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EAST & WEST: TEXTILES AND FASHION IN EARLY
MODERN EUROPE

By Beverly Lemire University of Alberta
Giorgio Riello University of Warwick

Fashion underpinned the commercial growth and cultural transformation of
western society.1 From at least the sixteenth century, fashion’s demotic stimuli
unleashed desires across European social ranks. Never just a folly, fashion was
integral to the expression of consumer preference, the structuring of markets
and the reordering of society. Its development and articulation regularized and
routinized consumer expenditure, practices critical to the advance of western
economies. Thus, economic and cultural realms converge. Yet there are many
elements of the rise and early articulation of fashion in the West that have not
been fully explored. Many of the current theorists hold very narrow views, lit-
tle recognizing the fundamental influences Asia exerted on Europe over many
centuries. Global history has begun to challenge narrowly national or regional
articulations of history, noting the critical connections that ebbed and flowed
across continents and oceans.2 These ties are described by John and William
McNeill as a web or “a set of connections that link people to one another.”
The McNeills further contend that, “In all such relationships, people commu-
nicate information and use that information to guide their future behavior. They
also communicate, or transfer, useful technology, goods, crops, ideas, and much
else.”3

Global history has not yet tackled the issue of fashion, and it is regrettable that
prominent theorists of fashion’s evolution still claim it was an exclusively west-
ern development, western in origins, in its evolution, a phenomenon that “took
hold in the modern West and nowhere else.”4 This conjecture has been refuted
by historians of China like Craig Clunas and Timothy Brook.5 More research
must be done on this essential question to uncover the patterns and expressions
of this phenomenon. This paper does not attempt to address this fundamental
question, but observes how fashion in the West developed through a combina-
tion of influences, which included powerful extrinsic factors, as well as intrinsic.
Fashion, as a vital motivation of ephemeral wants, was culturally formed and
chronologically discrete in its functions in many societies. This paper explores
the articulations of fashion in Europe through one of the most revolutionary
commodities to appear in western markets, painted and printed Indian cotton
textiles. This commodity represents one of the most important Asian imports
into Europe, a product widely consumed and ultimately a source of inspiration
for European manufacturers. To understand the genesis of fashion in this pe-
riod we must, therefore, recognize the significance of India in the culture and
economy of Europe.

The printed cottons that flowed into Europe after 1500 strengthened fash-
ion in that region of the world, while transforming its design idioms. Europe in
this era lagged behind Indian centres of manufacture and commerce and looked
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east for various commodities including textiles.6 From the early sixteenth cen-
tury, as the surge of imports increased, Europe struggled to respond to the forces
unleashed by this commodity. The brilliance and fastness of colour and the strik-
ing designs of imported Indian cottons attracted generations of European con-
sumers. Thus, Europe had an incentive to learn the “secrets” of calico printing
(especially those of Indian and Ottoman artisans) in order to substitute home-
produced goods for imported commodities. Cotton textiles went beyond con-
spicuous consumption and contributed to a collective phenomenon which later
historians and theoreticians have called fashion. But this process was not just an
extension of trade, a passive adoption or diffusion of products, modes and man-
ners. Europeans also shaped their own desires by engaging in the production of
“exotic” commodities to feed expressed material demand.7 This was a motor of
European development in the early modern period. Our paper concentrates on
calico printing on cotton as a means to illuminate a critical disjuncture in Eu-
ropean material culture. Fashion was not just created through the adoption and
use of Asian goods; it was also shaped by a culture in which print was central, and
it was the printing of information—visual, as well as literate—along with print-
ing as a manufacturing process that produced a fashionability that could be fully
communicated. The rise of the European calico printing industry in the late sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries illustrates the importance of this commodity
in the evolution of the fashion system. But Europe’s debt to Asia began before
the cotton trade expanded. It is to this early history that we turn first, examining
the links between Asian commodities, sumptuary legislation and the evolution
of fashion.

II.

Throughout the middle ages and the early modern period, commercial net-
works carrying Chinese silks and Indian cottons were jealously guarded, the
trade goods from the silk road and the trade routes of the Indian Ocean and Red
Sea sustaining generations of merchants, carriers and retailers. In this context,
the Levant was a crucial gateway for Europe.8 Europe’s loose and indirect ties to
Asia before 1500 made this merchandise all the more desirable and the value
and quality of iconic goods, like silk, also made them the focus of legislative and
moral prescriptions. Silk, in particular, figured in the early articulations of new
styles that flourished and intensified from the twelfth century onwards. Sarah-
Grace Heller considers that the detailed descriptions given silks from China and
Persia in Crusader literature were devised for an audience attentive to material
expressions of style. She argues that this literary focus was contained in a genre
read from Northern France to Iberia, which:

suggests that the vernacular public of this time had some consciousness of shop-
ping, which is to say of calculating values in order to make personal purchases, an
important clue for the presence of a fashion system because it is part of the act
of making a personal choice to reflect individual taste, as opposed to an honorific
vestimentary system, for example, where clothing is distributed by authorities to
demonstrate status and favour in hierarchy, or in a system where choice is simply
not an option.9
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Literary texts offer a window on the desires of at least the tiny literate seg-
ment of society. Appetites heightened in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries
through more intensive contact with the material riches of Ottoman society,
as well as the fabrics trans-shipped from Asia through Levantine ports. Debate
continues about the process of evolution of fashions and the ultimate genesis
of a “fashion system”,10 however, the importance of materials from China, In-
dia, Persia and Byzantium in this process is irrefutable.11 The arrival of growing
quantities of silks in Europe realigned internal trade structures, as the desire
for this commodity grew.12 At the same time, the spreading use of silks from
these sources sparked recurring bouts of legislation aimed at constraining indi-
vidual consumption. The diffusion of manufactures, like silk, through the com-
mercial cities of Europe brought growing wealth to the first European regions
to dominate this commerce—the Italian city states—where we find early evi-
dence of the evolution of fashion. The silk industry first took root in Italy where
merchants had long participated in the trade in silken draperies from Byzan-
tine and Islamic territories. These commercial adventurers aspired to be part
of what Anna Muthesius describes as “a silken hierarchy of dress” across the
Mediterranean.13 Wealth, rather than birth, structured the societies in the most
dynamic urban centres in Europe—Venice, Genoa, Florence—and in response

Figure 1

Stepan Lochner, The Adoration of the Magi, c. 1450, showing a variety of silks most of
which would have come from the Middle East and Italy. Tempera on oakwood. Cathedral
of Cologne, Germany. Photo Erich Lessing. c
Art Resource, NY.
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to new articulations of dress and domestic accoutrements came renewed leg-
islative interventions. Catherine Kovesi Killerby observes that “sumptuary leg-
islation in Italy was primarily an urban phenomenon.”14 Thriving city states
brought opportunities for middle ranked men and women to construct their own
material lives in new forms which produced an imbalance in a symbolic order
that for centuries had equated status with birth.15 As identities could now be ne-
gotiated through changes in clothing, fashion became synonymous with social
dynamism and its repression the aim of new regulations.16

Sumptuary laws were a punitive judicial response to material changes from
those who venerated constancy in form as well as hierarchy—their targets were
the families, groups and individuals whose aspirations surpassed their social
standing. The numbers and frequency of sumptuary injunctions rose from the
late middle ages, as commerce grew and the impulse to look fashionable shaped
a new type of economic and cultural system. These laws mirror the processes of
social and economic change. Products like silk were critical in the practice as
the iconic reflection of commercial wealth and as the most desirable commodi-
ties. Aside from furs and precious metals, Indian, Chinese and Persian com-
modities were most commonly cited by legislators. Pearls worn in the hair or on
clothes produced injunctions in Bologna, Florence and Genoa in the fourteenth
century; and these were among the jewels most commonly brought from India.
Similar prohibitions were passed in fifteenth-century Nuremburg and later in
France.17 However, silks were without doubt the most contentious of late me-
dieval and early modern commodities.18 They were carried west from China or
made in Byzantium, Persia, India or (later) in Italy and were associated with
secular or spiritual hierarchies for centuries.19 Whether as drapery for altars,
pouches for reliquaries, vestments or formal robes, brocaded and embroidered
silks were treasured by bishops and princes, despite the occasional censure of
worldly clerics too well endowed with silken robes.20 Over the middle ages the
passion persisted for these distinctive representations of esteem as silk became
synonymous with Europe’s elite (Figure 1). As the volume of silks in Europe
grew their consumption spread beyond privileged circles and legal injunctions
were repeated to try to arrest this spread. Regulation of material displays were
directed at such celebrations as weddings, christenings and funerals. Displays
of silks on these occasions—whether as plain cloth, velvet or satin, unadorned
or embroidered—were judged equally abhorrent by Milanese and Venetian offi-
cials who insisted that no bedclothes, cushions or hangings of silken fabrics be
employed for these events.21

These attempted restrictions were legislated at a time when considerable ef-
fort was being made by wealthy Europeans to design and decorate their domestic
space in new and stylish ways.22 These material aspirations were seen to under-
mine traditional norms; however, wherever the trade routes carried cargoes of
Asian goods across Europe official concerns emerged, marking both the vitality
of trade and the social tumult this engendered. In Basel, Bern and Zurich citizens
were forbidden to own or use christening bedclothes made of silk. New mothers
and their female guests were likewise forbidden to wear headdresses or sleeves
of satin or silk.23 This commerce brought wealth to European merchants and
traders who re-channelled the flow of spices, textiles and other wares accumu-
lated along the Asian trade routes, generating a new commercial energy in late
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medieval Europe that transformed cities and augmented the bourgeois classes.
Well before direct contacts were established by sea, the flow of trade spread out
from Venice through central Europe, re-orienting customs and trade patterns.

Over time, the target of the censors focused more intensively on clothing.
Alan Hunt notes that in “the fifteenth century economic and cultural prior-
ity had shifted to Italy where sartorial attention focused on the silks and bro-
cades coming from the Eastern Mediterranean and beyond.”24 Women’s clothing
elicited the greatest volume of legislation in Italy; there and elsewhere in Europe,
bourgeois women and men challenged the status quo of dress and claimed per-
sonal rights to self-expression in defiance of the authorities.25 Nevertheless, by
the fifteenth century in Nuremberg, respectable burgers’ wives were permitted to
wear bands of silk on their cloaks, collars and sleeves to a prescribed depth, after
officials had failed to enforce earlier bans.26 Even with this concession, officials
remained concerned about the diffusion of silks through regional markets and
the social disturbance it might evoke.27 After 1501 when direct sea-going traffic
expanded between Europe and Asia, European governments and societies strug-
gled to accommodate conflicting pressures: to preserve the existing hierarchies
and to contain the tensions unleashed by social and economic change. All the
while, the shifting aesthetics of fashion produced more and more fancies to en-
rapture consumers and enrage the beleaguered authorities. The reiteration and
reissue of sumptuary regulation reflects the failures of governments to enforce re-
straint in order to preserve for the elites a monopoly on the use of commodities
like silk.28

As already noted, one of the principal sources of new wealth for the mercan-
tile classes was the trade in Asian commodities and, to a considerable extent,
the most politically contested commodities in European societies were those
goods imbued with an exotic allure; the sensuous sheen and drape of the silk
cloth and the sparkle of silk ribbons were an affront to traditionalists. These au-
thorities were willing to see these fabrics draped on cathedral alters or forming
cardinals’ robes but were offended to see them on the backs of burgers and their
wives. The essence of fashion is its process of self-definition and adherence to
change, which was exemplified in the reception of silks through the late me-
dieval and early modern periods. Cardinal Francesco Gonzaga’s inventory, for
example, listed “turkish style” clothing, crimson and green “moorish” damasks,
several kinds of velvets and silks and cushions of brocade “from Alexandria”.29

The substance, design and colour of these goods were likewise a source of inspi-
ration for men and women able to buy them and also for others eager to copy. In
1433, residents of Siena were limited by city ordinance to one pair of silk sleeves;
but five years later a local silk industry was launched aiming to provide as much
silk as the local citizenry required. By the sixteenth century, silk thread and cloth
was being produced in several Italian cities (Florence, Lucca and Venice), and
in a number of Spanish towns for local and European markets; while within the
next century sericulture was established in France and attempted as far north as
England though with more mixed outcomes.30

The influence of Asian commodities on the genesis of fashion in Europe
was wide ranging, accelerating commerce, functioning as an economic driver;
moreover, the material substance of this trade acted within social and cultural
realms, as a stimulus of desires.31 These desires took material form, which in
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turn led to more extensive sumptuary laws, enacted with greater frequency from
the fifteenth century onwards and directed specifically at dress.32 In the 1488
Zurich ordinance, the restraint of silk was the authorities’ organizing precept,
the material being banned on “coats, shoes, neckcloths, and such like, unless
they belonged to the aristocratic gilds.” Legislative enactment persisted through
much of Europe inspired by both political and religious mores. Church courts
in Switzerland, for example, continued with this agenda into the eighteenth
century.33 And while all sumptuary regulation was repealed in England at the
beginning of the seventeenth century, in 1684 Scottish women were chided
for ignoring previous bans on “Flour’d, Strip’d, Figur’d Chequered, printed or
painted Silk Stuff : : : [and they] presum’d to go abroad with Cloathes made of
the said prohibited Stuffs.”34

Overall, the trade in silks had profound effects on European markets and cul-
ture. The purpose of this survey has been to underline silk’s importance as a pre-
cursor to Indian cottons and to illustrate the three-pronged reception in Europe
to this fibre. First, as trade volumes grew, silks became significant markers of the
culture of fashion spreading among ever-wider groups and types of people—from
being a mark of inherited position, this fabric became a disputed medium of style.
Second, this commodity sparked recurrent legalisation attempting to preserve
societal morals and the secular status quo.35 Such enactments, failing to restrain,
rather stimulated imitation and innovation.36 Silk, initially the stuff of cardinals
and kings, became available to the wives and daughters of sugar-bakers, sausage-
makers and their ilk.37 In 1503, according to one disgruntled Bern chronicler,
silks could even be found on the backs of peasants.38 It is within the context of
these multi-variant influences that we will consider painted and printed Indian
cottons. The histories of silk and of cotton are both alike and distinct: both
brought extraordinary profits to traders, inspired legislative interventions and
launched European industries. However, printed cottons illuminate even more
directly the connections between the advent of Asian textiles and the develop-
ment of fashion in Europe that spanned social ranks.

III.

Cotton textiles were virtually unknown in most of Europe in the late fifteenth
century.39 The exception was in the Mediterranean regions, most particularly
the eastern Mediterranean, where the trade in Indian printed and painted cot-
tons was centuries old. Surviving examples of painted and printed cottons from
Old Cairo (carbon dated from the tenth through the fifteenth centuries) contain
a range of common and medium quality goods that arrived in that the region.40

Unlike most silks, these fabrics produced in the Gujarat, the north-west of India,
were made in the broadest array of qualities and from the outset were directed
at a very wide range of customers. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries,
Venetian merchants eyed the Cairo-based trade in Indian cottons hungrily and
worked to become significant intermediaries in a lucrative traffic with Levantine
and wider Mediterranean markets.41 But with the arrival of the Portuguese in
India, about 1500, the established trade routes were challenged, as direct ocean
traffic brought Eastern merchandise to Western Europe with profound results.

In Europe, woollens, but also silks and velvets, were patterned on the loom
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and their design was the product of complex methods of weaving and finishing.42

Thus the “fashioning” of textiles in Europe had relied mainly on time-consuming
techniques of weaving on the loom and embellishing with the needle. In con-
trast, Indian artisans in the textile regions of the Gujarat, Coromandel Coast
and Bengal produced a rainbow of colours, patterns and prints suited to the tastes
of discrete markets from Japan to East Africa, Indonesia to Central Asia, Per-
sia and to the Eastern Mediterranean beyond. Painting and printing were more
adaptable, faster and less expensive than weaving design. The range of designs
intrigued Europeans from the outset. From their arrival in India, generations of
Europeans marvelled at the unique qualities of Indian cottons. François Pyrard
drew a vivid picture of the products he found in western India, goods produced
in Gujarat and that had been shipped westward for centuries, long before his
arrival in Gujarat in the seventeenth century:

the principal riches [of this region] consist chiefly of silk and cotton stuffs, where-
with everyone from the Cape of Good Hope to China, man and woman, is clothed
from head to foot. These stuffs are worked, and the cotton also made into cloths of
the whiteness of snow, and very delicate and fine, and is also woven of a medium
and of a thicker stoutness for divers uses. Others are bespangled and painted with
various figures. The silk-work is the same of all these kinds, the articles imported
being pillows, counterpanes, and coverlets, pinked with much neatness, and clev-
erly worked . . . Then there are quilts stuffed with cotton, painted and patterned
exceeding prettily.43

John Ovington, during his travels to Surat in 1689, noted that: “In some things
the artists of India out-do all the ingenuity of Europe, viz., the painting of chintes
or calicoes, which in Europe cannot be paralleled, either in their brightness and
life of colour or in their continuance upon the cloth”.44 Europeans were drawn
to the brilliant colours of Indian cottons and the precision of their designs, el-
ements unmatched in any fabric they knew.45 Within several years of Portu-
gal’s first voyages to the East, printed Indian cottons were being incorporated
into clerical garb in Lisbon, while lower quality goods were directed to Atlantic
and Levantine markets.46 They then moved along well-established commercial
routes, brought by Portuguese pedlars, for example, into the Basque lands by the
mid sixteenth century and into Antwerp’s markets about the same time period,
appearing in southern England in the first half of the sixteenth century, valued
for reasons of aesthetics and practicality.47

Maxine Berg, in her studies of the import of “exotic” products from India,
China and Japan in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, noticed a Euro-
pean drive towards imitation of imported commodities. The goods themselves
with their visual and tactile attributes drew European consumers and that in turn
produced attempts to substitute European-made alternatives. (Figure 2) Many
of the commodities initially imported from the East were eventually produced
at home, partially re-interpreted to suit European tastes and expectations, but
rarely relied on the original technologies used to produce them in the East.48

Whilst Europeans were keen to appropriate Asia’s products, they were unable
to acquire the technologies and practical expertise associated with them. Thus
the first efforts to adapt Indian floral and botanic motifs took different forms—
embroidery based on the hybrid motifs displayed on Indian cottons became sta-
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Figure 2

Indian chintz, painted cotton, for the European market. Produced on the Coromandel
Coast, c. 1730. Courtesy of the Musée de l’Impression sur l’Etoffe, Mulhouse, 858.141.1.

ples of late sixteenth and seventeenth-century tapestry needlework.49 At the
same time, European artisans recognized the deficiency in their skills and strug-
gled to replicate the textiles that were increasingly in demand.

The fashion for Indian textiles arose at a time of material and cultural flux in
Europe. The fabrics offered abundant visual references to botanic themes during
an era of intense preoccupation with flora. They arrived in a wide range of qual-
ities, including cheap, light cottons suited to shirts and handkerchiefs and more
refined draperies suitable for hangings and apparel. Acquisition of cottons rep-
resented comparatively modest outlays, compared to silks or even to fine linen.
Indeed, the nature of the commodity itself sparked desires and encouraged fash-
ion consciousness of various sorts down the social scale. Lipovetsky offers a cri-
tique of Gabriel de Tarde’s assessment of “the age of fashion” refuting Tarde’s
claims for the centrality of new foreign materials in this phenomenon. Local
preconditions were doubtless important in the advent and articulation of the
European fashion system; but there can surely be no doubt that “the prestige of
[the] foreign” figured centrally in this history.50 Indeed, Georg Simmel theorized
that the fashion phenomenon was only to be found in what he termed “higher
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civilizations,” where the “foreignness” of objects added to their attraction, rather
than detracting.51 Calicoes and chintzes provided features unmatched in other
fabrics with colours, motifs and practicality that inspired. Whether in cush-
ions, kerchiefs, bed quilts or curtains, by the seventeenth century tastes for this
product were well established, growing larger with the sustained marketing by
trading companies like the Dutch VOC and the English East India Company.
Decorative household textiles were an important early market niche for In-
dian imports; latter matched by fabrics for apparel. By 1684, for example, the
English East India Company’s import of textiles averaged between 60–70 per
cent of its total trade and amounted to more than one million pieces.52 The
fashion contagion presented the contentious prospect of a society remade, re-
ordered, reformed. Ironically, even as Asia began to be characterized by some Eu-
ropean writers as an unchanging “other”53 (the antithesis of fashion), imports
from that region and the insatiable appetite for Asian-style textiles reshaped
Europe.

By the late seventeenth century, Europe’s governments awoke to the threats
posed by the mass importation of cottons: the disruption of local textile indus-
tries and the social confusions encouraged by this fashion. Injunctions and pro-
hibitions followed with a re-articulation of sumptuary legislation begun cen-
turies before, but now with a more protectionist than social bent.54 The history
of the calico craze is well known.55 Faced with the passion for calicoes so widely
entrenched, Europe’s artisans sought to copy what they saw flooding into shops
and markets. Yet, despite the continuing influx of cottons from Bengal, Gu-
jarat and the Coromandel and despite the careful study of this trade by sojourn-
ing Europeans, knowledge of Indian techniques remained partial and sporadic
among European artisans before the third quarter of the seventeenth century.
Limited direct observation and uncertain engagement with technical texts ex-
plains much of this deficit. References by the Portuguese Duarte Barbosa in the
early sixteenth century and by the Frenchman François Bernier who travelled
to India in 1665 were important conduits of information.56 However, by the
1670s the quantities of Asian textiles shipped to Europe had become so sub-
stantial that drastic measures to defend the interests of European manufactures
were advocated. There was an equally urgent need felt for Europe to produce
textiles that could rival the colours and designs of their Asian competitors. If
Asian imports provided the initial incentive for product innovation and import
substitution, it was clear that Europeans knew too little about colourfast dyes
and textile printing to produce immediate results.

Among Europe’s businessmen there was however an equally deep-seated de-
termination to match or exceed Indian artisans in decorative skills—skills
which, once mastered, could be applied to plain imported cottons or locally-
made linens. Close, routine consultation between the East India companies and
their factors in India attempted to ensure that the imported textiles met local
European standards and tastes. However, Europe’s entrepreneurs could see the
benefits of developing a printing industry more responsive to local fashion cycles,
working within shorter timeframes. In sum, after Indian cottons had launched
a more broadly popular pattern of consumption with a malleable commodity
suited to elite and plebeian tastes,57 European entrepreneurs soon sought to
transplant printing, the most fashionable dimension, to European workshops;
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and that promised a more intensive, vibrant relationship between customer and
producer, and a new articulation of the fashion dynamic.

IV.

European textile manufacturers had substantial knowledge of dyeing, but they
knew little about the printing of textiles. Woollens, but also silks and velvets,
were patterned on the loom and their designs were the result of complex meth-
ods of weaving and finishing. From the later middle ages rudimentary engraved
wooden blocks were used to print simple designs on linens and woollens, but this
specialised industry never expanded beyond the Rhenish provinces of Germany.
Nor was it able to upgrade its production to high-quality printed textiles.58 By

Figure 3

Block-printed furnishing cotton textile. Printed possibly in England or the Netherlands
on Indian cloth, c. 1690–1700. Victoria and Albert Museum, T.12A.1884.
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contrast Asia (and India in particular) had developed a variety of processes that
can be roughly distinguished into the three broad categories of dyeing, paint-
ing and printing. Although textile historians believe that most Indian cottons
were painted,59 in some areas such as Musulipatam, Nizampatam, Narasapur,
Armagaon and Madras both techniques were in use.60 In West India and Gu-
jarat most chintzes were printed using wooden blocks and one of the various
techniques that included direct printing, bleach printing (bleaching the de-
sign on an already dyed cloth), “mordant printing” (printing with mordants and
then bleaching the unmordanted areas) or resist printing (printing a viscous
substance, followed by dyeing, followed by the cleansing of the substance).

This enormous variety of processes, combined with the local availability of
high-quality dyes and the skilled use of mordants made Indian textile produc-
tion far superior to its European counterpart.61 In the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries Europeans attempted to emulate Indian patterns by first painting sim-
ilar motifs on heavy canvas cloths used for inexpensive household decoration.62

The drive to develop a European textile printing industry was clearly in place by
the seventeenth century and in 1619 a certain George Wood was granted a 21-
year patent for the printing and staining of linen cloth in England and Wales.63

However inferior the early copies might be, they reflect determined efforts to try
to meet the demand for the extraordinary array of cottons so warmly received
by European consumers. (Figure 3)

The take-off in textile printing in Europe occurred during the last quarter of
the seventeenth century. The imitations of toiles peintes produced since the 1660s
in Marseilles and shortly thereafter in Dauphiné, Vivarais, Languedoc, Poitou
and Normandy were the result of printing coloured designs by means of wooden
blocks.64 As observed by Olivier Raveux, Marseilles had direct access to Turk-
ish printed cottons, so-called Indiennes, and the Mediterranean city attracted
not just abundant quantities of cottons, but also skills and expertise.65 Several
Armenian workmen proficient in the printing and painting of cotton textiles
settled down in Marseilles during the last quarter of the seventeenth century,
forming business partnership with local entrepreneurs.66 Armenians could also
be found in other parts of Europe, acting as conveyors of previously unknown
techniques.67 In Amsterdam, in the 1670s, several Armenians were employed
to “draw and colour or dye all kinds of East Indian cottons, which has never
before in this country been practiced”.68 The calico printing industry quickly
developed in several centres of the Netherlands and in particular on the out-
skirts of Amsterdam. By the 1740s there were more than 100 textile print shops
in Holland, 80 of which were in Amsterdam.69

Dutch entrepreneurs moved also to Alsace and the Franco-Swiss border to
found important calico printing centres such as Basel, Mulhouse and Neuchâ-
tel.70 In the late 1750s the Fabrique-Neuve near Neuchâtel in Switzerland had
developed to become one of the largest eighteenth-century “proto-factories” in
Europe, employing more than 300 workers.71 In England, William Sherwin of
West Ham near London took out a patent in 1676 “for invention of a new and
speedy way for producing broad calico, which being the only true way of the
East India printing and stayning such kind of goods”.72 After Sherwin’s patent
expired in 1691, several print-works opened in and around London.73 There
is no evidence for the presence of Armenians workmen in England. It is more
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likely that the industry developed thanks to the expertise and knowledge of
those who had worked in similar undertakings in the Netherlands, especially
French Huguenots who had fled France after 1685 and had spent some years in
Amsterdam and other Dutch cities before reaching London.74

It is no coincidence that England and Holland were the earliest centres of
experimentation in calico printing. By the last quarter of the seventeenth cen-
tury both nations imported Indian cotton textiles more than any other Euro-
pean country.75 Buoyant domestic markets for printed, vibrant, washable textiles
were at the heart of attempts to imitate and substitute imported Indian cotton
with home-produced wares. However, results were not immediate. It took sev-
eral decades from these early starts for the continent to develop a calico print-
ing industry that could rival in quality its Indian counterpart. Until the 1730s,
what Europe could produce were printed textiles of inferior quality that could
not match the complex and fashionable designs of Indian calicoes. Among other
deficiencies, Europeans had to overcome their inability to produce long-lasting
colours.76 High-quality petit teints (colours that faded with light and washing)
were produced; but European artisans were unable to produce grand teints (per-
manent colours resistant to light and wear).

Economic historians have suggested that the development of the European
calico printing industry was facilitated by the enactment of protectionist mea-
sures.77 High duties on imported Indian silks and cottons were followed by total
bans. These measures were applied in several European countries, first in France
in 1689 and later in England (1701 and a total ban in 1721), and Spain (1713)
among many.78 The period of “Mercantilist protectionism” stretching from the
end of the seventeenth to the general repeal of bans in the third quarter of
the eighteenth century, coincided with the geographic spread and technological
improvement of calico printing in Europe. The only nation to be a staunch
defender of free trade was the Dutch Republic where restrictions on import,
manufacturing or the wearing of printed cottons were never enacted. Holland
remained an important manufacturing centre and probably an illegal supplier
of printed cotton textiles to the rest of Europe, but the progress of the industry
there was not as intense as in the late seventeenth century. At the opposite end
of the spectrum, between 1689 and 1759, France forbade not just the import but
also the manufacture of printed cottons in most of its territory. The only places
to escape this restrictive imposition were those cities and small regions outside
the direct administration of the central government, such as Marseilles, but also
the Arsenal in Paris, Angers, Rouen, Nantes and Orange where the industry
developed in the 1740s and 1750s.79 In Orange, Rodolphe Wetter—who was
also the owner of an “English blue” calico print shop in Marseilles—set up in
1744 one of the most celebrated print works in Europe (Figures 4).

The industry spread also to other European cities. In the 1760s there were
more than 12,000 calico printers in Spain. Barcelona, where Estaban Canals
had founded the first print work in 1738, was one of the major centres of pro-
duction in Europe.80 In 1760—a year after the repeal of the ban in France—the
Swiss Oberkampf opened his celebrated business in Jouy-en-Jossa, seeing the
potential to supply the vast French market through production in situ. Cen-
tral Europe enjoyed similar developments. The textile printing trade began in
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Figure 4

Joseph Gabriel Maria Rossetti, The paintresses’ room at the Wetter printworks in Orange,
France, 1764. Musée Municipal d’Orange.
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Prague from 1767 and twenty years later 12 firms employed more than 1,000
men with 314 printing tables.81 By the late eighteenth century calico printing
had reached enormous size not only in Britain and France, but throughout the
rest of Europe. At the same time, there was continuing competition from Indian
artisans, who, in conjunction with the East India companies, offered Europe an
ever wider array of patterned fabrics to meet the shifting tastes of consumers. In
many instances, attribution of textiles to a European or Indian point of origin
became increasingly difficult—a fact that worked to the advantage of European
printers.

V.

European producers were setting new standards as they had direct access to
consumers and could quickly assess their preferences, however varied.82 With
print works in closer proximity to western markets the yearly and seasonal vari-
ations in styles could be captured or encouraged by timely interaction with con-
sumers. In this respect, the East India Company’s access to the “original” product
did not necessarily mean a competitive advantage beyond the price differential
with European-printed cottons. Once European calico producers perfected their
techniques at a sufficient level to satisfy popular markets, the copy could become
more appealing than the original. It is in this light that we should read the con-
tinuous concern of the East India companies to supply products that could sell
well and swiftly. And their worries were not just about the latest colour or Euro-
pean consumers’ preferences for lighter shades. “The floweres must run through
the whole piece from end to end,” reported one dispatch from London to India,
“whereas, the Flowers have of late been observed to have been begun at each
end of the piece, insomuch that in the middle they have, instead of agreeing,
been opposite to one another”.83 A language of precision and exactitude in fol-
lowing specifications was paramount not only in the productive process but also
in the final product: “[calicoes] must be either 13 or 15 yards on a fine calico.
Half of fine bunches of four colours, viz., the ground work drawing black, filled
up with red and peach blossom colour and the twigs or spring green.”84

The deep blue indigo-dyed cotton textiles had captivated European mer-
chants and travellers in seventeenth-century India, especially when blended
with striking designs in red, green and yellow. These were produced through
a resist dyeing process based on the waxing of the areas to remain undyed. This
labour-intensive procedure allowed artisans to produce mostly “white on blue”
rather than “blue on white” that would have meant the waxing of most of the
cloth.85 During the last quarter of the seventeenth century Europeans adopted
not only the product but also the process of production with waxing and a pro-
cess of tepid indigo fermentation. However, by the early eighteenth century they
were already experimenting with improved techniques, unknown in Asia. The
most important of these was the use of cold vats obtained by dissolving indigo in
iron sulphate. This process, invented in England in 1734, quickly replaced the
hot fermentation of indigo that damaged the reserve (those parts that had not
to be dyed and were covered in wax).86

In addition to important new techniques, Europeans most differentiated
themselves from Indian manufacturers in the use of mechanical devices. As al-
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Figure 5

Peonies. Design on paper with gouache, Manufacture Haussmann, Logelbach near Col-
mar, c. 1780. Courtesy of the Musée de l’Impression sur l’Etoffe, Mulhouse, S.314.1.
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Figure 6

Peonies flower, block printed on cotton, Manufacture Haussmann, Logelbach near Col-
mar, c. 1780. Courtesy of the Musée de l’Impression sur l’Etoffe, Mulhouse, S.314.1.

ready observed, of all the possible ways of “fashioning” textiles, Europeans had
concentrated in particular on weaving and embroidery. Until the late seven-
teenth century their knowledge of dyes was very limited, and non-existent for
reserve dyeing. Painting, another major Indian tradition in cotton textiles, was
never seen as a possible avenue for Europeans, as it was very labour intensive.87

Printing was, however, a much simpler activity based on the engraving of a
wooden block and the subsequent impression of the colour or mordant on the
textile. Multi-coloured calicoes required a process in several stages with sub-
sequent impressions on the same cloth.88 Europe’s reliance on printing rather
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than painting, made it paramount to find a process that was not only faster
but that could also produce better-quality textiles. Book printing and engrav-
ing had reached new heights in the early eighteenth century and techniques
had been perfected to reproduce paintings in the form of etchings and popu-
lar prints. The rough and unsophisticated visual appearance of woodcut prints
found in seventeenth-century ballads and sonnets, contrast with the polished
and accomplished prints of the mid-eighteenth century such as Hogarth’s fa-
mous series. Printing on textiles underwent a major series of technical changes
in the second half of the eighteenth century, all of which were closely tied to
the technology and artistic production on paper (Figures 5 and 6).89

The first innovation was the use of copper plates, instead of the traditional
wooden blocks, first devised by Francis Nixon of Drumcondra near Dublin in
1754.90 The use of copper plates was not just a process innovation. Its main aim
was to improve the quality of the product. It allowed the precise replication on
textiles of complex designs and, more commonly, of scenes from fables, repre-
sentations of the countryside, commemorative battles and the like. The visual
“language” of cotton textiles dramatically changed thanks to the use of copper
plates (Figure 7). The process was quickly adopted throughout Europe, first in
England, and later in France, Germany and Switzerland. Oberkampf was a rel-
atively late comer to the trade, seeing the process of calico printing performed
with copper plates in London in 1773 for the first time; yet, in just a few years, he
became the best known producer of toiles in Europe.91 As Chapman and Chas-
sagne observe:

Oberkampf’s goods acquired a social cachet as his customers were obviously the
most distinguished and influential people, notably the Duke of Gontaud (Lauzun)
who boasted in the salon of the Duchess of Choiseul in 1776 of having given
Oberkampf an oriental design to copy, and that when he succeeded in reproducing
it exactly he [the Duke] had pretended the copy was a genuine Indian one and the
court believed him.92

Successes in technology and in marketing enabled Europe’s calico printers to be
attentive to the nuances of a fashion system now well out of its infancy, where
the variations in taste that arose by region, social rank and season were carefully
addressed. This became the source of the printers’ prosperity.93

The second important innovation in cotton printing was the invention of
the rotary printing machine patented by the Scot Thomas Bell in 1783. At-
tempts to perfect a printing machine had started at the very beginning of the
century when a wooden printing roller was used (Figure 8). In a similar vein,
Keen and Platt invented a three-colour roller in 1743.94 The real leap came,
however, only in 1783 when Bell (who worked at Livesey, Hargreaves Hall and
Company in Preston, England) patented a method of printing from engraved
cylinders. Two years later he was printing in six colours.95 Roller printing must
have appeared revolutionary compared with Indian painting if we consider that
it took an Indian craftsman two weeks to paint a calico seven metres long.96

But the gap between Indian and European production was not just the result
of different levels of productivity. Both copper plates and rotary printing made
the productive processes extremely capital intensive. European producers could
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Figure 7

Copperplates revolutionised the vocabulary of cotton textiles in Europe. Lit à la Duchesse,
copper-printed cotton, 1783–89. Produced by Oberkamft at Jouy-en-Josas. Courtesy of
the Musée de l’Impression sur l’Etoffe, Mulhouse, 984.27.
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Figure 8

“Stampatore in Drappi” (printing cloth) in Dizionario delle Arti e de’ Mestieri, by Francesco
Griselini, Venice 1768–78, vol. 16, Tavola XIII.

only expect to generate a profit from large runs with the identical designs, as the
cutting of a roller cost in the region of £7. The cycle of fashion accelerated in
the process.

VI.

Printing fashion—on cloth—was a milestone in the development of a respon-
sive, consumer oriented manufacturing sector in Europe. The debt to Asia, to
India, was considerable and was rooted in the impact of Asian textiles on the
economies, societies and sensibilities of Europeans over centuries. The processes
of printing on textiles, as much as the transmission of design idioms through
printing, were profoundly important communicative acts. Over the centuries of
trade in printed cottons across Eurasia, when the majority of the world’s popula-
tions were illiterate, communication took many forms other than through texts.
Printed Indian cottons were among the most egalitarian of commodities, in cost,
in quality and, following direct trade between Europe and Asia, in availability.
The ordering of space, the transmission of botanic imagery, and the varied ar-
rangements of colours represented a rich repository of visual information on the
surface of these fabrics.97

For millennia, imagery devised and treasured in one region of the world per-
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colated along trade routes, carrying on a measured visual exchange as peoples re-
sponded to the iconographic stimuli and the idioms themselves evolved. Bring-
ing printed cottons to Europe, traders facilitated a new type of visual dialogue
involving both the leisured elite and the labouring classes with the Indian pro-
ducers of printed cloth. Literate Europeans have left a record of the impact of
these goods, expressing, as did John Huyghen van Linschoten, their wonder at
the “excellent faire linnen of Cotton made in Negapatan, Saint Thomas, and
Masulepatan, of all colours, and woven with divers sorts of loome workes and
figures, verie fine and cunningly wrought.”98 Yet, we have a more difficult task
determining the full cultural reception of printed textiles among the mass of
Europeans, “literate” in symbolic and iconographic idioms, but unlettered in
the written word. At the same time as books of all sorts were becoming more
common, a non-literate print media carried uniquely stylized or densely rich
imagery into new markets, to be judged and assessed by a population skilled in
visual translation. We know the aggregate outcome of this encounter, even if not
the detail responses from each community, as peoples from Friesland to Portu-
gal, Catalonia to Scotland, adopted and interpreted prints from India into their
lives, their homes and their apparel.99

The use of printing techniques to transmit this visual information enabled
replication at an affordable price. Textiles were perhaps the most ubiquitous
medium, but prior to the appearance of Indian printed cottons decorative pat-
terning in textiles was the preserve of Europe’s wealthiest alone. An aesthetic
previously restricted, thereafter gradually became commonplace, absorbed into
cultures, modified and reframed within the receiving community. Printing on
cotton (an Indian device) enabled this significant cultural exchange and printed
designs on an affordable medium intensified the fashion ethos among disparate
European populations. Communication in this context shaped the culture of Eu-
rope and presented an important new medium through which to transmit image-
laden materials to the widest possible audience. Jack Goody observes that:

Culture, after all, is a series of communicative acts, and differences in the mode of
communication are often as important as differences in the mode of production,
for they involve developments in the storing, analysis, and creation of human
knowledge, as well as the relationships between the individuals involved.100

Two areas of Eurasia, Western Europe and the Indian subcontinent, possessed
substantially different bodies of knowledge in the seventeenth century. What
seemed also to be different was how this knowledge was shared, moved, applied,
confirmed or disproved.101 In this process, the discovery and application of new
printing techniques was vital to the advance of the European trade. But, print-
ing’s role was also multifarious, for printing also played a key role in the diffusion
of fashion information in written and visual printed form. By 1600, needlework
booklets with printed designs, some showing Asian influence, were being sold in
various parts of Europe.102 Printed paper patterns were followed through the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth century by printed announcements of cargoes, news-
paper advertisements of retails stock and seasonal discussions of dress styles, as
well as magazines with instructions, patterns and images of new designs.
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The circulation of printed information on style was not exclusive to Europe,
as Craig Clunas has shown for the late Ming period.103 However, the capac-
ity to offer seasonal and mid-season novelties in printed fabrics, designed for
plebeian and elite buyers, marked a momentous advance for European print-
ers. Alan Hunt defines fashion as “a process : : : in which both producers and
consumers place some conscious valuation on change.”104 Change was a phe-
nomenon known and valued by later eighteenth-century suppliers who brought
“loads of prints on three mornings a week—Tuesday, Thursdays, and Saturdays—
from the works. [ : : : ] A crowd of drapers was generally waiting for the doors to
be opened, when they would rush upstairs to the saleroom, and a scramble for
prints would ensue.”105 Europe excelled through the application of new tech-
nologies; but they built their success on the cultural and economic structural
changes propelled by centuries of imported Asian textiles. Asian fabrics had a
profound impact on European design, material culture and production and the
changes engendered through these imports included the constancy of change
that challenged hierarchy and the profits from change that revised society. The
characteristics of materials like Indian cotton established a template for manu-
factures that would appeal to “the many poorer sorts” as well as the “gallants”.106

The renewal of dress and furnishings, along with the desire for change, stood at
the heart of fashion; Indian manufactures sparked the desire and their cottons
provided the material to assuage this craving. Europe learned from this example
and the fashion dynamic was strengthened as a consequence.
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