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Silk Gauze 
Silk Gauze was, for a short but glorious period in Renfrewshire’s textile history, 
one of the most important fabrics produced, both in terms of providing local 
employment and financial revenue, and also because of its worldwide 
reputation, as a result of the design and quality of the textiles manufactured. 

So where are all the examples and displays of this beautiful, artisan produced, 
eighteenth century fashionable and in-demand fabric?  

Many Paisley folk have heirloom shawls that have handed down through the 
generations, and even original early woven shawls can be found in excellent 
condition. However, nobody seems to find cupboards full of great, great, great 
granny’s silk gauze collection! 

Properties of silk gauze 

One of the main reasons for this is, unfortunately, the composition of the fabric 
itself. In wear and usage, the desired effect of silk gauze is that of luxury, with 
freshness and crispness in its handling being the unique selling point. This, in 
part, acted as an indication of the wearers wealth and status within society, 
directly related to their ability to firstly purchase, and then maintain the 
appearance of, such a fine delicate fabric.  

In the 18th century, silk gauze was popular especially on garments as trims, 
overlays, neckerchiefs, caps, aprons & mantles. It was a sheer, light, semi-crisp 
fabric sometimes woven with integral designs or flowers and sometimes surface 
embroidered.   

Silk gauze as a dress fabric and as an accessory 

Silk gauze, by its very nature, was a fragile, delicate fabric that does not 
withstand wear, laundering, domestic bleaching and starching, or simply the 
passage of time.  As larger pieces (e.g. aprons, outer dress layers or 
handkerchiefs) began to show signs of wear, damage or discolouration, they 
would probably have been re-purposed (in gradually decreasing pieces), and 
added to other garments as a decorative trim or accessory, rather than 
continuing to be utilised as the main fabric. Also, as silk gauze became more 
readily available and affordable, upper classes may not have appreciated their 
servants being able to so readily dress in a similar fashion to themselves! 
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Silk Gauze Handkerchiefs 

The market for silk gauze as a clothing accessory, was therefore extremely 
important in enabling consumers to adapt their clothing to suit changing fashion 
trends just by altering edgings, trims etc. 

Women wore handkerchiefs in many ways, the most common of which was 
probably untucked in the back and tucked in in the front. The back could also be 
tucked in. The front could be pinned close to the neck, pinned further down, 
pinned with the ends allowed to separate below the pin, pinned so that the ends 
hang down and overlap, knotted, twisted (like a Steinkirk), tucked in in the 
centre, tucked in toward the sides, and, late in the 18th century, when 
handkerchiefs could be quite large, crossed in front and brought around the 
sides to tie in back. The ends were often used in front to over the stomacher 
area of a gown with an open bodice, and then would be tucked behind a ribbon 
or ribbons which cross the stomacher area.  

For men, alternatives to a handkerchief were a stock or neckcloth. A 
handkerchief is the least formal of these three alternatives. Men usually rolled 
or folded their handkerchiefs to somewhat resemble a neckcloth, but handled 
the ends in about as many ways as women.  

 

 

William Hogarth (1697-1764). David Garrick & his Wife, 1757. The Royal Collection Trust, RCIN 
405682. Mrs. Garrick's handkerchief is twisted in a very loose Steinkirk style 

https://people.csail.mit.edu/sfelshin/revwar/glossary.html#stock
https://people.csail.mit.edu/sfelshin/revwar/glossary.html#neckcloth
https://people.csail.mit.edu/sfelshin/revwar/glossary.html#neckcloth
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Silk gauze deterioration 

From a museum conservation viewpoint, the (relatively) few trade book samples 
that are available, are not available on permanent display to the public, as they 
must be protected from light and other environmental factors that can 
contribute to their deterioration.  

Silk gauze provenance 

Paisley Museum holds samples from local manufacturers Brown, Sharp & Co., 
however, matching any samples to their original designers and manufacturers 
can also prove problematic, as there may have been no indication as to who 
these original artisans actually were.  

Silk gauze was often smuggled abroad, as it was very easy to fold and conceal, 
or incorporate into the layers of other garments. As a result, it could also have 
been unlabelled, mislabelled, and, deliberately or innocently, misrepresented as 
being English, Irish or British goods, with no reference, credit or 
acknowledgement given to the Renfrewshire origin. 

 

Silk Gauze in Renfrewshire 

The introduction of the Silk gauze manufacture to the Renfrewshire area is 
credited to Mr. Humphrey Fulton, a lawn manufacturer based in Maxwellton, 
around 1760. 

Mr Fulton, originally from Beith, had for many years been a ‘Packman’, a 
travelling salesman and agent, working between Scotland and England. 
Packmen were an essential part of the trading and communication network, and 
shared information about news, fashion and trends, new inventions and 
technology, politics, religion, scandal and general gossip. They helped to develop 
the business and financial contacts that eased the trading processes.  

Scots packmen were not confined to their own country. In their thousands, they 
travelled to England and across to the continent, particularly northern Europe. 
In Poland the phrase 'a Scots pedlar's pack' was used to mean 'everything but 
the kitchen sink'. In Germany the word 'Schotte', meaning a vagrant pedlar, 
occurs as early as 1330. They were not generally popular with officialdom who 
accused them of avoiding taxes, which was undoubtedly true. 
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In 1759, during a visit to settle accounts with Daniel Seton, his agent and 
business colleague in Edinburgh, Fulton was shown some samples of silk gauzes 
that had just been delivered from London. He was informed by Seton that as the 
silk gauzes being manufactured in Spitalfields were now the “general fashion”, 
it was most probable that the demand for lawn and thread gauze would be 
greatly diminished.  

Realising that any changes in fashion towards fancy silk gauzes would effectively 
reduce the demand for Paisley manufactured lawn and thread gauzes, Fulton 
purchased one yard of plain and three yards of figured Spitalfield gauzes, of 
different patterns. This enabled him to more closely examine their design and 
construction, and determine the possibility of manufacturing something similar 
himself. 

Confident in his intent of ‘imitating’ these fabrics, he told Seton that he should 
be able, within a few months, to supply him with silk gauze wrought in Paisley. 
On his return, he ordered 10lbs of silk from London, but along with the invoice 
he received a letter from his agent/supplier, advising him in no uncertain terms 

that, although he was happy to provide the raw materials as requested, he 
considered that Fulton would be throwing his money away, as the silk gauze 
industry was: 

“so completely established in Spitalfields, it can never be removed”. 

Undeterred, Fulton asked his son in law John McKerrell (who was married to 
Fulton’s daughter Margaret, and already an established manufacturer in his own 
right, at Maxwellton) if he would attempt the weaving of silk gauze, generously 
offering him half the silk as an incentive. 

McKerrell was willing, but unable to complete the task satisfactorily, and 
commissioned local weaver John Wilson? to successfully spin the first silk gauze 
web in Paisley. However, the working charge ended up costing around 10d per 
yard above the selling price, and the project was almost dismissed as both a 
practical, and commercial, failure, with the unused silk being returned to Fulton. 

But Fulton did not give up, and tried himself without any great success. He soon 
realised that the figured gauzes would sell better than the plain, and invested in 
this going on to sell his next lot of figured gauzes with no loss. Fired with 
optimism and certain of success, he invested heavily in this new venture, 
ordering a bale of 160lbs silk @ 40s per lb., and upon receiving it, was soon able 
to substantially increase the number of his looms. 
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The development and accomplishment of textile skills and knowledge of 
Paisley’s silk gauze manufacturers were very quickly acknowledged and 
celebrated in the annual prize giving in 1761, when the prize of five guineas 

“for the best piece of flowered silk gauze, for colour, pattern and 
workmanship”, was presented to “Humphrey Fulton, Silk-manufacturer 
at Maxweltoun, Paisley”. 

The second prize, of three guineas, went to Mr John McKerrell (his son-in-law), 
also of Paisley. 

 

 

 

Caledonian Mercury - Monday 12 April 1762 
Paisley and Renfrewshire workers continued to gain expertise and were soon 
producing high quality goods that sold in London at prices that undercut the 
Spitalfields workers, by up to 30%, and their products even rivalled those 
produced by the long established silk gauze trade in Lyon.  

The success of this production exceeded all expectation, and the whole silk-
gauze trade was soon centred here, with considerable quantities of goods sent 
to England, Ireland, and the Continent. Within the next twenty years silk-gauzes 
had become the chief manufacture, not only in Paisley but also in Renfrewshire, 
until around 1784, when changes in fashion led the demise of the silk gauze 
trade, in favour of cotton muslins. It was revived again in 1819, but only for a 
short period.  
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Paisley and Renfrewshire London connections 

Between 1760 and 1780, a number of English companies settled in the Paisley 
area, and the silk gauze trade became the principal industry of the town and 
surrounding villages, with the goods being marketed in London, Dublin and 
Paris. The lower cost of living, availability of reasonable housing and business 
premises, and the access to a skilled and enthusiastic workforce made Paisley 
an attractive option to outside manufactures. 

International trading 

The manufacturers and their agents may have been well travelled and at the 
forefront of opening up new business connections, and, as a result, the goods 
traded were manufactured by artisans who could have been well aware of the 
destinations their products would end up in. They, therefore, consciously 
developed and adapted their designs for overseas consumers, or copied 
techniques from other foreign craftsmen, with an awareness of their part in a 
global trading network.  

Silk gauze was closely allied to, and continued frequently to be mixed with, 
cotton threads in the manufacture of shawls and other clothing and fancy 
articles. The cotton and associated industries were speculative, in the sense of 
producing for an uncertain market, and were thus peculiarly liable to 
fluctuations of trade. 

Earlier in the eighteenth century the War of the Spanish Succession had a 
detrimental effect on the silk manufacturers in Lyon, allowing London to emerge 
as a leading competitor. Following the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 which gave 
London manufacturers favourable trading terms to the detriment of the French, 
England soon became the main source of silk exported to the West Indies and 
had a virtual monopoly on trading with the American colonies.  

Cotton was the key textile that expanded the audience for fashion in the late 
seventeenth century and eighteenth centuries. Consumers responded 
enthusiastically to the bold, printed floral patterns, the lightness the fabric, and 
the competitive pricing. Under pressure from woollen and silk manufacturers, 
Indian cottons were initially banned from domestic sale and use in several 
European countries, but this legislation was often ignored, and trade continued. 
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Spitalfields silk workers 

Around 1767, 38 Spitalfields handkerchief and gauze workers, and journeymen, 
were actively recruited to work in new workshops in Scotland and northern 
Europe where better wages and conditions were offered, along with work 
guaranteed for three years.  

In Renfrewshire, other manufacturers were watching closely, trying to judge 
when to expand or change their textile production methods, but Fulton already 
had twenty looms working before any others stepped in. Those who knew 
Fulton’s character and business expertise, realised that he would not persist in 
manufacturing goods at a loss, and soon copied him in the production of silk 
gauze. 

Paisley workers soon gained design and technical expertise, producing high 
quality goods that could sell in London, at prices lower than the Spitalfields 
workers. English houses in the silk gauze business dropped manufacture in 
Spitalfields and established themselves in Paisley. 

Fashion, as always, dictated the increase in demand for silk gauze. This 
newspaper article includes a letter from a lady in London to her friend in 
Edinburgh from 04th July 1776, in which she comments that  

“everything is trimmed with gauze”. 

Caledonian Mercury 04th July 1776 
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1776 Lace and thread manufacture in Renfrew 

In 1775, the probability of establishing the fabrication of thread and lace, on the 
‘Lisle’ plan, had already been investigated by the Board of Trustees, resulting in 
them appointing Monsieur Francois Puteau, and his wife, as overseers of this 
new venture, thus confirming that Paisley and Renfrewshire already had the 
advantage over Spittalfields, in the silk and lace trade.  

It was also recommended to the Board of Trustees, that the ‘ladies of Scotland’ 
should be addressed as to the importance of establishing and promoting the 
branch of lace manufacture, by whatever means appropriate. 

The industrious poor in Scotland undoubtedly live at less expense, and, 
in general, work for less wages. It will not now be said that they are not 
as ingenious as their neighbours; the contrary is abundantly manifest. 
There is no country that exceeds us in variety of pattern, and neatness 
of figures, in those branches already established. The great demands for 
fancy goods from Scotland, is pretty sure evidence that this is the case. 
Is there not, then, a great probability that the Lace branch will flourish 
in such a soil if prosecuted with spirit? The advantages which will result 
from this manufacture are obvious:  

• it will give encouragement to the manufacturing of fine Thread 
• it will employ a vast number of poor girls, who may begin at eight 

years of age, at which time of life they are commonly strolling 
about until the age of twelve or fourteen, a burden to their 
parents, and numbers maintained by the public 

• in short, it will save a considerable sum sent annually to England 
and France, and may, in time, be an additional article to our 
exports 
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The silk gauze trade was booming, offering steady employment to the Paisley 
and Renfrewshire workforce and, in March 1776, it was reported that:  

“Never were our orders, both from London and Holland, &c. for Silk 
Gauzes and clear Lawns, so great as the whole received this spring. By 
all appearance there will not be a single Hand idle for at least six months 
to come.” 

 

Oxford Journal - Saturday 23 March 1776 

 
Restrictions and incentives affecting the silk gauze trade 

In 1785 the French King published another arret in favour of the new French East 
India Company, prohibiting the importation of “callicoes and muslins, except 
that they are introduced from India in French bottoms: and also prohibiting the 
importation of foreign printed and stained cottons, gauzes and linens.” 
Representatives of the previously flourishing manufactory of Paisley which had 
“contributed to the splendour and elegance of the Court of France”, 
immediately travelled to London to petition parliament for support. 

 

Leeds Intelligencer - Tuesday 09 August 1785 
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However, improved international relations and the relaxation of some trading 
barriers led to new commercial partnerships being formed. In October 1786, an 
eminent house in France expressed the desire to settle “a correspondence with 
some of the principal manufacturers in Paisley.” It was hoped that the 
development of improved trading alliances would offset “the loss of America.” 

 

Kentish Gazette - Friday 20 October 1786 
 

In 1787, a Commercial Treaty with France allowed gauzes of all kind to be 
admitted with a 10% duty ad valoreum. This provided a welcome boost to the 
industry, and by July 1787, the silk gauze manufacture at Paisley employed “not 
under 5000” weavers, with winders, warpers, chippers drawers and others 
necessary in the various parts of silk manufacture also numbering around 5000. 

In 1791, more than 30 years after the introduction of silk gauze to Paisley, the 
yearly value of its manufacture was estimated at over £400,000, whereas the 
trade in Spitalfields had almost totally declined. Indeed, it was considered one 
of the most valuable branches of the export trade in Scotland, whilst offering 
prices less than anywhere in the world. 

The monopoly of the silk gauze trade by the Spitalfields workers, had been 
successfully challenged by both the government and consumers, and the Paisley 
entrepreneurs and workforce were perfectly placed to step in and take on the 
role of primary silk gauze manufacturers. 

 



12 
 

“Hence it appears that a rich country in possession of a manufacture of skill 
and of industry, cannot always maintain itself against a poor country.” 

 

However, only two years later, by 1793, the entire trade in silk gauze was in 
demise. Changes in fashion along with scientific and technological advances, 
were already dictating that the talented Renfrewshire workforce would soon 
need to turn their hands and expertise, away from silk gauze, towards the 
increasing demands for new and varied fabrics. 
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1792 by Ralph Earl – detail from Mrs. Richard Alsop 
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A Family of Threads was a project run during the 2017 Year of History, Heritage 
& Archaeology.  Over the year the museum investigated the origins of linen 
thread making in Paisley and Renfrewshire, its impact on Scotland and the local 
area. This booklet is part of a series published at the end of the project. 
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