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Introduction 
 
This is one of a series of instructions for turning your four-panel fitted dress mockup into 
something that you can wear. 
 
This tutorial was written with beginner to intermediate-level sewers in mind. If  
something in these documents is unclear, please contact me and I will try to clarify or 
correct the instructions. There are often many ways to skin a cat. I am presenting 
techniques which work for me and for those who I’ve helped construct a gown. 
 
I have provided a bibliography of main sources at the end, but quite a bit of this tutorial is 
the result of knowledge accumulated throughout years. These instructions are not heavily 
footnoted, as they’re more of user’s guide than formal documentation. Many of the 
references can be found in other papers located at my website. If you need your own 
documentation I’d suggest checking out the books in my bibliography. They’re excellent 
sources, and are good foundation books for anybody interested in knowing more about 
the period. 
 
Placement 
 
Once you have the facing attached to the front opening, you can begin the eyelet holes.  
 
Contrary to modern shoelace and wedding dress lacing technique, the eyelet holes do not 
sit directly across from each other, but are staggered. Instead of taking two ends of a lace 
and criss-crossing them up the opening, you’ll have one end that you run in a spiral1.  
 
I generally place my eyelets no further than an inch apart, and usually I go 3/4” or 
smaller. I use the width of my thumb as a guide, so I don’t have to use a ruler. At the 
neckline, the top eyelet on each side will be directly across from the other. On one side, 
                                                 
1 There is a really fabulous website that explains this in detail: The Zen of Spiral Lacing at 
http://www.festiveattyre.com/research/lacing/lacing.html. I’m including an explanation in this document in 
the interests of information consolidation, and because I have other pertinent thoughts about eyelet 
placement, not to supersede the information in that consummate website. 
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make your next eyelet, and all 
subsequent eyelets (until the 
end) your chosen distance 
apart. On the other side, the 
second eyelet will only be half 
of your distance down. For 
example, if your eyelets are all 
an inch apart, the second eyelet 
will be a half inch down from 
the first. All other eyelets on 
that side will be an inch apart. 
 
At the end, you’ll do the same 
thing, only on the opposite 
side. Mark your eyelet 
placement with pins or chalk. 
Alternatively, I do one side of 
the opening all at once, 
measuring as I go along. When 
working on the second side, I 

mark all of the eyelets, so that I know it will match up in the end. 
 
How far should the eyelet holes be from the edge? I like to place mine about a half inch 
in. That half inch allows the wearer to slightly adjust the support on a day to day basis. 
The garment can be laced so that the opening slightly overlaps, or so the edges just meet. 
This half-inch can make all of the difference on fit for those “fat days” and “skinny 
days”. 
 

 
Figure 2: The front opening with a slight gap, 
and one that’s been overlapped. 

 
Figure 1: The placement of eyelets at the front 
opening. 
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The Problem with Lacing Rings 
 
What about lacing rings? Some people swear by them, and there’s some visual evidence 
in fifteenth century images that they might have been used. However, I do not 
recommend them for costumers making their first supportive dress, especially if a lot of 
support is necessary.  
 
Lacing rings are usually attached to the very edge of the fabric, or as close as possible. 
That’s how they’re shown in a few period examples2. When the lacing ring is at or near 
the edge of the fabric, the orientation of the lace becomes much more vertical. That is, the 
lace itself is approaching straight up and down. When eyelets are used, a lot depends on 
how far apart they’re placed, and how far in from the edge, but the lace is more 
frequently at something like a 45 degree angle from the horizontal3. 
 
 

 
Figure 3: Eyelets vs. lacing rings.  

 
Why is this a problem? The forces pulling at the opening of a fitted dress are largely 
horizontal. The body is trying to pull the dress open horizontally, but the lace is holding it 
closed. If your lace is more horizontally situated, it’s going to be more effective at 
countering the horizontal force of the dress pulling open. If the lace is vertical, it’s almost 
completely perpendicular to the horizontal force, and much less effective. Why? Well, it 

                                                 
2 Some examples include (non-exhaustive) Mary Magdalene in Rogier van der Weyden’s Braque Familly 
Triptych, and presumably the hidden lacing in the “Agnes Sorel Painting”, officially the Virgin and Child 
Surrounded by Angels by Jean Fouquet. 
3 If your eyelets are a half inch from the edge of the fabric, and one inch apart, and you lace the dress so 
that the edges meet but don’t overlap, you’ll have a 45 degree angle to your lace. Because I overlap my 
edges, I like my eyelets to be slightly closer than an inch apart. 
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has to do with physics, trigonometry, and a principal known as vector addition4. In other 
words, that’s just the way it works. A dress made with lacing rings is much more likely to 
gape at the opening.  
 
Even if you’re using eyelets, if they’re placed too far apart, you might run into gaping 
problems. If your holes are further apart vertically than they are horizontally, consider 
adding more eyelets on your next dress.  
 
Creating Eyelets 
 
Eyelet holes are not cut out of the fabric, rather, they are made by pushing the threads 
aside with a pointed object. The sharper the point, the easier it is to poke this hole. For 
years, I used an awl that I ground to make extra sharp, though an awl right from the store 
would suffice. I’ve been known to use a pen or mechanical pencil in a pinch. A sharpened 
chopstick is another option. I now recommend using wood of some sort, not metal, 
because metal can leave microscopic shards that have been known to rust.  
 

 
Figure 4: Using a wooden awl to poke the eyelet hole5. 

                                                 
4 There’s a common problem given to high school physics students which illustrates the principal. If your 
car is stuck in the mud, there’s s telephone pole directly in front of it, and you have a very strong rope or 
chain, what do you do? The answer is to tie the rope to the car and to the pole, then push or pull on the side 
of the rope. The horizontal pull is going to translate into a much stronger force being applied to the front of 
the car to move forward (vertically) than it would if you were to directly pull on the rope. 
5 Shameless plug – to purchase a wooden awl like the one in the image, visit 
http://www.spanishpeacock.com. His work is stellar. 
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Make the hole a little larger than the final desired size of the eyelet. A few threads may 
break, but it isn’t a big deal. The stitches will take up some room, and the threads usually 
close in a bit on themselves. 
 

 
Figure 5: The eyelet, before sewing. 
 
For thread, I generally use narrow silk floss on eyelets. If I were to use buttonhole twist 
thread, I would use two strands for better coverage. For DMC floss I use two or three 
threads. 
 
Once the hole is poked, you have the option of sewing a whip stitch around the edge to 
keep the eyelet open. I don’t generally do this, but some people say that it makes a 
difference. 
 
Thread your needle, and tie a knot in the opposite end. If you use a long enough thread, 
you can do several eyelets with one thread, running the thread between the facing and the 
dress fabric between each eyelet. The continuous thread is sturdier and faster than tying a 
knot, which may come unraveled, at the beginning and end of each eyelet. 
 
Start each eyelet someplace other than near the edge of the fabric. The most stress on the 
eyelets will be near the edge, as that’s the way the lace will be pulling. I like to start 
directly opposite of the edge. 
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Poke the needle up, from the wrong side, a slight distance away from the hole. I always 
work from the right side of the fabric, so I can see where the thread is going to come 
through. The needle is going down through the hole, and is coming up through the fabric. 
 

 
Figure 6: Right side of the fabric. The needle is going down through the hole, and 
coming up through the fabric. The shadows make it look like the needle is going down 
through the fabric as well. 
 
The knot will be on the wrong side of the fabric. 
 

 
Figure 7: Wrong side of the fabric. 
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The first stitch is a little trickier, since there’s no previous stitch to “lock” it in place. Put 
the needle back down the hole, and come up as close to the edge of the hole as you can. 
 

 
Figure 8: Right side of the fabric. Again, the needle is actually going down through the 
hold and up through the fabric.  
 
When doing this stitch, make sure that the loop of the thread is towards you. This will 
lock the first stitch in place when you do the next. 
 

 
Figure 9: Right side of the fabric. After pulling the needle through. 
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For the next stitch, make sure that the thread is looped as it’s shown. When you pull it 
tight, the loop will lock this stitch in place. Each stitch for the rest of the eyelet will look 
like this. 
 

 
Figure 10: The second stitch. The needle comes out over the loop of thread. 
 
When you pull the stitch tight, you’ll have a knot at the edge of the hole. Each stitch has 
one leg, radiating out from the hole, and one knot, defining the edge of the eyelet. 
 
 

 
Figure 11: After the first two stitches. 
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Continue with a buttonhole stitch all the way around the eyelet. As you go, you might 
need to poke the hole again with your awl to keep it open.  
 

 
Figure 12: About a third of the way around. I’ve just poked the awl through again to 
redefine the hole. 
 
To finish off the eyelet, make one last stitch in the remaining space. 
 

 
Figure 13: The last regular stitch. 
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Finishing is important. I like to ensure that the thread overlaps in some way where the 
beginning and end of the eyelet meet. You can do another regular stitch over the first one, 
or I usually just poke the needle through to the back in the knot of the first stitch. 
 

 
Figure 14: The last stitch just goes to the back. 
 
 

 
Figure 15: The finished eyelet, from the front. It’s not the greatest, but that’s why you 
practice on scraps of your dress fabric. 
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The thread will come in near the edge of the back side. 
 

 
Figure 16: Wrong side of the fabric.  
 
Instead of tying the knot right at the edge, where it might undergo friction and stress, run 
the thread through the fabric, or between the facing and dress fabric, a little away from 
the eyelet, and tie the knot off there.  
 

 
Figure 17: Wrong side of the fabric. The finished eyelet. 
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Eyelets go quickly, once you have practice. Always try a few eyelets on the fabric that 
you’ll be working with, if that’s wool and linen, or silk and wool. You can then decide to 
make your legs longer or shorter depending on how it looks. For this wool, the first eyelet 
had short legs. I made a second eyelet with longer legs on each stitch, which ended up 
looking a little better. For additional practice, and to get into the flow, start the eyelets on 
your dress near the bottom.  
 

 
Figure 18: For this fabric, I like an eyelet with slightly longer legs better. You can also 
play with the density of the stitches. On the left, the stitches are closer together than they 
are on the right. 
 
 
Lacing 
 
When lacing, spiral the lace through the eyelets. That means that if you came out on the 
right side, go in on the left side. When we’re lacing our shoes we tend to do it the other 
way, out on the right side, out on the left side, etc. This allows for overlap, and looks 
more like the period depictions that we see of lacing.  
 

 
Figure 19: Spiral laced, with a slight gap for illustration. 
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Whether you start lacing at the top or the bottom is largely a matter of preference. There 
have been debates on which is more historically accurate. Certainly, there are depictions 
of Mary breastfeeding Jesus, with her dress unlaced from the top.  
 
Whichever end you start on, tie a knot in the lace large enough to not go through the 
eyelet.  
 

 
Figure 20: A knot tied in the end of the lace holds it in. Admittedly, this is more of a rats 
nest because I used it before trimming the ends of my lace.6 
 
If the eyelets are too big, you might need to thread the lace through the first two eyelets, 
and tie the end on the inside of the gown, then using the long end to stick out of the next 
hole up. 
 

                                                 
6 Now you all see how sloppy all of my work really is. I’m a bit embarrassed… but not enough to make a 
whole new dress just to take pictures of. 
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Figure 21: Tied on the inside of the dress. 
 
 

 
Figure 22: Poke the lace from the back to the front, in the lowest hole (the one that’s half 
distance from the first eyelets). 
 
You can generally get away with a fairly short cord, even less than a yard. It’s difficult to 
fingerloop a cord that’s much longer than your arm without assistance, but this will work 
fine. As you lace, you might have to tighten as you make your way up, but all you need at 
the top is a few extra inches to tie off at the end. 
 
When you’ve reached the end, you can lace it through the top hole a second time for 
strength. I usually just tie it off using a slip knot. 
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Figure 23: The top of the dress, from the inside 
 
You can slip knot the loose end to the last laced section on the inside. The pictures show 
this loose, but you can easily hold every piece taut as you go. It’s an easy way to tie it, 
keeping it closed, and leaving it easy to undo. 
 

 
Figure 24: Loop around the last laced section. 
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Essentially, just keep sticking a new loop in the old loop, and pull the old loop tight 
around the new loop, until you have a slip knot.  
 

 
Figure 25: Tie into a slip knot. 
 
If you keep it pulled tight as you go, the top edges can be so tight that they overlap. 
 

 
Figure 26: The finished knot.  
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