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INTRODUCTION
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I started in the passementerie trade in 1989 when I went to work for Wendy Cushing. After my first day there I wrote in my diary ‘this is my job’, and over 30 years later I’m still weaving trims and making tassels. A magical, almost secretive, world opened up to me that day, where the techniques and the way they were documented was passed from passementier to passementier. Each company developed their own handwriting and ways of doing things. You couldn’t find any of this in a book and, as far as I know, this is the first time passementerie weave technical notation has been published.


I was probably one of the last weavers to be trained in the art of passementerie weaving in London. This is a dwindling industry where competition from machine-made trims and cheaper labour from India and China has resulted in there being no passementerie factories left in London. I’m the last working passementerie weaver in London’s East End, the traditional area for the passementerie industry in the city.


When I set my business up in 2008, after many years freelancing, I knew there was a gap in the market for bold, colourful and contemporary trims. I wanted to drag passementerie into the 21st century and make it something relevant and desirable again in modern interiors. I feel this is one of the ways to keep this age-old craft alive, but it is also important to document all the different skills and methods employed in the making of passementerie to hopefully inspire future passementiers to keep these techniques breathing.


Passementerie weaving differs from, although it is related to, other forms of braid or ribbon weaving, like inkle weaving. Often these are confused with each other but there are definite characteristics particular to passementerie weaving. Many of the techniques were developed to enable manufacture of a hand-made and hand-woven product. If a customer orders, say, 100 tassels or 50m of trim, the passementier needs to be able to have the skills to produce these items, not only so they are all uniform and neatly made, but in a time scale that isn’t too long. Hand-made passementerie is expensive but the methods do bring the costs down.


The canon of techniques in passementerie is vast, and is split into two main areas: woven trims and table work, which covers all passementerie made away from the loom, such as tassels, tiebacks and embellishments. This book likewise has two sections because the two fields are very different, although they often cross over. Passementerie was traditionally produced in small factories, where a production line of sorts would operate. There would be a rope walk (a very long room) where the cords were twisted and the gimps were made, and workshop/s where the passementerie looms and work benches would be situated. It would be very unusual for a passementier to practise both disciplines; one would either be a weaver or a table worker, as each required different skills. Once the trims had been woven, if they needed embellishment, they would be passed to the table workers, who would tassel them, often working in unison on different elements or sections. It would be possible for a single trim to have had been made by three to five people. When I started at Wendy’s all those years ago there were four hand weavers and two table workers, who were mostly full time because of the volume of orders. Now, in my own business, it’s just me and the occasional out worker.




 


A BRIEF HISTORY OF PASSEMENTERIE


The history of passementerie isn’t easy to pin down, as written evidence is sketchy, apart from bills of sale and some descriptions in literature, so we must turn to pictorial evidence and the indigenous making of trims and tassels to find where, how and when this textile form evolved and how it was used. There is some evidence, especially from the sixteenth century onwards, as we also have some rare examples of original passementerie and some written documentation, although most of the historical passementerie you will see will be reproduction. Perhaps the best way to document the history of passementerie as we think of it today is to go through it chronologically, as it followed, up until World War II, the stylistic trends of each era.
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A braided and tasselled suit of samurai armour from 1550.





Early Trims and Tassels


Fragments of tassels were found in Tutankhamun’s tomb, which give us an indication of how far back this craft goes. Most indigenous cultures have some form of braiding and tassel-making tradition that has been handed down over the centuries, made from locally sourced materials, which in turn add to the style of each area. The Far East has an abundance of techniques for silk embellishments; kumihimo, the art of Japanese braiding, produces both round cords and flat braids. There is a tiny, but almost impossible to find, kumihimo museum in Kyoto, which explores the craft’s history and has examples of the different types of looms used in its production as well as sample trims. You will also see tassels in temples all over Japan, which informs us of its tassel-making tradition, not to mention the incredible lacing and tassels on Samurai armour and the decoration on Samurai swords. There are surviving examples dating back to the sixteenth century.
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Detail of the samurai armour braiding from 1550.





In China and Korea there is also a very strong tradition of silk cord and braid making, especially intricate knotwork and tassels. These can be seen on purses and garments.


Elsewhere, look to the Pacific region for plaited trims made from palms or plant fibre or to the Amazon tribes, who used brightly coloured feathers to create tassels and fringes. The Incan, Mayan, Aztec and Pre-Columbian civilisations had highly complex weaving and textile traditions.


The wealth of work is both visually and technically extensive, ranging from Native American suede fringing and beadwork to the brightly coloured tassels of India and Turkestan to the northern Scandinavian Sami tribe’s woven wool and plaited braids. You can still see youths spinning cords along medina walls in Morocco using a technique that probably hasn’t changes for centuries. The list is endless, and as trading routes expanded, so did the exchange of different crafts and techniques.




The Horniman and British museums in London and Oxford’s Pitt Rivers are good locations to explore to see examples of global crafts.
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Qing dynasty tasselled and knotted mirror.
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Open-weave Peruvian cap from the eleventh to fourteenth century.
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Nascan border fragment, second century.







 


THE BEGINNINGS OF PASSEMENTERIE 1300–1800


The earliest woven trim I’ve ever seen is a cut fringe from the thirteenth century, woven, I imagine, using the same technique I use to weave cut fringes today, but at this point the word ‘passementerie’ hadn’t come into our language. In medieval Europe most trims, tassels and embellishments were made and sold by lace women, usually single women or widows (married women needed their husband’s permission by law to start and run a business). Sales accounts from this period show the wide range of products on offer. Lace women made ribbons, fringes, laces and buttons; there is even a mention in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales of clothes festooned with laces.


The Tudors loved a tassel, as we can see from many portraits of the time. Heavy fringes and tassels were the order of the day, and these portraits also show that the intrinsic value was just as important as the decoration. Trims were expensive, and if you could afford them it meant you were someone of wealth and social standing. Some portraits show a fashion for wearing tassels on the wrist, the Rolex of its time, tasselled sword sheathes and fringed and tasselled interior textiles. Look for a trimmed curtain in the background.
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Early seventeenth-century German halberd with tassel.
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Eighteenth-century Indian arm guard.





Passementerie as we know it didn’t come into being until the sixteenth century. It originates in France and comes from the word passement, a term used to describe ornate gold and silver lace-type structures using parchment wrapped in fine metal threads or tape, precursors of the later gimp cord. These laces were used mainly as dress ornaments like collars and cuffs. As already stated, it was becoming a status symbol for members of royalty, aristocracy, the military and clergy, and its usage denoted rank and title.


It was also during this period that passementerie arrived in the UK, brought by immigrants from France, mainly the Huguenots. Passementerie was still being imported from France as the industry was much more established there, with a Guild of Passementiers that documented skills and techniques; makers had to complete a seven-year apprenticeship to be able to join.
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Sixteenth-century tassels showing how complex passementerie was becoming.







The seventeenth century saw a passementerie heyday, with the restoration of the monarchy in the UK and the Sun King, Louis XIV reigning in France, coinciding with the very highly decorative Baroque, and later Rococo, styles. Trims became very complex and decorative and were used in abundance in royal palaces such as Versailles and Hampton Court, as well as grand stately homes.
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State bed from Hampton Court.





This era saw the beginnings of interior decoration, as upholsterers started to become responsible for all the visual elements of soft furnishings, including trimmings and tassels. We know this from surviving receipts of the period, which show the scale and cost of passementerie usage at this time.


One surviving example that gives an idea of how passementerie was used during this period is the state bed. Never slept in, these beds were purely for show and dripped with trims, fringes, tassels and often three-dimensional panels made of gimp cord. Colours were bright and varied – oranges, royal blues, reds and lots of gold were the order of the day. Examples of these beds can be seen at Knole in Kent, Chatsworth House and in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London. The work and skill level that went into passementerie was breathtaking and would have taken hundreds of hours and armies of passementiers to complete.
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Detail of British armchair from 1689 trimmed with a very ornate tassel fringe incorporating a gimp cord woven pattern in the header.





The textile industry in the UK started to thrive, with silk weavers in Spitalfields and wool and silk weavers in East Anglia, and the passementerie industry thrived alongside it, especially in London’s East End, one of the main areas in the UK where the Huguenots settled and established the area’s textile industry.


During the eighteenth century, styles became simpler in the UK but not so much in the rest of Europe, especially France. Trim became smaller and prettier or closer to military styles, which were popular in the Georgian period. A lot of the passementerie was made from gold or silver wires and threads, and used to decorate clothing, especially cuffs and lapels on frock coats or stomachers on dresses. Again, this was very delicate work.


The Nineteenth Century


The early nineteenth-century Regency and Empire periods in the UK and France saw a definite stylistic shift in passementerie. Trims and tassels were still a big part of interior decoration, but they were plainer, stricter and not used in such abundance. Flat braids with Greek key motifs and hanger braids with silk-covered moulds to resemble columns in muted and gentle colours were the most popular during this period, but although simple in design they were no less labour-intensive to make.
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Seventeenth-century woven gimp braid. This design is still woven today.
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Seventeenth-century woven tasselled silk fan edge fringe.
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Eighteenth-century braid with delicate silk fly tassel details.
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Eighteenth-century cut fringe, a trim style that is still very popular today.





One of the first things I worked on when I entered the passementerie industry was a reproduction of a trim that had hung on some curtains in Frogmore House, one of the Queen’s properties located in Windsor Park. Originally built in 1684, the interiors that were restored dated from around the 1800s and what they looked like was taken from paintings from 1817 to 1819. The trim I worked on was 40m of hanger fringe in dark emerald green, bright red and white. The trim was a woven green braid with red cord loops on which silk-covered moulds were threaded with silk-covered flat wire claw shapes and finished with two small silk-covered balls. It took me two months just to thread all the elements together, not to mention the hand-turning of the wooden moulds, the weaving of the braid, and the covering of the moulds, all done by other people. When I asked the cost per metre, I was told it ran to thousands of pounds. Restoration work like this can give an insight not only to how historical trims look but also how they were made and the immense cost involved.
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Armchair from 1828, designed by Karl Friedrich Schinkel in the Empire style. Although the upholstery and passementerie aren’t original, it has been meticulously reproduced to fit historically and is a good example of trim from that era.





One of the most important developments at the beginning of the nineteenth century that revolutionised the production of all textiles was the invention of the Jacquard loom in 1804, which was the first form of computer. This loom enabled not only fabric but also trims to be woven quickly and more economically, bringing down the cost of labour-intensive textiles, like brocades and damask, and therefore making them more accessible. This had a great impact on the trimmings industry, as decorative ribbons and braids could be produced more easily and reach a much wider market. This in turn transformed the textile industry in the UK, with the northern counties of Yorkshire and Lancashire leading the way in cotton and wool fabric production.
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A nineteenth-century silk tassel with similar elements to the Frogmore House trim, especially the flat gold gimp made up into claws on the tassel hangers.







The mid- to late nineteenth century was another period when passementerie reached new heights in fashion in interiors and clothing. The Victorians trimmed everything to within an inch of its life, often layering two or even three trims on top of each other. Fabrics were heavily embellished with tassels, macramé, hangers of jasmines (a flower-like shape made from gimp cord and strung together), flowers made from flat wires covered with fine silk floss and lots of netting and lattice effects. The bullion fringe was very popular, as was the gimp braid, which reached levels of complexity not seen since. Trims and tassels were large and ostentatious.
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Two examples of nineteenth-century highly embellished tassels. Both are festooned with cascades of silk-covered beads and gimp cord jasmines, and showcase copious design elements and passementerie techniques.





After the fire at Windsor Castle in 1992, comprehensive restoration was carried out, and I wove some of the gimp braid samples that were to be reproduced from the nineteenth century. They consisted of several styles of thick gimp cord in an olive-gold colour in a complex pattern that was woven by eye and required intertwining of the gimps before being woven into the braid. They were difficult to work out, very labour-intensive and very indicative of the era they were to represent. Again, reproducing a historical trim can tell us so much about what period it comes from stylistically.


Clothing wasn’t spared either. The large crinoline and bustle styles were often also trimmed with tassels, fringing and bullion. Charles Worth, one of the first couturiers, used passementerie liberally on his sumptuous creations, many of which survive today and can be viewed in museums like the Fashion Museum in Bath and the Metropolitan Museum in New York.
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Two examples of nineteenth-century lattice fringes. Above is a woven fringe with a fan edge top, while the fringe below is latticed onto a tape and incorporates tassels, silk-covered beads and columns of fly tassels





Twentieth Century to Today


At the beginning of the twentieth century, interior and dress styles were still highly decorative. The very fluid, natural forms of Art Nouveau were gaining popularity throughout Europe, although the medieval-inspired Arts and Crafts and Mackintosh design movements in the UK advocated a simpler aesthetic. Passementerie was still in demand, though it too moved from the heavy, overworked styles of the nineteenth century to a plainer and less fussy look; see the unconventional furniture of Bugatti, who used trims and tassels to embellish his designs. Colour was still very varied and rich and made use of the now widely available synthetic dyes.


World War I changed everything and swept away a lot of what had gone before, socially, economically and visually. Europe was no longer ruled by monarchs but by democracies or dictators, as new political ideologies held sway. The aristocracy, who had been passementerie’s greatest clients, were now on the wane as the new wealth made during the Industrial Revolution, which also created a bourgeoisie, looked towards the future for their status symbols. The machine age created the car, plane and countless other new products that held much more allure and substance than a tassel or two. With new methods of production gaining ground the laboriously handmade textiles and trims of the past no longer held any cachet.


Everything was about the modern and the machine, and mass production became ever more paramount. The beginning of Modernism was sown throughout Europe with the rise of Bauhaus in Germany and the new style movement Art Deco, which began in the 1920s, peaking in the 1930s. The clean, sleek lines and curves, and the emphasis on minimalism in architecture, interiors and dress called for pared-down visuals so decoration was rejected. Passementerie did not sit well with this aesthetic, and was now seen as old fashioned and over-fussy, although it did evolve a Deco style – silk fringing and simple tassels were popular, particularly on evening wear of the period.


World War II saw even further decline of the old order of Europe and the 1950s through to the 1970s saw the rise of design-led, modern, mass-produced products that were available to everyone. Textiles during this period were abstract, taking their inspiration from expressionist art, science, and the jet and space age. Designers like Lucienne Day, Marian Mahler, John Piper, Marianne Staub and Terence Conran were all designing textiles that matched the mood prevailing in architecture – especially on all the new estates built after the war to replace bombed-out homes – fashion, product and furniture design. There was no place for passementerie in this brave new world, apart from when it was used for pomp and circumstance, for example at Elizabeth II’s coronation in 1952.


The 1980s saw a brief renaissance, with a revival of the country house style, a fashion for chintz and Laura Ashley’s florals, but today the passementerie industry, once a large and important part of textile making, is in peril of extinction – so much so that in the UK it has been classed as an endangered heritage craft by the Heritage Crafts Association.
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A ball gown by House of Worth, 1872, and an American dress from 1868, showing how trim was used to decorate clothes of the period





Its demise can be put down to changing tastes in decoration, but modernism, mass-production and cheap foreign labour have also played a big part. Passementerie always followed the styles of the day but that stopped in the early twentieth century. The view that trims and tassels are a pointless, over-decorative feature has prevailed to this day and the future of the craft is in the hands of a few working passementiers who are trying to preserve the skills as well as taking it into the future.




 


USES OF PASSEMENTERIE


The common view of passementerie is that it’s used as a decorative element to edge cushions and curtains or tie them back. This is true, but the range of uses to which passementerie can be put is much broader and more creative. I advocate using passementerie as a feature, especially in interiors, rather than as an afterthought, which is what all too often happens. Trims can be used for edging soft furnishings, but they are also frequently used on upholstered furniture, around chairs or as fringing around the bottom of sofas, beds, valances, tablecloths or footstools. Lampshades are another item that benefits from adding passementerie. Everyone has seen fringed shades and how they can add a bit of glamour, but other trims can work well on these items. Try a hanger or lattice braid with tassels or beads, or trim the shade at the top rather than at the bottom edge and see what effects you can achieve. Another technique for decorating textiles is to create patterns by sewing down trim; for example, try sewing a line of trim down the centre of a cushion or a third of the way up a blind. You can see examples of sewn trims in Hampton Court Palace in London. Be creative in how you use your passementerie. See it as a tool to add embellishment or texture – even the plainest of grosgrains can bring colour and style to a room.
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Contemporary trims used to decorate cushions.





Tassels and tiebacks also have several uses. The humble key tassel can be hung off down handles on drawers or cupboards, or used as light or blind pulls. Tiebacks, perhaps, don’t have as much scope other than their traditional use for holding back curtains, but those curtains don’t necessarily have to be at windows. Room dividers and draught excluders made from hanging textiles could also use a tieback.


Rosettes are fun way to add some embellishment to cushions, especially on bolster ends, chairs or headboards, instead of buttons; alternatively, put them on hats or use them as an alternative form of corsage. Decorative knots and closed netting, meanwhile, again make great light and blind pulls.


Passementerie can be used in fashion. Fringed dresses, taking their inspiration from the 1920s, are an obvious way to use trim on garments, but other forms can also be effective. Fan edges would make beautiful, scalloped edgings for hems and necklines, for example, and grosgrains can become belts or sashes. All manner of trim could be used to decorate hats and shoes.


Key tassels are a great fashion accessory as they can be hung off bags, keyrings, hats and garments. Try tasselling either end of a cord and – hey presto – you have a stylish tie belt. Tassels can also be incorporated into jewellery and work wonderfully on necklaces, earrings and bracelets.


To get ideas and inspiration of how to use passementerie, look to interior magazines and designers. Visit historical houses known for their passementerie like Hampton Court, Knole in Kent, Ham House in Richmond, and Chatsworth House in Derbyshire to see how it was used traditionally. Hertford House, which houses the Wallace Collection in London, has wonderful reproduction passementerie in nearly every room, and the Palace of Versailles in France is dripping in passementerie. The range of uses it was put to may surprise you; for example, a braid used on walls to edge a fabric wall covering was a common way to cover the fabric raw edge and give another decorative dimension. Historical paintings, especially portraits, are also a good source for showing how passementerie was used.
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DESIGN


The techniques in this book will give you the tools to weave and make passementerie, but it is also important to think about its design and how to choose materials for your projects.


Passementerie, even if it’s only a plain grosgrain braid or simple tassel, starts with a design process before you go on to weave or make. This is a vital stage, as from there you will be able to draft the technical notation and instructions to enable you to put your passementerie ideas into production.


For visual inspiration, don’t just look at the passementerie that is currently on offer but try to get ideas from other sources. Globally, most cultures have some form of tassel or braid tradition, and these can give you great ideas on colour and design. Look at the beautiful silk tassels and braiding techniques like kumihimo from Japan and China, the embellishments from Middle Asia, Turkestan and India or the amazing feathered tasselled headdresses and adornments from Amazonian tribes – just a few examples of incredibly creative trims.


Traditional passementerie can also be a source of inspiration, but try to put your own spin on it and rather than just appropriating what you’ve seen. Historical houses and paintings often have or depict passementerie and can be a wonderful source of inspiration. Many people use Instagram or Pinterest for ideas, but although these are good tools for visual research, I would also suggest visiting exhibitions, museums, and other cultural pursuits to feed your ideas. These may not relate directly to passementerie, but you can find exciting colour palettes and/or visual imagery that you can apply to your design process.


Everyone’s design process is different, so this is just a guide, but a good starting point to develop your own method. Firstly, familiarise yourself with all the different techniques, so that when you come to design a trim or tassel you will know the best method to achieve the effect you want. You may want to sketch out ideas in a sketchbook or do working drawings. Working on graph paper is a good way to work out header patterns, colour combinations and dimensions. This method also helps when writing out your technical notes.


Below are examples of a design process for a cut fringe and a key tassel as examples of the creative development.


Designing a Cut Fringe


The first considerations are what the cut fringe is going to be used for, what fabrics it is going on and what other decoration and colours are going on around it. If, for example, this fringe is going to be used to edge a cushion, you will need to think about the size of the cushion to help determine the depth of the fringe. A 40sq cm cushion would look best with a 3–4cm fringe; anything deeper, and the proportions may not work.


The next step is to decide on your colour palette. You may want to take the colours from whatever fabric the cushion is made from or bring in contrasting colours if the cushion has a specific destination, for example the colours of the furniture it’s going on, the curtain textiles or even the wall colours. Think about whether a plain-coloured fringe works best, which it will on a patterned fabric, or if you want to add to the existing pattern or bring in a new one to jazz up a plain fabric.
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