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TAKING SILK

Silk and Sumptuary Laws 

On January 24, 1565, a man named Richard 

Walweyn was arrested in the City of London. 

His crime? Wearing ‘a very monstrous & 

outrageous great pair of hose.’ Exact details of 

Walweyn’s trousers were not recorded by the 

court scribe, so we have to imagine what exactly 

caused so much offence. But we do know that as 

a servant Walweyn was prohibited by law from 

wearing silk legwear, particularly the overstuffed 

style that was all the rage amongst London 

fashionistas in the mid-sixteenth century. The 

court went to great efforts to punish Walweyn, 

stripping him and hanging up his hose in ‘some 

open place’ where passers-by could see this 

‘example of extreme folly.’ Walweyn was also 

detained and imprisoned until he could afford to 

purchase a new pair of breeches of a ‘decent & 

lawful fashion & sort according to the form of 

the Queen’s Highness proclamation.’ 

 

When Walweyn was told to buy new hose 

according to Queen Elizabeth I’s proclamation, 

the court was referring to the recent dictation 

taken straight from the monarch’s mouth in 

1562. Her orders had been printed and nailed to 

posts in town squares across the country, 

reminding her subjects of their clothing 

limitations - including that no man under the 

status of a baron was allowed to wear silk velvet 

or satin. These sumptuary laws (named  

from the Latin word ‘sumptus’ meaning  

expense) were part of a cross-European 

campaign from about the 14th to the  

18th centuries designed to curtail 

expenditure and restrict consumption N
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of certain goods to members of the elite. In 

many countries these laws focused on clothing, 

listing certain fabrics, colours, trimmings, and 

styles that were forbidden to the lower classes. 

Only noblemen and noblewomen could wear 

sumptuous imported textiles coloured with rare 

dyestuffs like cochineal red velvets while those 

lower down the social scale were expected to 

buy homespun woollen or linen clothing in hues 

dyed with local plants such as madder woad and 

weld. New fashions - like large stiff ruffs and 

stuffed baggy breeches - were also scrutinised 

and controlled, and in Elizabethan London no 

fabric elicited more attention than silk.  

 

Silk was not new to 16th century London,  

but, thanks to improved trade networks, a 

developing silk industry in Europe, and rising 

urban prosperity, many more people were able 

to purchase some lustrous ribbons or satin cloth 

for themselves. In fact, silk had entered the law 

books as far back as 1337, with a decree 

forbidding servants and craftsmen along with 

their wives and children from wearing gold, 

silver, embroidery, enamel, and silk. For the next 

two hundred and sixty-five years, the use of silk 

was policed in England, with regular tweaks in 

the law updating and even complicating fashion 

allowances. King Henry VIII made sure to remind 

the people that purple silk, the finest of all, was 

restricted to the royal family, and tinselled satin 

and gold or silver silk cloth was reserved only for 

those above the status of an earl. Even silk 

gowns, coats, shirts, laces, and embroidery were 

kept for those with elevated social status, and 

anyone who wanted to trim their horse with silk 

needed to have an income of at least £200. The 

best a working man could hope for was a silk 

ribbon for his bonnet. Surviving knitted wool 

caps in the Museum of London still show 

evidence of these ribbon decorations, suggesting 

that people made the most of this right to silk.  

 

Like many other legal controls on clothing, 

Elizabeth’s proclamations were ignored, and so 

London’s guildsmen had to intervene. Walweyn’s 

crime prompted a surge of activity in London. That 

same afternoon in January 1565, members of the 

court were ordered to return to their parishes to 

search and remove any illegal silk clothing and 

‘monstrous’ large trousers from shops and stalls, 

and apprehend anyone wearing inappropriate 

garments. Over the next months, the courtroom 

filled with silken offenders such as fencing master 

Edmund Dancy who was caught with an illegal silk 

doublet and girdle belt, and a man named John 

Haywood who must have looked dashing in  

his silk-lined hose and shirt with a double ruff. A 

network of London’s most responsible craftsmen 

and merchants acted as fashion police, guarding 

every entrance to the city, with four men even 

stationed on London bridge.  

 

So what was so offensive about silk? Although a 

few immigrant craftspeople were beginning to 

set up small silk weaving industries in London, 

almost all silk was imported into Elizabethan 

England. English elites were keen to keep control 

of foreign luxuries, partly so that they retained 

an exclusive right to fashions that would mark 

themselves out from those of lower social status, 

and also because of a fear that imports were 

damaging the economy. Elizabeth’s secretary of 

state Sir William Cecil said that allowing an 

‘excess of silks’ was ‘consent to the robbery of 

the realm.’ Others thought that silk was 

unnatural. During a debate in the House of 

Commons in 1621, one member of parliament 

reminded his fellow politicians that ‘God did not 

attire our first parents with excrements of 

worms.’ The moralist Philip Stubbes feared that 

silks led to sin, writing ‘it is impossible for a man 

to wear precious apparel and gorgeous attire 

and not to be proud thereof.’ Stubbes was 

particularly upset by the sensory delights of silk, 

critiquing men and women who ‘ruffle now in 

silks, velvets, satins, damasks, gold, silver and 

what not else.’ He might have been right about 

the forbidden sensual desires prompted by silk, 

as some London prostitutes were said to keep 

trunks of fine silk clothing for clients who wished 

to indulge its silky feel and rustling sounds. 

 

Silk’s appeal proved too strong to resist, and the 

English courts soon gave up on policing 

Londoners for their clothing. The new King, 

James I, repealed the laws in 1603 and even tried 

to promote an English silk industry, paving the 

way for the celebrated Spitalfields silk industry 

that emerged at the end of the century. But silk’s 

slippery sheen and association with luxury and 

eroticism still connects us back to the men and 

women of the Elizabethan era who were so 

captivated by the fabric that they were willing to 

break the law just to wear it.••• Sophie Pitman 

 

 

 

 

 

Left; Portrait of a Young Man, c.1520-1530,  
oil on panel, 22 x 17 cm Hans Holbein the 

Younger, 1497/8-1543, 
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