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This is an area that has always intrigued me. Craftsman down through the ages seem to have had a fascination with
creating items that look like something else. Sewing tools are no exception and there are hundreds of examples in all
kinds of materials. The Victorians were especially fond of figural pieces, but there are also much earlier pieces that fit
this description. This is one area in all types of collectables where people specialize. As I've started researching the
possibilities and taking pictures, I've realized that's there's too much material to be properly covered in one newslet-
ter. I'll divide it into 2 or 3 parts so that I can add more pictures and information. Actually, I'm pretty sure that a book
could be written on this subject.

The first question to ask is 'What does figural mean?'. Some say that the item has to resemble the item being repre-
sented in its entirety. Others call any piece decorated with a representation of something else 'figural'. I've run an
informal poll of fellow collectors and dealers and have come up with the following definition. To be considered
'figural' an item has to have at least some of the shaping of the item being represented. A needle case that's decorated
with flowers, for example, isn't figural, but a stiletto with a flower shaped handle would be.

Figural Needlework Tools * Thimble Holders & Needle Cases

Figure1. Egg Shaped
Thimble Holders 1:Veg-
etable ivory, English
c.1880. 2: Bone, English
c.1850. 3: Vegetable
ivory, English c.1890. 4:
Sterling silver, American
c.1900. 5: Wood,
Mauchline wear, Scot-
land c.1880. 6: Bone,
English c.1840. 7:
Gilded metal, French,
c.1780. 8: Ivory, English
c.1870. 9: Steel with
gunmetal finish & gilt
bands, English c.1820.



Figure 2. Acorn Shaped Thimble Holders 1: Wood, English  c.1870. 2, 4, 6, 8, 9, 10 & 11: Vegetable ivory, English  c.1870-90.
3: Sterling - gilded top, American (Tiffany & Co.) c. 1910. 5: Bone - painted detail on top, English  c.1820. 7: Wood, Early
Tunbridge ware, English  c.1800 12: Wood, English  c.1820. 1 1/8” to 2 7/8” long (2.9 - 7.3 cm).
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With the possible exception of knitting and netting needles, I can't think of any needlework tool that hasn't been
produced with a figural form. With that in mind, I'm going show examples and will try to give information about
them in the captions.

Some figural forms are more common than others. The shape of the item has to fit the use, so egg and acorn shapes
are often used for thimble holders. (Figs. 1 & 2). They were made of materials as humble as wood up to the fabulous
made of solid gold with exquisite craftmanship (Fig. 3). Wooden bears carved in Switzerland were popular thimble
holders (Fig.6) and various animals pulling little mother of pearl carts were also used for that purpose (Fig.4). Shoes
and slippers were extensively modeled as thimble holders and can be found in a staggering array of styles and
materials (Fig.5). Other thimble holders resemble walnuts, pinecones, baskets, beehives, satchels, steins, barrels,
ships, books, urns, mushrooms and hat boxes (Figs. 7-10), and there are many more. Bog oak thimble holders are
often carved as cauldrons, pots, owls and the more rarely seen cat (Fig.11).



Figure 6. Wooden “Black Forest” thimble bears, Swiss c. 1890. 2 - 3” high (5.1 - 7.6 cm)

Figure 4. Brass goat with mother of pearl cart, French  c.1870. 3 3/4”
long (9.5 cm).
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Figure 3. Solid 22 caret gold thimble holder
with multi colored gold applied decoration,
French c.1850. 2” high (5 cm).

Figure 5. Cobalt glass shoe & sterling thimble, English
c.1880.  2 3/8” long  (6.1 cm).



Figure 10. Tiny mother of pearl basket
with brass trim holds a child’s brass
thimble, c. 1870. 1 1/2” high (3.8 cm).

Figure 8. Carved wooden snail.Shell lifts
up on hinge to reveal space for thimble,
c.1900. 4” long (10.2 cm).
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Figure 7. English pewter bulldog.
Top pivots open to hold thimble, c.
1890. 1 7/8” high (4.8 cm).

Figure 11. Owl and cat thimble holders carved of bog oak, Irish
c. 1890. Cat is 1 7/8” high (4.8 cm).

Long and thin items were perfect for needle cases, so one often sees parasols, quivers of arrows, keys, fish, rolling
pins, peapods, high boots and standing figures of men and women. The most famous of these are probably the
Dieppe ivory fisherman and woman. There are also slippers, violins, grandfather clocks, cornucopias, alligators,
long baskets of flowers or fruit, logs and many, many more (Figs.11-29).

Figure 11. Carved wooden alligator needle
case, English  c. 1890. 5 3/8” long (13.6
cm).

Needle Cases

Figure 9. Painted wood
mushroom thimble holder,
German  c.1900. 2” high
(5cm).



Figure 13. Silver needle cases in the form of men in
traditional dress and period costume. The figure
on the left is German  c. 1850 and the one on the
right is French  c.1860.  2 5/8” high (6.7 cm).

Figure 12. Dieppe carved ivory fisherman and woman
needle cases, French c.1800. They are wearing the tra-
ditional costume of this area of France. The figures
pull open in the middle and needles are kept in the
cylinder inside. 3 1/4” high (3.8 cm).

Figure 15. French “lady” needle cases, one gold and one silver,
c.1860-1880. Longest is 3 1/2” long (8.9 cm).
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Figure 14. Silver needle case
in the form of a woman in tra-
ditional dress, German  c. 1850.
3” high (7.6 cm).

Figure 16. Key shaped needle cases. Top is Dieppe ivory, French c.1820.
Bottom example is steel set with agate, c1780. 3 3/8” long (8.6 cm).



Figure 19. Various fish shaped needle cases. From top: 1:
French steel, c.1820. 2: German silver, c.1850. 3:  German
silver gilt, c.1850. 4: French silver, c.1860. 5: French mother
of pearl, c.1800. 6: English bone with steel spangles, c.1820.
Longest is 3 3/4” long (9.5 cm).

Figure 18. Carved bone
needle case in the form
of a castle turret, En-
glish c.1880. 2 1/8” high
(5.4 cm).
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Figure 21.  Boot
needle case carved of
horn & bone, En-
glish c.1850.  2 1/4”
long (5.7 cm).

Figure 20. Parasol shaped needle cases and a rolling pin, all
carved of bone and containing Stanhope viewers,  English
c.1890. Top example is  4” long (10.1 cm).

Figure 17. Carved wooden
pedestal needle case with
Alpine figure, German c.
1890. 4 1/2” high (11.4 cm)

Figure 22. Porcelain leg
needle case complete
with stocking and shoe,
French c.1820.  2 1/2”
long (6.3 cm).

Figure 23. Exquisite Dieppe carved ivory needle case, basket of
grapes, French  c. 1800.  2 7/8” (7.3 cm).



Figure 26. Silver
quiver needle case,
French  c.1850. 3
1/4” long (8.3 cm).

Figure 24. Realistic gilded silver log needle case, French, c.1880.  2
3/4” long (7 cm).

Figure 25. Carved wooden slipper needle case with lighter wood mar-
quetry, German c.1890.  3 1/8” long (7.9 cm).
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Figure 28. Carved bone needle cases decorated with steel spangles,
French and English c.1820. The bellows is 3 3/8” long (8.6 cm).

Figure 27. Dieppe
ivory peapod needle
case, French  c.1800.
3 3/4” long (9.5 cm).

Figure 29. Palais Royal mother of pearl needle cases, French c.1820.
They are carved to the shape of the motifs represented and can thus
be considered figural. Needle case on left is 4” long (10.6 cm).


