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Identifying Printed Textiles in Dress 1740-1890 
Text copyright © Philip A. Sykas, 2007 
Image copyrights as specified in each section. 

 
 

This information pack has been produced to accompany a one-day workshop of the same name held at 
Manchester Metropolitan University, Whitworth Art Gallery and Platt Hall on 1st November 2007.  The 
workshop is one of three produced in collaboration between DATS and the V&A, funded by the Renaissance 
Subject Specialist Network Implementation Grant Programme, administered by the MLA.   
 
The purpose of the workshops is to enable participants to improve the documentation and interpretation of 
collections and make them accessible to the widest audiences. Participants will have the chance to study 
objects at first hand to help increase their confidence in identifying textile materials and techniques.  This 
information pack is intended as a means of sharing the knowledge communicated in the workshops with 
colleagues and the public. 
 
 

Other workshops / information packs in the series: 
 

Identifying Textile Types and Weaves 1750 -1950 
Identifying Handmade and Machine Lace 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Front cover image: World of Fashion, August 1832.  Detail showing an evening dress of batiste de soie printed in a running pattern of 
lilac and oiseau.  Morning and walking dress composed of batiste de laine printed in a cachemire pattern. 
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Identifying Printed Textiles in Dress 1740-1890 
Introduction  
 
Careful observation can provide the information needed to begin the dating and identification of textiles 
printed for dress between 1740 and 1890.  But it is first necessary to know where to look, and what to look 
for. This information pack provides a set of twenty reference examples that are used as focal points for the 
discussion of key issues.  This relatively small number of examples should be seen as an introduction to the 
subject, and cannot hope to be comprehensive or to cover many finer points.  The selection is based on 
printed textile types that may be encountered in a typical British dress collection.  It excludes accessories 
such as handkerchiefs and shawls, as well as garments that rarely survive such as menès shirtings.  It is 
intended that the commentary on the chosen examples will give firm  guideposts from which to build  
further information .  This booklet cannot take the place of the experimental learning activity of the 
workshop it was commissioned to accompany. But it is a more lasting record of information suited to 
communication by illustrated text.  This information is based upon the study of original sources and 
surviving objects; it is an on-going study and is not yet available in a published text. 
 The principal methods of textile printing during the  period used either relief-cut blocks, or engraved 
copperplates, or engraved cylinders for the printing matrix.  Understanding the historical development of 
these techniques and their application to garment prints will help the researcher discover visual traces left 
by the printing techniques that form a reliable basis for identification . 
 During much of our period, printing techniques were used in competition for the production of 
particular types of cloth aimed at specific markets.  Contextual information about the intended market for 
printed textiles  - high, middle or low helps in formulating judgments about identification.  One clue to the 
market placement of a print is the quality of the cloth; high -end workmanship would not be wasted on poor 
quality cloth, and an expensive cloth would not be devalued by techniques aimed at cheapness.  For the 
most commonly encountered print cloth, plain weave cotton, a årule-of-thumbæ estimation based on the 
thread count is suggested here:  

10-20 threads per centimetre can be seen to indicate a cheap material; 
20-30 threads per centimetre can be seen as a medium-grade material, and 
30-40 threads per centimetre indicates a high-end material. 

If both warp and weft fall in the same category, this helps to confirm the category.  For other fibres and 
constructions, different rules apply, but it is always useful to consider the quality of the print cloth. 

  A brief bibliography is appended to this information pack.  Since visual comparisons are commonly 
used to refine an identification or dating, some literature has been suggested because it offers good visual 
examples. Other texts are recommended for further informati on about specific issues.  In the 1950s, Peter 
Floud pioneered the study of the stylistic progression of design within European printed textiles.  More 
recently, Deryn OèConnor broke new ground with her object-based study of prints first presented in the 
catalogue to the 1982 exhibition, Colour & the calico printer , and continued since.    Both approaches will 
assist the museum curator.  There is also much room for new contributions to the field .  It is hoped that this 
information pack may provide some assistance in opening up the field of prints in museum dress 
collections, whether in the form of a simple label or a more lengthy work. 

Philip A. Sykas, Manchester Metropolitan University, September  2007 



 6 

 

Catalogue 1 
Printed fustian  lining to stomacher, around 1740-1760  
(MCAG 1947.1269) Gallery of Costume, Platt Hall (Images © Manchester City Galleries) 

 
 
Description 
Ground: Balanced plain weave with linen warp and cotton weft, commonly referred to as fustian .  The warp 
and weft are both Z-spun, with a density of around 17 x 16 threads per cm. 
Pattern: Diapered arrangement of dots alternating with vertically -hatched lozenges in closely-spaced rows. 
The repeat unit is small, about 2 by 1.5cm 
Technique: Single-colour block print, probably dyed madder red.  The blocking is uneven in density, and the 
join of the pattern is imperfect.   The printing block was about 20 x 16cm in size (8 x 6 1/4 inches), as 
evidenced by visible joins in the printed pattern .  
 
Discussion 
a) An Act of 1721 prohibiting the use and wear of printed calicos1 came into force on Christmas Day 1722, but 
this exempted prints on linen, and on linen-and-cotton mixture fabrics.  It was not until 1774 that this Act 

                                                 
1
  In the seventeenth and eighteenth century,  çcalicoè was a generic term for a range of all-cotton fabrics imported from India.  Various 

grades of white, plain weave calicos were used in Britain as a base cloth for printing.  See also, Harris, J, 5000 Years of Textiles, p.12. 
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was repealed, allowing the printing of all-cotton cloth in Britain.  Therefore printed fustians are generally 
assumed to date from the middle fifty years of the eighteenth century.  Of course, this can only be a 
generalisation as printed fustians existed before and after the Acts in question, but contemporary comment 
confirms that the legislation gave an impetus for the greater use of exempted fabrics. 
b) Printed fustians are most commonly found to survive as linings to garments, and they usually date from 
the last period of use of the garment.  Thus the date of the garment has usually formed the primary guide to 
dating the print . 
c) Cotton/linen print fabrics of this era are often of a somewhat coarse canvas-like texture , with t hread 
counts between 10 and 20 per centimetre in each direction.  Fustian cloth was intended to be brushed to 
raise a nap from the cotton, but printers used the cloth unfinished because of its resemblance to calico. 
d) The patterns are typically in one or two colours, especially red and black, and simple in nature. Evidence of 
the use of metal pins set into the block to create small dots is often found by the middle of the eighteenth 
century. Printing workmanship is often rudimentary, with little effort to disguise joins in the pattern. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


