Christological Motives in Song Culture
Abstract: Christ in the Flemish Lace Schools

Lace was the single most important employer of women workers in nineteenth century
Flanders, the northern, Dutch-speaking half of Belgium. Lace skills were taught to
Flemish girls from around the age of five or sixin lace schools. Such schools were often
run by lay sisters or female religious orders, or at least someone with a reputation for
piety. Songs were used in lace schools both to regulate the rhythms of the work but also
to foster devotion. Even after lacemakers had left the schools, they took these songs
with them; hence religion was woven into their lively, collective work culture. Jesus and
other members of the Holy Family were very familiar, and very present figures in this
culture: it was not unknown for them to manifest directly in lacemakers’ lives. In this
paper, | will examine the sung narratives concerning Jesus that were used in the lace
schools, and how these shaped lacemakers’ religious outlook. Flemish lacemakers
were profoundly Catholic, but their version of Biblical history could be quite heterodox.
The mystic and feminine (if not feminist) elements of their songs mixed with a strong
dose of social criticism, focussed on poverty, hunger and male brutality.
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