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Silk in Furopean and American Trade before 1783

A commodity of commerce or a frivolous 1 ?

'Busa:tlmelstakenfrommyasyettmwbllstmdbookm'me
English Silk Tndustry 1700-1825, and especially from the chapters on
raw silk and the distribution of the woven material. In addition, I
havemdenedthesoopeforttusta]ktodlsmssthesubjectmre
generally. In terms of general economic history the quantities of
sﬂkproduoedandsoldaremnusaxlemttherearealotof
instructive points to be made which are of general importance - as
well as some very pretty objects. The latter are "documents" in the
Frendmsenseaswellasmﬂcsofart—apomtﬂ'latmanypeoplehave
heard me make only too often. One aspect which I shall state now and,
no doubt, several more times in different ways is that we must
mxderstandforwhatapartlwlarflbrewasusedarxihowthatusemay
change. Since for all clothing and furnishing there were,
effectively, four fibres this should seem self-evident but it does
notalvnysseemtobe.mtheoﬂmerharﬁ statistics compiled in a
period when in no sense were they compiled scientifically or
objectively I prefer to treat with great caution. They can point
research in a useful direction but not much more. The Customs
compiled yearly statistics of imports and exports in the Port Bocks
now in the Public Record Office in London [1]. They used the great
pound, however, and an out of date Book of Rates. So what ? The
statistics did tell me to which countries English silks were exported
and which were the most important markets, of which more anon.

Sources of raw silk:
The Warp
Evenatthlsfuststageanapprecmtlmoftherealobjectls
of great importance. The silk for the warp had to be of higher
qualltythanthatfortheweftsmoelttookthesh:mnoftheloan
in weaving. Noteveryco.mtrywhldmgrewsnkcouldpmdwea
suitable quality. In the 17th-18th century there were two main
sources. The first was China and it was imported into Europe with
other goods by the English, French and Dutch East India Companies.
The quality was usually excellent but it arrived spasmodically [2]
making it difficult for silkmen and weavers alike. The second and
more important source was Piedmont , an easy market for Lyon in the
secmﬂhalfofthel?thoentnytutasthemgllshlrdustryemarded
competition in Piedmont between the French and English grew
increasingly tense - and the price rose . Raw silk was also
from Spain in the first half of the 18th century but it is not clear
whether it was intended for the warp or the weft. Some silk was
exported already thrown as organzine [3]. The pressure of demand led
mthcmmtrlestolookforotherswrc&smthewthoenurry The
English tried growing silk in Georgia and South Carolina but
although the climate was suitable slave labour was not.[4] The white
mulberry cannot be grown in Northern Europe as a commercial
enterprise. Whether or not the myth is true that James I of England
encouraged the planting of mulberries is irrelevant because what
grows nicely in England is the red mulberry , delicious for humans
but not for silk worms. 'meFJ:'enchweremx:hmrepractlcalandbegan
to grow silk in Provence where both labour and climate were suitable.
This did not entirely satisfy their needs but reduced French
dependance on Piedmont.



The weft

The weft could be of a much lower quality although the finest
dress silks required good glossy tram. Raw silk was the main import
of the English Levant Company [5] founded in the late 16th century.
There were many qualities [6] and when thrown it had different uses.
Thus even in the same textile the ground weft and the pattern and
brocaded wefts had different needs, one functional and one
decorative. Although imported from Turkey the silk itself came from
Persia. The markup on its passage throuch Turkey was thought to be
exhorbitant and thus the English tried to negotiate for its passage
through Russia but that attempt proved abortive as the khans of the
south were even more rapacious than the Turkish merchants [7]. Many
different kinds of silk were handled by the importers, brokers,
silkmen and throwsters. Silk with a naturally yellowish colour could
be dyed deep colours, it was useless for white or pale colours. Silk
was needed for decorative features in worsteds "silk camlets" or to
be woven with linen as "half silks" or with cut and uncut worsted
velvet for "caffoys". Although the degree of twist and ply is
highly relevant the initial quality was vital. If the throwster in
Sherborne or Macclesfield opened a bale and found the wrong quality
he could not carry out the order he had been given[8].

Bengal Silk

This could not be used for high quality goods even as late as the
mid 19th century. There are three hanks in the current exhibition of
Flowered Silks in the V&A, one from China , one from Hungary and one
from Bengal all shown in the 1851 exhibition. The Hungarian is
possibly the best and the Chinese is glossy and white but, alas, the
low quality of the Indian silk is quite apparent even to a non-
specialist. It could be and was used for cheap goods like cheap
handkerchiefs which were going to be printed, for example. (Bandanas
were important East India Company imports - and these were cheap
handkerchiefs ). Bengal silk was also used for scarfs and tapes for
"Bengal scarf" is listed in the inventories of two weavers of
ferrits.

Our earliest silk handkerchiefs are the printed Oxford Almanacs
which first appeared in the 17th century, printed with printer’s ink
and not intended to take any strain. Because silk was intrinsically
expensive and printing messy with considerable waste the best silk
was not used for this purpose. The defects of Indian silk were a
considerable handicap to the English industry. Indeed, as late as
1823 a silkman complained to a Select Committee of the House of
Commons that "East India Silk is in its infancy as far as quality".
[9]

Narrow

So far I have outlined the sources of raw silk for broad silks
but silk for narrow weaving was just as important. A distinction was
made at the time between "broad" and "narrow" but the latter included
as many variations as the former. There were the ribbons decorating
the petticoat breeches of Louis X1V, the silk and worsted lace needed
for trimming a chair, the simple narrow ribbon for threading through
a baby’s smock, the ribbon facing to a livery, millinery ribbons
supplied by chapmen* for servant girls’ bomnets and those supplied,
say, to Queen Mary by the most fashionable haberdashers, points for
holding up breeches, ephemeral favours woven in gauze to celebrate a
royal wedding [10], the edgings used by bookbinders and many other
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uses. The finest silk ribbons from St.Etienne or Coventry required
warp threads of comparable quality to the contemporary broad silks.

Silk Thread

Waste and wild silk was spun and used for sewing silk,
stockings, kneegarters, ferrits, fringes and for knittings. Even with
sewing thread there was a difference between that needed for
functional use and that for embroidery and then there was the silk to
form the core of metal thread. Willmott ,the throwster in Sherborne,
aobjected strongly when a bale contained too much of such low quality
silk as the profit in working it was too low [11].

- There was thus a use for most types of raw silk but the
processing could present special problems only apparent when the bale
was opened after its jouwrnmey from Aleppo or wherever. It could
arrive dirty, muddled or damp or even with a large lump of salt
inside to give a false idea of the quantity of silk. These problems
are however marginally relevant to a paper on trade - even if they
make the search for more reliable sources quite understandable. Both
throwster and weaver were, however, totally frustrated whenever
either the silk for the warp or that for the weft was unobtainable-
the one was useless without the other. A sudden shortage of raw silk
could be devastating [12]. The attempts to revive industries in
northern Italy and Spain in the middle and third quarter of the 18th
century were accompanied by strong mercantilist policies which aimed
at restricting the export of the raw material to encourage home
production.

Broad Silks

Silk was, of course, a lwary, and thus its periods of
difficulty do not always conform to general periods of boom and slump
and were affected by factors which were not applicable to other
textiles. Moreover, as we shall see, ribbons might be in fashion when
broad silks were not, so that the weavers in Lyon and London
languished while those in St Etienne and Coventry were quite happy.
The throwsters might find a change in the type of silk they were sent
and its quantity but would still survive.

Silk was, however, an essential luwxaury, a nice contradiction in
terms. A worsted suit or a coat needed facings and linings. Linen was
certainly used for the parts which did not show but silk was needed
for the parts which did. Moreover, we are talking about western
Europe and America in a time of increasing trade and rising
prosperity. There were only the four fibres and until the mid 18th
century it was impossible to print fabrics with the skill of the
Indian craftsman. The natural way to decorate a textile was to weave
a pattern and the natural fibre for all social occasions was silk.
Wool, worsted and linen were all important - indeed the most
expensive fabric bought by Barbara Johnson was broadcloth for a
riding habit[13]. Mixtures were, however, an equally important part
of the repertoire of both clothing and furnishing and there are some
very interesting late 17th and early 18th century silk and linen
mixed fabrics preserved in New England collections. Silk and woollen
interests combined in 1719-21 in the campaign to prohibit the use and
wear of printed cotton in England and the market over which they
fought - for all the rhetoric - was not that of high fashion but the
cheap mixtures and coarse silks used for mundane purposes[14].

Two other features are relevant to the period from the mid 17th
century till 1783. Firstly , after the period of petticoat breeches




cutcmngedmxmussradiczllythancolaxrardpatternmtilthe
1770s. Secondly, silk furnishings were very important in the richest
households in the 17th century but from the 1730s were ousted (though
not overnight ) by plain painted or wall-papered walls and by
printed fustian, legal in England from 1736 and by printed cottons,
1egalfrm1774.1nF:ancethedatemmcottonsbecmelegalwas
1759. Changes in the style of patterns belong mainly to ancther talk
but their relevance here is the effect of such changes on trade.
Imcurysilks,however,renainedmusebythesocialclassesfm
angtomerchantardbythesamepeoplefortheircxrriages,state
rooms and , in England, barges, and for the Churches and Synagogues.
Such demand continued even when the more volatile changes in style
changed the type of dress fabric. Venice had been the great supplier
of vestments in the 17th century and rich vestments survive woven to
shape.'miswasyetanoﬂmermrketwhidlthenemhwemprwdof
capturing in the 18th century[15].

Bytheearly18thcerrb.n'ythereweretvngreatrivals,Franceand
England, with Holland beginning to trail behind. If you visit the
exhibition currently in the V&A you will see the standard achieved by
the English in Spitalfields but, equally important in the present
corrtext,iswherethsesimshavecanefran,anaspecttakenﬁnther
in the book Silk Desions of the 18th century in the collection of the
Victoria and Albert Museum, due out in November.

'Iherehavebeenplerrtyofgeneraldiscussionsabarttheshiftin
trade from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic but while the former
remained vital for the supply of raw silk for the weft it was the
latter which was relevant to the success of the English. The British
NavigatimActsarﬂcamnardofﬂ:eseahanperedFrameduringtheWar
oftheSpanishSuccessionardconti:medtodoso.'meFrermmLym
complained to their Intendant in Paris that the ports were "bouchee"
[16].'meearlyde£ignsbyJamslananstmﬂ1atthiswasjust the
time when the English were boldly competing in the most fashionable
market. The first silk to come to light dating from 1710 is
completely sophisticated both in design and execution[17]. The
American Colonies were crucial to this industry as they were to the
production of all other consumer goods[18]. While the French could
notgetouttotheirwnmarketsthisonegrewrapidly.'nms,of
partiwlarim;nrtanceistheportraitofIsaacdePeysterintheNew
York Historical Society because he wears a nightgown of silk which
canbedatedtol?OQbytheLanandesignsmilehems,hinself,a
merchant with a brother who had visited London and Rotterdam in 1707-
8[19].Franthenm51mvivjmd)jectsbearaxtthestatistisofme
PortBookswhichrecordyearbyyearexportsandimports.Itslmld
be said in passing that a five yearly survey is irrelevant when
looking for so fashionable a material. I looked at every year till
1780 and found enormous variations. The vast array of business
correspondence in American state archives and Historical Societies
confirms the importance of the drawback on exported silk after 1722
and the regularity of this trade, for the insurance premiums given in
the invoices are not high.

French Markets
from Paris itself , the source of fashion and the best

market in the country, French silks were sent to Southern Europe,
Spain , Portugal and Italy ( while Ttalian furnishing silks were sent
alloverﬂmopefranGenoaandsimilarports).Frenchsilkswere
senttoGermnyamithrGnguttheAustm-}hmgarianmpirefm

-D-

Vienna ( and English competition there was resented [20 . In
Norﬂlemmn'ope they were sent to Sweden. By the 177OS[thiy)faced
competition in many of these traditional markets from the revived
stat.:e—protected, native industries. There were such industries 1r’1
Spain, Northern Italy and Sweden. Sweden has been documented this
year by the publication of Anders Berch’s collection by the Nordiska
Museet[21]. Even J.n the mid 18th century the factory set up by
GotzkmskymBerlmrestrictedtheactivitisofboﬂltheFrermand
the Ehgllsh. exporters[22]. Against this Mercantilist activity the
French retained their markets in South America . Whether or not the
same volume of correspondence has survived there as in North America
I do not know but it should be investigated. Portraits in South
American collections which are occasionally illustrated certainly
show rich French silks. How far these markets could offset problems
in Europe I cannot judge without such research.

Methods of Trade

. The French and English conducted their industries rather
differently - the French attempting to impose much more rigid
technical and functional divisions than the English. Foreign trade
had ,however, much in comon. In Lyon the maitre fabricant received
his orders wathfemaltremrchamiardhadttmwovenbyaworkforce
notusuallymhl_f,cnmprenis&smnhadtoworktostrictcriteria
enforced by the Maitres Gardes of the city. The orders came after the
rzml!anthadsentwtabookofpattensorcamsmmberedaocomirg

hlsovms.equence. Before sending these out he might, however,

takeover the advice of anooa{;lertsnhu;s Carret who worked in the 1760s
northern Europe ecting ormation about demand i

and placing orders on this basis [23]. S

. Caxretseersto_have_beenlirﬂcedwithonefirmhlttheorder—m
which we are showing in the current exhibition and which dates
aJ.mstcert:.:unly, frcxn1763isfranamerchantmorepr$entedé
mumber of firms [24]. These appear as initials at the tops of the
pages together with essential information about the textile . To take
a copple of pages as examples, on p.10 there are " Batavia raye et
cadrille 5/8 de large de 6..12..6 de N.B. Cie une partie de la trame
est crue". The samples are numbered in a hand consistent throughout
the book and thus, presumably, that of the merchant’s clerk. On p.58
there is a sample of "Taff[eta] 5/12 fond viollet nue soye de 13 [ L
or S ] L.S.C no.1595" and again the sample is mmbered in the clerk’s
hand, " 607". A design in the Metropolitan Museum enabled me to
identify one of these firms as Galy Gallien [25], thus indicating
that the other initials represented other firms. The samples
mmlm probably oorresponded to a counterpart kept in Lyon [26].

G)ambre.deq:mnercemLyondldnotlﬂcethissysten-stweit
enabled their rivals to see their patterns as, indeed, the London
Weavers Company were quick to organise when they got the opportunity
[27])- ‘This order book contains quite a variety of silks including
half silks , same very expensive elaborate silks, also waistcoat
shapes, and a few small patterns for men’s suitings. Individual
pattetn'cards or even patterns have been preserved in quite a few
collections. That they are intended for goods in trade can be seen
mﬂrlfactﬁﬁme%.aﬁmvenaspattenswdcanbeastripfm

arge ign. Similar systems were used istributi
of prurted textiles later in the century. e N

It is much harder to work out a nice logical system for English

practice. There were no technical regulations in the second half of



the 17th century or the 18th century and while the London Weavers
Company (founded in 1154 and a powerful body supported by the
textile industries) controlled entry to the trade, only losing its
effectiveness in the last quarter of the century, it did not attempt
to say who did what - except in the matter of taking apprentices. The
master weaver received his orders from the mercers of Ludgate Hill
and Covent Garden - or the Strand and Pall Mall in the late 18th
century - but that begs the question as to whether he sought orders
by presenting books of the season’s patterns to them or received a
specific design by a pattern drawer via the mercer [28]. Whereas it
would seem normal for the " American Merchant" ( ie not an American
but one who dealt with America ) to go to the mercer and not to the
master weaver, Parliamentary evidence suggests that while some
weavers produced for export others exported their own goods
directly[29]. A key figure at one time in the London Weavers

was a man called Sir William Baker who became upper bailiff of the
Company and, in due course, Lord Mayor of London. He was an "American
Merchant" who corresponded with the leading merchants in the
Colonies. The invoices which survive, and there are lots, indicate
that ordering by number was the normal method while small samples
attached to orders are very few, apart from the invaluable samples of
printed linens in the Alexander Papers [30].

It is a truism to state that the American merchants were the
aristocracy of the Colonies. I would expect Isaac de Peyster to have
a fashionable nightgown. Not only were they buying high quality goods
of every kind to sell both in their own towns and to send on to the
interior but they themselves were important private purchasers of
such goods. The Port Books grouped the Colonies [31] and it is
evident both from the figures of exports and my own observation that
there was a limited market in the South (although there are 18th
century English silks in Charleston, South Carolina and in Richmond,
Virginia their numbers are insignificant). The important destinations
were New York, Philadelphia, Providence, Salem, Newport R.I. and
above all Boston . The Boston Gazette advertised such imports
regularly and other newspapers perhaps less frequently but the
personal sales to the merchant and his family recur continuously.
Whereas the Thirteen Colonies covered a wide area geographically and
not every Colonial order contained one for silk ( woollens, linens
and goods for trading to the Indians were the staples of the textile
trade) it must be remembered that, piecemeal as they were , all the
orders arrived back in Spitalfields. This was the only centre making
fashionable goods in England throucghout the 18th century. I have
insisted long ago on the American wish to be fashionable [32] which
was expressed so often in the letters not only from sea-ports but
from places in the interior dependant on the waterways for such
supplies.

Although the Customs figures show steady quantities of English
woven silk exported to Portugal and Spain I could not find any in
Lisbon or Barcelona. On the contrary, both were clearly important for
the export of French silks ( worsteds are another matter). Holland
took both silks and worsteds but not in enormous numbers. Excluding
Dublin for the moment, the other market of great importance to the
English outside England and Scotland was northern Europe. By the
early 18th century not only had the English burnt most of the timber
they needed for shipping but tar, hemp, rope, linen for sail-cloth
were constantly needed and supplied by the Dutch, Danes, merchants of
Hamburg and by the Norwegians. Just as in the American Colonies the
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merchants at the ports imported consumer goods almost as a by-product
of this trade. Thus here, too, we find English silks with a local
provenance.

I want to take a few dramatic examples to illustrate this point-
some are shown in the current exhibition, some were too fragile to
be lent. The first is the dress [33] worn by Catherine Livingstone
from Albany, New York state ("people are more nice here than in
Boston") in 1742. It can be dated by a design by Amna Maria
Garthwaite. Albany was then on the border with the wild Indian tribes
but -Catherine’s father ( or husband ) was a successful merchant.
Moreover, there is part of another dress of the same silk in Dublin
with an Irish provenance[34]. According to witnesses to the 1765
SelecthmnitteemtheSi]kTrade,themsterweaversweremly
allowed by the mercers to make four pieces to a pattern[35] but these
two ladies would not meet either each other or any Iondon customers
so fashion had a direct economic advantage to the weaver. In June
1743 Garthwaite drew a damask design which she sold to Simon Julins
who specialised in the weaving of damasks later in his career [36].
'Ihesilkcwldhavebeenexportedintheautmmof1743orbythe
spring ships in 1744. Mrs Charles Willing chose to be painted in it
when she sat for her portrait to Robert Feke in Philadelphia in 1746
[37]. Moreover, her sister admired it so much that she, too, was
painted in it in a much less successful portrait.

Another example neatly illustrates the significance of the two
most important markets. Anna Maria Garthwaite sold another damask
design in 1751 again to Simon Julins[38]. There is a dress in buff
silk in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts but genercusly lent to the
e>dlibitionarxialsoavezsioninsmrletmadeupasamn'snigkrtgwn
fram the Kunstindutrimuseet in Oslo - again with a local provenance.
This pair have an additional significance in their colour. Many of
the orders from the American Colonies specify "cloth colour" or pale
blue so this is a graphic illustration of the Puritan tradition. The
American merchant wanted good quality silks at a fair price but in
subdued colours. Also in the exhibition is a damask dress of 1752
from a Garthwaite design also from Boston and pale blue[39]. There is
a dismembered dress of the same design of which a panel is also shown
in the V&A and this has a Scottish provenance - and again is crimson.
Then, as now, the merchant studied his market. There are hundreds of
silks in the museums and historical societies of the former colonies
which I can say are English but it is only those for which the
designs survive which have the vital proof of their provenance. Thus
I will repeat my earlier statement that it is necessary to lock at
the actual objects and, pretty as they are, they are real historical
facts of greater significance, in my opinion, than any statistic.

Also interesting is a Christening Pouch in the National Museum in
Copenhagen because this has been through two stages[40]. It dates
from 1742 [41] but the silk was originally a dress silk and has been
subsequently made over for this use. It has thus a local provenance
and a local use.

The mass of American business records - richer than those of any
other country - show the Colonists importing all the other bits and
pieces mentioned earlier. There are ribbons, fans, sewing silks and
embroidery silks, expensive table-linen, as well as harpsichords and
Jews-harps ! Incidentally, real Indian goods could be and were
legitimately exported to the Colonies by the East India Company which
is why there are quite a number of surviving Indian silks in the same
collections often made up as dresses as well as Chinese export silk



damasks. The latter can be easily distinguished because of their
light weight and lower quality as well as their slightly odd versions
of the current fashionable designs.

Dublin was a rich and elegant city throughout the 18th
although I cannot estimate its importance compared with Bath, Exeter
or Cheltenham in England. There was a steady increase in exports from
£6~7,000 early in the 18th century to an average of £25,000 by the
middle, with over £30,000 in a good year. This does not compare with
the £233,000 of woven silk sent to the American Colonies in 1760.
Dublin certainly had a silk industry and took increasing amounts of
raw silk. A Dublin customer was a regular customer of the
in the 1760s taking bales of the Turkish silk which they were
bringing into the country . Perhaps because of the competition from
London in pure silks Dublin became celebrated for its half silks,
especially poplins.

There are no statistics for London’s production but a work-force
of 6000 together with dependants before the Port Books show a great
acparsimine:antssugg&ststmtitwasavexylaxgemdustryby
any standard [42]. Morever, the Worshipful Company of Weavers did not
only comprise silk weavers. London made mixtures of all kinds,
worsted "town made camlets" feature on some trade cards and there
are worsteds from Spitalfields in the Berch Collection [43] as well
as silks. London made linens of various qualities, tapes, ribbons,
gold and silver thread, sacking, to say nothing of tapestries and
professional embroideries using these materials. Moreover, much of
this left from the Port of London. The provincial port bocks have far
fewer exports listed. The ribbons from Coventry and the worsteds
(including "silk" camlets) from Norwich also were marketed through
London. We know that these weavers existed and flourished because
they insured their premises and their stock either with the Hand in
Hand Insurance Company or with the Sun. All benefitted from the
American trade and it was interesting to see the comment by Anders
Berch’s son, Christers, in a report from his study tour of 1759-61.
He praised English damasks and satins and quotes Rouquet on the
English wasting silk (at least I think that was his source) "thus...
England with her silk goods can never compete in price with Holland
or France so that the only regions to which England can export such
goods are the Colonies in America" [44].

By the middle of the century some English silks were apparently
exported to central Europe [45] or Dutillieu would not have
complained. When Eden’s Free Trade Treaty of 1786 was being
negotiated it was interesting to see that neither the French nor the
English wanted Emgls silks to be included.

Benefitting indirectly were the throwsters of Sherborne and
Bruton in the West Country and those of Macclesfield, Derby,
Congleton and Leek none of whom were weaving before 1783. The mumbers
of silks in individual orders may be very small compared with trade
goods for the Indians or printed fustians, and, later, cottons. In
the Colonies the need for a suitable summer fabric existed from the

inni and it was a market no enterprising merchant or producer
mlbeglamf]ggrbm (This need was a stimulus to British production - the
normal British summer is not like those of 1989 and 1990). Only
fashion could and did stimulate native British demand for cotton all
the year round. Silk, of course, apart from its price, is an
excellent fibre for clothing: warm, light, easy to dye but cool and
gentle with tender skins. Thus , although it was a luxury it was not
entirely frivolous. Moreover, its effect upon the economy of Coventry
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and London was not, in my opinion, of minor importance. The American
trade,asawtx:le,benefittedeverypmdwerofconsmnergoodsinthe
country but the relevance of silk to these two towns is comparable
totheGrandeFabriggeinLyonortotheribbminiustryofSt
Etienne.

Whatthenwentwrong?Wtw,despitewaxs,aRevolutim,theodd
national bankruptcy, the loss of a whole class of customers, did the
Fremhultimtelyconeoutmtop?AfterIrﬂepenienceﬂleAnerimn
custanercwldhaveboughtfrem:hsilkshadhewishedtodoso.my
are there not more of them in the USA ?

The answer is a simple one: Fashion. Provided that they had some
pzmhasingpwereventhepoorwereasfaslﬁonableastheycmldbe.
Lock at any print of Iondon, New York or Boston - or indeed at the
fortune made by Robert Peel in supplying them[46]. Look at a middle
classladylikeBarbaraJohnsonardthequantityofprintedccttms
which she had from the 1770s orwards [47].She could have had silks
arxivhentheirfashionretmmedshedid-inthethhcentny.Again,
I will interiject: we published her album not just because it was
pretty but for a very serious purpose, to illustrate the demand for
textiles used in costume. While the qualities of raw silk must have
beeninfluencedbythermdtoweavesofterfahricsevenmre
hnportantwastheqtmntity.&xﬂqstylesquﬁredfewerwarpﬂnreacb
totheinch(themstexpensiveelenmt)anifeweryamstothe
dress. Certainly, the future George IV had silk waistcoats and silk
furnishings, often French, but since he did not pay his bills his was
not an economic demand, albeit very useful for fashion history. What
mstpeoplevhodidpaybougtrt,vmetherintheUSAorGreatBritajn,
were printed cottons, woollens, worsteds, and in the 1790s fine
lawns. The American War of Independence came at a point when fashion
was changing radically, anyway, in cut and in style. Nor was it
irrelevant, since English Radicals approved of the Revolution and the
New World was naturally reflected in new styles.

From the 1690s to 1770, approximately, there had been yearly,
even seasonal, changes in pattern carried out in heavy, crisp silks
with large elaborate patterns[48]. In a few years, between 1770 and
1775, these patterns declined to brocaded sprigs on stripes in
repeats of only two to four inches. We have English pattern-bocks in
which to see this happen. The few dated French samples of this
period are indistinguishable from the English. Fashion in western
Europe was universal.

Lyon had, however, certain advantages. Situated in a rich
agricultural area with a ready supply of food and new immigrants it
could pay lower wages. ( The canuts of Lyon did not benefit from the
French Revolution). It had a supply of much cheaper good raw silk. It
hadhadarﬂitkeptamrketforlmnn'yfmishingssuppliedtothe
mjoerrtsofnn'opeaswellastothepalac&sofFranceitself.
Napoleon’s patronage had quite positive effects economically and
artistically. The catalogue of the Mobilier National of fabrics
produced for his Court shows the level of excellence [49]. During
exactly this time, when plain fabrics were increasingly used for
dress, the English pattern-drawer virtually vanished from the scene.

Ihepicumewasnctentirelybleak-onthecontrary.IheIomion
industry did not decline - and, in addition, new manufactories were
set up in different parts of the country, notably gauze weaving in
Paisley, crape weaving in East Anglia, and even a throwster in
Sevenoaks [50]. When dresses were made of plain fabrics (including
gauze) ribbons and the trimmings for millinery became very
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important. Silks for men’s wear were still needed and the firm of
Maze and Steer whose pattern book we have for the years 1786-1790
and possibly 1791, were so successful that nine of their waistcoats
have survived from this bock alone [51]. The customers who bought the
silks produced by Batchelor Ham and Perigal and their successors
after 1783 were among the most important in the trade as their
predecessors had been: men with royal appointments who knew their
customers. The satin stripes of the 1780s and 1790s were wanted or
they would not have been produced. The main slump after 1783 occurred
in 1792-3, other years were good. Throwsters ,however, flourished
until 1826 despite the fall in demand for certain types of silk. The
profits recorded by William Willmott’s executors in Sherborne were
exceptionally good in 1792 although they declined afterwards , only
recovering in 1800 [52]. Bqually, the importer and the producer of
raw silk, despite the hazards of trade in the late 18th century still
had a market, if he could reach it.

What was lost in England was the export trade in woven silks.
This may have been compensated by the increase in home demand until
1826 but that is another story.

British inventories for probate complete the picture: in the mid
18th century clothes were an asset to be valued and sold. By the
1790’s they had often been "given away" or were given low values
campared with other objects , which had, in any case, become much
more numercus. By 1800 the assessors seldom bothered to mention them.
The Americans may have been much more thrifty. If so, what did they
have and what were the valuations compared with other possessions ?
This is work that you can usefully do.

State rooms in any European court required silks, so did state
occasions, especially marriages and funerals, the presentation of
ambassadors and, equally, the marriage of the prosperous merchants’s
daughter. In Spain and Sweden there was a conscious effort by the
state to patronise its own production - but, as far as one can tell,
a good deal of French silk was also imported. Such very formal
occasions were however, rare compared with the more normal needs of
the fashionable. I do not know because I have not worked there and
have only the evidence of the occasional published painting but I
suspect that the taste for luxury silks continued much longer among
the rich of South America. This was a French export market and was,
presumably, affected by the wars of independence in those countries.
By then, the demand for silk and indeed for patterned silk had
revived in Europe and the French were well placed to supply it.
Between 1826 and 1832 the English lost the power to compete - again
another story and one relevant to trade but ocutside the bounds of
this talk.
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16.Rothstein Thesis 1961 p.406 Letter from the Chambre de Commerce to
their intendant in Paris July 1706 and p.406, letter of 1700 on the
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des etrangers nous l‘’emportons sur nos rivaux". He considered that
in Holland French designs were copied "maladroitement "

21.Elisabet Hidemark, editor, Eighteenth Centiry Textiles, The
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31.They were grouped as New England, New York, Pemnsylvania, Virginia
and Maryland, and Carolina.

32.see Connoisseur articles above published in 1967

33.Flowered Silks no. 60, Albany Institute of History and Art
1944.60.1 The design is in the V&A Museum. Both are illustrated in
Silk Designs op.cit.

pP-47 and pl.164

34.167.1944 National Museum of Ireland

35.Silk Designs p.22

36.Silk Designs pp.320-321

37.Flowered Silks, exhibition no.78. Henry Francis Dupont Winterthur
Museum 69.134. The design is in T.391-1971 p.55, exhibition number
77

Both are illustrated in Silk Designs p.46

38.5988.28 Flowered Silks exhibition nos.93,94,95. Museum of Fine

-13-

Arts Boston 47.1021, Kunstindustrimuseet Oslo OK 5685 Silk Desians,
p-49

39.Flowered Silks exhibition 98,99,100. Design 5989.18, Museum of
Fine Arts Boston 59.648 , V&A Museum T.346-1975
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By
Natalie Rothstein



ViA 4.5930.13 ,identical
to 5981.1a

Christening robe of hrocaded silk
woven from 5981.1a (pl. 162). Courtesy of
the National Muscum, Copenhagen: given by
Konsul Brunn (F.122h, 61/18¢2).
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