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Post-doctoral Research Fellow at the Victoria and Albert Museum London/HERA 
(Humanities in the European Research Area) “Fashioning the Early Modern: Creativity 
and Innovation in Europe 1500–1800” (2010–2013), Corinne Thépaut-Cabasset is 
currently working on the life of European courts in the early modern period with a 
focus on royal and princely wardobes. She has collaborated on recent international 
conferences on the history of dress and the Global market in 2012: The making of 
a Monarchy for the modern world, Kensington Palace (London), Innovation before 
the Modern: Cloth and Clothing in the Early Modern World, Pasold Research Fund 
Conference 2012 in Stockholm, Global Commodities: The material Culture of Early 
Modern Connections, 1400–1800, Global History and Culture Centre University 
of Warwick. She has published a book, L’Esprit des modes au Grand Siècle (Paris, 
CTHS, 2010) on the Mercure Galant fashion articles. 

The French court journal, the Mercure Galant (published in 1672–1711) had a section 
dedicated to new fashions and trends. This reveals just how varied the vocabulary 
describing textiles and the cut of clothes in the late 17th century was. Fashion 
appears to have been as immediate as public and court events themselves, arriving 
and disappearing rapidly. In the late 17th century, China, India and Siam (present-
day Thailand) were the new sources of inspiration for the fashion trade. Sleeves “à 
la Pagode”, taffeta “de la Chine”, gowns “à la Sultane” or “à la Persane”, fans “à la 
Siamoise” entered fashion vocabulary in France. 

The impact of the Siamese Embassy to the court of Louis XIV in September 1686 
offers one key example of a fabric that became popular, yet changed in its composition 
over the fifty years following the Embassy. The visit of the ambassadors from Siam 
was a sensational event reported in the press, and it inspired great curiosity in 
Siamese culture and manners among the French (Fig. 18.1). The extraordinary visit, 
its duration (September 1686 to January 1687), the ambassadors’ stay with the royal 
family, their spectacular reception by the king and in other parts of the kingdom, 
created a tremendous series of events which were attended and reported in the public 
in many ways, notably through print, in the press and in engravings. 

Soon after the ambassadors’ visit to Versailles and Paris, Parisian merchants 
launched a new fabric called the “Siamoise”. It seems that this was a lightweight 
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Fig. 18.1: A map of the Kingdom of Siam by Placide de Sainte-Hélène (1648–1734) and C. Rousset, GED-7970 
(Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris). 
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striped fabric, echoing that worn by the ambassadors from Siam. We do not know for 
certain if French manufacturers intended to imitate a fabric originally made in Siam, or 
merely used that fabric as a source of creativity and inspiration (Fig. 18.2). What we do 
know for certain is that among the gifts sent by the King of Siam to the King of France, 
Louis XIV, were some pieces of fabric (Mercure Galant, Paris 1686). This might well have 
inspired astute merchants to create a new French fabric at that time. Whether it referred 
to a French or a Siamese fabric, the term “Siamoise” was one used by merchants in 
the press and on fashion plates, and the new trend was launched soon after the event. 

In June 1687, in the section describing the new fashion for summer, the Mercure 
Galant, reported that a special kind of wool fabric striped with many colours is 
called “Siamoise”, and was selling well for textile merchants. Made for the summer 
season, this wool fabric was as light and soft as the light cotton fabric called muslin 
(mousseline), striped in various colours, and was ranked by textile merchants along 
with figured satin fabrics (satin façonnés). In other words, it was related to all the 
fibres commonly used for fashionable dress – wool, silk and cotton.

Fig.18.2: The Royal Almanach for the year 
1687, representing the Great Embassy of 
Siam in France during the year 1686. To 
celebrate the new year 1687 the royal 
calendar choose the brightest public event 
that had happened at the French court 
in 1686: The great Embassy of the King 
of Siam to the King Louis XIV for the 
establishment of commerce with people 
from the East. This plate combines many 
engravings showing the different events 
related to the royal Embassy from Siam to 
France, from the arrival of the Ambassadors 
in Brest, their magnificent Entrance in 
Paris, their royal audiences and visit to 
Versailles. This Embassy was sent to seal 
a commerce treaty between France and 
the kingdom of Siam. The two figures at 
the bottom represent France and Siam in 
their own clothing, holding hands in sign 
of good alliance and friendship. Louis XIV 
had received the ambassadors in pomp 
and glory in the very new hall of mirror 
in Versailles Palace. BnF Estampes, Cliché 
RC-B-08810 (Bibliothèque nationale de 
France, Paris).
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Fashion plates from François Arnoult and Dieu de Saint-Jean depict the fashion 
for the summer of 1687. In his plate, Dieu de Saint-Jean shows a woman of high rank, 
standing in a nightgown (déshabillé) made of Siamese fabric (étoffes siamoise). She 
holds in her right hand a closed fan (Fig. 18.3).

In the same year, and in a similar manner, François Arnoult produced another fashion 
plate of a woman in a summer gown (habit d’esté) made of Siamese fabric (Fig. 18.4). 

These two plates commented on by the Mercure galant suggest that the Siamese 
fabric manufactured in France was made of silk in the beginning. By the early 18th 

Fig. 18.3: Femme de qualité en déshabillé d’étoffe 
siamoise. Fashion plate by the French artist Dieu de 
Saint-Jean in 1687, of a distinguished lady in nightgown 
made of « siamese » fabric. This depicts a woman 
wearing a nightgown made of a light, striped fabric 
made in France called “Siamoise”. Nightgowns were 
more comfortable and informal garment to wear 
at home. This one seems to have no buttons, and 
wraps the body. The sleeves are rolled over the arm. 
The woman holds a closed fan in her right hand. Her 
head is dressed with lace and covered by a veil. BnF 
Estampes. Res-QB-201 (63)-Fol (p. 40), Cliché G156475 
(Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris).

Fig. 18.4: Femme de qualité en habit d’été d’étoffe 
siamoise. Fashion plate by the French artist Nicolas 
Arnoult in 1687, of a noble woman wearing a summer 
gown in « siamese » fabric. This shows a woman dressed 
for the summer season. She is wearing a fashionable 
dress -an opened coat and a skirt- in striped fabric called 
“Siamoise”. This fashion figure is clearly following the 
Mercure Galant’s description from June 1687: the coat 
and dress bodice are fastened with knots of ribbons. The 
gloves are glazed, the fan decorated with figures painted 
in gold and silver, is called a fan “à la siamoise”. BnF 
Estampes. Res-QB-201(63)-Fol (p. 42), Cliché G156480 
(Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris).
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century, it seems to have been associated with cotton rather than a silk fabric. J. 
Savary des Bruslons in his dictionary of trade and commerce in 1723 described this 
fabric as made of silk and cotton, noting that it had been seen for the first time in 
France when the Siamese ambassadors came to France. 

In 1736, French royal manufactures were still producing in Normandy a striped 
or checked cotton fabric called “siamoise”, as a collection of fabric samples in the 
Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris reveals. This collection was put together to show the 
range of textiles made in France at the time, and here under Etoffes de Meslay feature 
three samples of striped “cottonades ou siamoises”(Fig. 18.5). 

Obviously, the “Siamese” fabric was not an imported product and probably not 
even an imitation of an original fabric from Siam or China. Very sophisticated by the 
end of the 17th century, it became more common in the course of the 18th century. 

Fig. 18.5: Etoffes de Meslay. Samples 
of cotton striped fabric in 1736, from a 
Book of samples collected for the duke 
of Richelieu collection (18th century). 
The fabric samples are of French textile 
manufacture from the 1730s. This page 
shows three fabric samples made of cotton 
fabric called “Siamoise”. This striped 
cotton fabric was made in Normandy 
until the end of the 18th century. BNF 
EST: Lh-45-Fol, fol. 107–110 (Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, Paris).
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