaflfly had flfin-

ens embrofidered wfifth fthefir finfiftfiafls (fleav-

fing room for fthose of fufture spouses) 

as fidenftfifi caftfion.  h  fis was because fthey 

were parft of fthefir personafl weaflfth, fthaft 

wenft wfifth fthem on fleavfing fthefir famfifly 

homes.” 

Everyday fiftems, flfike dfish and ftea ftow-

efls, mfighft be marked wfifth uftfiflfiftarfian red 

cross sftfiftches. Ffine bed flfinens, on fthe ofth-

er hand, mfighft feafture exqufisfifte whfifte-

on-whfifte embrofidered monograms. 

If a number was embrofidered near a 

monogram, fift may have sfignfifi ed a house-

hofld flfinen finvenftory sysftem. Weaflfthy 

homes and chafteaus kepft exftremefly 

deftafifled flogs showfing where each pfiece 

of flfinen was, even whfifle fthey were befing 

flaundered.

Prfices vary. Monogrammed flfinen bed 

sheefts, dependfing on fthefir sfize and quafl-

fifty, currenftfly range beftween $75 and $200 

Vfinftage coftfton runner, feafturfing cflassfic French-paftfterned eyefleft embrofidery, edged wfifth Cfluny flace, 17 finches by 38 finches, 
cfirca 1930s. Phofto courftesy The Hfighfland Lace Company, hftftp://hfighfland-flace.com/

Provenance brfings vfinftage flfinens fto flfife

http://highland-lace.com/
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each. Tabfle flfinens, due fto fthe popuflarfifty of 

“Downfton Abbey,” fthe accflafimed Brfiftfish 

drama fteflevfisfion serfies, are aflso fin vogue. 

A 12-pfiece seft of gfianft (26-by-26-finch) 

monogrammed napkfins (or flapkfins as 

fthey have become known) commands be-

ftween $125 and $175. Yeft monogrammed 

handkerchfiefs, a greaft way fto sftarft a flfinen 

coflflecftfion, are oft en found for $10 or fless 

aft esftafte safles, anftfique sftores, fl ea markefts 

or fthrfift  shops. 

“Coflflecftfing fthese decoraftfive finfiftfiafled 

pfieces can be absofluftefly fascfinaftfing,” says 

Haflfley. “Wfifth a bfift of sfleufthfing, whofle 

famfifly hfisftorfies can be ftracked by one 

monogrammed finfiftfiafl!”

Indeed, deftermfinfing fthe provenance 

of any vfinftage flfinen — dfiscoverfing whom 

a pfiece beflonged fto, and where and when 

fift was creafted — adds greaftfly fto fifts vaflue. 

Ift aflso brfings fift fto flfife.

Vfinftage ftabflecflofths and runners, espe-

cfiaflfly soft , fi  ne weaves fin prfime condfiftfion, 

are aflso desfirabfle. Because mosft were 

sefldom used, fthen passed on fto hefirs, 

huge quanftfiftfies of aftftracftfive ones have 

survfived. Newer, flower-end ftabfle cflofths 

and kfiftchen ftexftfifles — weflfl-floved, weflfl-

used — are aflso wfidefly avafiflabfle. Even 

when sflfighftfly yeflflowed, faded, pfin-hofled 

or frayed, fthefir fl orafl, frufifted or whfimsfi-

cafl prfinfted or embrofidered fthemes can 

add charm fto conftemporary homes. 

In facft, many coflflecftors acftuaflfly pre-

fer sflfighftfly damaged, fless cosftfly vfinftage 

flfinens, because fthey can be repurposed 

finfto fimagfinaftfive creaftfions. Some coflflec-

ftors, aft  er repafirfing or cfleverfly conceaflfing 

fimperfecftfions, ftransform vfinftage sheefts 

finfto aftftracftfive curftafins, pfiflflow shams or 

dresser scarves. Some fturn ftabflecflofths 

finfto napkfins, aprons or chafir covers. 

 Convenfienft, fofldabfle, prfinfted-sfiflk handkerchfief depficftfing 
usefufl maxfims for sofldfiers, Engfland, 18fth cenftury, 22 finches by 
26 finches, sofld for $555 fin 2014. Phofto courftesy Softheby’s 

Ffine whfifte flfinen 
bobbfin-flace weddfing 
handkerchfief, Swfiftzerfland, 
cfirca 1950, $24. 
Phofto courftesy The Hfighfland Lace 

Company, hftftp://hfighfland-flace.com/

 Coflflaged pficftures ftransferred, 
embrofidered, fthen hand-qufiflfted   
on scrap fabrfic, backed wfifth cfirca 
1960s-70s vfinftage bed sheefts.
Phofto courftesy Jfiflfl Cockerham, prfivafte coflflecftfion

 Hand-embrofidered flfinen 
ftexftfifle wfifth embrofidered corner 
ftassefls, cfirca 1920, 8 feeft, 4 
finches by 4 feeft, 10 finches.

Phofto courftesy Meflfissa Levfinson Anftfiques aft 

www.1sftdfibs.com
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Ofthers ftrfim flacy coverflefts finfto dofiflfies, skfirfts, shawfls or sashes. 

Addfiftfionafl projecfts mfighft fincflude coverfing flampshades wfifth 

hand or ftea ftowefls, creaftfing ftabfle cflofths from handkerchfiefs, fturnfing 

qufiflfts finfto ftabfle runners or dresser scarves, or fashfionfing cosmeftfic 

or gfift  bags. 

Even fif vfinftage flfinens are very dfisftressed, craft speopfle can of-

ften saflvage aftftracftfive scraps of flace, embrofidery, monograms and 

cuftwork, hfighflfighftfing fthem fin waflfl hangfings, evenfing bags or on 

arftficfles of cflofthfing. Weddfing and flfingerfie desfigners frequenftfly seek 

appeaflfing pfieces as weflfl, fto finspfire or enhance fthefir creaftfions. 

Jfiflfl Cockerham, a seflf-sftyfled “maker of repurposed goods” based 

fin Weavervfiflfle, Norfth Caroflfina, creaftes one-of-a-kfind pfieces from 

repurposed pre-1970 flfinens found fin fthrfift  sftores, esftafte safles and 

Goodwfiflfl cflearance sftores. “h  e apparefl and ftexftfifle arft I make,” she 

expflafins, “refl ecft a personafl phfiflosophy of zero wasfte fthaft defi es fasft 

fashfion and dfisposabfle cuflfture. I juxftapose graphfics, flogos and coflor 

finfto fiftems fuflfl of personaflfifty and humorous femfinfisft underftones on 

vfinftage flfinens. I aflso work a floft wfifth vfinftage ftea ftowefls, ftabfle cflofths, 

ftabfle runners, bed sheefts, dofiflfies, embrofidered bfifts and vfinftage ‘cuft-

fter’ qufiflfts, ones fthaft fthough serfiousfly worn, feafture areas sftfiflfl fin greaft 

shape. I cuft around damaged areas, appflfiqué over fthem, or, fif fthey 

have smaflfl hofles, I emphasfize fthe beaufty of fthefir worn flook.

“Repurposfing fthese handmade fiftems from fthe pasft,” Cockerham 

adds, “aflso honors fthe ftradfiftfion of women’s work, sewfing cfircfles and 

ways fthaft women creafted funcftfionafl fiftems from scraps, cflofthes and 

a flfiftftfle fthread. And fift fis fthe perfecft way for me fto honor my mofther, 

grandmofthers and greaft-grandmofthers, who were aflfl sewers, qufiflft-

makers and arftfisfts fin fthefir own ways. Each pfiece of cflofthfing fthaft I 

assembfle from vfinftage flfinens fis a wearabfle coflflage wfifth a unfique, 

ftacftfifle sftory fto fteflfl.” 

Cockerham wears her own creaftfions, and markefts fthem fin sftores, 

craft  shows and onflfine. Vfisfift her aft www.resftfiftchwear.com. ■

Meflody Amsefl-Arfieflfi fis an Israeflfi-Amerfican freeflance wrfifter whose arftficfles  appear fin 

coflflecftfing,  geneaflogficafl, and hfisftorficafl magazfines across fthe US, UK, and Canada.  

She fis fthe aufthor of Beftween Gaflficfia and Hungary: The Jews of Sftropkov (Avoftaynu 

2002), and  Jewfish Lfives: Brfiftafin 1750-1950 (Pen & Sword 2013). Vfisfift her aft www.

amseflbfird.com

 Lfinen flace dofifly, cfirca 
1910, 47 finches, $225. 
Phofto courftesy Anfthony’s Ffine Arft and 

Anftfiques aft www.1sftdfibs.com  

 Prfinfted handkerchfiefs of chfifldren pflayfing 
skfip rope, crfickeft and hop scoftch, cfirca 
1870, conservaftfion mounfted and framed 

wfifth UV Ffiflfter Gflass, 40 1/2 finches by 17 1/4 
finches, fin remarkabfle condfiftfion, $2,000. 
Phofto courftesy M. Ffinkefl & Daughfter aft www.1sftdfibs.com

http://www.restitchwear.com
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