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Tromp as writ
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i. Cloth that was produced in Norwich prior to industrialization was 
chiefly bought and sold via books laden with small widths of sample 
fabrics. The sheer variety in each book attests to the diversity of cloth 
that would have been sewn into mourning gowns or stretched and tufted 
over settees. Desirability by way of novelty produced multiple names 
for essentially the same material: paduasoy is padaway is pattisway is 
poudesoy—“a rich and heavy silk tabby, usually brocaded.” Having 
encountered these sample cloth books numerous times and studied 
them myself, I was startled by reading W.G. Sebald’s description of these 
same sample books in the final pages of The Rings of Saturn. His list of 
“silk brocades and watered tabinets, satins and satinettes, camblets and 
cheveretts, prunelles, callimancoes and florentines, diamantines and 
grenadines, blondines, bombazines, belle-isles and martiniques” was an 
echo of my own preoccupation with these tiny shreds of cloth and it 
eased my peripheral sense of alienation that Sebald’s attention was also 
hooked upon them. I like to imagine the feeling it gave me as being 
in the same category of astonishment as when Sebald, while reading 
Robert Walser, came across the word “lauftene”—a word Sebald had 
previously invented to use in his own work and had until that moment 
believed he was alone in doing. 
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ii. On permanent display at the Met is a collection of Egyptian linen. 
Some of these relics have a third fringe woven into the cloth that was at 
first glance entirely mysterious to me. Its purpose is purely decorative, 
yet remains strange in its three-sidedness. Cloth naturally has a fringe 
at each end where the warp threads (vertically run) are cut. Egyptian 
weavers would produce a third fringe along one of the vertical edges of 
the cloth (the selvedge). Instead of pulling the weft thread (horizontally 
run) snug against the selvedge edge, they would extend the former over 
the latter to form a loop, before sending that same weft thread back 
into the cloth. Viewed in the museum the pieces of linen are tiny and 
far away, as though they would disappear into dust if the vitrine were 
bumped or shaken. Yet viewed digitally via the Met’s online collection, 
the zoom function allows the linen to be viewed so closely that the 
stiff furriness and the variance of tension used in the handspinning 
of the flax fibre is revealed. All of this gets further exaggerated by the 
fact that the linen is photographed on a ground of white, industrially– 
manufactured fabric that is visible through perforations, which in real 
life are likely as tiny as moth holes.  
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iii. During a period of the 16th century, there was a decorative 
tradition of stained cloths that were hung in the homes of middle–
class families in England. On walls made of green wood and wattle 
–and–daub construction, these cloths were hung to function both as 
a decorative wall covering and also to keep out draughts that would 
inevitably blow through gaps caused by the slow curing of the green 
wood beams. These stained cloths were produced to have a resemblance 
to both painting and tapestry—items typically only found in the homes 
of the wealthy. Through this double aspiration the cloths became their 
own category of textile in and of themselves.  

Somewhat contrasting historical accounts of how the cloths were 
painted survives; the one that interests me most is from 1410. It 
describes a marvellous process whereby linen cloth was woven and 
then painted with a thin layer of rabbit–skin glue. Once dry, the linen 
was laid down on top of frieze cloth, a type woollen cloth with a nap 
raised on one side. The intention behind this layered technique was 
to achieve a pictorial scene (as in a painting) but keep the inherent 
intersection of warp and weft visible (as in a tapestry). As the stainer 
worked, the colours would not flow, but would rather soak into the 
woollen layer below. The layer of rabbit skin glue on the linen’s surface 
allowed for the integrity of the paintbrush strokes to remain. 
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iv. In a will belonging to an English woman who died in the early 
1600s, a list of linens testifies to the value of cloth during that time. 
“A paire of holland sheetes, a fyne childbed sheet, a flaxen table 
cloth, a dozen naptkins, a payre of course sheets” were bequeathed 
in the same manner as property and silver. In the opening pages 
of The Blue Flower, Penelope Fitzgerald describes the once-yearly 
occurrence of washday signalled by “the great dingy snowfalls 
of sheets, pillowcases, bolster-cases, vests, bodices, drawers.” 
In surviving 18th-century examples, the maintenance of bed  
sheets involved initialling, dating, and numbering them. Numbering 
permitted the even wear of multiple bed sheets, rotated over the time 
they were slept in and washed. There is a particular sheet in the V&A 
Museum collection that has six sets of initials embroidered in pink 
silk, four of which bear dates ranging from 1786 to 1900. According to 
the note that accompanied this anonymous donation to the museum, 
these initials refer to the individuals who were covered with the sheet 
when laid out after death. 




