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Introduction 

The Silk Museum of Como is dedicated to the preservation and promotion of 
Como’s textile tradition, with special emphasis on the processing of silk. The 
Museum collects, preserves and exhibits machines, objects, documents, 
samples and instruments that attest to the evolution of the silk industry in the 
region. 

The exhibition offers a complete panorama of the production cycle of silk: from 
the breeding of silkworms to the production of finished fabrics. Visitors can 
explore different stages of production, including, spinning, dyeing, weaving 
and silk printing, as well as the historic and cultural importance of this industry 
for the city of Como. 

In particular, the Finishing Room will be described in detail, illustrating the final 
phases of textile processing, thereby enabling visitors to understand how 
finishing influences the final appearance and quality of silk fabrics.  

 

The Finishing Room  

Access to the Finishing Room is indicated by a circular floor sign in contrasting 
colors with the writing: ‘FINISSAGGIO – Room 13’. At the center of the 
composition, two finishers are depicted at work on a big roll of fabric, 
emblematic of textile processing. 

Once past the threshold, you find yourself in an artificially lit, rectangular 
space with a light-colored floor. The room is rather cluttered: the side walls are 
lined with various machines and historical objects, while at the center, an 
imposing finishing machine, the Palmer, dominates the room and immediately 
captures your attention.  

  



 

 

The Palmer 

We invite you to first start your visit with the Palmer, located diagonally in 
front of you and slightly to the right, a few steps from the entrance. As you 
approach it, you’re facing its side, which emphasizes its impressiveness. Made 
in 1932 by the Cairoli-Fontana-Lanfranconi company and coming from the 
Pessina Dyeworks, the machine measures about 3 meters (9.8 feet) high, 5 
meters (16.4 feet) long and 2.4 meters (7.8 feet) wide. It’s made of cast iron, 
steel and brass. The Palmer is composed of three main sections, or units, each 
with a specific function in treating the fabric. Proceeding from left to right, let’s 
explore its structure:  

 

First Section – The Foularda  

Here we find a cog-wheel arrangement that imparts movement to two 
overlapping cylinders: the first is covered with cotton fabric; the second 
adheres tightly to the first. Together, they form the so-called foularda, i.e. a 
device that soaks and squeezes the silk fabric with a watery solution. This is 
part of the preparatory phase where the fabric is saturated and then uniformly 
compressed. 

 

Central Section – The Stretcher 

The central unit, located at mid height, consists of two large metallic disks set 
parallel to each other at adjustable distances. The fabric, still wet, passes 
between these disks that determine its final width. This mechanism eliminates 
folds or wrinkles by stretching the fabric to obtain a perfectly smooth surface.  
The distance between the two disks is regulated by hand cranks on the side of 
the machine. 

 

Last Section – The Drying Drum 

The third and last part of the Palmer is a big hollow drum about 1.5 meters 
(4.9 feet) in diameter, heated internally by steam and wrapped with a band of 
felt. The delicate phase of drying takes place here: the felt guides and presses 
the fabric against the side of the drum while the heat sets its final shape and 
texture. At the right end is another cylinder that rewinds the finished fabric so 
it’s ready either for the next phase of processing or delivery.   

  



 

 

Finally, there’s another cylinder, smaller than the drying drum, yet imposing, 
situated above it, whose function is to dry the felt.  

The entire machine is driven by a sophisticated system of perfectly 
synchronized pulleys, belts and cogwheels that guarantee smooth conveyance 
of the fabric throughout every step of the process. The pressure and 
temperature of the steam-generated heat can be regulated according to the 
type of fabric treated and the effect desired.   

Continuing with our tour ... walking clockwise around the Palmer takes you to 
the front part of the machine where the ends of the sizing rollers are visible. A 
few more steps take you to the other side of the machine, which is exactly the 
same as the first. The rear of the machine is not accessible as it butts up 
against the wall.  

 

Other Points of Interests in the Room  

1 At eye-level on the right wall with respect to the entrance is a simply 
framed, detailed, historic and technical floor plan of the Tintoria Pessina, the 
textile factory in Como where the Palmer, as well as most of the other 
machinery displayed, comes from. It’s a vintage floorplan, printed on paper 
and yellow with age, which shows the internal layout of the industrial spaces: 
the rooms used for washing, drying, sizing and finishing. The lines, thin and 
precise, are drawn in India ink in the meticulous style of industrial blueprints of 
the early 1900s. 

At the bottom of the floorplan are drawn the areas for rope dyeing and yarn 
dyeing. Further to the right on the bottom is indicated the area where the silk 
is cleaned before dyeing, a fundamental step to eliminate natural impurities.  

The left side of the floor plan shows the building where printing took place. 
Behind this area were located the boilers, an essential part of the plant which 
generated the steam that powered most of the machinery. 
The center of the floor plan indicates that the fabrics were dyed and finished in 
a multistory building with the Palmer located on the top floor, star of the final 
phase of the process, conferring the finishing touches to the fabric. 

Finally, the top of the floor plan designates where the workers lived, a tangible 
sign of the social structure that centered around the textile industry.  

 

 

  



 

 

2. On the wall of the room to your left upon entering hangs a portrait of 
Gaetano Pessina (1858-1930), a work by the painter, A. Zambelli. The oil 
painting on canvas in a vertical rectangular frame is executed in a realistic 
style with delicate and subtle brushstrokes.  

Against a dark and undefined background, the half-length figure of the 
industrialist from Como is portrayed frontally in a composed pose. His face, 
framed by short white hair, shows signs of aging: his fair complexion reveals 
fine lines on his forehead, around his eyes and along the sides of his mouth. 
Thick, dark eyebrows frame two deep-set, intensely brown eyes. His nose is 
straight, his lips are thin and slightly curved in a hint of a smile, partially 
covered by a thick gray moustache. 

He’s wearing a simple brown coat, probably made of heavy fabric, buttoned up 
to his neck, around which a white shirt collar can be seen.  From the 
perspective of the observer, warm, diffused lighting comes from the right in 
the painting and brings out the features of Pessina’s face, with most of the 
light falling on his left profile and leaving the right in faint shadow. The color 
tones of the work are warm and earthy, evoking a calm and collected mood. 

 

3. Exiting from the entrance of the room and proceeding clockwise around the 
Palmer leads you to a special instrument: the shrinkage ruler. 

This instrument is placed horizontally on a surface about 60 cm (23.5 in.) high. 
Its wooden, rectangular base is about 60 cm (23.6 inches) long and 30 cm 
(11.8 in.) high. At the center of the base there’s a metal plate with two side 
handles.  These handles turn a metallic cylinder hidden inside, around which a 
sheet of sturdy paper is wrapped, printed with long sequences of numbers. 

On the front of the machine is a series of little, moveable metallic tabs, each 
engraved with a number from 2 to 22. These tabs slide back and forth along a 
guide rail used for measuring. A metal bar positioned behind them hold them 
in place while the machine is in operation. The numbers printed on the paper 
wrapped around the cylinder can be seen through a small window in this bar.  

  This shrinkage ruler was used to calculate how much of the fabric had shrunk 
after dyeing. It was easy to use: the handles rotated the cylinder until the line 
with the fabric’s original length appeared in the little window.  Then, the new 
lenght after the dyeing was compared to the number that originally appeared 
in the window of the fore-mentioned bar. The corresponding tab was then 
moved to indicate the shrinkage, i.e. how much the fabric had shrunk during 
processing.   



 

 

4 To the left of the Shrinkage Ruler is the wrapping/winding machine 
named ‘Nanterme’.  

   The ‘Nanterme’ is a big machine used by the textile industry to quality 
control the fabric. It’s about 2.5 meters (8.2 feet) long, 1.7 meters (5.5 feet) 
high, and 1.5 meters (4.9 feet) wide.  It’s made of iron, steel and wood, 
materials that guarantee solidity and durability.  

At the top is a big horizontal, rubber-coated roller (also called ‘warp beam’), 
that guides and keeps the fabric stretched during inspection.  At the left end of 
the roller there’s a toothed ring, a graduated disc that precisely measures the 
length of the fabric being processed.  

Under the main roller, there are other smaller rollers in a staggered 
arrangement and an inclined, wooden plane over which the fabric passes. This 
allows the operator to carefully examine the fabric while it moves, for defects, 
such as broken threads, holes or variations in the weaving. 

The machine is powered by a pedal-controlled, electric motor located on the 
right side that allows the operator to regulate the speed at which the fabric 
moves. 

When a defect is discovered, the operator marks it with a colored thread, or – 
if the problem is very serious - removes the damaged part so that it’s not 
included with saleable fabric.  In this way the customer is guaranteed that the 
fabric is perfect.  

 

5 Continuing along the front wall of the entrance, we find the Moirè machine, 
used to create a particular decorative effect on fabric called ‘moirè’, indicating 
a wavy pattern with reflections of light that is very elegant and distinctive.  

The machine is almost 2 meters (6.5 feet) high, 1.6 meters (5.2 feet) long, 
and 75 cm. (2.4 feet) wide. It’s made of wood and is set vertically like a big 
frame. 

Before being inserted into the machine, the fabric is carefully folded tautly and 
in half lengthwise. During the processing the fabric is guided through a series 
of rollers. The electric motor, set on the left, activates a system of gears that 
permits the rollers and fabric to move.  

  



 

 

Midway in the processing is an important machine, the laminar support 
structure, composed of two wooden slats fitted on which two dentated blades 
called ‘regoli’ (adjusters) are fitted. When the fabric passes between them, 
they displace the weft threads slightly, creating the famous moiré effect, a play 
of light and shadow formed by the reflections of light on the tousled threads.  

In the lower part of the machine is a wooden container, above which are 
positioned several horizontal rollers, called ‘subbi’ or beams, over which the 
fabric is passed during processing. One person checks that the fabric is well-
aligned while the other follows its passage to ensure the decorative motif is 
applied correctly. 

 

6. Next to the nearby wall opposite the Moirè machine is the pleating 
machine, which produces patterned pleats on the fabric called ‘plissé’, widely 
used in clothing and accessories.  

   This machine is 2 meters (6.5 feet) long, 1.20 meters (3.9 feet) high, and 
1.10 meters (3.6 feet) wide. Inside, a regulatable series of steel blades set 
very close to each other can change the orientation and the direction of the 
pleats. In addition to the blades, there are heated cylinders that help set the 
pleats by means of heat and pressure.  

 The process starts at the rear of the machine: the fabric is unrolled from a 
wooden roller, then passed under a metal bar where it is tucked between the 
blades. Then it is pressed between two hot rollers that stabilize the pleats.  

 Under the first roller is another roller covered with tissue paper that is rolled 
together with the fabric to guide the processing. Other rollers covered with 
wool felt keep the fabric taut and guide it when in motion.  

Inside the machine, hidden from view, is a bar with adjustable screws: 
tightening or loosening these screws directs the orientation of the steel blades 
to produce pleats in different directions. The whole operation is set in motion 
by a hand crank set on the left side of the machine. 

A meter (a yard) from the floor, on a horizontal surface projecting from the 
machine like a little table, we find the silk fabric already processed and 
pleated, together with a layer of tissue paper: it features accordion pleats that 
form a pattern. 

  



 

 

7. Continuing on the left along the wall of the pleating machine, we find the 
selvage stamping machine 

It was used in the past to imprint information on fabrics, in particular, on their 
selvage, i.e. the thin strip found at the edges of the fabric which is usually 
removed before tailoring. This instrument indicated the composition of the 
fabric or the producer’s name. Nowadays, this information is provided on the 
label and shipping documents, but in some cases, above all for high quality 
fabrics, the information is imprinted directly on the material. 

The machine sets on a metal platform about 120 cm (3.9 feet) high supported 
by a metal tripod for stability. A pedal at the center of the base activates the 
machine. 

Above the vertical stand there a flat, square base where the selvages are 
positioned for stamping. This surface is covered with a little rectangle of felt 
that helps to hold the fabric in place during the printing.  

The press is found at the top of the sand, above the felt-covered base covered.  
When the pedal is pressed, the press lowers the stamp and imprints the text 
onto the selvage. The stamp is a little rectangle with raised letters that are 
upside down and arranged backwards, i.e. incised so that they are legible 
when pressed onto the fabric. When the pedal is released, the press 
automatically returns to its initial position, ready to be used again. 

On the sides of the press are two rollers that contain a metallic strip on which 
a layer of ground aluminum or bronze mixed with thick paste is applied, so the 
material adheres firmly to the fabric. When the press is lowered, the stamp 
prints and simultaneously transfers the golden material from the strip onto the 
selvage, making the print visible and permanent.  

Two operators are needed for the processing. One slides the selvage under the 
stamp, positioning it each time to ensure that the press prints correctly and 
uniformly, while the second presses the foot pedal to activate the press. This 
method guarantees a precise and unvarying print all along the length of the 
fabric. 

 

8. An aerial photograph of the Tintoria (Dyeworks) Ambrogio Pessina, an 
imposing factory no longer extant that dealt with dyeing, printing and 
finishing, hangs on the wall to the left of the exit. 

  



 

 

Dating back to the 1950s the photo, printed on paper now turned a shade of 
sepia and encased in a rectangular wooden frame, shows signs of age with its 
time-worn edges and texture slightly stained with humidity.  At the top printed 
in block letters reads the caption: S.A. Tintoria Pessina - Como. 

The photograph shows the industrial complex divided into two main sections, 
divided by the river Cosia, that diagonally crosses the image from lower left to 
upper right. In the lower section several important buildings are recognizable.  
The first is the House of the Employees, a compact and sturdy structure 
designed to lodge workers: a common practice at the time for large industrial 
companies. Next to it, stands a taller building dedicated to bonding, a 
fundamental phase to strengthen the warp before weaving.  

On the other side of the river, in the top left section of the photo, lies the more 
operational part of the plant: here there is a succession of buildings of various 
shapes and sizes, organized for maximum efficiency. Towards the back were 
the places dedicated for dyeing, while to the left stands the multi-story 
building where printing took place.  

A very high smokestack stands out, evidence of the era’s use of combustible 
fuels, from which a thin column of smoke rises. 

At the top right of the photo extends a large tract of undeveloped land, today 
occupied by the buildings of the Silk Factory School of Insubria University. 

 

 
________________________________________________ 

The morphological description, drafted and validated in June 2025 and certified by 
DescriVedendo, was produced by the DescriVedendo Team with the National 
Association of Partially Sighted People, in collaboration with the students of the Paolo 
Carcano Silk Institute of Como, as part of the Rotary Club Como Baradello’s Global 
Grant project “Augmented Reality,” carried out in partnership with RealXReal. 


