Curator’s Choice

DazzIling Duds: Metal Thread

in the 17"-Century

ne of the most popular ways for wealthy people of the 17 and 18™ centuries

to flaunt their status and fashion sense was to dress themselves in clothes and

accessories that were made of fine cloth and embellished with metal trims.
This finery was not just shiny thread that looked metallic by a trick of the eye, it was

actual metal wire wound around silk to make thread, or tiny ribbons of metal that were

sewed onto fabric in elaborate patterns.

Metal threads from Charles’ Gift (185T704). Left: The fragile metal threads after they were removed from the soil that surrounded
them. Right: Close-up of exemplary pieces of the thread. A) Woven metal threads with a metal ribbon running through them.
B) This fragment still has the original silk thread that the metal was wrapped around thanks to the copper corrosion around it.
C) These twisted threads may be from a fringe. D) A knot like one might see on a tassel. E) Another fragment of woven threads
with a metal ribbon running through it. Photos by Caitlin Shaffer, courtesy Naval Air Station Patuxent River, Naval District
Washington.

I t is rare for Maryland’s archaeologists to get an opportunity to study textiles because
organic materials like leather, wool, silk, and linen are subject to rot unless they are
deposited in special conditions, like a water-logged well that promotes preservation. In the
case of metallic embroidery, however, there is a slightly more durable material involved.
The green corrosion on the metal threads found at Charles’ Gift indicates that they
contain copper, though they may originally have been covered with a thin layer of silver or
gold. Copper alloys usually survive well on colonial sites in Maryland, and they have a
special skill; their corrosion kills. Copper ions are toxic to the little bugs and microbes that
live in soil, feeding on tasty organics like silk. As copper corrodes, it releases poisonous ions
that keep the organisms that damage organics away. In this case, the threads encased in
copper ribbons are preserved so that archaeologists can study how the threads might have
originally looked.

Metallic threads are featured on all of the 17™-century gloves shown here. Above left: Glove cuff ca. 1660s. Bottom Left: Detail
from the latter. Above Center: Detail of a ca. 1603-1625 glove with metallic lace trim and metal embroidery with seed pearls. Top
Right: Ca. 1610-1625 glove cuff with metal fringe. Bottom Right: Detail of metal thread ribbons adorning a ca. 1660-1680 glove.
All images from the Victoria & Albert Museum collections as published in Hart and North 1998.

By: Sara Rivers Cofield,
Curator of Federal Collections, MAC Lab

A professional embroiderer at work. From Randall
Holme’s Academy of Armory 1688.

he feature that archaeologists were excavating when they found the metallic threads

was a large pit created to get brick clay for the foundation of the Sewall’s new 1690s
home. This pit was gradually filled with construction debris and household refuse as the
new house went up, and when the old house was torn down, that rubble went into the pit,
too. Perhaps by then, Sewall’s finest clothes were worn out, damaged by people who had
raided the plantation, chewed by mice, or just really out of style. The family was so far
removed from the European embroidery industry, that the effort of saving metal threads to
sell back to manufacturers may not have been worthwhile. As a result, these metal threads
ended up in the refuse pit.

hen excavators hit the fragile threads, they carved out the soil that held them and

put this soil in a vial. MAC Lab conservator Cait Shaffer later picked the threads
out of the dirt and carefully cleaned them, making it possible for a curator like me to look
at them under a microscope and get a much better picture of the great finery that the
people who walked around Maryland over 300 years ago might have displayed.
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The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research, conservation, and collections storage facility located at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum.
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