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The project builds on the observation that feathers were capable of shaping emotional 
communities in early modern Europe, which is seen as the result of a considerable increase of 
European craftsmen that specialised in the production of featherwork throughout the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. I aim to reconstruct the trade and development of European craft 
expertise in relation to feathers in the contexts of an increasinlgy connected world. 

In the sixteenth century, the market and trade of feathers and featherworks faced noticeable 
transformations. On the one hand, the routines of cultural contacts stimulated the interest in 
feathers and likewise enhanced the availability of feathers, birds as well as objects that were 
produced from or covered with feathers. This promoted the availability of information on 
indigenous artefacts as well as their actual circulation. On the other hand, the sixteenth 
century witnessed a new trade in guilded feather-making: More and more European artisans, 
which were organised in guilds, specialised in the production of feather-objects. 

I study the interrelationship between this specialisation of European artisanship of 
featherwork and cultural encounters in the early modern world by asking, for instance, 
whether the activities of European feather-workers were stimulated through cultural contacts 
and to which extent they adapted older traditions of dressmaking. In particular, the project 
examines the extent to which the production and circulation of early modern featherwork 
coincided with the transmission of artisanal skills. Building on historical, anthropological, 
archaeological, ornithological and materials scientific research helps to explore how different 
early modern ways of arranging feathers and crafting featherwork responded to the material 
properties of feathers. How were these complex techniques used to re-shaped the properties of 
featherwork in early modern societies? 

The project thus addresses the production of craft in general and of circulating things in 
particular in terms of mobile artisanal knowledge. I argue that the artisanship of 
featherworkers affected the translation of aesthetics since the application of complex 
techniques, which formed a set of cultural skills in their own, helped to perform the material 
properties of feathers such as their lightness, translucency, motility, and colourfulness in 
culturally appreciated forms. This, in turn, shaped the symbolic meanings of feathers and their 
impact on emotional communities. I furthermore argue that such an object-centred approach 
to feathers and featherwork, which combines research on a rich yet unexplored archival 
documentation with the examination of actual matter, allows historians to unfold different 
stories of early modern cultural encounters. Historians have so far addressed the artisanship of 
indigenous featherwork and their collection in sixteenth-century Europe. This approach 
constructed a cultural dichotomy between production/ ritual usage and perception/ 
representation. Taking the cross-cultural ‘making’ of featherwork into serious consideration, 
however, means addressing European and non-European artefacts on the very same analytical 
level. 

The project thus examines the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century global paths of featherwork 
by reconstructing their circulation as well as the transmission, adaptation and re-invention of 
artisanal skills and techniques. My project’s “material microhistories” (Findlen) cover a wide 
geographical range reaching from pre-colonial and colonial Peru to Iberian court culture, 



Dutch merchants and craftsmen as well as Southern German, French and Italian artisans. The 
Central European appreciation of feathers, however, was not simply the result of the 
discovery of the New World. It also mirrors the dense webs that European travellers, 
merchants, diplomats, and artisans had cultivated with Ottoman and Asian regions. Some of 
my “material microhistories”, thus, also explore the cross-cultural production and usage of 
feathers and featherwork in Eurasian contexts, leading as far as to the seventeenth-century 
Pacific. In sum, the project highlights how knowledge of matter mattered to the cultural 
significance of featherwork in the early modern world. 
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