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Mystery Object – Silk 3 – Jacquard Punched Cards 

In Paradise Mill we have a number of original hand looms.  These cards are used with the looms.  

 

What material are they made from? 

These punched cards are made from cardboard.  

What does the pattern of holes in the cards control on the loom? 

The cards and the pattern of holes in them control the patterns 

woven into the Jacquard fabric.  There is one card for each pass of 

the shuttle – every weft thread in the fabric.  

The holes in the cards are the ‘code’ for the patterns.  The holes control the warp threads on the loom.  A 
hole means lift up a warp thread (so the warp is the thread that is seen).  No hole means leave the warp 

thread down (so the weft thread will be seen in the fabric).  

Can you think of any modern day objects that use a similar code although they are electronic now? 

The Jacquard mechanism and punched cards were developed by Joseph Marie Jacquard in 1804.   It is a 

binary system which means that there are only two options.  Weaving is binary – a warp thread is either 

‘up’ or ‘down’.   
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Early computers used punched cards for their programming.  These used the same technology as in the 

Jacquard Mechanism.   Modern computers continue to use binary systems although these are now 

electronic.  These binary programmes are used in computers, mobile phones, televisions and games 

consoles!   

Interesting facts 

This image shows a woven Jacquard picture of Joseph Marie Jacquard.  It took 24,000 punched cards to 

weave.  It was so detailed that when it was framed behind glass people mistook 

the woven image for an engraving. 

Macclesfield Museums has the largest known collection of Jacquard handlooms 

in Europe, still housed in their original location at Paradise Mill. 

Card cutters would occasionally make mistakes when punching holes.  They 

corrected them by either punching in a hole that was missing or patching a 

piece of card over a hole they had punched by mistake.  Software updates on 

computers are still referred to as patches. 

The bits of card punched out are called chads.  Thousands upon thousands were 

generated in the card cutting process.  They were often used as confetti for the 

weddings of the ladies who worked in the mill. 
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