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Favourite Fabric no 51 Lutestring 

What could be more lyrical than to be dressed 
in lutestring silk? The very name suggests a 
moonlight serenade, and like the moth also known 
as lutestring, something glimmering and fragile. A 
crisp lightweight paper thin silk, lutestring was 
renowned for its glossy shimmer. Similar to 
alamode but lighter than taffeta, it was considered 
the perfect fabric for summer wear during the 18th 
century as it would drape nicely yet had enough 
substance to hold detail. These same qualities made 
it a popular choice for great ladies when choosing 
a gown to wear while having their portraits 
painted. Gainsborough loved to paint his subjects in 
lutestring silk because its lustrous gleam made its 
colour slightly changeable according to the light. 
Lutestring silk originated in the French silk industry 

of the 17th century although some sources suggest 
earlier, but this may be due to confusion over the 
name. The terms lutestring, lustring, lustering or 
lustrine silk are often used synonymously however 
sometimes the term lutestring is reserved for the 
ribbon. Despite visions of the instrument, the names 
derive from lustrare, from the Latin ‘to shine’. 
 
Created by the ‘secret process’ of ‘Lustriating’, 
lutestring was given its lustre and texture by the 
warp threads being coated by a special gum, heated, 
stretched, and beaten before being woven. Not 
knowing this secret process was costly and Britain 
spent considerable sums importing thousands of 
yards of the silk from Lyons. The secret was revealed 
in 1684 when a pair of Huguenot refugees bartered 

it for the chance of a new life in Spitalfields. Their 
valuable skills bought them a new life away from 
religious persecution and as they were contracted to 
teach many English silk weavers, bringing a new era 
of prosperity to the English silk industry.  
 
The Lustring Company was founded in 1692 to 
promote and protect the business, successfully 
petitioning parliament to ban all imports of foreign 
lutestrings. Sadly their prosperity was lost and 
reputation destroyed when it was revealed that 
Stephen Seignoret, a main shareholder, was making a 
vast profit from smuggling French silks. In 1698 he 
was charged and fined the £10,000 that should have 
been paid in taxes, which King William granted to 
Greenwich Hospital. ¥¥¥Sarah Jane Downing 
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