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Abstract 

Dress encodes complex cultural information and operates as an aesthetic sign system, 

indicating ideas about status, wealth, and taste. Fashionable women's day dresses of the mid 

to late nineteenth century in Western culture were a potent symbol of women's place in society. 

One hundred and sixty two nineteenth-century dresses from museum collections in New 

Zealand were investigated, using a material history research method. Estimated dates of 

the dresses ranged from 1828 to 1914. Major fibre types and fabric structures used in their 

construction were identified, and design and assembly techniques described. A total of 115 

factors was recorded for each dress. 

The data were analysed in two ways. Dated groups were formed, then each factor was tested 

Chi-square tests. To determine if the differences observed among various groups were 

statistically significant, Tukey's test was used on transformed group proportions. Grouping 

the data according to factors common among dresses was also carried out using block clustering. 

Aspects of colour, fibre and fabric content, bodice, sleeve and skirt construction, and garment 

dimensions differed over time. Prevailing European fashions of fabric, design and construction 

were exhibited in these dresses. Despite their perceived impracticality for the physical 

conditions in a developing colony, the dresses followed fashionable styles. Analysis using 

clustering techniques showed dresses of similar estimated dates to have common 

characteristics. It indicated some revivals of earlier fashions amongst later-dated dresses, 

and produced a cluster of dresses whose designs were based on a nineteenth century nostalgia 

for eighteenth century fashions. Overall, the analysis indicates that conformity to fashion 

was more important than adaptation to one's surroundings. These dresses reflect the 

aspirations of New Zealand settlers in their expression of genteel or middle-class values. 

Effects of biases in the survival of these dresses are acknowledged. 

Evidence from written sources was used in the interpretation of statistical results. Using both 

material and written records it was possible to suggest that the dress reform movement in 

New Zealand had little immediate impact. Waistlines were small in the 1890s dresses and 

skirts continued to hamper the legs. It was also suggested that ma..'ly of the dresses in this 

sample were probably made by dressmakers, although this could not be be proven, since most 

dressmakers did not label their work. Dressmakers actively advertised for customers from 

the earliest days of settlements. They operated in a variety of ways, setting up shops 

themselves, working in the shops of others, or the homes of their clients, and later in the 
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expanding workrooms of department stores. New Zealand women were quick to adopt new 

technology in their dressmaking. Sewing machines were used to stitch most dresses from the 

1870s, but the earliest machine stitching occurs in a dress of estimated date of 1850s. Sewing 

machines became readily available from the 1860s, and more affordable in the 1870s. 

Adoption of changing sewing techniques indicates that education about sewing practices could 

be readily disseminated. 

The effectiveness of methods of using material artifacts as an historical resource combined 

with documentary evidence, and of using statistical techniques not commonly used in 

historical research, to analyse the data was demonstrated. Such a dual investigation has 

proved that in this sample of fashionable dresses, analysed in a depth not achieved before, 

there is no indication of adaptation to the colonial environment. 

Key Words: material history, New Zealand, European women's dress, nineteenth century, 

dressmakers, sewing machines. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

In all cultures and societies dress has multiple functions. As well as clothing bodies in the 

customary style for the time, and physically protecting them from the elements, dress offers 

individuals psychological security, and operates as an aesthetic and economic sign system, 

indicating notions of status, power, wealth, occupation, and taste.1 The mechanisms by which 

clothing communicates are still being debated, but agreement is widespread that it can and 

does encode complex cultural information.2 Even amongst the superficially homogeneous 

appearances of today's youth, observers can differentiate meanings among jeans labels, 

designer or op-shop garb.3 Fashionable day dresses of the mid to late nineteenth century in 

Western culture were a potent symbol of women's place in society. In the restrictive cut of 

bodices, demureness of necklines, cover of sleeves, and voluminous length and often width of 

skirts, middle and upper class women, at least, found themselves physically restricted, 

confined to domestic roles and decorous behaviour. 

The word 'dress' has multiple uses in our language. As a verb it describes a process of clothing 

the body, putting on any or a specific array of garments. 'A dress' is a woman's one-piece 

garment of bodice and skirt, while 'dress' also denotes the total outfit or assembly of garments 

and body modifications worn by any person at any one time.4 In this thesis, the word is used 

mostly as a noun meaning an item of women's apparel, but its meaning as a collective term will 

be apparent at times. The most popular dress styles at a particular historical moment are 

1 Penny Storm Functions of Dress. (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice Hall, 1987); Philippe Perrot, 

Fashioning the Bourgeoisie, (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1994); Margaret Maynard 

Fashioned from Penury. (Cambridge, U. K: Cambridge University Press, 1994) provide detailed 

discussions of functions of dress. 

2 See for example, Grant McCracken, 'Clothing as Language: An Object Lesson in the Study of the 

Expressive Properties of Material Culture', in Culture and Consumption. (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press), 1988, pp.57-70; Fred Davis, Fashion. Culture and Identity. (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 1992); Jean A. Hamilton, 'Dress as a Cultural Sub-System: A Unifying Metatheory for 

Clothing and Textiles.' Clothing and Textiles Research JournaL 6 (1) 1987, pp.l-7. 

3 e.g. Richard A. Feinberg, Lisa Mataro, W. Jeffrey Burroughs. 'Clothing and Social Identity'. Clothing 

and Textiles Research JournaL 11 (1) 1992, pp.S-23. 

4 Joanne B. Eicher and Mary Ellen Roach-Higgins, 'Definition and Classification of Dress', Ch 1 in Dress 

and Gender. Ruth Barnes and Joanne B. Eicher (eds) (Providence: Berg, 1992). They define dress as 'an 

assemblage of body modifications and/or supplements displayed by a person'. Karen Baclawski, The 

Guide to Historic Costume. (London: B. T. Batsford, 1995), pp.93-106, uses dress as an item of feminine 

clothing. See also The Concise Oxford Dictionary for further definitions of 'dress'. 
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considered as the fashion of that time. Fashion changes are dependant on factors such as the 

median age of the population, ideas about health, beauty, morality and sexuality, the political 

and economic climate of the time, and technological developments.5 In England, by the 

beginning of the nineteenth century, interest in fashion and the capacity to dress fashionably 

had extended beyond the elite to a much broader range of people. Products became available 

at affordable prices for many, and publications targeted at different population sectors included 

discussions of fashionable styles.6 Growth of the middle class during the nineteenth century 

accelerated this development. 

In nineteenth century Britain, as elsewhere in Western culture, male and female roles became 

increasingly divergent, especially for the middle classes. Men were expected to operate in the 

public sphere, contributing to the rapid scientific and technological developments in 

agriculture, industry and commerce, and concerning themselves with economics and politics. 

Women's sphere of interest was expected to be confined to home and family: the domestic 

economy of the household, the health and proper education of children, and the maintenance 

of standards of etiquette and fashionability? Although for women of most classes this 

expectation was unaffordable, and work such as teaching, providing lodgings, dressmaking, 

seamstressing or domestic service was a necessity,8 fashionable dress for both sexes echoed the 

characteristics of these role ideals. Men's dress symbolised seriousness in its sombre shapes 

and colours which focussed observers' attention on the face of the wearer,9 while its structure 

of padded shoulders, rounded chest, and narrowed lower torso alluded to muscular strength. 

Loose-fitting trousers allowed easy movement of the limbs. The clear silhouette, standardised, 

more uniform styling with fewer obvious status differences, and reduction in the number of 

different styles needed throughout the day implied men were too busy to concern themselves 

5 Dorothy Behling, 'Fashion Change and Demographics: A Model.' Clothing and Textiles Research 

Tournai, 4 (1) 1986, pp.18-26: Kim Sawchuk, 'A Tale of Inscription/Fashion Statements.' Canadian Journal 

of Political and Social Theory, XI (1-2) 1987, pp.51-67. 

6 Beverly Lemire, 'Peddling fashion: Salesmen, Pawnbrokers, Taylors, Thieves and the Second-hand 

Clothes Trade in England.' Textile History. 22 (1) 1991, pp. 67-82. 

7 For a discussion of women's roles in Victorian Britain, see Martha Vicinus (ed) Suffer and Be Still. 

Women in the Victorian Age. (London: Methuen and Co, 1980). 

8 Martha Vicinus, 'Introduction' In A Widening Sphere. Changing Roles of Victorian Women Martha 

Vicinus (ed) (London: Methuen and Co, 1980), p.xv.; Leonore Davidoff, 'The Separation of Horne and 

Work? Landladies and Lodgers in Nineteenth and Twentieth-Century England.' InS. Burman (ed) Ei.t 

Work for Women. (London: Croom Helm, 1979), pp.64-97. 

9 Aileen Ribeiro, 'Concerning Fashion - Theophile Gautier's 'De La Mode', 1858.' Costume, 24, 1990, 

pp.55-68. 
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with details of dress. The attention to detail required by women's roles was symbolised in their 

dress. Decorative features, such as braids, ribbons, lace and bows changed in fashionability 

more frequently, as did the styles of women's dress. The shapes, structures and weight of 

ensembles of clothes physically restricted movement, and emphasised delicacy, inactivity and 

submissiveness.lO 

A man's family, and particularly his wife, was a status symbol of his economic achievement. 

Women could display in their dress the success of their husband or father.11 In this context 

concern with minute details of fashion changes from season to season became vitally important, 

and the pace of change in fashion increased over the century. Styles tended to evolve rather 

than change drastically, however, with any one style being a development from its predecessor 

and a step en route to a future style.12 Urbanisation, industrialisation and technological 

developments were important factors in the increased speed of fashion change. The population 

of England expanded rapidly during the nineteenth century. Higher birth rates combined with 

improvements in living conditions, lower infant mortality and longer life expectancy, and 

migration from elsewhere, especially Ireland, fuelled numbers. A growing urban group of 

well-to-do people with appearances to maintain and money to spend on dress demanded the 

latest fashion. Methods of selling clothing related merchandise adjusted to demographic 

changes, with drapers and general merchants as well as dressmakers and tailors offering cloth 

at a range of prices. Industrial and technological developments in textile production enabled 

creation of a wider range of cotton, linen, silk and woollen cloths. Improvements in 

communication and transport facilitated faster diffusion of information on fashion trends in 

fabrics and garments, and fashion plates were widely disseminated through illustrated 

newspapers and journals once the paper tax was removed in 1861. The mid-century 

developments in sewing machine technology and production permitted speedier sewing of 

seams and greater use of decorative trimmings than did the time-consuming handstitching 

techniques, so more elaborate styles could be produced at a lower cost. Towards the end of the 

century, women's involvement in paid work, bicycle riding and playing sport led to calls for 

radical rationalisation of dress and fashion, even though fashionable styles had become 

10 Helene E. Roberts, 'The Exquisite Slave: The Role of Clothes in the Making of the Victorian Woman.' 

~ 2 (3) 1977, pp.554-569 

11 Hugh Cunningham, 'Class and Leisure in Mid-Victorian England.' In Bernard Waites, Tony Bennett 

and Graham Martin (eds) Popular Culture: Past and Present. (London: Croom Helm/Open University 

Press, 1982), pp.66-91. 

12 Penelope Byrde, Nineteenth Century Fashion. (London: B. T. Batsford, 1992), p.22. 
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somewhat lighter and less constricting by then. However, for most women, fashion and the 

desire for respectability dictated their appearance throughout the nineteenth century. 

Perhaps because 'Anglo-Saxon attitudes did not readily encompass the notion of high fashion 

as an essential element in civilised life•,13 women's fashionable dress in Britain was influenced 

predominantly by French modes for most of the nineteenth century.1 4 Descriptions of 

fashionable nineteenth century dresses are inevitably of high or new fashions, those of the elite 

and wealthy upper classes in the first instance, since they set trends and had disposable income 

to spend on dress. These trends disseminated through society to the middle and upper 

working classes, in modified form and over varying periods of time. Adoption of fashion 

changes depended to some extent on life-style. 

Settlers coming to New Zealand in the nineteenth century brought their ideas and ideals of 

class, behaviour and dress with them, even though these may not have been very useful in the 

newer context. Major European settlement of New Zealand occurred between 1830 and 1880. 

Prior to 1830 there were fewer than one thousand Europeans, mainly missionaries, traders, 

whalers and explorers, amongst a Maori population estimated to have been around 70,000.15 

By 1881, the European population was 500,000, with more than half of that due to 

immigration.16 Most of the migrants came from the British Isles, especially southern parts of 

England and Wales, lowland Scotland, and rural Ireland, with smaller groups arriving from 

southern and central Europe. Why they came to New Zealand when they could have gone 

equally to the United States, Canadian or Australian colonies is still debated, but James Belich 

argues that they were 'prised out of their British contexts by powerful myths and prophecies.'17 

Married women and children probably did not have much say in where they were going, but 

from the 1860s, single women were actively recruited by various schemes which provided 

some assistance with fares. Gold attracted some migrants in the 1860s, but sheep farming for 

13 Aileen Ribeiro, Concerning Fashion- Theophile Gautier's 'De La Mode', 1858. Costume, 24,1990, p.66. 

14 Penelope Byrde, p.22. 

15 James Belich, Making Peoples. A History of the New Zealanders from Polynesian Settlement to the end 

of the Nineteenth Century. (Auckland: Allen Lane and The Penguin Press, 1996), p.178. 

16 ibid., p.278. 

17 ibid., p.279. 
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wool was a more enduring economic proposition, and allowed further expansion of European 

settlements.18 

Colonial New Zealand was predominantly a working settlers' society, attracting those who 

thought they could improve their economic and social position in a new society.19 Classes had 

to mix, especially in the early years, in order to have any social activity, and while the 

'imported social hierarchy remained', and 'distinctions of birth, education, income, and 

occupation were acknowledged, ... there was little subservience•.20 Upward mobility generated 

an emphasis on propriety, respectability and conformity that extended to dress as an outward 

sign of the ability to adopt mores associated with the middle class. In 1861 two-thirds of the 

settler population lived in rural settings, where job opportunities for men were greater, but 

urbanisation throughout the colony attracted settlers to towns. By 1891 46% of the European 

population lived in a town of more than 1000 people.21 

The publicity that lured people to New Zealand exaggerated the easiness of topography and 

climate, and the state of progress in the various settlements. People thought they were coming 

to civilised society, a Britain of the South with a Mediterranean climate, and instead found bush 

tracks, high rainfall and harsh winters, especially in the South Island. Guidelines were issued 

to prospective settlers which included lists of clothes and other provisions thought necessary. 

The content of these lists differed in quantity and quality for labourers' and for gentlemen's 

families, suggesting that expectations of class would continue in New Zealand; although at the 

same time the literature promised all high wages, improved respectability and independence.22 

Echoing advice given to engaged girls to stock up on household linen and clothes that were not 

likely to go out of fashion quickly,23 one guidebook advised labourers' wives to bring 

considerable underclothing, but only four dresses of cotton, whereas a lady would not only 

need more than double the amount of underwear, but a total of twenty-one dresses to ensure 

she was appropriately dressed (Table 1.1). 

18 G. R. Hawke, The Making of New Zealand, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp.4-5. 

19 Jeanine Graham, 'Settler Society.' Ch 5 in Geoffrey W. Rice (ed) The Oxford History of New Zealand. 

2nd ed. (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp.ll2-140. 

20 ibid., pp.l34-5. 

21 ibid., pp.l35-6. 

22 James Belich, p.309. 

23 Jan Marsh, Pre-Raphaelite Sisterhood. (London: Quartet Books), 1985, p.169. 
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18 
6 
3 
4 

24 
4 
2 
4 
2 
1 

12 
20 
6 

Labouring Man's Wife 

calico chemises 
petticoats 
flannel petticoats 
flannel waistcoats 
pairs cotton stockings 
pairs shoes 
pairs boots 
cotton dresses 
bonnets 
cloak 
yards flannel 
yards strong calico 
towels 
tapes needles cotton etc. 
clothes bag 

Table 1.1 

Outfits for intending settlers 

48 
36 
36 
24 
24 
3 
1 

24 
24 
48 
24 
14 
12 
2 
1 
2 
8 
4 
8 
4 
2 
2 
3 
1 
8 
2 

12 
19 

24 
12 

12 

Lady (clothing items only) 

calico or cambric chemises 
calico nightdresses 
nightcaps 
cambric slips 
calico middle petticoats 
flannel petticoats 
horsehair petticoat 
fine flannel petticoats 
pair cambric trousers 
pocket handkerchiefs 
pairs fine cotton stockings 
pairs thread stockings 
pairs white silk hose 
pairs black silk hose 
coloured or white flannel dressing gown, warm 
coloured dressing gowns 
white muslin dressmg gowns 
coloured morning dresses 
muslin dresses 
dinner dresses 
silk dresses, and 1 satin dress is also desirable 
muslin-de-laine or chalise dresses 
pairs of stays 
cloak 
pairs of shoes 
bonnets 
shawls 
fancy handkerchiefs 
pairs white kid gloves 
pairs coloured gloves 
long white kid gloves 
pairs thread or silk gloves 
pairs thread or lace gloves 
long lace mittens 
fancy aprons, 
capes, collars etc. 

Source: G.B. Earp, Handbook for Intending Immigrants to the Southern Settlements of New 

Zealand.(London: W. S. Orr, 18491 
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The essential shape of women's dress in nineteenth century New Zealand seems to have 

followed the fashions emanating from Europe. Dress artifacts in New Zealand museum 

collections have been dated on the basis of European styles. Often these fit known 

provenances, but the assumption that all nineteenth century dress in New Zealand simply 

followed fashion set in Europe is problematic. Fashion-dating certainly provides a guide for 

the earliest introduction of a particular set of characteristics, but it does not indicate the length 

of time such a set may have been popular outside fashionable Europe. Interest in fashion in the 

colony was evident. New Zealand newspapers published articles and later illustrations about 

fashions and fashion changes in Britain and France throughout the nineteenth century, while 

women's letters to and from Britain often mentioned detail about changes in dress style. Louisa 

Rose asked her sister in 1853 'are the bonnets really worn so much at the back of the head and 

are loose jackets still worn indoors?'24 In 1897, Eleanor Stainton wrote to her cousin, Annie 

Whitehouse 'I wish I was near you. I think I may get some nice patterns then' [for wax bridal 

wreaths and bouquets].25 Relationships between clothing, etiquette, and women's roles were 

close: dress forms and shapes dictated possible movements of the body, as well as symbolising 

the expected roles and behaviours of the wearer. However, time lags, fabric and trim 

availability, and other unknown factors may have affected fashionable dress in a developing 

colony. 

In parts of North America that were settled by Europeans in the mid-nineteenth century, such 

as Kansas, women's interest in fashion continued through the disruptive phase of moving west 

and developing farmland. Helvenston argued that fashion served social and psychological 

purposes: a connecting link with family members left behind, and with fellow settlers; a 

novelty in an otherwise monotonous environment, and a means of symbolising femininity in 

harsh surroundings.26 Isolation from sources of fashion and the need for economy did, 

however, allow some freedom to modify appearances, and wear outmoded styles or 

unconventional dress, such as morning or housework dresses or bloomer costume.27 Living on 

the frontier also required fashion conformity, dressing similarly to one's neighbours, rather 

than extravagantly. Conformity in dress was important for mid-west settlers who came 

24 Louisa Rose, (Christchurch) 9 September-1 October 1853, Louisa George Rose letters, 1853-1855. MS 

Papers 2314, ATL. 

25 Eleanor Stain ton, (Auckland) to Annie E Whitehouse, 20 October 1897, MS Papers 3201, ATL. 

26 Sally Helvenston, 'Fashion on the Frontier.'~ 171990, pp.141-154. 

27 Sally Helvenston, 'Ornament or instrument? Proper roles for women on the Kansas frontier.' Kansas 

Quarterly. 18 (3) 1986, pp .. 35-49. 
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directly from Europe. Scandinavian immigrants to Dakota left their regional styles behind, 

bringing instead clothes they thought would allow them to fit in with fellow settlers, and which 

would last long enough to see them through homestead establishment.28 

Was conformity to a fashionable ideal important to nineteenth century New Zealand women 

settlers? Did women's dress follow style changes set in Europe, or did women adapt their dress 

to conditions of climate and environment they found in New Zealand? Do dresses reflect or 

give any indication of class differences within settlements, or of women's roles within society? 

How did women obtain their dresses: were they made at home, or by dressmakers or retailers? 

These questions have provided impetus for this study of nineteenth century dresses in New 

Zealand, which attempts to answer them using a variety of sources and a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative techniques. 

Sources and methods for studying of historic dress have altered with development of the field. 

The scope of written sources has enlarged to include documents such as census data and 

probate records.29 These have been supplemented with pictorial and photographic records, 

artifacts and oral histories. Evaluations based on written sources and photographs continue to 

be important, but as more quantifiable data is able to be collected, analytical tools include 

quantitative approaches, such as content analysis and statistical techniques.30 Sources for this 

study of women's dress in nineteenth century New Zealand are of two types. Material sources, 

actual dresses housed in museum collections around the country, were studied to elicit 

information about the dresses themselves, and to a lesser extent the wearers and the makers. 

Written sources such as newspapers, letters, reminiscences, and government documents, were 

used to supplement these and particularly to investigate how the issue of dress reform 

developed and how dressmakers operated in New Zealand. Both types of sources are 

problematic. Women's experiences of their dress in colonial New Zealand are mostly 

unrecorded. How they provided clothes for themselves and their families, what they thought 

about fashion or the styles they wore, how they coped with storage and care of their clothes: 

28 Gerilyn Tandberg, 'New world-old fashions? Immigrant clothing on northern plains.' Dress. 13 1987, 

pp.61-71. 

29 e.g. Patricia Trautman, 'Personal Clothiers: A Demographic Study of Dressmakers, Seamstresses and 

Tailors 1880-1920.' ~ 5 1979, pp.74-95; Patricia Trautman and Donna Bartsch, 'Probate documents: 

American costume history and research.' Clothing and Textiles Research JournaL 6 (4) 1988, pp.26-36. 

30 Rachel K. Pannabecker, 'Clio ala Mode: Methods for Studying Historic Costume and Textiles.' In Susan 

B. Kaiser and Mary Lynn Damhorst (eds) Critical Linkages in Textiles and Clothing Subject Matter: 

Theory. Method and Practice. International Textiles and Apparel Association Special Publication 4, 

(Monument, Co.: ITAA, 1991), pp.160-167. 
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none of these questions can be answered directly. Prescriptive texts, statistics collected for 

other purposes, official reports and the garments themselves have been used to glean 

information. Studying garments assists in answering questions about the extent to which ideals 

of Victorian womanhood, such as delicacy, passivity, femininity found in written sources were 

actually expressed in dress. For example, evidence of tiny waistlines, pastel colours, plentiful 

ornamentation, and delicate fabrics would reinforce the stereotypical view of the ornamental 

social role of women. However, dresses only offer partial answers to some questions, such as 

who made them and why? It is possible that many of the dresses in this sample were made by 

dressmakers, but more often than not, dressmakers did not label their work so identification of 

individual makers is impossible. Collectively though, the dresses do provide insights into 

techniques and standards of manufacture which are illuminating. 

My interest in nineteenth-century women~.> dress goes back some years. In my capacity as 

Honorary Curator of Costume at the Otago Museum I learned of the wealth of information 

contained in dress artifacts about the culture in which the dress was created and worn. In 

finding ways of obtaining and evaluating this information, I have been greatly assisted by the 

work of North American scholars of textiles, dress and material history methodology. Chapter 

Two provides an outline of types of scholarship in dress history, and development of methods 

of using artifacts, such as dresses, as an historical source. A method of integrating of historical 

methodology with quantitative techniques of analysis using material history data has been 

used for this study of nineteenth-century dresses. Chapter Two concludes with explanation of 

types of data analyses undertaken to determine whether there are groupings of New Zealand 

dresses with similar characteristics so that these can be compared with each other, and with 

evidence from other sources. 

Collection of a large amount of data from a sample of nineteenth-century dresses in New 

Zealand enabled quantitative analyses to be performed to see if patterns emerged in the styles 

and characteristcs of these dresses that may be consistent with those occurring in fashion 

elsewhere. Some results of these analyses are presented and discussed in Chapter Three. 

Smaller groups of dresses that demonstrate similarities of characteristics are discussed in a 

chronological format in Chapters Four through to Seven. Patterns of similar characteristics in 

bodices, sleeves and skirts are included, such as fibre and fabric types, position of seams, 

presence of boning, and types of trimming and closure. Garment dimensions are compared 

with overall sample averages to see if there are differences, and if there is any pattern to these 

differences. Evidence from the dresses is linked with that of written sources to provide at least 
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partial answers to questions of conformity to European fashion or adaptation to colonial 

conditions, and class differences and roles of women in a settler society. 

Pleas for reform of women's dress occurred intermittently from the 1850s, often linked with 

campaigns for women's rights in other areas. Amelia Bloomer gave her name to the 1850s 

version of trousers for women, and was one of a group of American women who battled for 

dress reform, temperance, women's rights and the abolition of slavery. The 1880s and 1890s 

international movement for the rationalisation of dress included women's health as well as 

temperance and suffrage in its campaign platforms.31 A few New Zealanders urged for 

women's dress reforms through these decades, but with little apparent success if the dresses 

discussed in Chapter Seven are representative of most women's dress at that time. 

The issues of how women obtained their dresses, and who might have made them are explored 

in Chapter Eight, which concentrates on how dressmakers operated in nineteenth- century 

New Zealand and the key role they played in providing fashion information and technical 

expertise. Dressmaking was second only to domestic service as an occupation for women in 

nineteenth-century New Zealand. How the trade was structured, and changes to the process of 

dressmaking brought about by mechanisation, are discussed. 

In studying any aspect of women's experiences in New Zealand during the nineteenth century, 

there are more questions that can be asked than there is evidence to answer them.32 Women's 

dress experiences were part of their intimate life. Dresses were outward expressions of status 

and taste, but how women felt about them was not necessarily talked or written about openly, 

although thankfully, some women have left records that can be consulted. Much knowledge 

about dress, its etiquette, and sewing techniques was taken for granted, learned by example 

and passed between generations. Contemporary sources written by women often omit 

reference to dress. Including an analysis of dresses made and worn by women as a source of 

information about them can to broaden our understanding of their experiences and the values 

of the society in which they lived. 

31 Sarah Levitt, 'From Mrs Bloomer to the Bloomer: The Social Significance of the Nineteenth-Century 
English Dress Reform Movement'. Textile History. 24 (1) 1993, pp.27-37. 

32 Charlotte Macdonald, A Woman of Good Character: Sin~le Women as Immi~rant Settlers in 

Nineteenth-century New Zealand. (Wellington: Allen and Unwin/Historical Branch, 1990), p.l7. 
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Chapter Two 

Material history methods 

On a continuum of historical dress scholarship, study of garments for their own sake has been 

identified at one end, and at the other study of dress artifacts to answer questions external to 

the artifact.l Nancy Rexford, as one who studies dress artifacts for their own sake, labels her 

colleagues and herself as either connoisseurs or antiquarians. Connoisseurs are interested 

particularly in dress objects which are distinguished by their elegance, beauty or lavishness, 

and treat them as art; or focus on the aesthetic ideals of a designer or a society. Antiquarians 

see the historical value of dress objects as contributing to an understanding of the development 

of the object, so describe particular objects and develop classification systems which link them 

together, and set the objects into their social context. At the other end of the continuum, 

historians of dress (especially those involved in studies of material culture) use information 

gleaned from dress artifacts as evidence not only for the interpretation of people's individual 

behaviour but also collective behaviour, such as economic organisation, social divisions, or 

cultural pattems.2 Both physical and symbolic meanings presented by the object provide 

historical evidence.3 

Each of the three categories of researchers has contributed much to historical dress scholarship 

and all continue to have a place in it. Connoisseurs play a vital role in preserving artifacts 

which might otherwise be destroyed, and through exhibitions and related books expand our 

knowledge about designers, couture garments, accessories and aesthetic ideals of particular 

periods.4 Antiquarians provide detailed descriptions and classifications that reveal 

relationships among dress objects, whether based on chronology, function, place of origin, or 

some other distinguishing factor.5 By incorporating details from contemporary written 

accounts about the particular artifacts, antiquarians also provide a social environment for the 

1 Nancy Rexford, Patricia Cunningham, Robert Kaufman, Patricia Trautman. 'Forum: Research and 

Publication.'~ 14, 1988, pp.68-82. 

2 Nancy Rexford, 'Studying Garments for their own Sake: Mapping the World of Costume Scholarship.' 

Dress. 14, 1988, pp.68-75. 

3 Patricia Cunningham, 'Beyond Artifacts and Object Chronology.' Dress, 14, 1988, pp.76-79. 

4 e.g. J. Herbert Callister, Dress from Three Centuries: Wadsworth Museum. (Hartford, Connecticut: 

Wadsworth Atheneum, 1976). Elizabeth Ann Coleman, The Opulent Era. Fashions of Worth. Doucet and 

fln.gill. (London: Thames and Hudson, in association with The Brooklyn Museum, 1989). 

5 e.g. Janet Arnold, Patterns of Fashion 2: Englishwomen's Dresses c.1860-1940 and their Construction. 

(London: Macmillan, 1977). 
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items, while maintaining their attention on the artifacts. Dress historians look for meanings 

that can be drawn from the artifacts about their cultural context using both material and 

written sources. Questions posed have to include those that are able to be answered by 

reference to material artifacts, as well as being of interest to present culture and society.6 

Using material culture in a systematic way is a relatively new methodological field, although 

the addition of non-literary evidence to scholarly study dates back to seventeenth and 

eighteenth century interest in antiquities? Material culture operates across several disciplines, 

including history and anthropology, and refers both to artifacts themselves and to the study 

through them of the beliefs, values, ideas, attitudes, and assumptions of a particular 

community or society at a given time.s Material history, as part of this field, is the study of 

historical artifacts for their evidence of human ideas, beliefs, and values, particularly those of 

their creators.9 The term 'material history' originated in Canada and is favoured by Canadian 

artifact researchers. The tangible non-verbal products of human society including portable 

objects, fixed structures, landscape features, are the primary source for material culture or 

material history studies, although the best of these incorporate written documentary evidence 

as wen.10 Justification for use of material artifacts is based on their being concrete, relatively 

permanent, and specific to a time and space. The artifacts, whatever form they may take, must 

have been constructed at a particular place, by identifiable people, with ascertainable 

6 Nancy Rexford, 'The Speaking Shoe.' Essex Institute Historical Collections. 127 (2) 1991, pp.161-184. 

Linda Welters, 'Historical Research in Textiles and Clothing: A Position Paper'. In Critical Linkages in 

Textiles and Clothing Subject Matter: Theory. Method and Practice. Susan B. Kaiser and Mary-Lynn 

Damhorst (eds). (Monument, Colorado: International Textile and Apparel Association, Special 

Publication 4, 1991), pp.129-138. 

7 Gregg Finley, 'The Gothic Revival and the Victorian Church in New Brunswick: Toward a Strategy for 

Material Culture Research.' Material History Bulletin, 32, 1990, pp.l-16. 

8 Jules David Prown, 'Mind in Matter: 'An Introduction to Material Culture Theory and Method.' In 

Material Life in America 1600-1860. Robert Blair StGeorge (ed). (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 

1988), p.18. 

9 Thomas J. Schlereth, 'Material Culture or Material Life. Discipline or Field? Theory or Method?' In 

Living jn the Material World: Canadian and American Approaches to Material Culture. Gerald L. Pocius 

(ed). (StJohn's, Newfoundland: ISER Books, 1991), p.232. 

10 Margaret A. Scott and Barrie Reynolds, 'Material Anthropology: Contemporary approaches to material 

culture.' In Material Anthropology: Contemporary Approaches to Material Culture. Barrie Reynolds and 

Margaret A. Scott (eds). (Maryland: University Press of America, 1987), pp.l-10; Adrienne D. Hood and 

David-Thiery Ruddel, 'Artifacts and Documents in the History of Quebec Textiles.' In Living in the 

Material World: Canadian and American Approaches to Material Culture. Gerald L. Pocius (ed). (St 

John's, New Newfoundland: ISER Books, 1991), pp.SS-73. 
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materials.11 Artifacts not only illustrate the past or present of a culture but as non-verbal 

communicators, they can reflect their maker's or owner's personality, and express social, 

economic and political realities.12 Material culture can be used to transform, store or preserve 

social information such as class and status, technological development, and gender. Including 

it as part of the sources historians use may help overcome biases of class in some literary 

remains.13 

Obstacles have discouraged historians from using material records more extensively. Decoding 

the information inherent in artifacts may require time-consuming specialised or technical 

training.l4 The social and cultural significance of objects is not always easily accessible. 

Extensive sources and specialist knowledge may be needed to identify and evaluate the object, 

so that reasons for the object's production, and aspects of the culture it was produced in, such 

as its norms and beliefs, can be deduced or speculated on.15 Since artifacts are just as affected 

by the bias of survival as documents, their content, completeness and social representativeness 

must be questioned in the same way as the documentary record.16 Objects now preserved in 

museums have survived because of their inherent quality and composition and because of 

decisions made by collectors and curators about their actual or potential value.17 Collectors, 

like connoisseurs, have tended to favour the rare, unique, decorative, and finely crafted, rather 

than the mundane, ordinary, everyday items, thus creating, often unintentionally, a class or 

special-occasion bias in a collection. 

11 Ann Gorman Condon, 'The Celestial World of Jonathan Odell: Symbolic Unities within a Disparate 

Artifact Collection/ In Living in the Material World: Canadian and American Approaches to Material 

Culture. Gerald L. Pocius (ed). (StJohn's, Newfoundland: ISER Books, 1991), pp.92-123. 

12 Gerald L. Pocius, 'Introduction.' ibid., p.xix; Hood and Ruddel, 1991, pp.55-73; Mihaly 

Czikszentmibalyi and Eugene Rochberg-Hallon, The Meaning of Things: Domestic Symbols and the Self. 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p.14. 

13 Wilcomb E. Washburn, 'Manuscripts and Manufacts.' In Material Culture Studies in America, Thomas 

J. Schlereth (ed). (Nashville: The American Association for State and Local History, 1982), p.102. 

14 Adrienne Hood and David-Thiery Ruddel, pp.55-73. 

15 Bernard L. Herman, 'The Objects of Discourse: Evidence and Method in Material Culture Study and 

Agricultural History.' In Living jn the Material World: Canadian and American Approaches to Material 

Culture. Gerald L. Pocius (ed). StJohn's, Newfoundland: ISER Books, 1991), pp.31-54; Mary Johnson, 

'Women and the Material Universe: A Bibliographic Essay.' In Edith Mayo (ed) American Material 

Culture. (Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1984), pp.218-255. 

16 Bernard Herman, pp.31-54; Mary Johnson, pp.218-255; Robert D. Turner, 'The Limitations of Material 

History: A Museological Perspective.' Material History Bulletin, 20 1984,pp.87-92. 

17 James D. Nason, 'The Determination of Significance: Curatorial Research and Private Collections.' In 

Material Anthropology. Barrie Reynolds and Margaret A. Scott (eds). (Maryland: University Press of 

America, 1987), p.47. 
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Several generic methods for the analysis of artifacts have been proposed. Their authors have 

assumed them to be applicable to any artifact but in practice the methods tend to reflect 

interests of the developer. The following passage outlines the progress of artifact analysis 

methods based on those devised by E. McClung Fleming in 1973,18 and Jules Prown in 1982.19 

These methods have been widely used and adapted for studying clothing and textile artifacts. 

Fleming established a two-stage model for object study. The first stage involved complete 

classification of the object using five properties: history, material, construction, design and 

function. He defined history of the artifact as 'where and when it was made, by whom and for 

whom and why, and successive changes in ownership, condition, and function•.20 Material 

involved description of all substances from which the object was made, and construction, all 

techniques used in its manufacture, including the workmanship and the organisation of its 

parts. Design classified the structure, form, style, ornament and iconography of the artifact, 

and function covered both intended uses and unintended roles of the object in its culture. 

Stage two consisted of four operations to be performed on the five properties. These were 

identification, evaluation, cultural analysis, and interpretation. Identification classified, 

authenticated and factually described the artifact, providing accurate information about the five 

properties. Evaluation produced aesthetic and evaluative judgements about the item in 

comparison to other similar ones. Cultural analysis examined the relationship of the artifact to 

its time and culture through analysis of its history, functions, and contemporary meanings. 

Interpretation, the culmination of the method,21 related the artifact to the current time and 

culture, and varied according to 'the personal, class, ideological and national interests of 

interpreters and their audiences'. 22 

Fleming's model was developed for use with decorative arts objects in particular, and has been 

recommended as useful and adaptable in the study of women's history through household 

18 E McClung Fleming, 'Artifact Study: A Proposed Model.' In Material Culture Studies in America. 

Thomas J. Schlereth (ed). (Nashville, Tennessee: The American Association for State and Local History, 

1982), pp.l62-173. (First published in Winterthur Portfolio 9, 1973, pp.l53-173.) 

19 Jules David Prawn, 'Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory and Method.' In 
Material Life in America 1600-1860. Robert Blair StGeorge (ed). (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 

1988), pp.l7-37. (First published in Winterthur Portfolio. 17 (1) 1982, pp.l-19). 

20 E McClung Fleming, p.l66. 

21 Patricia Cunningham, 'Beyond Artifacts and Object Chronology.' Dress. 14, 1988, p.76. 

22 E McClung Fleming, p.l73. 
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artifacts.23 The model has been applied successfully in a study of seventeen nineteenth century 

long purses, which interpreted their symbolism of wealth and skill display.24 However, other 

dress historians who have begun with Fleming's method found it needed modification for their 

particular artifacts,25 and some have argued that formulae and set models can be too limiting 

when studying dress.26 While Fleming's model allows a systematic and complete explanation 

of an artifact, its focus does not go beyond the single artifact to comparisons among artifacts 

that may lead to historical interpretations.27 In 1981, Zimmerman suggested extensions to 

Fleming's model to overcome these shortcomings. Structural analysis, in which particular 

properties, such as form or workmanship, are selected for study and assembled into a workable 

format for the collection and arrangement of data, allowed relationships among similar artifacts 

to be identified, explored and interpreted.28 

Art historian Jules Prown proposed a three-stage method for studying artifacts in order to 

understand some aspect of a culture. He emphasised the importance of each stage being 

discrete, and of the stages being sequential. Stage one, description, was the internal evidence, 

the information to be obtained from the artifact itself. All physical elements of the artifact, any 

decoration, and its two- or three-dimensional organisation were to be analysed. Deduction 

followed involving the researcher in thinking about the use of the object, if possible gaining 

sensory experience of it, and reacting emotionally to it. Stage three, speculation, allowed for 

much more 'creative imagining•.29 Using evidence from previous stages of the analysis, 

hypotheses could be formed and theories developed from the researcher's cultural perspective. 

External evidence could then be pursued to validate these, using techniques and methods such 

as quantitative analysis, stylistic analysis and iconology, from art history and archaeology 

23 Mary Johnson, p.224. 

24 Joyce Camacho, 'Long Purses in Nineteenth Century America. Analysis of a Costume Accessory Using 
Fleming's Model of Artifact Study.' Hope and Glory. 5 (1) 1991, pp .37-50. 

25 e.g. Joan Severa and Merrill Horswill, 'Costume as Material Culture.' Dress. 15, 1989, pp.S0-64. 

26 Patricia Cunningham, 'Beyond Artifacts and Object Chronology.'~ 14, 1988 p. 77. 

27 Philip D. Zimmerman, 'Workmanship as Evidence: A Model for Object Study.' Winterthur Portfolio, 

16, 1981, pp.283-307. 

28 ibid., pp.284-285. 

29 Jules David Prown, p.26. 
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primarily, but also from disciplines such as social and cultural history, social and cultural 

anthropology, sociology, cultural geography, folklife, and linguistics. 3D 

In 1983-84, at the University of New Brunswick, a graduate student seminar class developed an 

adaptable 'workable methodology' for the study of single artifacts by modifying and 

simplifying Fleming's and Prown's models. They decided to follow archaeological principles of 

describing and analysing material evidence before attempting to ascertain meanings, so the 

sequence of object study became an important component: physical aspects of the artifact were 

dealt with first, and the more interpretative elements later. Five properties of artifacts were 

considered in order: material, construction, function, provenance and value. Value referred to 

the artifact's cultural associations with, and perceived value to, the society in which it was 

produced. Three categories of data were collected sequentially for each property. These were: 

observable data, those gleaned from the artifact itself; comparative data, obtained after 

studying similar artifacts; and supplementary evidence, garnered from written sources. 

Conclusions were drawn based on all evidence gathered.31 This method presupposes that the 

researcher has sufficient background knowledge to analyse artifacts thoroughly. In practice, it 

may be necessary to revisit the artifact after consulting supplementary evidence. 

While the graduate student group sought a method that would apply to any artifact, at least 

one of the members, Gregg Finley, has subsequently felt this to be rather naive and 

problematical. Finley proposed a material culture research procedure instead, setting artifact 

analysis into a broader field of historical research, and assuming that it could be tailored to suit 

individual artifacts and research questions. The procedure consists of ten steps beginning with 

identification of the objectives, background reading, design of the research strategy, and 

location of artifacts and documentary sources. As step five, level-one inquiry was performed, 

which was identical to the graduate group's model. Step six allowed for revision and 

refinement of the strategy based on preliminary findings, followed by selection of relevant data 

and a level-two inquiry where the object is regarded as an historical document that may either 

qualitatively or quantitatively provide answers to historical questions.32 Finley has thus set the 

study of artifacts into a procedure typical of the research process in most fields. 

30 ibid., p.23. 

31 Anon, Towards a Material History Methodology, Material History Bulletin, 22,1985, pp.31-40. 

32 Gregg Finley "The Gothic Revival and the Victorian Church in New Brunswick: Toward a Strategy for 
Material Culture Research'. Material History Bulletin. 32 (Fall) 1990, pp.1-16. 
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Methods directly applicable to the study of costume and textiles as material artifacts have been 

slower to develop, perhaps because of the particular development of scholarship in the field. 

North American textiles and clothing scholars have traditionally approached their subject via a 

sociological qualification, rather than from the disciplines of history, or anthropology, for 

example, and in Europe written sources dominated historical clothing and textiles studies until 

recently. More interdisciplinary associations are a feature of recent scholarship.33 A number of 

classification systems have been proposed to assist in organising and dating types of dress 

artifacts.34 These differ in their structural arrangements, suffer from a lack of 

comprehensiveness and rely on a great deal of subjective judgement.35 Severa and Horswill, 

believing that methods must vary in detail with the subject matter, the artifact type, and the 

questions the researcher is pursuing, proposed a model combining aspects of Fleming's and 

Zimmerman's methods but tailored to distinguish minute differences between garments of the 

same period. Theirs was a three-stage method, with the second and third stages incorporating 

a number of detailed steps. Stage one classified the modal type of the garment using a 

typology /classification system proposed by Roach and Musa in 1982.36 The second stage 

involved analysis of the artifact's material, design and construction, and workmanship 

properties. Finally, four operations: identification, evaluation, cultural analysis, and 

interpretation and intuitive analysis, were performed on each property.37 Horswill and 

Severa's examples showed how easy it could be to let intuitive analysis exceed evidence. 

Integration of artifacts and documents was achieved by Hood and Ruddel in analysing Quebec 

textile history. They also used the Fleming and Prown models for artifact analysis as the 

33 e.g. Patricia Campbell Warner, 'The Comely Rowers. The Beginnings of Collegiate Sports Uniforms for 

Women Crew at Wellesley, 1876-1900.' Clothing and Textiles Research Journal. 10 (3) 1992, pp.64-75. 

34 e.g. R.G. Chenhall, Nomenclature for Museum Cataloguing: A System for Classifying Man-made 

Objects. (Nashville: American Association for State and Local History, 1978); International Council of 

Museums, vocabulary of Basic Terms for Cataloguing Costume-Women's Garments, (International 

Council of Museums: International Committee for the Museums and Collections of Costumes, n.d.); Mary 

Ellen Roach and Kathleen Musa. New Perspectives on the History of Western Dress. (New York: 

Nutriguides, 1982); Kathleen L. Rowold and Pamela J. Schlick, 'Systematic Identification and 

Classification of Historic Costume.' Dress. 9 1983 pp.2-7: Pamela J. Schlick, 'Classification Systems: 

Alternative Research Strategies for Historic Costume.' In Critical Linkages in Textiles and Clothing 

Subject Matter: Theory. Method and Practice. Susan B. Kaiser and Mary-Lynn Damhorst (eds). 

(Monument, Colorado: International Textile and Apparel Association, Special Publication Number Four, 

1991), pp.l50-159. 

35 Pamela J. Schlick, 1991, pp.lS0-159. 

36 Mary Ellen Roach and Kathleen Musa, New Perspectives on the History of Western Dress. (New York: 

Nutriguides, 1982). 

37 Joan Severa and Merrill Horswill, pp.S0-64. 
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starting point for creating a method specific to textiles. Their process has five steps that focus 

on the material: fibre analysis, yam analysis, dye analysis, technical and design analysis; then 

function, authentication and collecting history are determined. Using artifacts and documents 

as complementary sources enabled the researchers to learn more about Quebec quilts and those 

who wove them, than either source would have provided on its own.38 

In a rather different approach, which still integrates examination of artifacts and perusal of 

documents, the stability or otherwise of sewing techniques over the period 1800 to 1869 was 

examined by Farrell-Beck, Haviland and Harding, using American women's outerwear: 

dresses, ensembles, bodices and wraps, and a range of contemporary periodicals and 

manuals.39 Detailed notes of how each part of each garment was sewn were taken for 100 

selected garments from twenty-three museums over five states. Comparisons of the garments 

with fashion plates were made to check dating accuracy, and groups of garments within time 

periods were compared with regard to sewing techniques used with the objective of using 

sewing techniques as a means of dating nineteenth-century dress. Dating dresses can be 

problematic, new techniques or new styles can offer a first possible date for a garment, but the 

assumption that all makers and wearers kept up-to-date is a large one. 

The main developments in material history methodology therefore, have centred on properties 

of objects and processes of collecting and collating information and evaluating its significance. 

These has been necessary advances, but setting material history methods into a broader 

research process that enables decisions about the particular kinds of information collected to be 

related closely to the research questions has more potential for relating artifacts to the people 

who made and used them. Acknowledgment that the method must be tailored to the artifact 

under study allows dress researchers to identify properties unique to textiles and dress that 

should be studied, to include structural analysis or workmanship, and to use creative 

imagining or intuitive analysis in interpreting their data until such time as more evidence 

becomes available. Including artifacts in dress history is assisting connoisseurs, antiquarians 

and dress historians in the quest for greater understanding of dress in the past. 

38 Adrienne D. Hood ruLd David-Thier1 Ruddel, pp.SS-73. 

39 Jane Farrell-Beck, Patricia Haviland, and Thelma Harding, 'Sewing Techniques in Women's 

Outerwear, 1800-1869.' Clothing and Textiles Research Tournai. 4 (2) 1985-86 pp.20-29. Jane Farrell-Beck, 

'Nineteenth-century Construction Techniques: Practice and Purpose.' ~ 13 1987, pp.l1-20. 
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Because of the broad objectives for this study of nineteenth century women's dresses in New 

Zealand museum collections, a combination of methods has been used, within an overall 

procedure of the ten steps proposed by Finley. Documentary and material sources were used, 

with the intention of obtaining a comprehensive view of the artifacts, their makers and wearers. 

Study of the dresses used the approach of Severa and Horswill, Hood and Ruddel, and Farrell

Beck, Haviland and Harding. Table 2.1lists details for which information was collected from 

the dresses. Comparisons among dresses were made both qualitatively, as suggested in the 

method developed by the New Brunswick graduate group,40 and quantitatively using 

statistical clustering techniques. Written sources were used to a much greater extent to answer 

questions about the ways in which dressmakers operated in nineteenth century New Zealand. 

Major fibre types used in outer and lining fabrics of each garment were determined visually 

using an Olympus microscope (HSC, 400x magnification). Fibres from both warp and weft 

directions were viewed wherever possible. If it was possible to do so without damaging the 

artifact, fibre types used in other components were also identified.41 Constraints of handling 

artifacts- the need to avoid undue movement, restricted space, equipment, assistance and time 

-led to the decision to photograph garments laid flat on a white textile background which was 

also used to support dresses during turning. Front view, back view and close-ups of details 

such as trims, buttons, or seaming were recorded. Extra lighting was not an option considered 

since light is detrimental to textile preservation, so the quality of parts of some photographs is 

unfortunately rather poor. However, most are satisfactory. 

There are some problems associated with studying dresses in New Zealand museum 

collections. Collections have been acquired unsystematically usually by donation, and tend to 

comprise those dresses people thought were good enough to give to a museum. They may 

have been kept in families for sentimental reasons or because of their quality, whereas 

everyday wear was worn out, or recycled into other household items. The sample is inevitably 

biased towards dresses that survived the strains of nineteenth century life in a young colony, 

perhaps by being kept for best, and therefore hardly worn. Documentation practices in New 

Zealand museums in the past were often not concerned with social information such as where 

dresses were made, by whom they were made, or who initially wore them, let alone any details 

of the wearers' lives or status in society, so this kind of information is lacking for most dresses 

in this sample. Treating the dresses as a group and using two types of statistical analysis to 

40 Anon, 1985, pp.31-40. 

41 Fibre type information has been, or will be, made available to the museums for their records. 
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Category 

General 

Fibre and Fabric 

Bodice 

Sleeve 

Skirt 

Measurements 
(to nearest Smm) 

Table 2.1 

Information recorded for each dress 

Detail 

repository; identifying code; date assigned by institution or donor 
provenance if known 
number of separate pieces 
bodice and skirt separate 
hue: black, white, green, purple, red, brown, yellow, or blue 
value: light, medium or dark · 
presence of a watch pocket, dress protectors or hanging tapes 

outer fabric(s) fibre types- warp and weft 
lining fabric(s) fibre types- warp and weft 
number and kinds of outer fabncs 
pattern on any fabrics- woven or printed 
position of straight grain in bodice, sleeve and skirt 

method of lining or interlining 
position and number of darts and seams 
position of opening and fastening types used on all layers 
armscye pos1tion: low on arm, high on shoulder or normal 
method of stitching each dart and seam 
neckline position, shape and finish: high or low; round U or V shaped 
collar type and shape 
boning and piping locations 
waistline treatments: waiststay, waistband; elongation at CF or CB; method of 
attachment to skirt 
all trims 

number and type of components 
presence of a wrist length sleeve 
presence of an oversleeve 
appearance of outer sleeve: close fitting of loose and full 
presence of a cuff or mock cuff 
all trims 

types and methods of lining 
number of vertical seams; presence of flare at seamlines 
treatment of fabric fullness at waistline 
type and method of attachment of any waistband 
presence of an overskirt 
position and style of any pockets 
placket closure methods 
hem allowance depth; presence of a facing 
hem edge protection: wool braid, pleated strip, or velvet band 
all trims 

bodice length and CF and CB 
shoulder length: top of shoulder, and along the shoulder seamline 
armscye seamline circumference 
waist circumference 
sleeve length at the underarm position 
sleeve girth: 50 mm along sleeve from underarm position, at right angles to 
the sleeve fold 
wrist girth 
skirt lengths at CF and CB 
skirt circumference at the hemline and the waistline 
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identify any patterns of continuity and change in the data was a means of maximising 

information while acknowledging the presence of biases. 

The group of 162 dresses selected from New Zealand collections for this study were first 

grouped according to their attributed date of making or wearing, and some quantitative 

analyses were performed. Where garments had estimated or known dates attributed to them 

in the museum documentation these were recorded, then used to form six groups: pre 1860, 

1860-74, 1875-1889, 1890-1900, post 1900, and an undated group. These divisions were selected 

partly on the basis of broad style groupings, and partly for the need to have groups of large and 

approximately even sizes in order to carry out the relevant statistical tests. In order to 

determine changes over time, two common statistical tests were used. The Chi-square test 

determined if any significant differences in the proportions of an attribute existed among the 

dated groups. Where significant differences occurred, Tukey's test on transformed group 

proportions was used to determine which particular time periods differed. 42 

Secondly, ignoring dates, the dresses were grouped according to common characteristics. 

Cluster analysis, a generic term for a range of statistical techniques used to group objects, 

people or other entities into subgroups on the basis of their similarities over a number of 

characteristics, was used.43 Clustering is a means of dealing with large numbers of products 

simultaneously, without relying on visual assessment and memory, which could be 

problematic for a large sample with a large number of structural features. It provides for the 

grouping of items free of preconceived notions about how this should occur, since it makes no 

prior assumptions about the relative importance of characteristics. Objects grouped into any 

one cluster are more homogeneous with respect to some selection criteria, while those in 

different clusters are more heterogeneous.44 In cluster analysis the variables or characteristics 

used to compare objects are specified by the researcher and the objects are classified according 

to similarities and differences within the data. 45 Traditionally, clustering techniques have been 

used as an exploratory tool, finding groups and enabling construction of a classification scheme 

42 John Harraway, Introductory Statistical Methods and the Analysis of Variance. (Dunedin: University 

of Otago Press, 1992), pp.136-141, 165-167; Jerrold. H. Zar, Biostatistical Analysis. 2nd ed. (New Jersey: 

Prentice-Hall, 1984), pp.401-402. 

43 Maurice Lorr, Cluster Analysis for Social Scientists. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1983). 

44 Joseph F. Hair, Rolph E. Anderson, Ronald L. Tatham, William C. Black, Multivariate Data Analysis. 

4th ed. (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1995), p.421. 

45 ibid., p.424. 
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for previously unclassified data.46 They have also been useful for data reduction. However, 

cluster analysis can also aid the generation of hypotheses within a data set by producing 

hitherto unsuspected clusters, or be used to test hypothesised classes within a group of 

objects.47 

Cluster analysis is used in a wide range of disciplines for purposes such as market 

segmentation, sensory evaluation, classification of objects, and planning.48 However, as for 

other statistical tools, it is only as good as the representativeness of the sample. The researcher 

must ensure that the sample does fairly represent the structure of the population.49 Usually a 

series of cluster solutions with differing numbers of clusters will be produced, with the 

researcher then deciding on the basis of deduction, practical judgement, or theory which option 

is the most useful in the circumstances.SO Clusters within the chosen solution are then 

interpreted, named or labelled, and their characteristics are profiled. This stage of the analysis 

can include data not directly part of the cluster analysis process itself, but which is useful in 

fully describing the nature of each cluster. In market segmentation studies, for instance, such 

data might include demographic information and consumption patterns. In this study data on 

colour, fibre content, fabric structure and location of boning and piping are among those 

included in cluster profiles but not in the formation of clusters. 

The particular version of cluster analysis used was block clustering,Sl which sorts a large 

number of cases (in this instance, 162 dresses) on the basis of a large number of factors. To 

begin with, block clustering processed the presence or absence of all 115 characteristics 

collected from the dresses, with no limits on the number of clusters the programme could 

produce. Results from this were not useful, there being so many individual differences in the 

patterns of characteristics that little meaning could be ascertained, so further clustering was 

carried out using a reduced number of factors. A final cluster solution containing 43 

characteristics, including dimension data, and a minimum limit of fifteen dresses per cluster 

46 Maurice Lorr, 1983, p.l. 

· 47 Maurice Lorr, 1983, p.4; Joseph F. Hair et al., 1995, p. 427. 

48 H. Charles Romesburg, Cluster Analysis for Researchers. (Belmont California: Lifetime Learning 

Publications, 1984). 

49 Joseph F. Hair et al., 1995, p.436. 

50 ibid., p.443. 

51 BMDP 3M. programme. W. J. Dixon, M. B. Brown, L. Engelman and R.I. Jennrich BMDP Statistical 

Software ManuaL Vol. 2. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), pp.829-836. 
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was chosen, in part because this resulted in the lowest number of singletons, that is single 

variables that could not be fitted into a defined block cluster. Characteristics included the 

presence or absence of: seams and darts in various positions; fob or skirt pockets; collar stand; 

oversleeves; boning and piping; overskirt; types of trimming; type of fastening; hem 

treatments; and position of armscye seam, neckline, and shoulder seam (Table 2.2). Garment 

dimensions were handled in the cluster analysis as less than or greater than the mean value for 

that particular measurement over the entire sample. The process summarised a large number 

of characteristics, producing some clusters that were expected in the sense that it was clear 

during data collection that there were similarities amongst some garments, and at least one that 

was not so predictable. It enabled those ideas to be supported objectively. A strength of the 

technique also lay in being able to see similarities of design, shape or other characteristics 

within and across clusters, that might have been missed had the garments been grouped prior 

to the analysis, or had they been analysed in another way. 

Both forms of analysis allow the wealth of data gathered from the dresses to be interpreted in a 

manageable form, and compared with data from written sources. Results of the analysis of the 

dresses grouped according to dates assigned by museums are presented and discussed in 

Chapter Three, along with an overview of results of the cluster analysis. A cluster of dresses 

that spans the period in date terms is described and discussed. A number of other clusters are 

presented and discussed in following chapters. 
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Category 

Bodice 

Sleeve 

Skirt 

Dimensions 

Other 

Table 2.2 

Characteristics used in cluster analysis solution 

Characteristic 

bodice seams/darts stitched by hand 
shoulder seam over the shoulder blade 
darts in bodice front 
CB seam in bodice 
opening at CF 
CF seam in bodice 
elongation at CF waistline 
button and buttonhole fastening 
hook and eye fastening 
neckline seam at the base of the neck 
stand or band collar 
boning in the collar 
waist stay 
boning in bodice 
piping on bodice 
buttons as trim on dress 
trim or fabric from shoulder to CF waist 
wrist length sleeve 
oversleeve on upper arm 
fitted, shaped sleeve 
two seams down length of sleeve 
presence of a cuff 
armscye seam lower than normal shoulder arm 
junction 
skirt seams lockstitched 
pocket in skirt 
braid protection at skirt hemline 
skirt hem facing 
strip of pleating as protection at skirt hemline 
overskirt 
length of bodice at CB 
length of bodice at CF 
waist circumference of bodice 
armscye circumference 
sleeve girth 
length of skirt at CB 
length of skirt at CF 
waist circumference of skirt 
skirt hemline circumference 
separate bodice and skirt 
more than one outer fabric 
watch pocket 
hanging tapes 
patterned outer fabric 
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Chapter Three 

Changing dress features, 1828-1914 

To identify changes over the period in colour, fabric and construction 162 dresses were selected 

as a sample. The dresses studied were the property of six collections, two in the North Island, 

and four in the South Island (Table 3.1). Selection of these collections was governed by three 

main factors. First, the size and representativeness of the collection was determined. Major 

nineteenth-century dress holdings are located in the museums in the cities of Auckland, 

Napier, Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin. The Southland Museum, like many other 

regional museums, holds a smaller local collection. The nineteenth-century dress collection at 

the Otago Museum is the largest in the country, reflecting the prominence of Dunedin in late 

nineteenth-century New Zealand and the presence of an associated University of Otago 

Clothing Department, which assisted in creating the collection. Second, access to these 

collections for research was sought. Unfortunately, this could not be granted at the time of 

data collection by either the National Museum, Wellington, or Canterbury Museum in 

Christchurch, for reasons of staff demands and space. Third, geographical distribution was 

addressed in the selection of the museum collections used. Selection of individual dresses 

depended in part on their state of preservation. In each museum there were some dresses too 

fragile to be handled. In some locations, selection also depended on how accessible individual 

items were from storage areas. 

Estimated or factual dates for the dresses ranged from 1828 to 1914. Aspects of colour, fibre 

and fabric content, bodice, sleeve, and skirt construction and garment dimensions changed over 

time when the dresses were analysed in dated groups (Table 3.2). Most likely to have an 

attribute (M) and least likely to have an attribute (L) were derived from dated groups that 

were shown to be different in the Tukey's tests. A group of twenty-three dresses for which no 

date was recorded were omitted from this analysis. 

Colour 

Colours of the dresses in the sample were classified as white, black, brown/yellow, blue, 

green, red and purple. White or black dresses were much more likely after 1900; blue dresses, 

ranging from pastels to navy, were more common from 1860 to 1889, and purple (lavender 

through dark shades) was a significant dress colour from 1860 to 1875. This pattern is in 

keeping with European fashion changes and with nineteenth century ideas about the 

suitability of colours for one's skin. Blues and lavender were thought to enhance light 
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Table 3.1 

Sources of dresses from New Zealand museums 

Collection Number Percentage of total 

Auckland Musem, Auckland 18 11.0 

Hawke's Bay Museum, Napier 9 5.5 

Otago Museum, Dunedin 94 58.0 

Otago Settlers' Museum, Dunedin 27 17.0 

University of Otago, Dunedin 11 7.0 

Southland Museum, Invercargill 3 1.5 

Total 162 100.0 

26 



Table 3.2 

Changes in characteristics of dresses over time 

Likelihood of characteristic 

Gannent characteristic chi Prob- Tukey ~1860 1860- 1875- 1890- >1900 
sluare ability test 1874 1889 1900 
d =4 p<0.01 n=15 n=38 n=35 n=13 n=38 

Colour 
White 27.59 .::;.0.001 y M M 
Black 18.99 ~0.001 y M M 
Red 6.55 NS N 
Brown/yellow 8.20 NS N 
Blue 11.16 .::;.0.05 y L 
Green 3.61 NS N 
Purple 14.75 ~O.Ql y M M 

Fibre type 
Silk 22.21 ~0.001 y M M M 
Wool 3.59 NS N 
Cotton 24.85 .::;.0.001 y L L 
Linen 5.39 NS N 

Fabric structure/,Pattem 
Patterned fabnc 5.52 NS N 
>1 outer fabric 29.62 .::;.0.001 y L M 
Taffeta 29.10 .::;.0.001 y L 
Other plain weave 10.28 .::;.0.05 y M M 
Dobby weave 7.22 NS N 
Brocade 4.46 NS N 
Satin weave 10.00 .::;.0.05 y L 

Bodice structure/decoration 
Separate bodice 20.37 ~0.001 y L M M 
Lining 13.79 .::;.0.01 y L 
Front darts 47.21 .::;.0.001 y M L 
Back darts 4.79 NS N 
CBseam 34.57 .::;.0.001 y M 
Side back seams 41.88 ~0.001 y L M L 
Side seam 8.15 NS N 
Side front seams 7.26 NS N 
CFseam 26.62 .::;.0.001 y M 
Shoulder blade seam 47.77 .::;.0.001 y M M L L 
Shoulder top seam 28.99 ~0.001 y L L 
Lockstitched 70.14 ~0.001 y L M M 
Handstitched 67.18 .::;.0.001 y M M 
Low armscye seam 52.48 ~0.001 y M M M 
High neckline 14.32 ~0.05 y L 
Collar stand 24.06 ~0.001 y L M 
Collar fall 4.58 NS N 
CFopening 46.26 .::;.0.001 y L M M M 
Waiststay 22.96 ~0.001 y L M 
Waistband 23.92 .::;.0.001 y L 
CF elongation 25.41 ~0.001 y L L 
CB on straight grain 3.16 NS N 
CF on straight grain 13.90 .::;.0.01 y L L 
Watch pocket 36.05 .::;.0.001 y M 
Hanging tapes 46.84 .::;.0.001 y M M 
Dress ~rotectors 6.19 NS N 
Self fa ric trim 4.84 NS N 
Fringe trim 3.74 NS N 
Lace trim 43.06 .::;.0.001 y M 
Braid trim 8.58 NS N 
Ribbon trim 6.21 NS N 
Bretelles effect 17.76 0.001 y M 
Buttons 22.77 .::;.0.001 y M M L 
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Table 3.2 (continued) 

Likelihood of characteristic 
Garment characteristic chi Prob- Tukey .$.1860 1860- 1875- 1890- >1900 

s'Juare ability test 1874 1889 1900 
d =4 p<0.01 n=15 n=38 n=35 n=13 n=38 

Boning 
Present 5.26 NS N 
CB 41.98 .$.0.001 y M M 
Side back 34.28 .$.0.001 y L M M 
Side 5.64 NS N 
Side front 23.87 .$.0.001 y L M 
CF 28.42 .$.0.001 y L L 
Collar 60.56 .$.0.001 y M M 

Fastenings 
Buttonhole 26.32 .$.0.001 y L M L 
Hook and eye 24.19 .$.0.001 y M L 
Domes 5.39 NS N 

Piping 
Present 100.41 .$.0.001 y M M M 
CB 5.53 NS N 
Side back 18.95 .$.0.001 y M 
Side front 15.86 .$.0.01 y M M 
CF 13.91 .$.0.01 y L L 
Arrncsye 73.71 .$.0.001 y M M L L 
Neckline 36.33 .$.0.001 y M 
Collar 15.51 .$.0.01 y M M 
Lower edge of sleeve 26.91 .$.0.001 y M M 
Lower edge of bodice 33.56 .$.0.001 y M 

Sleeve 
Wrist length 5.49 NS N 
Two piece 35.41 .$.0.001 y L M M M 
Oversleeve 36.82 .$.0.001 y L L 
Fitting or shaped 19.95 £0.001 y L L M M M 
Presence of cuff 19.72 .$.0.001 y M 

Skirt structure, and 
decoration 

Lining 1.77 NS N 
Flare on seams 51.75 .$.0.001 y L M M 
Lockstitched 63.33 .$.0.001 y M M M 
Handstitched 51.48 .$.0.001 y M 
Pleats or gathers at 28.73 .$.0.001 y M 
waistline 
Waistband 14.68 .$.0.01 y L 
Hook and eye closure at 12.60 .$.0.05 y L 
placket 

ocket 69.47 .$.0.001 y L 
Braid on lower edge 35.45 .$.0.001 y M M M L L 
Velvet on lower edge 7.76 NS N 
Pleated strip on lower edge 13.84 .$.0.01 y L M M 
Faced hem 22.96 .$.0.001 y L M M M L 
Overskirt 32.50 .$.0.001 y M 
Self fabric trim 11.36 .$.0.05 y M 
Ruching trim 26.25 .$.0.001 y M 
Pleat trim 28.70 £0.001 y M 
Lace trim 9.37 NS N 
Ribbon trim 22.82 .$.0.001 y M 
Braid trim 3.10 NS N 
Fringe trim 4.25 NS N 
Button trim 4.22 NS N 

Abbreviations: M- most likely to have attribute, L -least likely to have attribute; 
Y -yes, test performed, N -no, test not performed, since Chi-square test not significant; 
NS= not significant. 
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complexions.l The pattern of brown and red did not differ significantly over time, and green 

was not present in a sufficient number of dresses to produce a meaningful result. 

The range of colours available on textiles and their source changed over the second half of the 

nineteenth century. Before 1856 all dyes came from three kinds of sources: animal, such as 

insects or shellfish; vegetable, for example roots, bark, berries or petals; or mineral, such as 

iron, antimony and manganese.2 These had to be applied with a mordant, such as tartaric or 

other acids, metallic oxides or lime, in order to be absorbed by the cloth. Use of different 

mordants produced differing colours,3 some of which were more colourfast than others; that 

is, they faded less. Madder, a plant dye, produced a range of hues: blacks, reds, purples and 

browns, depending on the mordant used. Madder was the dye most commonly used in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In 1858, Jane Maria Atkinson described the colours of 

dresses worn by family members at Christmas in Taranaki. Lely wore black moire, Mary a 

bronze silk, Nellie was in scarlet lama [sic], and she was in black.4 It is possible that the 

colours of all four dresses were produced from madder using different mordants. Until the 

mid-nineteenth century, blue colours were produced using indigo, obtained from roots of the 

plant Indigofera tinctoria. In 1856 William Henry Perkin patented the first synthetic 

aniline dye, produced from coal tar,5 the colour of which he called mauvine.6 Madder's 

active ingredient, alizarin, was successfully synthesised in 1869,7 and indigo was synthesised 

in 1897.8 Once synthetic colours were used in dyeing cloth, fancy names, referring to 

contemporary places or events, arose, such as 'Solferino' red, 'Bismarck' brown and 'Empress' 

blue.9 

The absence of green from dresses in this sample may be due in part to the problems of creating 

a fast green colour from mixtures of blue and yellow, a problem which had plagued dyers for 

1 Phillippe Perrot, Fashioning the Bourgeoisie. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), p.l02. 

2 Joyce Storey, Dyes and Fabrics. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1978), ch.3. 

3 Jennifer Harris ( ed). 500 Years of Textiles. (London: British Museum Press, 1993), p.42. 

4 Frances Porter, Born to New Zealand. A Biography of Jane Maria Atkinson. (Wellington: Allen and 
Unwin/Port Nicholson Press, 1989) p.109. 

5 Joyce Storey, p.73. 

6 Elizabeth Ewing, Everyday Dress 1650-1900. (London: Batsford, 1984), p.l04. 

7 Joyce Storey, p.64. 

8 Joyce Storey, pp.62-3. 

9 Phillippe Perrot, p.101. 
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centuries,lO but may also be accounted for by scare-mongering articles such as that published 

in the Hawke's Bay Herald in 1862. Reprinted from the Daily Telegraph for "the 

information and edification of the fairer portion of our readers", it criticised the new 

artificial colours such as mauves, marigolds and magenta because they looked different in gas 

and candle light than they did in daylight, and stated that Scheeles green was the only 

colour that preserved "its freshness and beauty under all trials of artificial light". However, 

it went on, a dress in a good green fabric would surround the wearer "with 92 square feet of 

tarlatane, and ... about 13 ounces of arsenic! ... at every crush of their dress, every toss of it in a 

quadrille, this arsenic is given off in poisonous dust , ... the fruitful source of headache, redness 

of skin, inflammation of the stomach, consumptions, cough, etc."11 The arsenic referred to was 

probably either arsenic trioxide, or arsenic trisulphide, used as mordants in trying to create a 

colourfast green in textiles, and both of which were poisonous. 

Colours of women's dresses seem to have provided difficulties for early photographers in 

achieving satisfactory contrasts in their images, if A. Webster's advertisement was typical. 

In 1857 he suggested that women coming to sit for photographs during his visit to Napier, 

should avoid dresses in white, red, dark green, yellow, dark brown and black.l2 Combining 

colours in dresses using the same or similar fabrics in different colours was popular in the 

1880s. One journal gave suggestions of green and brown, prune and pale blue, green and blue, 

claret and grey.13 Dresses in this sample of that era combined dark and light brown, blue and 

lavender, blue-green and blue, and blue and brown. 

Fibres and fabrics 

Fibre and fabric content reflected those available and fashionable during the period (Table 

3.2). Use of silk in this sample of dresses was greater from 1860 to 1900 than it was before or 

after. Cotton use was similar prior to 1860, and from 1890 onwards, with approximately one 

third of dresses in these groups using cotton fabrics, but it was significantly less popular during 

1860 to 1890. While silk did predominate in middle and upper class day and evening dress in 

Britain from 1860 to 1900, cotton fabrics were also used for day dresses, and dresses of the 

10 Jennifer Harris, p.36. 

11 Hawke's Bay Herald, 7 January 1862, p.3. See also NZ Mail 15 April 1871, p.13 for a description of 
what happened to the hands of a lady who purchased and wore green gloves. 

12 Hawke's Bay Herald. 21 November 1857, p.l. 

13 NZ Farmer. Bee and Poultry JournaL June 1886, p.187. 
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working class.14 Biases of survival and class seem likely to have affected this sample. 

Cotton dresses may have been used as housework dresses here, as they were in North America 

for instance, but worn out, recycled or used as rags, rather than preserved. Cotton fabrics, 

similar to those used in American housework dresses, can be seen in patchwork quilts in New 

Zealand museum collections, although one small investigation of these failed to find any 

evidence that the fabrics were recycled from garments.15 Perhaps the survival of so many 

silk dresses had more to do with the absence of occasions at which to wear them. Sarah 

Falwasser writing to Anna Marvin in 1869 probably from Auckland, commented that she had 

been "inciting [Kate Heaphy} to extravagance in the shape of a new dress for the occasion [of 

the Duke of Edinburgh's visit] if I succeed it will be white silk but the worst of it is there is 

not much chance of parties afterwards".16 Most dresses in this study show signs of some wear, 

such as perspiration stains at the underarms, eyelet hole and buttonhole strains and tears, 

and hem edge abrasion. 

Plain weave variations such as taffeta were favoured up to 1900, but were less used after this 

time. Other plain weaves were more likely in the early period before 1860 or after 1900. In 

this group of New Zealand dresses there was a fashion to have more than one outer fabric in 

one's dress, usually in different colours as mentioned above, between 1875 and 1890. This 

fashion was also apparent in the United States, where it functioned both as a form of 

elaboration, and as a means of allowing women to re-furbish dresses for longer wear. Cloth 

was a valuable item, so making the most use possible of expensive cloth was almost 

universat17 Whether revamping was a reason for the fashion of using more than one fabric 

at this time in New Zealand dresses is unknown. 

Bodice Construction 

Those aspects of bodice construction that differed significantly amongst the dated groups are 

shown in Table 3.2. Bodices dated before 1860 were much more likely than all others to be 

coloured purple (usually a light tint); use a plain weave outer fabric; be handstitched; have a 

low armscye, bretelles, and piping in a number of locations; and fasten with hooks and eyes or 

14 Penelope Byrde, Nineteenth Century Fashion. (London: Batsford, 1992), ch 3. 

15 Maria Bruyn. Case study: patchwork quilts prior to 1900. Unpublished report, University of Otago, 
1995. 

16 3 September, 1869. Marvin Papers, MS 4248 Folder 1, ATL. 

17 Blanche Payne, Geitel Winakor and Jane Farrell-Beck, The History of Costume. 2nd ed. (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1992), pp.522-525. 

31 



eyelet holes. They were less likely than all others to: be separate from the skirt; use more 

than one outer fabric; have side back seams, a high neckline, collar, waiststay or centre front 

opening; be boned at side back or side front, and fasten with buttons. Fashionable European 

dresses of the 1830s to the 1850s had diagonal lines of pleats, gathers or trim, from shoulder to 

waist, to draw the eye to the centre front and give the appearance of a small waistline. 

Necklines were commonly wide and low, and sleeves were set in a low armscye. Back 

fastening was general. Piping was used in many seams. Dresses were usually one-piece 

garments of a single fabric.18 New Zealand bodices in this sample comply with these 

characteristics, indicating that their estimated dates are reasonable. 

The 1860-1874 group of bodices were more likely to: be coloured purple; be made from silk 

fabric and handstitched; have a seam over the shoulder blade and a low armscye seam; 

fasten at the centre front with buttons; and be trimmed with piping at armscye, and lower 

edge of sleeve. These bodices were least likely to be made of cotton fabric, and have centre 

front elongation and boning. Rich colours and silk fabrics were characteristic of fashion 

during this period, although a variety of fabrics was apparently used depending on the 

season, such as lightweight cottons for summer use, and wool fabrics in winter.l9 Cotton 

fabrics are not much in evidence in this sample, however. Perhaps they have not survived, or 

perhaps New Zealand's weather did not necessitate such light summer wear, or it may be 

that the emphasis on dresses in this sample from South Island collections has excluded 

lighter weight dresses. Low armscye seams, back sloping shoulder seams and centre front 

closures are general for American dresses during the period.20 

Bodices dated 1875-1889 have some characteristics in common with the previous group, but 

were more likely than most other groups to: use more than one silk outer fabric; have a watch 

pocket; have darts in the front section, and centre and side back seams; have the shoulder 

seam positioned over the shoulder blade and a low armscye; fasten with buttons at the centre 

front; and have a stand collar trimmed with piping. Least likely to occur in this group were 

features such as a waistband, boning and elongation at the centre front, hook and eye 

fastening, a seam on top of the shoulder, and the use of cotton outer fabrics. 

18 Blanche Payne, et al., pp.486-489; Anne Buck, Victorian Costume and Costume Accessories. (London: 
Herbert Jenkins, 1961), pp.19-25. 

19 Blanche Payne, et al., p.510. 

20 Jane Farrell-Beck, 'Nineteenth-Century Construction Techniques: Practice and Purpose'. Dress, 131987, 
pp.13-14. 
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From 1890 to 1900 bodices in this sample were more likely to: be separate from the skirt; made 

of white or black silk; stitched with a lockstitch sewing machine, have a tape or tapes 

inserted for hanging; , open at the centre front, have a waiststay stitched in, and boning at the 

centre back, side back and side front and in the collar. Less likely features on this group were 

shoulder blade seams, button fastenings, and piping at the armscye seam. 

Shoulder blade seams and armscye piping were also less likely characteristics of bodices 

dated after 1900, along with lining or interlining, darts in the front, and seams at the side 

back, and the use of taffeta or blue coloured outer fabrics. These bodices shared some features 

with those of the previous decade such as commonly being separate from their skirts, white or 

black, and machine stitched; having hanging tapes, and boning at the centre back and side 

back. Early twentieth century bodices were also more likely to be made from plain weave 

fabrics, and be trimmed with lace. 

Sleeves 

In dresses dated before 1860, sleeves were likely to be of one-piece construction, with two

piece sleeves being used between 1860 and 1900. After 1900 design of sleeves changed again so 

sleeves with two seams down their length were less common. Oversleeves, an extra 

decorative layer on the upper arm, are least used between 1860 and 1889, and most popular 

1890 to 1900. Fitted or shaped sleeves became more popular after 1875 in this sample, and 

cuffs were most likely to be present 1875 to 1889. Fashion changes in the shape of sleeves over 

the nineteenth century are very often the major clue to the date of a dress. Characteristic 

shapes have fairly precise periods of fashionability. This study did not distinguish all 

subtle changes in sleeve design, because the dates of the groups were too broad to accommodate 

some changes, such as the fashion for slim-fitting sleeves between 1840 and about 1847 which 

was preceded and succeeded by trends for large sleeves. However, the trends mentioned above 

do follow the pattern of fashion in sleeve design. 

Skirts 

Cutting skirt pieces with flare or sloping seam edges became popular from 1890. Pre-1860 

skirts almost always used the entire width of the cloth in skirt sections, and pleated and 

gathered the fullness into the waistline. Styles of the 1870s and 1880s required outer fabric to 

be pieced and patched, pleated and ruched onto a flat or very slightly flared lining. Skirts 

were at their most elaborate and decorated during 1875-1890. Overskirts, ruching, decorative 

pleating and trimming with ribbons and garment fabric were more popular than at any other 
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time. The skirts dated before 1860 were most likely to have seams handstitched (one was 

stitched by machine), but from 1875, machine stitching of skirt seams was virtually universal. 

Pockets in skirt seams or applied to the surface were common up to 1900, but their use dropped 

dramatically then with only two of 38 skirts in this sample having pockets. 

The use of wool braid as hem edge protection was common up until 1890, but it was used less 

after this time, tending to be replaced by velvet which was thought to be kinder to shoe 

leather. Using a pleated strip at the hem edge that could be removed for cleaning was 

common after 1860, with just under half (53 of 124) of the dresses using such a strip. Facings at 

the hemline were also used as a form of protection from rubbing on the ground or against the 

shoes or boots especially between 1860 and 1900. Facings were usually of a sturdy cloth, often 

one containing wool fibre. The need for hem protection was clear to Mrs C. Thomson, who had 

to remove mud from her clothes and boots herself, and therefore made a point of commenting 

on the state of pavements and streets as she travelled. In 1865 she visited Dunedin for the 

Exhibition, 'the pavements are bad' she wrote. But Wellington, where she went next, 'had no 

good foot-pavements, and in Auckland, 'the yellow clayey soil...a most tenacious mud, [was] 

very difficult to remove'. Returning to her home in Christchurch, 'a nice state of wet and mud 

I found myself in ... the bottom of my dress and boots completely cased in thick masses of mud. 

There is not the smallest attempt made to clean the streets, or even to sweep crossings 

anywhere; you have to flounder through everything, and wade on ankle deep in sheer 

desperation' .21 

Wool braid was reintroduced in England for hem protection after 1836,22 and was clearly seen 

as necessary in a developing colony if its use in this sample reflected general use. In England 

and North America, skirts flared twice during the second half of the century, first in the 

1860s, when the bell-shape of the skirt shifted so that the front skirt was flatter, and the 

back retained fullness, and again in the 1890s. By 1870, skirts exhibited the bustle profile and 

developed overskirts which looped up over the back protrusion. When the overskirt was 

attached to the bodice it was called a polonaise. By the mid 1870s skirts lengthened at the 

back, and were trimmed lavishly.23 Machine stitching of skirts became common in North 

America from the late 1860s, when seams were cut on a bias grain of the fabric. Farrell-Beck 

21 Mrs C. Thomson , Twelve Years in Canterbury. New Zealand. (London: Sampson Low, Son and 
Marston n.d.). 

22 Penelope Byrde, p.SO. 

23 Anne Buck, pp.48-9. 
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suggests that since the seams were less likely to pucker when cut this way, and skirt p~eces 

were less useful for recycling, machine stitching could be used more successfully. Earlier skirt 

design used straight lengths of fabric which are prone to seam pucker as extra threads have to 

be accommodated in an already high yam count.24 

Skirts in the New Zealand sample follow the fashions in design and manufacture set in 

Europe and evident in North America, but lag behind somewhat in adoption of new ideas. 

One particular design option not found in this sample was pleated skirts, which Farrell-Beck 

notes as occurring between 1870 and 1890.25 Locally provenanced photographs of women 

wearing such skirts have been sighted, but the skirts either do not occur in these museum 

collections or have been excluded because they exist as separates rather than as part of a 

dress. 

Garment Dimensions 

Garment dimensions were compared using the mean for each dated group (Table 3.3). Bodice 

back length was shortest for the earliest group, and longest in 1875-90, as was centre front 

bodice length (Figures 3.1 a and b). In part this was due to changes in neckline position, lower 

earlier, and very high later, but is also the result of the fashion in the later 1870s and 1880s 

for a long waist.26 Armscye circumference was significantly smaller in the early dresses, but 

enlarged and stabilised by 1890 (Figure 3.1c). Sleeve girth followed nineteenth century 

trends, being large until1875, then decreasing to become quite tight (Figure 3.1d). Even the 

apparently full leg-of-mutton sleeves of the mid-1890s had arm-fitting inner sleeves to hold 

them in place. Average waist circumferences (Figure 3.1e) were smaller with a narrower 

range of measurements before 1860 at 630 mm or 24.75 in, and again in the 1890s (at 640 mm or 

25.25 in) as fashion dictated a small waist to be desirable, and the dress reformers and 

advocates of tight-lacing argued their cases in the newspapers.27 Between 1860 and 1890 and 

after 1900 mean waist circumferences in this sample were just over 670 mm or 26.5 in, and the 

range was much larger (300 mm or more). Hem circumference fluctuates: very large in the 

earlier bell skirted dresses, smaller between 1875 and 1890, then larger again, but with a 

flared skirt (Figure 3.1f). 

24 Jane Farrell-Beck, pp.15-16. 

25 ibid., p.l6. 

26 Valerie Steele, Fashion and Eroticism. Ideals of Feminine Beauty from the Victorian Era to the Jazz Age. 
(New York, Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 62. 

27 e.g. The Press 20 May 1895, p.6, 22 May 1895, p.3, 25 May 1895, p.8, 27 May 1895,p.6; Daybreak. 1 
June 1895, p.3. 
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Table 3.3 

Means and standard deviations for garment dimensions over time 

Time period 

Dimension <1860 1860-1874 1875-1889 1890-1900 >1900 Unknown Total 

Bodice lengfu 33.1 32.6 35.8 34.5 35.6 34.1 34.4 
CF 9.1 7.1 10.6 4.4 5.7 5.9 7.6 

16.0-48.0 15.0-43.0 17.0-73.0 28.0-40.5 20.0-52.0 22.0-47.0 16.0-73.0 
15 38 35 13 38 23 162 

Bodice lengfu 32.9 37.4 38.6 36.7 35.8 36.4 36.6 
CB 8.5 5.3 7.8 4.3 5.0 3.9 6.1 

19.0-43.5 22.0-50.0 32.0-76.0 30.0-43.5 19.0-46.0 30.0-44.0 19.0-76.0 
15 38 35 13 38 23 162 

Armscye 35.8 40.9 42.4 43.3 42.8 42.7 41.6 
circumference 2.5 3.5 3.4 2.7 3.0 3.2 3.7 

31.0-39.0 34.0-51.0 36.0-50.5 39.0-50.0 38.0-53.0 34.0-47.5 31.0-53.0 
15 38 35 13 37 23 161 

Waist 63.2 67.7 67.7 64.0 67.1 68.1 66.9 
circumference 4.8 8.6 8.3 7.2 8.0 5.0 7.6 

55.0-72.5 54.5-95.0 57.0-91.0 54.0-79.0 52.0-90.0 60.0-78.0 52.0-95.0 
15 38 35 13 38 23 162 

Sleeve lengfu 35.4 38.3 41.0 36.3 39.8 39.9 39.0 
14.8 11.8 5.6 11.5 9.3 10.6 10.3 
5.5-61.0 3.5-50.0 25.0-48.0 8.5-45.0 20.0-59.0 5.0-52.0 3.5-61.0 

15 38 35 13 37 23 161 
Skirt lengfu 103.3 120.6 119.7 119.6 117.1 117.7 117.5 
CB 9.8 12.0 22.4 25.7 30.9 16.6 21.8 

86.0-123.0 104.0-155.0 94.0-189.0 98.0-193.0 93.0-278.0 93.0-152.0 86.0-278.0 
15 38 35 13 38 23 162 

Skirt lengfu 99.2 103.7 102.0 103.0 103.1 98.9 102.0 
CF 8.9 6.6 5.8 7.1 7.1 10.1 7.5 

85.0-115.0 91.0-119.0 92.0-121.0 95.0-119.0 85.5-129.0 59.0-111.0 59.0-129.0 
15 38 35 13 38 23 162 

Sleeve girfu 39.0 39.7 34.8 33.0 35.2 35.5 36.4 
15.5 8.4 5.6 7.3 10.0 7.8 9.2 
26.0-70.0 27.0-70.0 26.0-51.0 27.0-56.0 24.0-84.0 22.0-58.0 22.0-51.0 
15 38 35 13 38 23 162 

Skirt hem 351.4 346.7 260.8 326.0 308.8 280.5 308.6 
circumference 55.2 77.9 67.5 97.7 106.7 89.0 90.4 

235.0- 170.0-476.0 165.0- 164.0- 182.0- 165.0-475.0 164.0-
412.0 416.0 494.0 616.0 616.0 
15 38 35 13 38 23 162 

Skirt waist 63.9 67.2 67.4 64.5 65.6 66.5 66.3 
circumference 5.0 8.0 7.1 6.8 7.2 4.2 6.8 

55.0-72.5 54.5-95.0 57.0-83.0 56.0-76.0 51.0-84.0 60.0-75.0 51.0-95.0 
15 38 35 13 38 23 162 

Note: each table cell contains fue following data: mean 
(all dimensions are in em) standard deviation 

minimtun-maximtun dimensions 
number of observations 
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Figure 3.1 

Distribution of dress dimensions grouped by time period 

a average centre-back bodice length and b average centre-front bodice length 
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Figure 3.1 (continued) 

Distribution of dress dimensions grouped by time period 

c average armscye circumference and d average sleeve girth 
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Figure 3.1 (continued) 

Distribution of dress dimensions grouped by time period 

e average bodice waist circumference and f average skirt hem circumference 
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Overall, this analysis suggests that prevailing European fashions of dress fabric, design and 

construction were followed as closely as was possible at least by some women in nineteenth 

century New Zealand, despite their impracticality for the physical conditions of the colony. 

The power of social etiquette, of appearing prosperous, of having a pocket for a fob watch 

even if no watch for it, of avoiding being thought low and vulgar if not properly dressed, 

appeared to overwhelm practical considerations of ease or comfort in the case of these 

dresses. Techniques of garment assembly were remarkably consistent, too. Knowledge of 

methods of seaming, boning, trimming, fastening and finishing dresses used by dressmakers 

were clearly communicated around the country throughout the period, or were of such long 

standing that all seamstresses knew them. Journals and newspapers did carry articles on 

sewing techniques in the 1890s but as yet no earlier ones have been located.28 Schools may 

have taught detailed techniques to girls, but they were not required to do so until the Manual 

and Technical Instructions Act of 1901. Training was given in the workrooms attached to 

drapers' shops which developed in the 1880s and proliferated in the 1890s. Dressmakers 

adopted new technology, in particular the lockstitch sewing machine, fairly quickly, and 

from the evidence of this sample which presented very few chain stitched dresses, avoided 

using chain stitch machines for dresses, perhaps realising the potential insecurity of chain 

stitches if broken. 

Block cluster analysis 

The block cluster analysis produced a complex chart, with seven obvious clusters, most of 

which were groups of dresses of similar dates and characteristics as expected (Figure 3.2a). 

The clusters are distinguished by a predominant occurrence of the same symbol or letter, such 

as '+','=','A', or 'C', which indicates presence (1) or absence (0) of particular characteristics. 

Sometimes '1' or '0' appears instead of a letter. Within each cluster smaller groupings of 

other symbols or letters indicate a pattern of similarities for those features across a few 

dresses. A key which allows interpretation of presences and absences for each symbol and 

letter appears as Figure 3.2b. The top line of the key records the common pattern chosen in the 

clustering, and other lines specify the differences from this basic pattern. The clusters have 

been identified by their predominant symbol, found in the right hand column of Figure 3.2a, 

purely as a matter of convenience. The symbols do not have any chronological implications, 

but are used in an order created during the cluster analysis on the basis of patterns of 

similarities. 

28 e.g. New Zealand Graphic. 31 May 1890 -12 July 1890. 
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om G86.1 B 1 I I I B B B !liB B OBBl B B Bl 

om G90.179 0 B 1 I B 1 B B B B B B 0 B B 

ou Ct.re I B B I I B B 0 B BFFFFFFFFF 1 B I I 

om F70.103 B B I 0 B B B B BFFFFFFFFF! 0 B B 

om G86.37 B B 1 1 0 H HIH B 0 B B OBFFFFFFFFF B B 

ou CL07 D D D B H H H I B 1 B B B p 0 D 0 0 B 1 I 

om G86.22 0 D D B l J J J J B 0 B B p 0 D 0 D B P P 0 

ou CL09 D D D B I I I I J 0 J J J 0 G 0 I I B B D G 0 B B 

om G86.40 D 1 1 J J J J J 0 0 1 L L L D 

om G88.179 J J J J J 0 0 

om G86..38 
0 0 

om F52.134 1 I FFlFFFFFF 0 1 

om F75.125 H H H J J J 1 J 0 0 0 E E E 0 

om G86.«. 1 0 00000 Jllll MMMOI 0 0 0 

ou CLIO N N N 1 N N M M M 0 N I F F F F F F N 

om F73.23 I I N H H OIN N N N I N I N 

om G85.95! + + + + 0 1 N + + N N + N N N I + + N 0 

om F60.11 + + 0 ++lN++ N N N N I 0 N N 

om GB5.947 + I + KO+l ++1 K I + K K K K 

np 67/1:?/J + + 0 0 0 0 0 0 + + M M M 0 + o ol + 

ou Cl1ll + + + 0 0 0 0 0 + + 0 I + + 0 

am AM816 + + 0 + + + + 0 + O+ILLL 0 0 + 

np R310/718 + + + + 0 1 + + 1 I + + 

om FB1.152 + + + + + 1 + + 0 I 0 

om G859.52 0 I + + + + 0 1 + + + 1 

am AM2733 + + + + 0 1 + + 1 OFF! FFFFFFIOEEE 

om G88.440 + + + 0 + 0 G G G G G + 0++G EIEE 0 + 

OC5lll F31 1 + + + 1 + + I I I GGGOOII P 0 + I p p 

am AM1007 + + + + + I I I I G G G I M M I M + 0 + G I 

np 81/41 ++0 +0 Ill 0 0 G G G I I l I 0 + + G 

np 49/85 010 ++ GGlt G 0 G 0 + + G 1 

om G85.949 + 1 + C + C C G G G I G G G c + C C G I C I 

oesm 978/3054 +++1 +CCNGG N N G G N N c 0 N I C I N C I 

om F72A + + 0 0 D 0 C C + + 0 + I C 0 0 C D I 0 c c 
oesm FIII/I + + D 0 0 0 0 0 0 + + J J I J J 0 C OFPFFFFOLLLL D P I C 

am AM682 + + + c + c c + + C 0 0 C L L L L C I Cl 

oesn OFSM4 + + 0 c + c c C 01+ 0 CCI C I 

oesm F!02 + + + c + c c + + C I + I C I I c c 
""""' 1980/2006 + + + c + c 0 + + + c 0 0 0 c c c c 

"""' 1978/3179 + + :Ill: c + c c : 0 : = + c IFIFFIFFF= 0 = c c 

om G86.347 + I = N = = 0 N N = +ONOI 0 = p = • = N 0 p p 

oesm F243 ++DDl+,.Q + I D 0 = D 

om F72.58i 0 I I = + • 0 • • = = 0 • 0 • = l••=EEEE=+ 

om F72.58ii 0 I I = + = 0 + 0 1===0EE0=+ 

om G85.948 + + = = + = = 1==0 =+ 

om G85.9:Q = • 0 • + I 0 - -

am AM786 + + llll .. I I 0 = OMMMMI = L I L L 

om F76.1 + + - - I • • + I I I • I 

oesm !967/32 = = I I I • = G G G I I I = = ==G=EEEE= 

oesm 1978/3183 = • = = l I I • = = G 0 G 0 l l = = I • G 0 

om G85.944 • = I = = l I l • • • l l l = • = = = 0 0 = 
oesm 1984/737 D D D = • • 0 • • = • I = • 0 = I 

am AM:825 D D D I I = = D • = 
oesm 1980/122 ODDI=•l l l = = = 0 M M M M • = D = - 0 0 0 = 

om G87.243 = I 0 0 I I I = = = 0 0 M M M M = c c = = = c c 
om F70.107 0 D D C C c 0 = = C D 0 0 D = C C 

om C85.942 • C K C C K K 0 = P I C K 0 0 P P K 

ou CLDS =CKIOC K I = = C C K = = K 0 

om C85.962 = 0 K • = K K • = I • K • = 0 K 

om G85.961 K I I HHIHIHK II 0 I K K I ol I I K IEEIEE ool 

Figure 3.2 

a Ouster solution for dresses and b Key 
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om Fl977 D D K I I N N 0 IBBNNKI I N DIK NEE E E B K K 

om G85945 D I K B 0 K B B 0 K I B 01 DBBKK 

om FIU.36 0 D K B I I I K B B OOKIB B DIK DB B K K 

am AM/95 K B I I I I K B B 0 K I B B I B K I B K K 
am AMI917 I 0 B B B B B B 0 B B I Ll L L L B B I 82 
oesm 1984/61 B B I I B 0 B 0 B M M M M B 0 B I B B 
om G8635 I 0 I 0 0 0 B B B BMIMMP Ol BIB • 0 B P P 
om F54/12 • 0 B B 0 B 0 B I B P 0 B B ·OBPPO 

I"" 50!172 • B B B 0 B 0 B B P B B B p p 

om FIU.lOS B B I I I I B 0 B I I I B I P ·I 0 I B 0 B P P 

om G86.4.2 I I MMMOPFFFFFIFIF EEOEIPO 

om G86.36 0 M M M 0 0 0 
om G86.33 0 I I H H 0 H 0 M M M 0 

om C86.33 01 IHHOH 0 M M M -I 
om F47.153 I I I I 0 M M M M 0 
om GSS/965 I 0 0 0 0 I I IMMIM 0 I 0 
om F53.111 0 0 I 0 0 I I H H I I I I Ol 

om F53.110 0 0 0 0 0 J J J I J Ol 
om G86.34 I J J I I 0 0 -I I 0 0 I 
om G85.939 I J J J J J 0 0 0 0 I 
am AM865 0 I 0 0 0 -I • 0 I 
am AM794 H H 0 H 0 

om G92294 I I HHOI 0 00 OFPFFFFOlFlO OOPP 

om G86.43 10 0 GGG OOGO OFPFFFFOIFIG IOOPPO 

==I =OOGG=O = GGG =P I =l=lG= 0 PP 

om F4.8.192 == ==GOHHH =GOG II =P ==GO PP 

am AM2621 == ==GHHOII= GGG O=P =I=G= ·0 PPO 

om G85940 = = 0 0 0 0 0 I I = N N = G 0 N N I I I = P Ol = G N • P P 0 

oesm 1958/33 = = I = I I I = = = G G G I I I 0 = = ll L I L L E 0 E = 
oe-sm F147 == •=GGGO= •IGGG =• •I•G= 10 = 
oesm 1978/3188 ==1 ==GGG=JJ!JJGG •• 0 =IOIG= = 
om F70.82 ==KI=OGGG=OK=IGGG KK == =I=KO I· =KK 
am A.M:SOl ==KI=O ====K= 0 OK == ==K= =OK 
om G85941 =COICCIIIHJKJJI· K K I Cl I K • = 0 K 
om G85943 = = 0 1 0 0 0 H H 0 H K • K K • Ol •I K • = 0 K 
am AM729 = = 0 0 0 0 0 H H 0 H • = 0 • p ·OLLLO· p p 0 G 
am AM820 = = I 0 0 0 0 = = = = = 0 Ol L L L 0 • 0 
np ~79/29 ==OOOOOII·= 01 I I I Ol = = 0 
om G85.900 = 0 • I I I =•O=EIOE= 0 

"" 073.92 • 0 •I••=EIEE•IO 

ou CLll I = = I 0 
om CS5.953 I = 0 = = = 0 = 0 = = = 0 
om G86.348 = = 0 I 1 0 I 0 = o I = = 0 

am AM606 =I = = = 0 = I 
am AM891 M M M M • 0 0 • I 0 
np 89/7 = = 0 = = • = • • = 0 M M M = = Ll L L L • 
oesm 1978/3193 •• =0 ==== •I 0 == =lllLLL • 
om F-i8.193 == =0 =•=• • FFIFFFOIFF=O I • 
om G86.162 ==I =0 •=0• 0 =• 11==0 = 

om G85.958 =A =A HHHHA=A AA AA=A Al•ILILLLO = A 
om F52.133 D D D • AN • • ANN • A N N A 0 AN A A • D[A N A D • I A 
om G862 DID •A ••A=A•AI AA AFFFFFFFIFFOA D 0 A 
om F00.128 DID •A ==A=A=A AA AFFFFFFFIFFOA D = A 
om G86.5 0 D D I A I ==A= I =A A A A A= I A= DIA =A D = A 
om FiU.109 ODD II OOAOAOA AA AA=I A•llA=A 0 • A 

om G91.98 D I D A G G G I J 0 J J 1 G G A A A A P I A D I E E E E P P A 

om G90.226 IIBB A AOI ABIOAB BAPA A BBIEIEEPP A 

ou CL02 • A 0 B = A H H 0 H B = 0 B I A B 0 B A B A A • B B = E E E E I I A 

om F6131 = A = A G H H 0 H A = A G G I A A 0 0 A = I A = = G 0 0 I = A 

om G8623 = A I = A = 0 I = I 0 A A A A A = I A = = A = A = A A 
om G85.956 • I 1 A N = = A N N • A N N A A A N A A = L L N L 0 = 0 

om C88.187 • A I 0 0 0 0 = • A • K • A I A K 1 A A = A A Ol L L L L 0 • K K A 
AOI AGIIA K AGGGIOK OA A AI K A 0 K K A 

om G86.41 A AIIIA AOAOGGAIIIAFOFFFFF[FG A A 

om G8624 AO AIIIAJJJIJ AII'AI A A A 0 A 

sm 86281 A I A AJOIJJO AO AA A AlA AO 0 0 
om GS5.957 lA A AJJIJJ IAA AFFFFFFOFF AO A 

om F63.6 A IIA AJJJJJ IAA AFOFFFFFIFF AO A 

om G8611 I 0 A A HHHJJJJJ AA AA A AlA AO A 

"" 077526 D D 0 0 0 0 0 + + I A 0 + A A A A+ I A OlD A A D + 0 

om FS2.132 D I D A A A A 0 A A M I M M I A A D A A D I A 

om G87244 A A IOAOA A A M M M 0 1 A A A A 

om G86.32 A A A A I lA AFFFFFFFOF A I 0 

om G85.959 A A N H H H N N A N 0 A A A N A A A N A A 

om G85.963 A A N A 0 0 A 0 N N A A A P I A A N A 0 p p 0 

om G85.964 A A N I 0 0 A 0 N N A A A P I A A N A p p A 

om G86.39 I A 1 A A 0 A A 0 IAA OFPFFFFOIFF 0 p p A 

om C87175 c 0 c c A A 0 A A A C A A P A A C CIA A P P I A 

oesm F114 D D D c 0 A A A AOC OAIA ACILLLL D C I A 

Figure 3.2 (continued) 
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Most clusters are discussed in the following chapters. However, the cluster analysis produced 

one hitherto unsuspected group of dresses, named cluster B using the letter found most 

frequently in its formulation. The twenty-four dresses in cluster B span most of the period, 

ranging in estimated dates from 1860 to the 1900s. Cluster B provides an example of the 

usefulness of block cluster analysis in sorting and grouping data that then allows new 

interpretations of the evidence to be made. 

Cluster B 

Some characteristics of the twenty-four dresses are summarised in Table 3.4 and most of the 

dresses are illustrated in Figures 3.3 -3.2429. These dresses are a variety of colours from white 

or tints of pink, yellow, lavender or green, to mid blue, brown or red, and black. Most are silk 

(20 of 24): taffeta, satin or brocade, although one is cotton, and three are silk and wool blends. 

Seventeen of the dresses open at the centre front, the rest at the centre back, and nineteen 

fasten with hooks and eyes or eyelet holes. Most (19) have side back seams in the bodice, a 

shoulder seam over the shoulder blade and a low or wide neckline. Bodices were shorter than 

average at the centre back (22 of 24) and centre front (16 of 24). Waist circumferences were 

small, ranging from 540 mm to 650 mm (21.25 in to 25.5 in). All but two bodices were boned in at 

least one place and most had side front, side and side back boning (Table 3.5). Sleeves 

appeared to be inserted at the normal torso arm junction in most of these dresses (20 of the 24), 

and were fitting over the upper arm. Most sleeves were shorter than wrist length, with lace 

edging common (Table 3.6). Skirts were cut with some flare on seams, although pleating and 

darting were also used to shape the skirts to the waist. Only dresses dated prior to 1890 in 

this cluster had a pocket in the skirt. Polonaise-style overskirts appeared on nine skirts, and 

lace was the most popular trim. Fourteen skirts are of larger than average hem circumference, 

and fifteen longer than average at the centre back (Table 3.7). 

The dresses of cluster B look unusual when compared to others. Eight of them (across the 

entire date span) were worn as wedding dresses, but so were numbers of dresses in other 

clusters. Shorter sleeves and lower necklines suggest that these were perhaps party dresses of 

the kind Sarah Falwasser wanted Kate Heaphy to have made. Their survival may have to 

do with the lack of parties at which to wear them, and with the possibility that these are 

dresses worn by young women. Those characteristics along with use of lace and the style of 

29 Photographs of OU CL04 and OM F46.506 were unavailable. 
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Table 3.4 

Selected characteristics of dresses in cluster 'B' 

Outer fabric 

Dress Location Estimated One- Worn as Value Fibre Structure Pattern Hand 
date ~ieee wedding colour content stitched 

ress dress bodice 

F74.15 OM 1850 N y ltgreen silk satin N y 
F46.506 OM 1860 N y ltred silk taffeta N N 
50/172 NP 1860 y N medbrown silk brocade y y 
1984/61c OSM 1860 N N medblue silk taffeta y y 
G86.35 OM 1864 N y ltpurple silk taffeta N y 
F70.36 OM 1870 y N white silk taffeta y N 
AM1917 AM 1870 N u medred silk satin N N 
G85.945 OM 1879 y N medblue silk/wool taffeta y N 
CL04 uo 1880 N N medblue silk dobby y N 
G85.954 OM 1880 N N medblue silk plain y N 
G88.486 OM 1885 y y white silk satin N N 
CL08 uo 1890 N N black silk brocade y N 
G90.179 OM 1890 N N lt brown silk taffeta N N 
G87.240 OM 1890 N y white silk/wool plain N N 
AM795 AM 1890 y N ltgreen silk taffeta N N 
G86.1 OM 1906 N N black silk/ satin N N 

cotton 
G86.37 OM 1907 N y white silk crepe N N 
CL07 uo 1910 N N black silk plain N ? 
CL09 uo 1910 y y white silk satin N N 
G86.22 OM 1910 N N lt green cotton dobby y N 
F70.110 OM y N medblue silk brocade y N 
F79.77 OM N N black silk brocade y N 
F70.103 OM N y white silk satin N N 
F70.105 OM y N It red silk taffeta N y 
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Figure 3.3 

F74.15 Otago Museum 1850 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.4 

50/172 Hawke's Bay Museum 1860 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.5 

1984/61c Otago Settlers' Museum 1860 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.6 

G86.35 Otago Museum 1864 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.7 

F70.36 Otago Museum 1870 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.8 

AM1917 Auckland Museum 1870 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.9 

G85.945 Otago Museum 1879 (estimated) 

back view 
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Figure 3.10 

G85.954 Otago Museum 1880 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.11 

G88.486 Otago Museum 1885 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.12 

CL08 University of Otago 1890 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 3.13 

G90.179 Otago Museum 1890 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.14 

G87.240 Otago Museum 1890 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.15 

AM795 Auckland Museum 1890 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.16 

G86.1 Otago Museum 1906 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.17 

G86.37 Otago Museum 1907 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.18 

CL07 University of Otago 1910 (estimated) 

bodice &ont 
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Figure 3.19 

CL09 University of Otago 1910 (estimated) 
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Figure 3.20 

G86.22 Otago Museum 1910 (estimated) 

63 



Figure 3.21 

F70.110 Otago Museum (undated) 
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Figure 3.22 

F79.77 Otago Museum (undated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 3.23 

F70.103 Otago Museum (undated) 
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Figure 3.24 

F70.105 Otago Museum (undated) 
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Table 3.5 

Bodice features of dresses in cluster 'B' 

(n=24) 

Feature Number of Percentage 
dresses of group 

Interlining present 24 100 
Straight grain centre back 23 96 

centre front 22 92 
Fastening centre front 17 71 

hooks and eyes 19 79 
buttons and buttonholes 5 21 

Dart and seam 
positions centre front seam 5 21 

side front seam 7 29 
side front darts 17 71 
side seams 24 100 
side back seams 19 79 
centre back seam 12 50 
shoulder blade seam 19 79 
shoulder top seam 4 17 
low armscye seam 4 17 

Neckline high, round 5 21 
collar present 7 29 

Boning present 22 92 
Boning location centre front 12 50 

side front 20 83 
side 21 88 
side back 14 58 
centre back 14 58 

Piping present 12 50 
Piping location side back 1 4 

side front 2 8 
centre front 1 4 
armscye seam 7 29 
neckline 7 29 
lower edge of bodice 4 17 

Trims buttons- functional and decorative 4 17 
lace 17 71 
braid 4 17 
self fabric trims 11 46 
fringe 3 13 
bretelles effect 1 4 

Watch pockets present 3 13 
Hanging tapes present 13 54 
Dimensions shorter than average centre front bodice length 16 67 

longer than average centre front bodice length 7 29 
shorter than average centre back bodice length 22 92 
longer than average centre back bodice length 2 8 
smaller than average armscye circumference 13 54 
greater than average waist circumference 3 13 
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Table 3.6 

Sleeve features of dresses in cluster 'B' 

(n=24) 

Feature Number of Percentage of 
dresses group 

Wrist length 4 17 

Longer than average sleeve length 2 8 

Two lengthwise seams 13 54 

Fitted or shaped silhouette 16 67 

Larger than average sleeve girth 5 21 

Cuff or mock cuff 8 33 

Oversleeve 5 21 

69 



Table 3.7 

Skirt features of dresses in cluster 'B' 

(n=24) 

Feature Number of Percentage 
dresses of group 

ining 18 
Flare on seams 21 88 
Lockstitched seams 19 79 
Handstitched seams 8 33 
Pleats/ gathers 13 54 
at waistline 
Waist tape 18 75 
Placket hooks and 
Jl;;es 23 96 

ocket in skirt 12 50 
Overskirt 9 38 

Hem protection braid 4 17 
velvet 2 8 
pleats 14 58 
facing 18 75 

Trims self fabric 6 25 
ruching 6 25 
pleats 10 42 
lace 13 54 
ribbons 6 25 
braid 3 13 
fringe 3 13 
buttons 1 4 

No trims 3 13 

Dimensions shorter than average centre back skirt length 8 33 
longer then average centre back skirt length 15 42 
shorter than average centre front skirt length 12 50 
longer than average centre front skirt length 10 42 
smaller than average skirt waist circumference 17 71 
larger than average skirt waist circumference 7 29 
smaller than average skirt hemline 
circumference 9 38 
larger than average skirt hemline 
circumference 14 58 
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overskirts lead me to think these dresses are also following an English fashion trend of the 

nineteenth century, that of revivals of historical dress. 

Elizabethan and medieval styles had been popularised by George IV and William IV and 

their courts at their respective coronations. Queen Victoria was accused of penny-pinching at 

her coronation, in not following their lavish style. A year later, the Eglinton Tournament of 

1839 revived medieval jousting, clothes, and armour, and even the spectators were asked to 

come in period dress. Costume balls became popular events, Victoria and Albert holding their 

second in 1845, with a mid-eighteenth century theme.30 This sparked a lasting interest in 

eighteenth century revivals, in wedding dresses and fashion garments, houses and furniture, 

portraits and paintings.31 In New Zealand, the English fashion of nostalgia for the 

eighteenth century saw a quadrille party advertised in Queenstown in 1863,32 although it is 

unclear now whether this was a card or dancing party, reports of the fashion for powdering 

the hair,33 and Dolly Varden hats for sale at Te Aro House.34 Jane Ann Moorhouse noted in 

her journal 18 September 1869, that Mrs Mcalpine had informed her that at the Assembly 

Ball the previous night, 'Mrs Fred. Wilson, Miss Nesteura, Miss Baker and another lady wore 

their hair Powdered and feathers ... the hair was worn dressed quite high on top of the head

very ridiculous je pense' .35 

While some are more overt than others, bodices, sleeves and skirts in this cluster are 

reminiscent of mid-eighteenth century shapes and decoration. The centre front portion of 

bodices is emphasised using lace, ruching, beading, embroidery or contrasting colours, some of 

the sleeves are elbow length and lace and frill trimmed in the style of Madame de 

Pompadour, and some skirts have ruched, gathered or lace edged overskirts that hark back to 

the skirt and petticoat arrangements of the previous century. Pseudo-eighteenth-century 

dress in colonial New Zealand indicates a level of conformity without question to British 

30 Barbara Baines, Fashion Revjvals, (London: Batsford, 1981), pp.127-133. 

31 Margaret Maynard, '"A Dream of Fair Women": Revival Dress and the Formation of Late Victorian 
Images of Femininity.' Art History. 12 (3) 1989, pp.322-341. See also Byrde, p.54. 

32 Lake Wakatjp MaiL 5 September 1863, p.5. Quadrille was both a card game, very popular in the 
eighteenth century., and a dance. 

33 New Zealand Mail 6 May 1871, p.8. 

34 New Zealand Mail 5 October 1872 p.10 Dolly Varden was the heroine of Dicken's Barnaby Rudge set 
in the 1770s (Madeline Ginsburg, The Hat. (London, Studio Editions, 1990), p. 85). 

35 Jane Ann Moorhouse, Journal and Account Book 1867-1869. MS M00[1666} AIL. 
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fashion trends, which perhaps has its match in the late twentieth century adoption of punk 

styles. 

Both the quantitative analysis of dated groups and the clustering, as illustrated by the case 

of Cluster B, indicate that over the period 1850 to 1910 some women in New Zealand were 

concerned to keep up with the changes in fashionable dress as they were happening in Europe, 

regardless of the suitability of such costumes for the local environment. Ladies columns in 

various newspapers tried to report both the global and minute alterations taking place in 

dress styles and accessories and were conscious of women's desire not to look out of date, or too 

different. Elise, writing her introductory column on the Ladies page of the New Zealand 

MaiL planned to provide 'hints for self adornment and dress ... as may be easily acted 

upon ... .It is the useful rather than the ornamental that should be striven for, taking care not 

to depart too widely from prevailing modes, so as to render the wearer open to the imputation 

of dowdiness or eccentricity•.36 She was expressing the usually unwritten rule of the 

nineteenth-century middle classes, aspiring to gentility. Tastefulness, fashionableness, 

neatness and elegance, rather than showiness or individuality, were to be observed.37 Early 

colonists did feel the differences of dress in their new environment. Louisa Rose described her 

everyday appearance as shabby in a letter to her family in Britain, and Sarah Selwyn 

thought her correspondent would judge her "low and vulgar" if she were to return to 

England.38 Vulgarity was more than just being unfashionable or dowdy. It was drawing 

undue attention to oneself by one's appearance for whatever reason. While it is difficult to 

tell now whether these dresses were worn at the height of their particular fashion or later, 

the overall evidence they provide is that their New Zealand wearers were well aware of 

the trends and steeped in the etiquette of the time. 

36 New Zealand Mail 17 April 1880, p.3. 

37 Penelope Byrde, p.115. 

38 Louisa George Rose, Letters 1853-55. MS Papers 2314, ATL.; Sarah H. Selwyn, 3 November 1848. 
Letters from Bishop Selwyn and others 1842-67. Auckland Institute and Museum Library MS 273, vol 2, 
p.583. 
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Chapter Four 

Women's dresses in early settlements 

There were few European women living in New Zealand before 1840, and few extant dresses 

from this period. Early nineteenth-century New Zealand had an established Maori culture, 

but growing numbers of Europeans also visited and settled the coastal regions. Explorers, 

sealers, whalers, traders and missionaries carne to practise their particular profession or 

calling. Most of these workers were rnale.l Only missionaries usually travelled to the colony 

as couples or families. Prior to annexation in 1840 and the better organised European 

settlement that followed, traders were more interested in what they could exploit from New 

Zealand to sell elsewhere than in importing goods, so provisions of all sorts were scarce, 

except in established areas such as the Bay of Islands. In 1840 fewer than 2000 Europeans 

lived in the colony, mostly in small coastal settlements in the Bay of Islands, Bay of Plenty, 

Auckland, and Hokianga in the North Island, and Banks Peninsula, W aikouaiti, and the 

southern coastal regions of the South Island.2 European immigrants began to arrive in much 

larger numbers from 1840, swelling the populations of existing settlements and developing 

sites at New Plymouth, Wellington, and Nelson. By 1842, the non-Maori population was an 

estimated 10 940, by 1852, 28 000, and by 1862, 125 000.3 

Women migrants were given conflicting advice from handbooks, depending on the particular 

experience of the author. John Bright observed in 1841 that shoes, ready-made clothes, hats, 

hosiery and other household items were 'in constant supply', if expensive, and recommended 

emigrants to New Zealand 'land as free of goods and full of cash as [their] circumstances 

permit'. He advised that women and girls should make up half their clothing during the 

voyage out and that settlers would need more summer than winter apparel.4 Prices were 

exorbitant compared to those 'at horne'. Bright gave an example of women's shoes, 

apparently worth 2s 6d in England, being sold in the colony for 7 or 8s.5 By late 1842 when 

1 J.M.R. Owens, 'New Zealand before annexation.' In The Oxford History of New Zealand, Geoffrey W. 
Rice(ed). 2nd ed. (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp.28-53. 

2 Frances Porter and Charlotte Macdonald, 'My hand will write what my heart dictates', (Auckland: 
Auckland University Press with Bridget Williams Books, 1996), p.24. 

3 New Zealand Official Yearbook 1986-87, (Wellington: Department of Statistics, 1987), p.20. 

4 John Bright., Handbook for emigrants, and others. being a history of New Zealand, its state and 
prospects. (London: Henry Hooper, 1841), pp.l69, 199. 

5 John Bright, p.169. 
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Susannah Wall wrote to her sister from Wellington, provisions could be obtained 'almost the 

same as in England but most things at that time musch[sic] dearer'. Shoes were her most 

expensive purchase.6 A decade later, Georgiana Bowen found herself 'roughing it' in 

Canterbury through lack of available funds. 'This colony requires much more money than the 

various representations led people to suppose', she wrote? Louisa Rose though, pointed out 

that her family could 'live much cheaper here than we could in England because we learn to 

do without numberless comforts and luxuries belonging to a highly civilised life, and to live 

in thoroughly simple style.'8 Bright visited only the northern North Island, so settlers of 

the southern region who followed his advice were in for a shock when they experienced their 

first winter. 

When the third edition of his handbook on the southern settlements was published ten years 

after Bright's, G. B. Earp reminded women emigrants that articles of clothing would still be 

much more expensive in the colony, and advised intending settlers to take clothes of good 

quality fabrics that would last well. Earp thought women and girls could find employment on 

the voyage in making up outfits of their own or for their families, and gave sensible advice on 

the packing of items not required during the trip.9 The New Zealand Company, which 

organised much of the settlement in the 1840s and early 1850s, permitted its emigrants 20 

cubic feet of free baggage space for all possessions and recommended that adult females have 

at least two gowns, two calico petticoats and two flannel petticoats available for the 

voyage.lO The Company was anxious to promote its settlements to women, fearing problems 

that might arise if the proportion of males to females was too unbalanced. It described the 

climate as 'one of the most equable in the world', very favourable to health, in which 

'England's rose will not fail to blossom•.11 Earp was more careful in his comments on the 

climate, but he did raise expectations that existing British class structures would be 

preserved. His outfit list for 'a lady' included four coloured morning dresses, eight muslin 

dresses, four dinner dresses, two silk dresses with a strong recommendation for a satin dress as 

well, and two muslin-de-laine (a light wool fabric) dresses among an extensive list of other 

6 Frances Porter and Charlotte Macdonald, p.80. 

7 ibid., p.88. 

8 ibid., p.89. 

9 G. B. Earp, Handbook for Intending Emigrants to the Southern Settlements of New Zealand. (London: W. 
S. Orr and Co, third edition, 1851), ch XII. 

10 New Zealand Journal. 21 November 1840, p.274. CO 213/1 London: Public Record Office. 

11New Zealand Journal. 8 February, 1840, p.lO. 
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items thought necessary for someone of the gentle class (See Table 1.1). Such a range of 

dresses implied that 'society' was established, and that balls, dinners and other 

entertainments were part of the social round. It would be important for ladies to be 

fashionably and appropriately dressed for these events. What were the kinds of 

fashionable dress such women may have brought to New Zealand? 

Towards the end of the 1820s dresses in Britain had been characterised by triangular shaped 

short-waisted bodices with wide necklines, increasingly bell-shaped skirts and enlarged 

puffed sleeves.12 For both day and evening, dresses were one-piece, fastening at the centre 

back. Throughout the 1830s sleeves had expanded, with the leg-of-mutton shape reaching its 

largest about 1833, after which time the fullness slid further towards the wrist. Bodice 

shapes were emphasised by applied bands of pleated fabric, tucks or piping all converging at 

the centre front waist. Pointed waistlines began appearing from 1828, but were not common 

until the late 1830s. Hemlines may have been emphasised with a frill, although the fashion 

for this declined as the skirt expanded in fullness, and were positioned to reveal shoes and 

ankles. An increasing variety of colours, patterns and fabrics was being used, as barriers to 

importation of silks and light woollen cloths into England were lifted. Striped floral printed 

patterns in bright colours became popular. 

By 1840 the whole line of dresses had lengthened. Waistlines were lower and more sharply 

pointed, hems skimmed the ground, and sleeves were deflating as the upper sleeve and wrist 

fitted the arm more closely. Low necklines went out of fashion for daywear in the early 

1840s, but remained typical of evening dresses. Various methods of attracting the eye from 

the outer shoulder to the centre front point of the waistline were employed, such as pleating 

or piping, or using a loosely pleated or gathered panel secured at shoulders and waist. 

Fashionable dresses of the 1840s were boned at the centre front, side front and side seam 

positions in order to keep the bodice fabric smooth over the torso. Skirts were invariably 

made from several straight panels of fabric seamed together and pleated or gauged at the 

waistline. This meant that some of the skirt fabric was turned down, then a row or two of 

running stitches inserted and pulled up tight to create cartridge pleats. The inside edges of 

12 Information in this section is collated from a number of secondary sources: Anne Buck, Victorian 
Costume and Costume Accessories. (London: Herbert Jenkins, 1961); Penelope Byrde, Nineteenth Century 
Fashion. (London: B. T. Batsford, 1992); C. Willett Cunnington and Phillis Cunnington, Handbook of 
English Costume in the Nineteenth Century. (London: Faber and Faber, 1959); Alison Gemsheim, Victorian 
and Edwardian Fashion. (New York: Dover Publications, 1963); Blanche Payne, Geitel Winakor and Jane 
Farrell-Beck, The History of Costume. 2nd ed. (New York: HarperCollins, 1992). 
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these pleats were then whip-stitched to the lower piped edge of the bodice. According to 

Byrde, this method was common in Britain between 1841 and 1846, after which time bodices 

and skirts were more likely to be left separate on day dresses. Separate bodices often 

fastened at the centre front with either hooks and eyes or buttons and buttonholes, and the 

enlarging pleated skirt was whip-stitched to a straight waistband which was covered by the 

bodice when worn. Apparently the separation of skirt and bodice allowed for even fuller 

skirts and tighter bodices. By the end of the 1840s the increasing width of the skirt was 

enhanced and accentuated by rows of flounces often trimmed with embroidery or piping, or by 

a shorter overskirt. Longer skirts were protected at the hemline by a wool braid edging. Silk 

fabrics and paler colours became preferred through the 1840s, with lace collars and berthas, 

or cape-like collars, added for decoration. 

Dresses of the 1850s evolved into grander versions of previous styles. Skirts became larger 

and larger, being supported from 1856 by the cage crinoline petticoat, a wire frame of bell or 

cone shape. Waistlines straightened, loosened and rose slightly, and sleeves were often 

flared and open at the wrist, or full but gathered into a wristband. Dresses might have two 

bodices, one for day, with a high neck and long sleeves, and one for evening, that showed the 

shoulders and arms. Day bodices were likely to be front fastening and have a basque or 

peplum below the waistline. Trimmings, such as lace, braids, ribbon and fringes, became 

typical attachments to bodices and sleeves during the 1850s. Deeper colours for day dresses 

were favoured as the new aniline dyes increased the range of textile colours possible. Some 

acknowledgment of activity of the wearer was made in the fashion for shorter skirts or 

looped up styles for walking, and in the development of tailored bodice jackets for casual 

situations. 

Given the paucity of supplies and the nature of settlement of European women in early to mid 

nineteenth century New Zealand, it is reasonable to assume that dresses in New Zealand 

museum collections dating from the period were brought here from Europe already made up, or 

were made using fabric from Europe. Cluster analysis brought together ten dresses from the 

early period of European settlement with attributed dates from 1828 to 1860, along with three 

thought to be early twentieth-century dresses, one from 1903 and two from 1912 (Figure 4.1). 

Similarities in design and sizing characteristics were apparent in the garments, although 

there were also clear differences in some characteristics. Figures 4.2 to 4.14 illustrate the 

dresses. 
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Figure 4.2 

AM865 Auckland Museum 1828 (estimated) 

back view 
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Figure 4.3 

G85.939 Otago Museum 1835 (estimated) 
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Figure 4.4 

G 86.34 Otago Museum 1840 (estimated) 
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Figure 4.5 

G86.33 Otago Museum 1840 (estimated) 
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Figure 4.6 

AM794 Auckland Museum 1847 (estimated) 
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Figure 4.7 

F53.110 Otago Museum 1850 (estimated) 
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Figure 4.8 

G85.965 Otago Museum 1850 (estimated) 
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Figure 4.9 

F53.111 Otago Museum 1850 (estimated) 
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Figure 4.10 

G86.36 Otago Museum 1852 (estimated) 
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Figure 4.11 

F47.153 Otago Museum 1860 (estimated) 
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Figure 4.12 

G86.42 Otago Museum 1903 (estimated) 

88 



Figure 4.13 

G92.294 Otago Museum 1912 (estimated) 
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Figure 4.14 

G86.43 Otago Museum 1912 (estimated) 
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Information on the origins of some of the dresses and their wearers is known. Several were 

wedding gowns. For example, Isabella Cunningham wore OM G86.34 (Figure 4.4) at her 

wedding to James Bruce in Scotland in 1840. On 1 July 1844 by Ann Marriott married Thomas 

Morris at St Paul's Church, Nottingham, wearing OM G86.33 (Figure 4.5). She brought the 

dress with her when she emigrated to New Zealand and evidently wore it many times, since 

the skirt shows signs of alteration to keep it reasonably fashionable over a considerable 

period, and there are darns and mends throughout the garment, testifying to its long use. A 

cream cotton organdy dress was worn by Catherine Valpy, whose father was a retired judge 

and 'became an influential gentleman colonist' of considerable wealth, when she married 

James Fulton in 1852 in Dunedin (OM G86.36, Figure 4.10).13 The wedding dress of Elspeth 

White when she married John Milner on November 18, 1903 was OM G86.42 (Figure 4.12). 

Maud Scott married John Black in OM G86.43 (Figure 4.14), a hand embroidered cotton dress, 

in March 1912. 

The provenances of some dresses are partial only. OM G85.939 (Figure 4.3) was dated in the 

Otago Museum records as 1828-35 with the statement that its first wearer was born in 1813, 

but her name was not recorded. It is made from a cotton dimity type fabric, with vertical and 

horizontal stripes with doubled warp and weft yarns, woven into a plain weave ground. 

Where the stripes overlap a basket weave appearance is formed by the doubled yarns. The 

fabric is overprinted with a sprig floral pattern in red, blue and brown. Dress AM794 of silk 

and cotton (Figure 4.6), and dress AM865 a printed cotton (Figure 4.2), were both worn by Mrs 

Mary Anne Preece (nee Williams). AM794 was given to her by a Lady Franklin who visited 

New Zealand in 1847, but little else can be discovered about this generous donor. More is 

known about the wearer's life, though. Mary Anne Preece was born in 1802 and emigrated to 

Australia with her mother in 1829 to join her stepfather William White. She was a devout 

Christian, and worked as matron of Parramatta School of Industry. She came to New 

Zealand as a Church Missionary Society school teacher and married James Preece, a Church 

Missionary Society missionary, at Kerikeri in 1833. The couple moved to the Thames district, 

where Mary Ann taught sewing, cooking and reading at the mission school and gave birth to 

nine children. In 1847 the family moved to Ahikereru (te Whaiti) in the Ureweras, the older 
," 

children going to Auckland for schooling. James and Mary Ann retired to the Coromandel 

13 Rosemary Entwisle, Ellen Valpy, Catherine Valpy, Arabella Valpy, Juliet Valpy. In The Book of New 
Zealand Women Ko Kui MaTe Kaupapa. Charlotte Macdonald, Merimeri Penfold and Bridget Williams. 
(eds). (Wellington: Bridget Williams Books, 1991), pp.702-704. 
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region in 1856, and in 1874 Mary Ann, by then a widow, moved again, to Auckland to live with 

a married daughter.14 

Table 4.1 presents selected general characteristics of dresses in this cluster. All except three 

are one-piece dresses, and five are known to have been worn as wedding dresses. Colours are 

varied in this group, ranging from white or cream (n=5, 38%) to dark red or brown. Fibre 

content is also varied: cotton is used in the outer fabric of six dresses, although in two of these 

is forms the warp yarns only, and wool (possibly alpaca) is used for the weft yarns; another 

seven (54%) are pure silk. Seven (54%) are made from patterned fabric of which four are 

printed designs, two are woven stripes and one a woven check. Two of the dresses dated as 

from the twentieth century use more than one outer fabric. A balanced plain weave is the 

most common fabric structure in this group (n=8, 62%), while taffeta, also a plain weave but 

characterised by being very tightly woven with fine crosswise ribs caused by using slightly 

heavier weft yarns, was used for four dresses, and satin for one. Most dresses in this cluster 

are completely handstitched, but three have been stitched with a lockstitch machine. One 

dress (F47.153, 1860) has a watch pocket, one (G86.42, 1903) has hanging tapes, none have 

dress protectors. 

Bodice features of these dresses are summarised in Table 4.2. A typical bodice is cut with 

warp yarns parallel to centre back and centre front, interlined to strengthen and stabilise the 

outer fabric, and fastens at the centre back with hooks and eyelet holes. The neckline is low 

and wide, and the waistline high, contributing to the shorter than average bodice lengths. 

Seams are positioned at the centre front, side, and over the shoulder blade. Fabric 

arrangements or trims are used to draw the eye toward the centre front waistline, and piping 

is used to finish the neckline, waistline and armscye seams. Armscye seamline circumference 

is smaller than the average for the entire sample. 

Interlining fabrics used were either fine cotton or linen plain weaves. These were cut exactly 

as the outer bodice with the exception in some dresses of a side back seam from armhole to 

back waist appearing in the outer fabric only.lS This piped or lapped seam was stitched 

through the interlining but seemed to be more for appearance than for shape creation, since 

the back interlining was not modified by a seam or a dart. Use of such a seam is recorded as 

14 Notes taken from Auckland Museum display. 

15 e.g. OM G86.33, OM G86.34. 
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Table 4.1 

Selected characteristics of dresses in cluster'-' 

Outer fabric 

Dress Location Estimated One- Worn as Value/ Fibre Structure Pattern Hand 
date ~ieee wedding content stitched 

ress dress colour bodice 

AM865 AM 1828 y N dkbrown cotton plain y y 
G85.939 OM 1835 y N white cotton plain y y 

G86.34 OM 1840 y y ltgreen silk satin N y 
G86.33 OM 1844 y y rnedbrown wool/cotton plain y y 
AM794 AM 1847 y N rnedred wool/cotton plain y y 
F53.110 OM 1850 y N rnedbrown silk taffeta y y 

G85.965 OM 1850 N u dkred silk taffeta N y 
F53.111 OM 1850 y N dk brown silk taffeta y y 
G86.36 OM 1852 y y white cotton plain N y 
F47.153 OM 1860 N N It purple silk taffeta y y 
G86.42 OM 1903 N y white silk plain N N 
G92.294 OM 1912 y u white silk plain N N 
G86.43 OM 1912 y y white cotton plain N N 
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Bodice Feature 

Interlining 
Straight grain 

Fastening 

Dart and seam 
positions 

Neckline 

Boning 
Boning location 

Piping 
Piping location 

Trims 

Watch pockets 
Dimensions 

Table 4.2 

Bodice features of dresses in cluster '-' 

(n=13) 

Number of 
dresses 

present 12 
centre back 13 
centre front 10 
centre front 1 
hooks and eyes 12 
buttons and buttonholes 1 

centre front seam 7 
side front seam 2 
side front darts 6 
side seams 13 
side back seams 5 
centre back seam 0 
shoulder blade seam 7 
shoulder top seam 5 
low armscye seam 6 
high, round 3 
collar present 2 
present 7 
centre front 6 
side front 2 
side 6 
side back 1 
centre back 2 
present 10 
armscye 9 
lower edge of bodice 7 
neckline 8 
lower edge of sleeve 4 
side back seams 4 
collar 0 
centre back seam 1 
centre front edges 0 
side front seam 2 
buttons- functional and decorative 2 
lace 6 
braid 1 
self fabric trims 5 
fringe 3 
bretelles effect 6 
present 1 
shorter than average centre front bodice length 9 
shorter than average centre back bodice length 10 
smaller than average armscye circumference 13 
smaller than average waist circumference 9 

94 

Percentage 
of group 

92 
100 

77 
8 

92 
8 

54 
15 
46 

100 
38 

0 
54 
38 
46 
23 
15 
54 
46 
15 
46 

8 
15 
77 
69 
54 
62 
31 
31 

0 
8 
0 

15 
15 
46 

8 
38 
23 
46 

8 
69 
77 

100 
69 



appearing in American dresses between 1832 and 1840.16 In conjunction with the shoulder 

seam positioned over the shoulder blade, it was designed to create the illusion of a smaller 

back. Three bodices were cut with the centre front seam on the bias in order to emphasise the 

diagonal lines of the bodice front.17 Other methods of creating the illusion of a narrow waist 

were also used. For example, OM G86.33 had two overlapping rows of bias tucks and piping of 

garment fabric applied from the outer shoulder to the waistline at the centre front (Figure 

4.15). It also had a separate triangular shawl in matching fabric trimmed with furbelows, 

whose points sat at the centre front waist (Figure 4.16). On OM F53.110 bias cut bands of self 

fabric, about three centimetres wide and covered with ornate corded and looped braid, 

decorate each side from the outer shoulder to the centre waist then continue down the skirt 

front (Figure 4.17). Interestingly, these bretelles, as they were known, conceal placket 

openings at bust level which were presumably for access to the breasts for feeding an infant. 

The plackets fasten with hooks and thread eyes (Figure 4.18). An extra 'floating' panel was 

a feature of OM F53.111, attached at the shoulders where it was pleated, and at the pointed 

waistline where it was tightly gathered up across the mid-section. The loose outer edges of 

this panel were fringed, emphasising the triangular line (Figure 4.19). The same technique of 

a tightly gathered or tucked triangular shape above the elongated waistline seam was 

employed on two other dresses.l8 The gathers either continue up to the shoulder to be 

anchored in that seam, or the fullness is converted into pleats at the shoulder. 

Low necklines were common on day dresses prior to the early 1840s, but subsequently became 

restricted to evening dresses19. Only two dresses in this group have collars. A white flat lace 

collar which may be a later addition appears on OM F53.110, and OM G86.34 has a bertha 

style collar attached to a wide neckline. OM F47.153, though, is trimmed with self fabric 

ruching and fringing parallel to its wide low neckline, emphasising shoulder width and 

giving the appearance of a bertha collar. This dress was probably intended to be for evening, 

since it also has very short sleeves. The armscye seam is in the normal position at the junction 

of the arm and torso on the two earliest dresses,20 but most of the cluster has a lowered and 

16 Jane Farrell-Beck, Nineteenth-century construction techniques: practice and purpose.~ 13 1987, 
pp.11-20. 

17 OM G86.33 , OM G86.34, and AM794. 

18 OM G85.965 and OM G86.36. 

19 Penelope Byrde, p.47. 

20 AM865, and OM G85.939. 
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Figure 4.15 

G86.33 Detail of front bodice 

96 



Figure 4.16 

G86.33 Detail of matching shawl 
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Figure 4.17 

F53.110 Detail of bretelles and braid 
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Figure 4.18 

F53.110 Detail of bust level placket openings 
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Figure 4.19 

F53.111 Detail of bodice front 

100 



small armscye seamline. The cluster average of 357 mm for armscye circumference is almost 60 

mm shorter than the overall average (416 mm). A tight and low armscye seam puts 

considerable restriction on arm movement, especially in a lateral direction. It may have been 

quite difficult for the wearer to move easily in these dresses. However, only seven bodices 

had any boning, which would have further restricted the movement possible. 

Piping, a cord covered in bias cut fabric, usually the fabric of the dress, seemed to serve a 

functional and decorative purpose. At the side back seam, which was constructed in four 

dresses as a lapped seam with piping cord added along the folded edge it emphasised a line. 

At the centre front seam, side front, side seam it strengthened a join, and in one dress the 

centre back opening was piped, creating a neat edge finish. More usually this opening was 

created by just folding the outer fabric inside over the selvedge of the interlining. 

Sleeve characteristics are summarised in Table 4.3. Most sleeves were one-piece designs, but 

the shape varies. Three dresses had the flared pagoda sleeves described by Byrde as being 

popular in the 1850s.21 Others had more fitting sleeves in the upper arm especially,22 while 

two of printed fabric23 had outer sleeves that were very puffed at the top of the armscye 

tapering to very narrow at the wrist. Two twentieth century dresses had elbow length 

straight sleeves,24 and OM G86.42 had fitting sleeves in the upper arm, with very flared 

lower sections trimmed with tucks and ruffles. Sleeve trimmings ranged from simple braid, 

through self fabric ruffles to elaborate lace and fringing. 

While fashions in the developing colony may well have lagged behind those 'at home' in 

terms of their design, some of these dresses may have been ball or evening garments rather 

than day dresses, since they are low-necked and have short sleeves, whereas day dresses 

tended to cover more of the torso and arms. Balls were a feature of early years of colonial 

settlements, perhaps because of the isolation and loneliness people were feeling in a new 

environment. In Lyttleton in February, 1851, for example, a ball was held in the Immigration 

barracks which were decorated for the occasion with flags, greenery and lights. The dancing 

went from 10 pm until3 am accompanied by 'good music, fashionable dress, elegance and 

21 OM G85.965, OM F53.111 and AM794. 

22 OM G86.33, OM F53.110, OM G86.34 and OM G86.36. 

23 OM G85.939 and AM865. 

24 OM G92.294 and OM G86.43. 
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Table 4.3 

Sleeve features of dresses in cluster'-' 

(n=13) 

Sleeve feature Number of Percentage of 
dresses group 

Wrist length 7 54 

Shorter than average sleeve length 8 62 

Two lengthwise seams 2 15 

Fitted or shaped silhouette 4 31 

Smaller than average sleeve girth 10 77 

Cuff or mock cuff 4 31 

Oversleeve 4 31 
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beauty•.25 Details of the latest designs in ball dresses as well as day dresses were printed in 

the Lyttleton paper.26 

Characteristic features of skirts in cluster - are tabulated (Table 4.4). A typical skirt is cut 

from straight panels of fabric (56 to 66 em wide), lined, and handstitched with running stitch. 

Pleats and gathers suppress the fullness at the waist and the hem is turned up and stitched, 

or faced, with little protection from wear. Hemline circumference is larger than average 

(3090 mm), although the range for the cluster is 2930 mm to 4000 mm, although skirt length is 

shorter than average at both front and back. Some horizontal emphasis is evident. 

Decoration took the form of gathered tiers, or stripes around the skirt, horizontal tucks and 

ruffles and tambour or chain-stitch embroidery. 

Not all these skirts were lined. Some have effectively two layers of fabric because of 

flounces or tiers, so perhaps a lining was thought unnecessary. It may be that since the 

fashionable shape could only be created with a number of petticoats, these replaced a lining. 

The tiered skirt of OM F47.153, for example, just has a 14 em band of plain weave linen facing 

the hem. AM865 has a half lining from hem to a depth of 455 mm. The top edge of the lining 

is handstitched to the outer fabric, creating a horizontal line around the skirt. Other 

differences are apparent in the group too. For instance, only six skirts have pockets.27 

Dresses with the earliest estimated dates and the three twentieth century dresses are those 

without pockets. Pockets appeared in skirts when the fullness was such that the pocket and 

its contents would be concealed, but at times when skirts were slimmer fitting or made from 

lighter fabrics, such as both early nineteenth and twentieth centuries, they were dispensed 

with and a reticule or handbag used instead.28 

In this context, cluster analysis does not produce a simple grouping of dresses, but rather, 

raises a number of questions: why have these particular garments been brought together? 

what have three much later dresses in common with those of more than fifty years 

previously? are the dresses typical of fashionable styles of their time; do they show signs of 

adaptation to a colonial environment? what can they tell us about the conditions their 

wearers lived in? why have they survived? As Figure 4.1 and the preceding descriptions 

25 Lyttleton Times 8 February 1851, p.6. 

26 Lyttleton Times. 11 June 1853, pp.S-9. 

27 OM G86.33, OM F47.153, OM G85.965, OM F53.110, OM F53.111 and AM794. 

28 Penelope Byrde, p.25. 
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Skirt feature 

Lining 
Flare on seams 
Lockstitched seams 
Handstitched seams 
Pleats/ gathers 
Waist tape 
Placket hooks and 
eyes 
Pocket in skirt 
Overskirt 

Hem protection 

Trims 

No trims 

Dimensions 

Table 4.4 

Skirt features of dresses in cluster'-' 

(n=13) 

braid 
velvet 
pleats 
facing 

furbelows 
ruching 
pleats 
lace 
ribbons 
braid 
fringe 
buttons 

shorter than average centre back skirt length 
shorter than average centre front skirt length 
longer than average centre front skirt length 
smaller than average skirt waist circumference 
smaller than average skirt hemline 
circumference 
larger than average skirt hemline circumference 
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Number of Percentage 
dresses of group 

9 69 
2 15 
4 31 
9 69 

11 85 
5 38 

6 46 
6 46 
3 23 

3 23 
0 0 
1 8 
4 31 

2 15 
3 23 
3 23 
2 15 
0 0 
1 8 
1 8 
1 8 
6 46 

12 92 
7 54 
5 38 

10 77 

4 31 

9 69 



show, the group has many common features, but within the cluster smaller groupings occur, 

indicating possible differences from the usual pattern. For example, the three twentieth 

century dresses have a group of features in common indicated by the letters F and Pin Figure 

4.1. Armscye seam at the normal position, and absence of a waiststay are common to other 

dresses in the cluster. The obvious differences occur with placement of the shoulder seam on 

top of the shoulder, the use of machine stitching to assemble the garments, and longer skirt 

lengths. Their low necklines, short waists, shorter than average sleeve length and larger 

than average hem circumference indicates a revival of late 1830s styling in early twentieth 

century fashion. 

The earlier dresses seem to follow the fashion of their time. Two of patterned cotton fabrics, 

with leg of mutton sleeves, high, banded waists, gathers across the centre front, low necklines 

and smaller skirt circumferences, appear to date from the early to mid 1830s.2 9 

Characteristics such as an elongated waist at the centre front and patterned fabric on four 

dresses reinforce their provenances and estimated dates.30 OM F47.153, while having much 

in common with other dresses in this cluster, has two design differences that affect its dating, 

namely the position and shape of its waistline, and a centre front opening. These features are 

more common to dresses of the 1860s than earlier. While the dress has a low neckline and 

separate fringed peplum, similar to that on earlier garments, the waist shape and opening 

position present a powerful argument for its classification as an 1860 dress. 

Adaptation to a colonial environment is not particularly evident in the earlier dated dresses. 

The characteristics presented are more in keeping with fashion than with practicality in a 

less developed country than that left behind. All dresses, except OM F47.153, fasten at the 

centre back, a more difficult position for the wearer to reach and do up herself. Assistance 

with fastening dresses was not always available. Women, such as missionary wives, may 

have been living in isolated places, and their husbands would be gone for days or weeks at a 

time.31 Although most dresses in the cluster have a faced hem, hemlines are only protected 

on three dresses of 1850, which have wool braid stitched around the hemline to reduce 

garment wear.32 Hemline facings and braids were useful protective additions in the colony 

29 OM G85.939 and AM865. 

30 OM G86.33, AM 794, OM F53.110 and OM F53.111. 

31 Anne Wilson's diary account and letters of 1836 and 1837 vividly illustrate the position of a 
missionary wife. Frances Porter and Charlotte Macdonald, 'pp.263-269. 

32 OM F53.110, OM G85.965 and OM F53.111. 
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as early path and street surfaces were mostly made of rough clay or earth. Workmen did 

macadamise the Lyttleton streets in 1851, the intention being to lay down successive layers of 

broken stone, pressing them flat, to avoid problems of dust in summer and mud in winter.33 

However, this would still have been an abrasive surface for textiles, whatever the season. 

The dresses clustered here are generally lighter in substance than others in the study. They 

may have been summer garments, therefore, or their owners may have been convinced by 

Bright and other visitors to northern settlements, that lightweight dresses were all that 

were needed. 

Survival of these dresses as artifacts may have to do with changes in fashion, which led to 

patterned and printed fabrics being less favoured in the 1850s and 1860s, or with their 

impracticalities for climate and conditions of the young colony. Living in tents or huts, as 

many people of all classes had to do when they first arrived, cooking over open fires, and 

'having to do everything yourself'34 did not leave much time to consider one's appearance. 

Perhaps some of these dresses were put away for use on special occasions. Those that had 

served as wedding dresses may well have been considered too special to wear for everyday or 

even weekly events, although Anne Morris's dress (OM G86.33) is an exception. Dresses like 

these had monetary as well as sentimental value, and may have been kept or passed on to 

other family members with the idea of remodelling or reusing the fabric in another garment. 

Pregnancies, and other changes of body shape with age, may have affected their wear too. 

Most women either came to New Zealand married, or became wives after arrival. Child

bearing and rearing was a duty, and the birth rate in New Zealand was high from the 1840s 

until the 1870s.35 The breast plackets of OM F53.110 seem to accommodate the need to breast 

feed an infant, although it may not have been especially practical, since the plackets are 

only 110 mm long. Age of death of the wearer, or death of family members may be yet 

another reason for dress survival. A high death rate and shorter life expectancy was a fact of 

life in a new colony. Infections, illnesses and hazards were problems when medical help was 

often unavailable or inaccessible. The colours and patterns of these dresses would have 

seemed too gay for mourning, even with the addition of mourning crepe. 

The dresses are representative of fashion in their styling, but what cannot be ascertained is 

the length of time over which they were worn. Nor is it known what else may have been worn 

33 Lyttleton Times. 15 February 1851, p.S. 

34 Sarah Pratt to her sister, New Plymouth 1855. In Frances Porter and Charlotte Macdonald, p.163. 

35 Frances Porter and Charlotte Macdonald, p.340. 
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that has not survived. Clearly the owners and their families felt these dresses were 

important enough to keep, either for their sentimental associations with the wearer, or for 

more pragmatic reasons. That they were not put to other uses may be to do with their styling 

or the fact that the fabrics were no longer popular, or simply that they were forgotten about 

in storage. 
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Chapter Five 

Silks and sewing machines, 1850s - 1880s 

By 1860 there were approximately 73 000 Europeans in New Zealand, 31 000 of them female.l 

Settlements of Europeans were confined mostly to coastal regions of Auckland, Wellington, 

Taranaki, Hawke's Bay, Nelson, Canterbury, Otago or to easily accessible inland areas. Gold 

discoveries had occurred at Coromandel in the North Island, in 1852, then at Gabriel's Gully, 

near Lawrence in the South Island, in 1861. The latter discovery started a rush of prospectors 

hoping to make their fortune, and swelling the male population through the 1860s.2 Women 

settlers continued arriving, as wives, daughters and single women. They came predominantly 

from Britain, which was in the midst of unprecedented outward and domestic expansions, 

physically and intellectually.3 

Progress and expansion were keywords of the mid-Victorian period in Britain. Industries and 

trade, such as textiles manufacture and shipping, boomed, fuelled by mechanical inventions of 

the industrial revolution. Development of railways and associated technology increased the 

speed of communication, and fashion journals and penny weeklies began to disperse 

information about the latest London or Parisian styles to a larger and more diverse 

readership. From 1853, the leadership of Paris in women's fashion was reasserted, with the 

stylish Empress Eugenie as figurehead, and the Briton Charles Worth as first couturier.4 As 

well as expressing the expansionist ideals of Europe, fashionable dresses of the mid

Victorian era reflected the societal belief that ladies should not work. Layers of petticoats, 

cage crinolines, or wire or padded bustles under large skirts; tightly fitting bodices, armscyes 

and sleeves, and all the accessories deemed necessary for a fashionable appearance, made 

physical activity difficult. The prevailing ideology separated home and moral education as 

women's domain, with marriage and motherhood their 'natural' destiny,5 trade and 

commerce as men's activities, and protected the male workplace by promoting the view that 

1 Statistics of New Zealand for 1859. (Auckland: W.C. Wilson for the NZ. Govt.), CO 213/42. 

2 e.g. The population of Otago increased fivefold in two years after the discovery of gold at Gabriel's Gully 
in 1861, according to James Belich, Making Peoples. (Auckland: Allen Lane/ the Penguin Press, 1996), p.347. 

3 James Belich, p.115. 

4 Penelope Byrde, Nineteenth Century Fashion. (London: Batsford, 1992), p.53. 

5 Jane Lewis, Introduction: Reconstructing Women's Experience of Home and Family. In Labour and Love. 
Women's Experience of Home and Family 1850-1940. Jane Lewis (ed). (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p.S. 
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women were incapable of doing the work of men. Large numbers of women did work of course, 

as seamstresses or domestic servants or their unpaid equivalent, but in all classes of society 

the home and women's place in it symbolised angelic peace and comfort.6 Wives and 

daughters were dependent on the status of their husbands or fathers for social position, but 

they managed the domestic routine and standards of respectability adopted by the family? 

Middle-class rules of etiquette became ritualised, prescribing among other things, the forms of 

dress that should be worn for morning walks, afternoon visiting or evening dining. That 

middle class Victorian society was more concerned with sentiment than sensuality was also 

reflected in women's dress. It was structured and stiff, did not invite touch, and certainly 

revealed little of the body beneath it, except for evening dress, which had lower necklines 

and shorter sleeves than daywear.8 

During the 1850s the size of women's skirts gradually enlarged, with more and more 

petticoats needed to create the desired bell shape. In 1856 women's fashion benefited from 

the spirit of technical invention, when the cage crinoline made from sprung steel, became a 

replacement for some of the layers of petticoats, reducing the weight of garments hanging 

from the waistline.9 The cage allowed fashionable skirts to become even more voluminous, 

until in 1860 the bell shape began to flatten in front. Waistlines were high and round in the 

early days of the cage, and sleeves were commonly shaped in the open pagoda style, worn 

with a lower sleeve of broderie anglaise or muslin covering the forearm. Dresses were often 

two-piece, the bodice being like a front fastening jacket, with a flared basque section below 

the waist, and the skirt being arranged as a series or tiers or flounces. A further invention of 

this period was a roman blind-like cord and ring pulley that could be attached to the inside 

of the skirt so the wearer could raise it off the ground when walking in muddy streets, 

climbing stairs, or climbing into a carriage. This popular device allowed undergarments to 

show, so petticoats were soon treated to the same decoration as outer wear, with the 

application of braiding, lace edging, ribbons and fringe.lO 

6 ibid., p.S. 

7 Carol Dyhouse, Mothers and Daughters in the Middle-Class Home, c1870-1914. In Labour and Love. 
Women's Experience of Home and Family 1850-1940. Jane Lewis (ed). (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 
pp.27-28; Martha Vicinus, Introduction: The Perfect Victorian Lady. In Suffer and Be Still. Women in the 
Victorian Age. Martha Vicinus (ed). (London: Methuen and Co, 1980), p.ix. 

8 Helene E. Roberts, Marriage, Redundancy or Sin. In Suffer and Be Still. Women in the Victorian Age 
Martha Vicinus (ed). (London: Methuen and Co, 1980), pp.45-76. 

9 Penelope Byrde, pp.57-8. 

10 ibid., p.59. 
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When the cage crinoline began to alter in shape so did the skirt, with less pleating or 

gathering across the front of the skirt and the re-introduction of flared seamlines, especially 

at the back, which was also cut longer. Skirt length was emphasised by the rising straighter 

cut of the waistline, and sleeves narrowed to be reasonably close-fitting to the arm.11 From 

1865 a fashion for a shorter overskirt, or polonaise, developed, part of the influence of 

eighteenth century revival dress. This was worn like an apron, or looped up over the 

lengthening and narrowing skirt. The whole arrangement was still supported by some wire 

understructure, though it was not as large as before and its fullness was concentrated at the 

back. 

By 1869 the first signs of the bustle appeared in Paris and London. Half crinoline petticoats, 

just the back section, were covered with flounces of hair canvas or cotton broderie anglaise, 

and anchored at the waist and hips to support the back of the skirt.l2 Smoothing of the front 

skirt re-emphasised the waistline, which tended to be drawn in further, but also allowed the 

bodice and skirt to be cut as one piece, using shaping seams similar to those of corsets. 

Seamlines or long darts through the waist ensured the bodice remained fitting and shaped as 

it lengthened. Sleeves remained close fitting, with mock cuffs becoming popular at wrist 

level. This new style of bodice became known as the 'cuirass' (or breastplate) as it was stiffly 

boned to keep it smooth, while the whole dress was called the Princess style.13 This look 

evolved by 1875 into a long, narrow, fitted front and a fuller, draped and trained rear. From 

the late 1870s shorter sleeves became fashionable for daywear, as did use of complementary 

or contrasting fabrics for sleeves.l4 Other trim and decoration became confined to the lower 

skirt, except for buttons fastening the bodice section. In England, this silhouette was 

maintained by tying the skirt round the legs. Ties were anchored to the skirt interlining 

across the front skirt, and when tied kept the front smooth and flat.15 The bustle support 

disappeared for a time as the skirt sat smoothly over the hips with fullness and trims below 

hip level and on the train. Trains were protected on the inside by linings and extra flounces 

which could be cleaned independently of the rest of the dress,16 although their 

impracticality resulted in their disappearance from daywear by 1880. They were retained on 

11 ibid., p.63. 

12 Anne Buck, Victorian Costume and Costume Accessories. (London: Herbert Jenkins, 1961), p.47. 

13 Penelope Byrde, p 67. 

14 ibid., p.72. 

15 ibid. 

16 ibid., p.73. 
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evening dresses for most of the 1880s, and back fullness and length were popular enough to 

enjoy a revival in the 1890s. 

New Zealand dresses with characteristics similar to those described above were clustered 

into two groups in the analysis, but with one symbol predominating in both groups, indicating 

that the characteristics thus marked were the same (Figures 5.1a and 5.1b). Selected features 

of the two groups are summarised in Tables 5.1a and 5.1b. One group of nineteen dresses (Table 

5.1a, Figures 5.2 to 5.1917) has estimated dates from 1860 to 1880. Twelve of the nineteen 

(64%) consist of a separate bodice and skirt and six (32%) are known to have been worn as 

wedding dresses. Colours vary from light tints to dark shades and black, but from a limited 

palette of blues, greens and browns. Rib variations of plain weaves such as taffeta, 

predominate, although there are two dobby weaves, with small designs incorporated, and 

two brocades, used. Apart from small amounts of contrasting trim, only one fibre type, silk, is 

used as the outer fabric of these dresses. 

The second cluster of twenty-five dresses (Table 5.1b, Figures 5.20 to 5.44) is very similar in 

many respects to that shown in Table 5.1 although estimated dates of the dresses ranges over 

a longer period. Sixteen (64%)of these dresses are one-piece garments, while nine (36%) have 

separate bodice and skirt. Five (20%) are known to have been wedding dresses, thirteen 

(52%) are known not to have been used as wedding dresses, but for the remainder this use 

history is unknown. Eight (32%) are light coloured, eleven (44%) medium in tone and six 

(24%) dark. Blue is the most common colour in this cluster with eight garments (32%), six 

dresses are brown(24%), four each tints or shades of purple (16%) or black (16%), two (8%) are 

red and one (4%) is green. Apart from one dress (OSM F147) which has cotton warp yams, and 

wool and cotton blended weft yams, the dresses are made from silk. Weave types are 

predominantly rib variations of a plain weave, especially taffeta (n=12, 48%), but there are 

also five (20%) plain weave fabrics, two (8%)dobby and four (16%) brocades. Thirteen (52%) 

have some pattern: two (8%) are woven checks; four (16%) woven stripes, three of which are 

woven across the fabric between selvedges, and one has blue stripes in the warp direction; one 

(AM T501) is a watered or moire silk; two have small spot patterns, one of which is woven 

(OM G85-953) and the other printed after weaving (OM G85-943). Three brocades are large 

sprig designs, while one (AM T729) has a design of white crosses on a blue ground. For the 

most part, these are one-fabric dresses, although one dress (UO 11) has a sizeable amount of 

contrasting fabric trim. 

17 Photograph of OU CL19 was unavailable 
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Table 5.1a 

Selected characteristics of dresses in cluster'=' 

Outer fabric 
Dress Location Estimated One- Worn as Value/colour Fibre Structure Pattern Hand 

date ~ieee wedding content stitched 
ress dress bodice 

F243 OSM 1860s N y dkbrown silk brocade y N 
1978/3183 OSM 1860s y N dkbrown silk taffeta N N 
1984/737 OSM 1860s N y medblue silk taffeta N N 
G85.962 OM 1860s y N medbrown silk taffeta N N 
G85.944 OM 1869 y y medgreen silk taffeta N N 
G85.950 OM 1870s N N medpurple silk taffeta N N 
F76.1 OM 1870s N N lt blue silk brocade y N 
1967/32 OSM 1870s y y medpurple silk dobby y N 
1980/122 OSM 1870 N N med~y silk taffeta N N 
F70.107 OM 1870s y N medlU€ silk dobby y N 
G87.243 OM 1872 N y ltpurple silk taffeta N N 
G85.942 OM 1872 y N dkpurple silk taffeta N N 
G86.347 OM 1875 N N medblU€ silk taffeta N N 
G85.948 OM 1875 y N black silk po£lin N N 
F72.58i OM 1880s N N black silk ta feta y N 
F72.58ii OM 1880s N N black silk taffeta y N 
AM786 AM 1880 N y lt~reen silk taffeta N N 
AM825 AM 1880 N N lt lue silk taffeta y N 
CL19 uo 1880s N N black silk taffeta N N 
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Table S.lb 

Selected characteristics of dresses in cluster '=IG' 

Outer fabric 

Dress Location Estimated One- Worn as Value/ Fibre Structure Pattern Hand 
date ~ieee wedding colour content stitched 

ress dress 
Bodice 

F147 OSM 1850 y u lt blue cotton/ plain N y 

wool 
F70.82 OM 1850s y N medblue silk brocade y y 
G85.941 OM 1850s y N It purple silk taffeta y y 
G85.940 OM 1855 y N dk purple silk taffeta y y 
1992/222/5 OSM 1860s y N med pwple silk taffeta N y 
1958-33 OSM 1860s y N medblue silk taffeta N y 
1978/3188 OSM 1860s y N medblue silk dobby y N 
AM501 AM 1860s y u med brown silk taffeta y y 
AM820 AM 1860s y N dkred silk taffeta N y 
R279 I 29-30 NP 1860s N u grey silk brocade y y 
D73.92 SM 1860 N u It brown silk plain y y 
AM606 AM 1860 y y medblue silk taffeta N N 
89/7 NP 1860s y y medred silk plain N N 
1978-3193 OSM 1860 y N black silk taffeta N N 
F48.192 OM 1861 N y It brown silk plain y y 
G85.943 OM 1862 y N It purple silk taffeta y y 
AM2621 AM 1870s y u med brown silk satin N y 
CL11 uo 1870s y N lt blue silk plain y N 
G86.348 OM 1870s N N med brown silk taffeta N N 
AM891 AM 1870s N u It green silk taffeta N N 
G85.953 OM 1875 N y medblue silk brocade y N 
G85.960 OM 1880s N N dkbrown silk taffeta N y 
F48.193 OM 1905 N y black silk brocade y N 
G86.162 OM 1905 N N black silk grosgrain N N 
AM729 AM y u dk blue silk dobby y y 
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Figure 5.2 

F243 Otago Settlers Museum 1860s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.3 

1978/3183 Otago Settlers Museum 1860s (estimated) 

116 



Figure 5.4 

1984/737 Otago Settlers Museum 1860s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.5 

G85.962 Otago Museum 1860s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.6 

G85.944 Otago Museum 1869 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.7 

G85.950 Otago Museum 1870s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.8 

F76.1 Otago Museum 1870s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.9 

1967/32 Otago Settlers Museum 1870s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.10 

1980/122 Otago Settlers Museum 1870 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.11 

F70.107 Otago Museum 1870s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.12 

G87.243 Otago Museum 1872 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.13 

G85.942 Otago Museum 1872 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.14 

G86.347 Otago Museum 1875 (estimated) 

127 



Figure 5.15 

G85.948 Otago Museum 1875 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.16 

F72.58i Otago Museum 1880s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.17 

F72.58ii Otago Museum 1880s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.18 

AM786 Auckland Museum 1880 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.19 

AM825 Auckland Museum 1880 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.20 

F147 Otago Settlers Museum 1850 (estimated) 

back view 
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Figure 5.21 

F70.82 Otago Museum 1850s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.22 

G85.941 Otago Museum 1850s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.23 

G85.940 Otago Museum 1855 (estimated) 

136 



Figure 5.24 

1992/222/5 Otago Settlers Museum 1860 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.25 

1958-33 Otago Settlers Museum 1860s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.26 

1978/3188 Otago Settlers Museum 1860s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.27 

AMSOl Auckland Museum 1860s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.28 

AM820 Auckland Museum 1860s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.29 

R279/29-30 Hawke's Bay Museum 1860s (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 5.30 

073.92 Southland Museum 1860 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 5.31 

AM606 Auckland Museum 1860 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.32 

89/7 Hawke's Bay Museum 1860s (estimated) 

bodice front detail 
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Figure 5.33 

1978-3193 Otago Settlers Museum 1860 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.34 

F48.192 Otago Museum 1861 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.35 

G85.943 Otago Museum 1862 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.36 

AM2621 Auckland Museum 1870s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.37 

CLll University of Otago 1870 s (estimated) 

skirt front 
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Figure 5.38 

G86.348 Otago Museum 1870s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.39 

AM891 Auckland Museum 1870s (estimated) 

152 



Figure 5.40 

G85.953 Otago Museum 1875 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 5.41 

G85.960 Otago Museum 1880s (estimated) 
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Figure 5.42 

F48.193 Otago Museum 1905 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.43 

G86.162 Otago Museum 1905 (estimated) 
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Figure 5.44 

AM729 Auckland Museum 
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Ownership history of these dresses is sparse. A few details are known for some dresses, but 

many have come to museum collections via routes such as women's clubs and theatres, where 

presumably they have been used as costumes in pageants or plays. One dress in the Napier 

Museum (NP 89 /7) is recorded as having been worn as a wedding dress by Mary Fife, who 

married in Glasgow in the early 1860s at the age of seventeen. She and her husband, 

Archibald Lusk emigrated to New Zealand about 1868 and settled in Ashburton in 

Canterbury. Dress F48.192, of the Otago Museum, was made on board the Chile during the 

journey out to New Zealand by the then single Mrs Peet, who wore it when she married after 

her arrival in Dunedin. 

Since dresses in these two clusters have in common many factors used in the cluster analysis, as 

evidenced by the use of the same symbols, the clusters have been combined for presentation of 

their bodice, sleeve and skirt characteristics. Then follows discussion of a number of issues 

raised by the grouping of these dresses. The group totals forty-four. 

Bodice features are summarised in Table 5.2. A typical bodice is cut on the straight grain, 

with darts to shape the front and seams to shape the back, a shoulder seam towards the back 

and an armhole seam over the upper arm, a high neckline with a collar band, and a centre 

front opening with functional or decorative buttons. The bodice is machine lockstitched, 

boned in at least one place, and piping is used to strengthen the armscye seam if not others. 

One or more trims draws the eye to the bodice front. 

High round necklines are almost universal (n=41, 93%), two exceptions being V-shaped (G86-

347 and 1980/122) and the other (F72-58b) having a low square cut shape in the front. Collars 

appear on thirty-two (73%) dresses, mostly as a narrow band up to 20 mm wide, to which may 

have been attached a lace or broderie anglaise frill or fall. Decorative braid, ribbon, or 

fabric trim around the neckline occurs on half the bodices. The front of the bodice is trimmed 

to give the appearance of revers, flat collar, or yoke on sixteen, or a bolero style jacket (n=2) or 

simulated waistcoat and jacket (n=4). Bretelles, decoration or gathering presumably designed 

to draw the eye from the outer shoulder to the centre front waistline and thus emphasise the 

narrowness of the waist, were features on ten dresses (23%). Buttons of a different material 

such as glass, or covered in a contrasting fabric, are used either to close the centre front or to 

decorate the closure on thirty-four bodices (77%). Two of these have a double column of 

buttons,18 one of which is functional, while one dress has its buttons beribboned, giving the 

18 F76.1 and F72.58ii. 
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Bodice feature 

Interlining 
Straight grain 

Seam stitching 

Fastening 

Dart and seam 
positions 

Neckline 

Boning 
Boning location 

Piping 
Piping location 

Trims 

Watch pockets 
Dimensions 

Table 5.2 

Bodice features of dresses in clusters 'Q' and 'GQ' 

(n=44) 

Number of 
dresses 

present 44 
centre back 42 
centre front 41 
hand 15 
machine lockstitch (IS0301) 30 
centre front 41 
hooks and eyes 38 
buttons and buttonholes 6 

centre front seam 1 
side front seam 1 
side front darts 39 
side seams 44 
side back seams 40 
centre back seam 16 
shoulder blade seam 43 
shoulder top seam 1 
low armscye seam 42 
high, round 41 
collar present 32 
present 32 
centre front 12 
side front 26 
side 24 
side back 5 
centre back 2 
present 42 
arrnscye 40 
lower edge of bodice 16 
neckline 14 
lower edge of sleeve 13 
side back seams 7 
collar 5 
centre back seam 3 
centre front edges 2 
side front seam 1 
buttons- functional and decorative 34 
lace 20 
braid 16 
self fabric trims 17 
fringe 7 
bretelles effect 10 
present 17 
shorter than average centre front bodice length 24 
longer than average centre back bodice length 35 
smaller than average arrnscye circumference 26 
greater than average waist circumference 27 
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Percentage 
of group 

100 
96 
93 
34 
68 
93 
86 
14 

2 
2 

89 
100 

91 
36 
98 

2 
96 
93 
73 
73 
27 
59 
55 
11 

5 
96 
91 
36 
32 
30 
16 
11 

7 
5 
2 

77 
46 
36 
39 
16 
23 
39 
55 
80 
59 
61 



appearance of dark daisies. On dress G85.953 three garment fabric bows adorn the centre front 

in place of buttons, but dress NP 89/7 has a bow of similar construction and dimensions at 

centre front bust level to finish its fabric trim as well as buttons. Watch pockets were present 

on seventeen (39%) of these dresses. These tend to be five-sided, approximately 60rnm deep, 

50rnm wide at the top, and positioned over or beside the bodice front darts just below the 

waistline. What these pockets were actually used for is unknown, but ladies' watches were 

advertised, for example, by J. P. Christenson of Queenstown, who had 'a very handsome 

assortment of Ladies Gold Watches- hunting and open-faced; also Colonial Gold Chains, in 

elegant patterns•.19 Watch pockets were found at the waistlines of British dresses from the 

1850s and 1860s, so this fashion or practical storage solution was probably brought with 

settlers. 2 0 

Bones are positioned so that most of their length is above the waistline. However, in some 

dresses, e.g. G85-948, up to 50 mm of the bone extends below the narrowest part of the bodice. 

Evidence is presented occasionally that bones were original in the dress but have been 

removed at some stage of the garment's life, e.g. G85-948 has a tape cover for a bone at the 

side back but no bone is now present inside the tape. 

The lower edge of these bodices varies in style: twenty-six (59%) finish at the waist, with 

either a straight waist band of about 25 mm in width between bodice and skirt (n=ll) or a 

slightly curved or pointed edge which is piped or bound in the case of those that are separate 

(n=13), or a straight searnline between bodice and skirt (n=2); ten (23%) extend to high hip 

length with curved or slightly pointed lower edge shaping; seven (16%) resemble jackets of 

low hip length, with a fairly straight lower edge appearance. Two dresses (G85-948, F70-107) 

are one-piece garments with no obvious waistline demarcation. The fashion for peplums and 

apron effects was particularly marked in five dresses, which had extra pieces attached to 

the skirt or wrapped around the waist to cover the hip area of the skirt, and draw attention 

to it with contrasting braid, ribbon, fringing or lace. Twenty-seven dresses (61%) have a waist 

circumference larger than the average over the whole sample (670 mm to 910 mm), while 

seventeen (39%) have a waist circumferences smaller than average (550 rnm to 660 rnm). 

Sleeves of the dresses in these two clusters were predominantly wrist length (see Table 5.3). 

The three shorter sleeves were the pagoda type, designed to be worn with undersleeves. No 

19 Lake Wakatip MaiL 5 September 1863, p.6. 

20 Anne Buck, p.31. 
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undersleeves were located with the three dresses though. Undersleeves were not an integral 

component of any one dress but could be worn with different dresses if need be, and would have 

been detached for more frequent cleaning than occurred with dresses. Overseas, pagoda 

sleeves predominated in dresses of the 1850s.21Most pairs of sleeves (n=37, 84%) had two 

seams down their length, and although most (n=37, 84%) were of larger than average girth, 

half had a smooth tailored and shaped appearance. Sleeves of twelve (27%) dresses were 

loose and full, with fabric pleated into the armscye, and/ or gathered or ruched down the 

sleeve. Whether the sleeves were of pagoda design (n=3) or fitted the wrist more closely, 

decorative trim at the wrist was characteristic. Only seven dresses of the combined cluster 

were not decorated here. Decoration ranged from a single band of ribbon, lace or braid, to 

elaborate combinations of pleated or tucked self fabric, satin fabric or ribbon, and lace and 

buttons resembling a cuff. Three of the seven without wrist decoration had instead vertical 

bands of contrasting braid down the outside of full sleeves which were fitted at the wrist.22 

The two twentieth century dresses in this group featured vertical decoration down the sleeve 

as well as wrist decoration, clearly reminiscent of the earlier style of the 1860s. Six dresses 

had oversleeves attached at the armscye. On four,23 this took the form of a plain or dagged

edged strip stitched into the armscye seam. Ruched, braided and puffed oversleeves 

combined with curved lines of braid on dresses G85.960 and G85.962, both from the Otago 

Museum, to suggest a bolero style jacket worn over the dress. 

Table 5.4 summarises skirt characteristics of dresses in the combined clusters. A skirt typical 

of this group is cut with some flare, lined, stitched together with a lockstitch machine, using 

stitch type ISO 301, pleated or gathered into a waist band or tape with fullness arranged so 

more is at the centre back , and has a placket in the left front to assist with dressing and fit, 

and a pocket in the right side-front, side or side-back seam. Its hem is protected with wool 

braid and a facing. Variations of this design are found in the group, both as a result of fashion 

changes over the period covered by these garments and of the variability possible at any one 

time in fashionable style. Decorative and/ or functional patch pockets, for example, appear 

on six skirts attributed as being from the 1870s.24 Placed on right or left skirt front, or on the 

skirt back, these pockets are piped or trimmed in keeping with other parts of the dress. 

21 Blanche Payne, Geitel Winakor and Jane Farrell-Beck, The History of Costume. (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1992), p.513. 

22 OM G85.943, OSM 1978/3188, AM 820. 

23 NP R279!29-30, OSM F147, OSM 1978/3193, and OM F70.82. 

24 CL 11, OM G86.347, F76.1, F70.107, G85.948 and G85.953. 
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Table 5.3 

Sleeve features of dresses in clusters 'Q' and 'GQ' 

(n=44) 

Sleeve feature Number of Percentage of 
dresses group 

Wrist length 41 93 

Longer than average sleeve length 37 84 

Twe lengthwise seams 37 84 

Fitted or shaped silhouette 22 50 

Larger than average sleeve girth 37 84 

Cuff or mock cuff 34 77 

Oversleeve 6 14 
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Table 5.4 

Skirt features of dresses in clusters'=' and '=IG' 

(n=44) 

Skirt feature Number of Percentage of 
dresses group 

Lining 41 93 
Flare on seams 31 70 
Lockstitched seams 28 64 
Handstitched seams 16 36 
Pleats I gathers 36 82 
Waist tape 28 64 
Placket hooks and 
Wces 33 75 

ocket in skirt 39 89 
Overskirt 8 18 

Hem protection braid 32 73 
velvet 6 14 
pleats 9 20 
facing 27 61 

Trims furbelows 11 25 
ruching 3 7 
pleats 14 32 
lace 5 11 
ribbons 13 30 
braid 6 14 
fringe 6 14 
buttons 6 14 

No trims 18 41 

Dimensions shorter than average centre back skirt length 22 50 
longer then average centre back skirt length 22 50 
shorter than average centre front skirt length 26 59 
longer than average centre front skirt length 17 39 
smaller than average skirt waist circumference 16 36 
larger than average skirt waist circumference 28 64 
smaller than average skirt hemline 
circumference 11 25 
larger than average skirt hemline 
circumference 33 75 

163 



Two skirts have their in-seam pockets highlighted with flaps: CL 19, a dress thought to be of 

the 1880s, has an in-seam pocket on the right front skirt, with a shaped flap buttoned over 

the opening; and AM T825 also of 1880, has a pocket in the right back seam with a shaped 

flap. The two dresses of 1905 have neither in-seam nor patch pockets. Less than half (n=18, 

41%) of the skirts are unembellished. On those skirts that are decorated, trims are more 

likely to be placed either parallel to the hemline or on a diagonal, emphasising horizontal 

lines, or at the back of the skirt if it had some bustle fullness or shaping. Tucking and 

layering of the skirt fabric, added rows of self-fabric pleating, with contrasting piping, 

ribbons or braid were the most common forms, although one skirt (OSM F243) had brown 

velvet (bodice fabric) patches stitched in a repeating pattern around the brocade fabric skirt, 

as well as pleated ruffles of the brocade. Back fullness is expressed in three ways on these 

skirts. Most (n=27, 61 %) have more fullness pleated or gathered in at the back than 

elsewhere, but this is not emphasised with decoration. Some skirts draw the eye to this part 

of the garment using extra layers of fabric and trims (n=8, 18%) and a few skirts had more 

elaborate arrangements of horizontal and vertical fullness and trim e.g. OSM F243, AM T825. 

The hemline circumferences of 75% (n=33) of these skirts are larger than the average across 

the entire sample (3220mm to 5300mm). Twenty-seven skirts (61 %) are 100 mm or more longer 

at the centre back than the centre front. 

Sewing machine stitching was found on about two-thirds (n=29) skirts in the combined cluster, 

with one-third (n=15, 34%) completely handstitched. Estimated or confirmed dates for those 

stitched by hand ranged from the 1850s to the 1880s. In some of these dresses the bodice was 

also stitched by hand (e.g. AM 2621, dated 1870s), but in others the bodice was machine 

lockstitched (e.g. AM T891, dated 1870s). The skirt of dress OM G86.347 was stitched both by 

hand and with a lockstitch machine, and in dress AM T501 the skirt has been assembled using 

a chain stitch machine. 

The predominant characteristics of these forty-four dresses raise some issues for further 

exploration. For example, why are there no white or cream dresses in this group? Colour was 

excluded from the cluster solution, so selection has not been made on that basis. Rather, the 

omission of white must be attributed in part to effects of the development of aniline dyes. 

When new rich, dark colours became available, white was no longer considered fashionable. 

English coloured fashion plates from the mid-Victorian period suggest that white outer 

fabrics were restricted in use to bridal or ball dresses.25 Women living in New Zealand 

25 The Ladies' Gazette of Fashion. Collection of Extracts, November 1853- November 1864. 
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settlements may also have quickly realised that very light coloured dresses were 

impractical, requiring too much care and cleaning to maintain their appearance. It is also 

possible that white dresses were worn but have not survived, being disposed of by their 

owners or other family members because they had become too stained. C. T. Ick, a general 

draper in Dunedin, did advertise 'rich marriage and ball silk dresses in pinks, white and sky' 

in 1860,26 but by 1865 emphasis in advertisements seemed to be on offerings of mourning cloth 

and moireed rib weaves. In February of that year Hugh Kirkpatrick and Company 

advertised barathea and ducape for mourning, and by September they were offering a range of 

black silks including Razdemort,27 as well as coloured and striped silks, and figured moire 

antiques.28 

The custom of publicly indicating private grief with mourning clothes, jewellery and 

accessories had become more formalised during the nineteenth century in Britain. The 

example of Queen Victoria, who after the death of Prince Albert in 1861, retreated from many 

public activities and wore black whenever she did emerge,29 no doubt assisted retailers' sales 

of mourning cloth, even on the other side of the world. Between 1858 and 1880 the New 

Zealand non-Maori death rate fluctuated but was always above ten per thousand,30 and 

infant and child mortality were high, so women in this country may have chosen dark colours 

and black in order to be prepared for mourning the deaths of friends or family. When Harry 

Atkinson, a widower of just a year, married Annie Smith in 1866, she 'wore a black riding 

habit and a black hat with black and white feathers' .31 Elizabeth Caldwell of Golden Bay 

stored the black clothes she had used when mourning her sister's death, so they could be re

used. When she thought that she was dying, she remodelled one into a dress for her 

26 Otago Witness. 14 April1860, p.3. 

27 According to Martin Hardingham, The Illustrated Dictionary of Fabrics. (London: Studio Vista, 1978), 
p.88, Razdemort was also known as Radzimir or Radzmere, and was a lustrous heavyweight silk dress 
fabric in a rib weave. It was woven in Britain in large quantities, usually dyed black and used for 
mourning. 

28 Otago Daily Times. 11 February 1865, p.2; Otago Daily Times. 9 September 1865, p.6. 

29 Dorothy Thompson, Queen Victoria. Gender and Power., (London: Virago, 1990), p.57. 

30 P. G. Koopman-Boyden and Claudia D. Scott, The Family and Government Policy in New Zealand. 
(Australia: George Allen and Unwin, 1984), p.97. 

31 Frances Porter, Born to New Zealand. A Biography of Jane Maria Atkinson. (Wellington: Allen and 
Unwin/Port Nicholson Press, 1989), p.245. 
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daughter.32 Sarah Falwasser wrote of Fanny Burgess, who was to be married soon, but was in 

mourning, 
... we cannot help being amused at the visible signs of the approaching event first the little 
plain black hat with the simple fold of black crape was replaced by a grand black hat 
with elaborate feather then appeared delicate tinted gloves, followed by gold brooch, and 
last Sunday a gold chain with trinkets and black necklace and cross.33 

Although only seven of these forty-four dresses were black, another seven are dark shades of 

red, brown, blue, or purple, and may have served as mourning if the need arose. 

A second issue is why silk features overwhelmingly as the fibre type in this group of dresses. 

Were cotton, wool or linen cloths available, and used for dresses? If so, why have they not 

survived? Cotton was commonly available in Europe and North America by this stage of the 

nineteenth century, and cotton fabrics were imported into New Zealand via Britain or The 

United States of America. Printed muslins, ginghams, and calicoes were offered by drapers 

Herbert, Haynes and Co., of Dunedin in 1865,34 and new prints and printed muslins by Brown 

Ewing and Co., in 1871.35 Thomson Strang and Co offered cambric and percale prints for 

morning dresses in 1880.36 Perhaps these printed cottons were used only for summer dresses, or 

restricted to children's clothes or underwear. In 1862, Margaret Martin purchased several lots 

of print and calico between 5 and 12 yards a piece, but unfortunately no indication is given as 

to its purpose.37 Were cotton fabrics used for morning or housework dresses? If so, why have 

they not survived to become part of a material history resource? Were they worn so much 

that they became ragged, or were they recycled into other household items? Silk dresses, 

such as those in this cluster, may have been kept for best wear, such as church going, visiting, 

and other public events. Sarah Courage, whose husband farmed Waipara Station in North 

Canterbury, found little opportunity to dress up, but was going to a party around 1866. 

32 Elizabeth Caldwell, Reminiscences, 1860s. In Frances Porter and Charlotte Macdonald. (eds) 'My hand 
will write what my heart dictates' (Auckland: Auckland University Press/Bridget Williams Books, 1996), 
p.466. 

33 Sarah Falwasser (Auckland) to Anna Marvin, 24 April 1868. William Geoffrey Marvin Papers. MS 
Papers 4248 Folder 1, ATL. 

34 Otago Daily Times. 11 November 1865, p.6. 

35 Otago Daily Times. 9 December 1871, p.l. 

36 Otago Daily Times. 10 January 1880, p.l. 

37 Joseph Price, Cash Book 1858-1900. MS Micro 641, ATL. 
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I had not once had occasion to dress smartly since coming up country. There were no 
occasions which called for anything but brown holland, cashmere and a riding habit, so 
far as I had seen; therefore my appearance on that evening was a novelty and I liked the 
look of my grey grenadine dress with its ruffles of lace and ribbons.38 

Possibly use of such dresses was so restricted they went out of fashion before being worn out, 

and were stored because of their value, or in order to be recycled into new styles, but this did 

not happen. 

Weave types used in the group are complex ones such as brocades, and dobbys, as well as rib 

weaves such as taffetas. Retailers certainly offered women a variety of silk weaves, if their 

newspaper advertisements are a guide. In Dunedin, New Zealand's largest city between 1864 

and 1881,39 merchants competed keenly for custom by listing details of their fabric offerings 

in the press with increasingly exotic fabric names. In 1860, John Mollison, an auctioneer and 

general merchant, advertised ladies' fancy and brocaded silk dresses, and gala plaids.40 C. 

T. Ick offered coloured damasks with fringes to match.41 By 1865, Messrs Hugh Kirkpatrick 

& Co had available, in addition to mourning cloth, rich checked and striped silks, moire 

antiques, poult de soie, gros de Suez and grosgrains,42 most of which were plain weaves with 

more or less pronounced crosswise ribs. Poult de soie, for example, was originally a silk cloth 

from Padua in Northern Italy. It was a plain weave cloth with a closely set warp and 

slightly heavier weft so fine ribs appeared across its width. It could be finished as a moire, 

or watermarked, fabric, very popular at this time.43 In 1880, Herbert Haynes and Co 

advertised satin de lyons with brocades to match, gro du Pays, Surats, and Pompadours.44 

The variety of silk fabrics available was due in part to the technical developments that had 

begun early in the nineteenth century in the Lyon silk industry. Joseph Marie Jacquard's loom 

enabled very complicated patterns to be woven by one person, instead of several string-pullers 

being required, and Berly's card reader quickened the preparation of the perforated cards 

used on the Jacquard loom. Other advances occurred in reeling and steaming of silk fibre. 

38 Sarah Amelia Courage, Lights and Shadows of Colonial Life. (Christchurch: Whitcoulls, 1976) (first 
published c1896), p.l16. 

39 James Belich, p.369. 

40 Otago Witness 14 January 1860, p.l.. NB the term 'dresses' generally refers to lengths of fabric not 
ready-made clothing. 

41 Otago Witness. 12 May 1860, p.4. 

42 Otago Daily Times 11 February 1865, p.2. 

43 Martin Hardingham, p. 88. 

44 Otago Daily Times. 11 September 1880, p.l. 
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France and China reached agreement about supply of raw silk, which was facilitated by the 

opening of the Suez Canal in 1869.45 

Costs of these fabrics to the New Zealand consumer can be ascertained only inaccurately, since 

samples of the actual cloths available do not exist. New Zealand's standard of living rose in 

the 1860s, as the European population grew. Shops in the coastal towns sold a wide variety of 

fabrics for women's dresses. Advertising does indicate that consumers could purchase silk 

cloths at a variety of price levels. Drapers such as Herbert Haynes and Co, provided 'Black 

GrosGrain Silks (wide width) 6s 6d, 7s 6d, 8s 6d, 9s 9d, lls 6d, 12s 6d' and 'Broches, Chenes, 

Stripes, Checks etc from 55s the Full dress' in 1871.46 Jane Moorhouse, of Christchurch, 

recorded in 1867 that she spent 17s on fabric for a dress and 3s 6d for the lining, and in 1868 she 

paid Mrs Williams bill for supplying a walking dress and trimmings, a total of 27s 10d. That 

she was careful in expenditure on 'wearing apparel for children and self' is apparent from 

regular tallies of amounts spent, and comment that she had spent some time altering a velvet 

jacket.47 Perhaps the aim of reducing the cost of silk fabric to consumers was behind a scheme 

to establish sericulture in Canterbury in 1871. The New Zealand Mail reported, 

... cultivation of silkworms in Canterbury appears to be attended with a considerable 
amount of success. Mr Nairn informs us that the Indian silkworms he has are progressing 
favourably, and that he expects to have a second crop this season of white silk. The 
Japanese variety received recently from Japan via Sydney ... are also doing extremely well, 
being now in the 5th stage and Mr Nairn is only prevented from extending the industry by 
the dearth of mulberry leaves, the worms not doing nearly so well when fed on lettuce 
leaves. The silk produced by worms fed on the latter is not nearly so strong in the 
fibre.48 

This group of dresses illustrates the gradual adoption of technological advances in joining. 

Some dresses are completely stitched by hand, some by sewing machine, while a number use 

both hand and machine stitches to secure seams. Machines that would speed up the sewing 

process had been the focus of considerable design effort world-wide since the 1790s, but it was 

not until the late 1840s that their mass production began, and it was 1861 before manufacture 

became widespread.49 Nathaniel Wheeler and Allen Wilson patented their domestic 

lockstitch sewing machine in 1853, and through its production the 1850s refined their design. 

45 Jacques Anquetil, Silk. (Paris: Flammarion, 1995), pp.l17-126. 

46 Otago Daily Times, 14 January 1871, p.l. Broche is a french word meaning figured, and refers to a silk 
fabric with an embroidered effect pattern. (Martin Hardingham, p. 81.) 

47 Jane Ann Moorhouse, Journal and Account Book, 1876-1869, MS MOO [1666], ATL. 

48 New Zealand MaiL 1 April 1871, p.12. 

49 J. A. Schmiechen, Sweated Industries and Sweated Labour. The London Clothing Trades 1860-1914. 
(London: Croom Helm, 1984), p.25. 
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Isaac Singer developed a domestic lockstitch model in 1859, the essential components of 

which were widely copied by other manufacturers. James Gibb and Charles and James 

Willcox produced a single-thread chain-stitch machine for the domestic user from 1857 

which proved very popular, being much cheaper than the shuttle machine. By 1860 half a 

million sewing-machines were in use in America, and one-fifth of the machines produced 

there were being exported. 50 

Attachments for hemming, braiding, gathering and tucking were developed throughout the 

1860s, enabling dressmakers to produce elaborately decorated garments more easily and with 

greater speed. The various developments and refinements to sewing-machines were eagerly 

reported in the New Zealand press. The Hawke's Bay Herald in 1861 described a buttonhole 

sewing-machine designed for industrial use, and a hem-folding attachment invented by Mr 

Joseph Gillott of Birmingham.51 Wheeler and Wilson's sewing-machine was advertised in 

the Otago Witness in 1862,52 and Stanford and Co., Importers of Invercargill, described the 

sewing-machines they had available as 'the most simple, the most durable, most easily 

learned, and a combination of the very latest improvements' in the Lake Wakatip Mail in 

1863.53 By 1870, the 'silent' or 'noiseless' operation of sewing-machines was the selling point 

stressed. 54 Prices were not commonly found in sewing-machine advertisements until the 1870s 

when, for instance, 'the Little Wanser' retailed for £4 lOs from Mr W. Clark, Draper etc., of 

Lambton Quay, Wellington. Its price had dropped by about 20% to £3 12s 6d by 1878.55 

Sewing machines were not manufactured in New Zealand and since they were listed as a 

separate item in the import statistics only between 1880 and 1895, it is difficult to determine 

how many were available and how affordable they were to New Zealanders before 1880. 

Sarah Courage commented that she did not possess a sewing-machine when she first settled 

here in the 1860s, so that 'making valances, curtains and blinds by hand was a work of 

50 For a detailed discussion of sewing-machine development see Carol Head, Old Sewing Machines 
(Aylesbury: Shire Publications 1982); and Ruth Brandon, Singer and the Sewing Machine: A Capitalist 
Romance. (London: Barrie and Jenkins, 1977). 

51 Hawke's Bay Herald, 8 June 1861, p. 4. 

52 Otago Witness. 3 May 1862, p. 5. 

53 Lake Wakatjp Mail. 13 May 1863, p. 2. 

54 e.g. WeUington Almanack for 1870 Wellington, 1870 p. 111; New Zealand Mail. 25 February 1871, 
p.20, 20 May 1871, p.11. 

55 Wellington Almanack for 1878, Wellington, 1878, p. 66. 
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time'. 56 By the end of the decade, however, a Wheeler and Wilson sewing-machine had 

been purchased from a Christchurch ironmonger and proved to be a 'great blessing ... the 

amount I got through in a short time was wonderful.'57 Mary Lee, who later earned her living 

as a seamstress and dressmaker, was given a sewing-machine by her father when she was 

eleven, in 1881, but it was sold in 1886 when her mother needed money. Another was 

purchased on time payment but taken by the landlord in lieu of rent.58 Nineteenth century 

sewing machines are well represented in museum collections in New Zealand. A study of 411 

of these revealed seventy-five different brand names, including Singer, Wertheim, Willcox 

and Gibbs, Fristor and Rossmann, Davis, Victory, Jones and Wanzer. Most of these were 

imported from America, Germany, Britain and Canada, although the route may not have 

been direct.59 Both lockstitch and chainstitch sewing mechanisms were represented.60 The 

earliest confirmed date was 1846 for a 'Howe' lockstitch treadle machine from the USA, 

which came to New Zealand via Britain,61 but the majority of the sewing machines dated 

from the 1870s and 1880s. 

Less than one third (n=12, 27%) of the cluster of forty-four dresses were completely 

handstitched, and most of these had been dated as being from the 1850s or early 1860s. One 

handstitched dress (AM 2621) was dated 1875. Makers of most dresses in this cluster must 

have gained access to sewing machines soon after their introduction to New Zealand, or 

brought either dresses or machines with them when they immigrated. No doubt the time and 

labour saving aspects of mechanised sewing appealed to most women, as they did to Sarah 

Courage. 

Predominantly these are dresses with large skirt circumferences, spanning the fashion for 

crinoline petticoats and cage crinolines. Evidence suggests that women in New Zealand did 

adopt the cage crinoline, at least for some occasions. Photographs taken for purposes such as 

carte-de-visite show skirts swelled out by understructures. Drapers, such as H. E. Nathan of 

56 Sarah Courage, p.49. 

57 ibid., p.197. 

58 Mary Isabella Lee, .'The Not So Poor.' An Autobiography. Annabel Cooper (ed). (Auckland: Auckland 
University Press, 1992), p.60. 

59 Megan Melville, 'Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Sewing Machines in New Zealand.' 
(Unpublished dissertation for Postgraduate Diploma in Consumer and Applied Science, University of 
Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand, 1993), p.66. 

60 ibid., p.38. 

61 ibid., p.34. 
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Melbourne House, High Street, Dunedin, advertised 'all sizes' of crinoline steel and 'ready

made crinoline skirts•,62 and museum collections do include some surviving examples.63 One 

discrepancy is apparent, though, in the circumferences of dresses compared to supporting 

structures. While 75% of the dresses in this sample had hemline circumferences larger than 

3090 mm, a sample of cage crinolines in Dunedin museums ranged from 1830 mm to 2490 mm in 

circumference at their lower edge.64 

The dresses examined in this chapter are fashionable dresses within the context of their 

period: not first rate or high class when compared to illustrations of holdings in British or 

American museums, but representative of the class structure of settlers to New Zealand. It is 

apparent from their survival that they were best dresses for an upwardly mobile class, who 

kept them for special events, such as visiting, church going, or parties, or because they held 

sentimental memories. Some may have been stored during childbearing and rearing phases of 

women's lives, but were not considered fashionable or worth remodelling later. They embody 

the ideology of women's place, even though in New Zealand that place, while still centred 

on home and family, was likely to be more variable. Practicality in colour for a developing 

settlement is not matched by that of fibre type or fabric, and cleaning difficulties probably 

ensured that they were worn less frequently than other dresses. Fashionable features, such as 

apron effects, peplums, decorative trims are evidence that New Zealand women knew about 

and consciously adopted fashions as they emerged. 

62 Otago Witness. 8 December 1860, p.10. 

63 Joanne Mottram, Otago and Southland Women's Foundation Garments of the Victorian Era. 
(Unpublished dissertation for Bachelor of Consumer and Applied Science (Honours), University of Otago, 
Dunedin, New Zealand, 1994), pp.38-46. 

64 ibid. 
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Chapter Six 

Princess, polonaise and bustle dresses, 1870s and 1880s 

New Zealand's European population expanded further in the 1870s after the introduction of 

assisted passages in 1873, although many people also came unassisted via Australia. While 

more than half were male, married and single women were part of the influx. They came 

predominantly from Britain, where various changes in agriculture and industry had already 

caused people to move localities and emigration was another step in that process. New 

Zealand presented opportunities for families to do well, the government promised 

employment, and ownership of land was a reasonable expectation. Workers could expect to do 

better here than in Britain, in terms of real wages,1 although a recession in the 1880s brought 

poverty for some, and lean times for many.2 

The generally increasing pace of change in Europe during the second half of the nineteenth 

century was reflected in women's fashionable dress. In both silhouette and detail, fashion 

changed with greater frequency. By 1875, the silhouette had lengthened and narrowed. The 

bodice appeared longer and smoother, and pushed the back projection of fabric further down 

the skirt, where it became a draped fall spreading into a train.3 Creating this style as a one

piece dress, the Princess style, which buttoned down the centre front, was popular, although 

two-piece versions were also common. Other variations included the 'polonaise' in which 

bodice and skirt were combined with a fluid smooth seamed effect at the back, and styles 

with aprons or sashes draped around the hips. Between 1875 and 1879 these forms of drapery 

were particularly favoured. The line of the skirt was very narrow, with any fullness 

concentrated at the back, and pleated trimmings on the front skirt held flatter than before. 

The illusion of slimness was sometimes enhanced by using two contrasting fabrics in the dress 

in such a way as to emphasise length and narrowness. For instance, the sleeves could be cut in 

an alternative fabric to suggest a sleeveless bodice.4 

1 James Belich, Making Peoples. (Auckland: Allen Lane/ The Penguin Press, 1996), p.378. 

2 Jeanine Graham, Settler Society In The Oxford History of New Zealand. 2nd ed., Geoffrey W. Rice (ed). 
(Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 136-8. 

3 Penelope Byrde, Nineteenth Century Fashion. (London: Batsford, 1992), p.71. 

4 ibid., p.72. 
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The appearance of close fit in the cuirass or corset-like bodice was achieved by seaming and 

darting. Two darts on either side of the centre front opening, four darts in all, suppressed 
fullness at the waist while creating shape for the breasts and hips. Three or five seams in 
the back bodice positioned from shoulder and armhole seamlines to centre back waistline, 

gave the illusion of a small waist and allowed the bodice to fit snugly to the body. Use of 

boning inside the bodice assisted the smooth appearance. Between 1877 and 1882 this bodice 
was cut high over the hips at the sides and lower at centre front and centre back.S Necklines 

were high and round for day wear, or possibly V -shaped with an insert of contrasting, toning 
or matching fabric. Sleeves remained fitted, and plain except for a mock cuff at the wrist, 

although according to Byrde there was a fashion for slashed puffs at the shoulders and 
elbows in 1878.6 By the early 1880s sleeves of day as well as evening dresses had shortened to 

three-quarter length. 

Two innovations of the late 1870s signalled major changes ahead in women's dress. Tea gowns 

first appeared at this time in Britain as dresses that could be worn for respite from tight 
structured fashionable dress in the late afternoon without a corset, or at least with loosened 
stays. Tea gowns were not boned. The front bodice was shaped similarly to that of the day 

dress, but the back was often cut much looser with pleats. While they were considered 
suitable only for married ladies, tea gowns quickly became dressy enough for these women to 
wear them for dining en famille? The second innovation, also considered a rather informal 
garment, was the jersey bodice, made from knitted silk or wool fabric. It fastened at the back, 

and produced a smooth, tight silhouette without the discomfort of the more structured woven 
fabric bodices. The jersey bodice was worn with a serge or flannel skirt.8 

Bustles and hip drapery returned to fashion in the early 1880s. The bustle was higher and 

narrower than in the 1870s, protruding from the centre back, so the skirt became fuller there to 

accommodate it, but also lost its train, so in fact was more convenient for the wearer. 
Asymmetrical drapery became popular from 1883, as did rich, dark colours, such as reds and 

browns, and contrasting textures such as velvet. Bodices continued to be close fitting, with 

high necklines and high stand collars, and shorter-than-wrist length sleeves. A trend in 
England to have simpler bodice and skirt styles made by tailors rather than dressmakers, led 

5 ibid. 

6 ibid. 

7 Anne Buck, Vjctorjan Costume and Costume Accessories. (London: Herbert Jenkins, 1961), p.66. 

8 Penelope Byrde, p.74. 
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to the name 'tailor-made' for these costumes, and to the more masculine styling these 

incorporated. Bodices looked like jackets with a waistcoat front, and skirts were plainer 

with far less trimming.9 

New Zealand dresses of the 1870s and 1880s were clustered into two discrete groups in this 

analysis with symbols of '+' and 'C' (Figure 6.1a and 6.1b). Major differences between the 

groups were whether the garment was one-piece or a separate bodice and skirt, and whether 

the skirt was longer or shorter than average at the centre front. There was overlap of the 

symbol '+' between cluster + (Figure 6.1a) and one group of cluster C, indicating close 

similarities of some characteristics. Two small groups occurred in the cluster analysis with a 

predominance of the symbol 'C', and thus the same characteristics. These are both shown in 

Figure 6.1b. 

Selected characteristics of dresses in Cluster + are summarised in Table 6.1a. Estimated dates 

for these dresses ranged from 1870 to 1887 (Figures 6.2 - 6.1510). All but four consisted of a 

separate bodice and skirt, and with one exception were medium or dark colours. While all 

fabrics were woven, and silk rib weaves were still a common choice, fabric structures were 

varied, and every dress incorporated more than one outer fabric. Combining fabrics with 

different light-reflecting properties was typical, especially juxtaposing a dull and shiny 

fabric of similar colour. Yarns or fabrics of wool were used in three garments, although 

whether this is wool from sheep, alpaca or some other animal was not able to be ascertained 

because yarn removal was not permissible and microscope equipment on hand was not powerful 

enough to be able to detect differences with any certainty. In OM G85.947 the bodice and 

upper skirt section was cut from black wool gaberdine and a silk taffeta was used to trim the 

front and back, create the sleeves, the tiers of the lower skirt and the bustle effect. Dress OM 

G85.952 was made from a rib weave fabric with silk warp and wool weft yarns. Velvet, with 

silk warp and cotton weft yarns and with silk pile was used to trim the dress. OSM F31 was 

cut from a cream-coloured, plain weave, wool fabric, and used cream-coloured silk brocade as 

a trimming. Velvet was used as a trimming fabric on six of these dresses, and brocade on three. 

9 Anne Buck, p.65. 

10 Photograph of OU CL 07 unavailable. 
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Table 6.1a 

Selected characteristics of dresses in a cluster '+' 

Outer fabric 

Dress Location Estimated One- Worn as Value Fibre Structure Pattern Hand 
date ~ieee wedding colour content stitched 

ress dress bodice 

67/320 NP 1870 N N black silk taffeta N y 
G85.951 OM 1870 N N dk brown/ silk dobby N N 

blue 
81/41 NP 1875 y N rnedgreen silk plain N N 
T816 AM 1875 N N dkpurple silk twill N N 
R310/7 I NP 1878 N u black silk taffeta N N 
8 
G85.947 OM 1879 y N black silk/wool taffeta N N 
CL07 uo 1880 N N dk brown silk satin N y 
49/85 NP 1880 N N black silk plain N N 
F81.152 OM 1880 y u black silk taffeta N N 
F60.11 OM 1880 N y dkpurple silk taffeta N N 
T1087 AM 1880 N u rnedblue silk taffeta/ N y 

satin 
F31 OSM 1882 y y cream wool plain N N 
G88.440 OM 1883 N y It brown silk brocade y N 
G85.952 OM 1885 N N rned brown silk/wool bengaline N N 
T2733 AM 1887 N N dkred silk taffeta/ y N 

brocade 
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Figure 6.2 

67/320 Hawke's Bay Museum 1860s (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 6.3 

81/41 Hawke's Bay Museum 1875 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.4 

49/85 Hawke's Bay Museum 1880 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 6.5 

R310/7/8 Hawke's Bay Museum 1878 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 6.6 

G85.947 Otago Museum 1879 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.7 

F81.152 Otago Museum 1880 (estimated) 

182 



Figure 6.8 

G88.440 Otago Museum 1883 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.9 

G85.951 Otago Museum 1870 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.10 

F60.11 Otago Museum 1880 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.11 

G85.952 Otago Museum 1885 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.12 

F31 Otago Settlers Museum 1882 (estimated) 

back view 

187 



\ 

Figure 6.13 

AM816 Auckland Museum 1875 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.14 

AM1087 Auckland Museum 1880 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.15 

AM 2733 Auckland Museum 1887 (estimated) 
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Table 6.1b shows selected characteristics of the nineteen cluster C dresses. These dresses were 
mostly from the same time range as those of cluster+, but two twentieth century dresses were 
also included (Figures 6.16 - 6.3311 ). Dresses in cluster C were predominantly one-piece 

garments of silk woven in rib variations of a plain weave. Fabrics of contrasting colour, lustre 
or texture were used to trim ten of these dresses. Four had been worn as wedding dresses, but 

for most few details of their history are known. AM 682 was worn by the mother of its donor 

as her wedding dress in Scotland in 1875, before being brought to New Zealand and 

subsequently altered for fit and fashion, let out at the waist, and narrowed in the skirt. 

Bodice design and assembly of cluster+ dresses is outlined in Table 6.2a. A typical bodice is 

interlined, and darted and seamed to enable the fabric to sit smoothly over the convex and 
concave shape of the female torso. It has two front darts from waistline towards bust and hip, 

a horizontal dart between these darts and the side seam at the waistline, a centre back seam, 

one or more side back seams, a high round neckline with a collar stand, and its shoulder seam 
is located over the shoulder blade. Seams and darts are stitched with machine lockstitch 
and the edges finished with hand overcasting. Side seams and side front darts are boned, and 

the armscye seam, at least, is piped. A watch pocket sits just below the waistline on the left 
front. Padding was apparent in a number of these bodices between the armhole and bust area, 
over the chest area or in the centre front section (Figure 6.34). In one case where the padding 
material could be seen, it was a cotton fibre batting. Padding was thought to improve the bust 
shaping of the bodice, and was referred to as a bust improver.12 

While five dresses of this cluster have waistline measurements smaller than the overall 

sample average, and may be small-sized garments, ten have larger waistline measurements, 

as would be expected with this style. It is difficult to achieve a very close fit at the 
waistline when the bodice extends below it. Eleven of the bodices have waiststays to help 

anchor the garment at the waist. These waiststays are made from plain or herringbone weave 
tape or, in one case, folded and stitched cotton twill fabric. Two of these waiststays are 
labelled: in G88.440, the label reads 'Brown Ewing, Dunedin', and in AM 2733 of the Auckland 

Museum, 'J. W. Brightland, Mantle and Costume Maker, Market St., Leicester'. The separate 

11 Photograph of OSM Fll1/2 unavailable. 

12 Anne Buck, p.68. 
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Table 6.1b 

Selected characteristics of dresses in a cluster 'C' 

Outer fabric 
Dress Location Estimated One- Worn as Value Fibre Structure Pattern Hand 

date ~ieee wedding colour content stitched 
ress dress bodice 

1978/3179 OSM 1870 N N dk brown silk taffeta N N 
CL01 uo 1870 y u dkpurple silk taffeta N N 
T682 AM 1875 y y dk brown silk taffeta N N 
T793 AM 1875 y y It green silk plain N N 
G92.98 OM 1878 y y rnedgreen silk taffeta N N 
G85.946 OM 1879 y N dkblue silk taffeta N N 
G85.949 OM 1880 y N dkgreen silk taffeta N N 
F102 OSM 1880 y N dkblue silk taffeta N N 
58/38 NP 1880 y N white wool plain N N 
T860 AM 1880 N N rned blue silk taffeta y N 
F57.1 OM 1885 y y rned blue silk brocade y N 
Fl11/l OSM 1907 y N white/ cotton 

black 
dobby y N 

OSM 1910 N N black cotton satin y N 
1978/3054 OSM y N It red silk brocade y N 
F72.4 OM y N rnedgrey silk taffeta N N 
OESM4 OSM y N dk brown silk taffeta N N 
1980/2006 OSM y N dk purple silk/ plain N N 

cotton 
1984/50 OSM N N dkpurple silk dobby y y 
1978/3187 OSM y N dkblue silk taffeta N N 
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Figure 6.16 

1978/3197 Otago Settlers Museum 1870 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.17 

CL01 University of Otago 1870 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.18 

AM 682 Auckland Museum 1875 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.19 

AM 793 Auckland Museum 1875 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.20 

G92.98 Otago Museum 1878 (estimated) 

skirt back 
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Figure 6.21 

G85.946 Otago Museum 1879 (estimated) 

skirt back 
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Figure 6.22 

G85.949 Otago Museum 1880 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.23 

F102 Otago Settlers Museum 1880 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.24 

58/38 Hawke's Bay Museum 1880 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.25 

AM 860 Auckland Museum 1880 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.26 

F57.1 Otago Museum 1885 (estimated) 
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Figure 6.27 

Flll/1 Otago Settlers Museum 1907 (estimated) 

bodice front detail 
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Figure 6.28 

1978/3054 Otago Settlers Museum 
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Figure 6.29 

F72.4 Otago Museum 

206 



Figure 6.30 

OESM4 Otago Settlers Museum 
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Figure 6.31 

1980/2006 Otago Settlers Museum 
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Figure 6.32 

1984150 Otago Settlers Museum 
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Figure 6.33 

1978/3187 Otago Settlers Museum 
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Feature 

Interlining 
Straight grain 

Fastening 

Dart and seam 
positions 

Neckline 

Boning 
Boning location 

Piping 
Piping location 

Trims 

Watch pockets 
Dimensions 

Table 6.2 

Bodice features of dresses 

a cluster'+' 

(n=15) 

present 
centre back 
centre front 
centre front 
hooks and eyes 
buttons and buttonholes 

centre front seam 
side front seam 
side front darts 
side seams 
side back seams 
centre back seam 
shoulder blade seam 
shoulder top seam 
low armscye seam 
high, round 
collar present 
present 
centre front 
side front 
side 
side back 
centre back 
present 
armscye 
lower edge of bodice 
neckline 
lower edge of sleeve 
side back seams 
collar 
centre back seam 
centre front edges 
side front 
buttons- functional and decorative 
lace 
braid 
self fabric trims 
fringe 
bretelles effect 
present 
shorter than average centre front bodice length 
shorter than average centre back bodice length 
smaller than average armscye circumference 
greater than average waist circumference 
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Number of Percentage of 
dresses group 

15 100 
15 100 
15 100 
14 93 
3 20 

13 87 

1 7 
0 0 

15 100 
15 100 
15 100 
12 80 
15 100 
0 0 
5 33 

14 93 
15 100 
14 93 
6 40 

10 67 
12 80 

4 27 
4 27 
9 60 
6 40 
3 20 
0 0 
3 20 
2 13 
2 13 
2 13 
2 13 
2 13 

15 100 
7 47 
2 13 
5 33 
2 13 
4 27 

11 73 
9 60 
5 33 
5 33 

10 67 



Figure 6.34 

Padding between armhole and bust 

NP67/230 
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bodices of three dresses finish at or very near the waistline with slightly pointed centre front 

and centre back shaping ,13 but those of the rest extend for some distance into the region below 

the waist. Shaping on the lower edge is curved with extra flare below the centre back 

waistline to allow the jacket bodice to sit over the bustle. 

Buttons were a decorative element at the centre front on all but one of the dresses in this 

cluster. The odd dress out had its button closure down the centre back. Buttons contrasted in 

some way with the background on which they were stitched. Some dresses had light or dark 

shell buttons, two used faceted black glass buttons and one spherical glass buttons of black but 

with colour swirled through. One dress had silver-coloured metal filigree buttons, and one 

flat painted metal buttons. The others had fabric covered buttons: usually with a pattern or 

design incorporated. Queen Victoria's long mourning brought about the fashion for black 

buttons. Black glass buttons were mass-produced by the 1880s in Venice, Bohemia, Austria 

and the United States in a large variety of patterns.14 

Bodice features of dresses in cluster C are shown in Table 6.2b. Typically, a bodice in this 

group is interlined with a plain weave cotton fabric, fastens at the centre front with buttons 

and buttonholes, and has its seams machine lockstitched. It has darts in the bodice front, 

centre back and side back seams in the back bodice, but is not boned. The neckline is high, and 

finished with a stand collar, and the shoulder seams sit over the shoulder blades. The 

armscye seam is probably at the normal position, and is finished with piping. A watch 

pocket can be found near the waistline, and the bodice is trimmed with buttons and perhaps 

some self fabric pleating or ruching. These bodices were characteristically short. The bodice 

front length was shorter than the average for the entire sample in all but three of these 

dresses, and ten bodices were also shorter than average at the centre back. The armscye 

circumference was smaller than the average in eight dresses. Waist measurements for the 

first cluster C group were all larger than average, while those of the second group were 

smaller than average except for dress Flll/2. 

Sleeve characteristics are listed in Tables 6.3a and 6.3b. In both clusters a typical sleeve is 

fitting or shaped, wrist length, has two seams down its length, and a decorative cuff at the 

wrist. Cuff treatments or simulations range from very simple turnbacks to elaborately 

13 OM G85.951, AM 816, and AM 2733. 

14 Diana Epstein and Millicent Safro, Buttons. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1991), p.86 
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Bodice feature 

Interlining 
Straight grain 

Fastening 

Dart and seam 
positions 

Neckline 

Boning 
Boning location 

Piping 
Piping location 

Trims 

Watch pockets 
Dimensions 

Table 6.2 continued 

Bodice features of dresses 

b cluster 'C' 

(n=19) 

present 
centre back 
centre front 
centre front 
hooks and eyes 
buttons and buttonholes 

centre front seam 
side front seam 
side front darts 
side seams 
side back seams 
centre back seam 
shoulder blade seam 
shoulder top seam 
low armscye seam 
high, round 
collar present 
present 
centre front 
side front 
side 
side back 
centre back 
present 
armscye 
lower edge of bodice 
neckline 
lower edge of sleeve 
side back seams 
collar 
centre back seam 
centre front edges 
side front 
buttons- functional and decorative 
lace 
braid 
self fabric trims 
fringe 
bretelles effect 
present 
shorter than average centre front bodice length 
shorter than average centre back bodice length 
smaller than average armscye circumference 
greater than average waist circumference 
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Number of Percentage 
dresses of group 

19 100 
18 95 
18 95 
19 100 

6 32 
14 74 

0 0 
0 0 

17 90 
19 100 
18 95 
19 100 
17 90 

2 11 
8 42 

19 100 
18 95 

7 37 
1 5 
7 37 
5 26 
1 5 
0 0 

14 74 
10 53 

1 5 
3 16 
5 26 
1 5 
4 21 
1 5 
4 21 
3 16 

17 90 
7 37 
3 16 
9 47 
3 16 
2 11 

13 68 
16 84 
10 53 

8 42 
10 53 



Table 6.3 

Sleeve features of dresses 

a cluster'+' 

(n=15) 

Feature Number of Percentage of 
dresses group 

Wrist length 15 100 

Longer than average sleeve length 12 80 

Two lengthwise seams 14 93 

Fitted or shaped silhouette 12 80 

Larger than average sleeve girth 4 27 

Cuff or mock cuff 14 93 

Oversleeve 1 7 

b cluster 'C' 

(n=19) 

Sleeve feature Number of Percentage of 
dresses group 

Wrist length 19 100 

Longer than average sleeve length 17 90 

Two lengthwise seams 17 90 

Fitted or shaped silhouette 17 90 

Larger than average sleeve girth 3 16 

Cuff or mock cuff 18 95 

Oversleeve 1 5 
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constructed additions, using combinations of contrasting bands of fabric, pleating, ruching, 

lace, braid, buttons and piping. These harmonise with decorative elements elsewhere on the 

garment. In both clusters the majority of sleeves were longer than average and sleeve girth 

was smaller than the average. One exception was dress AM 2733 on which the sleeves were 

puffed with pleating at the armscye, and had a horizontal seam at the elbow so that the 

lower sleeve fitted the arm and wrist. The shape of the armscye shows some changes from 

earlier design. While on a number of dresses the top of the armscye seam is still low over the 

arm (rather than on top of the shoulder arm junction) the lower section of the armscye seam is 

cut more into the bodice. Nine dresses in cluster+ have armscye seamlines which appear to 

be at the normal shoulder arm junction, although three of these camouflage this to some 

extent with epaulette-style ruching around the sleeve head.15 Upper sleeve decoration, 

especially ruching, is present on six of the cluster C dresses too. 

Features of the skirts in the two clusters are itemised in Tables 6.4a and 6.4b. A typical skirt 

from either of these clusters is interlined, cut with some flare on the seams, machine 

lockstitched, and has an overskirt. Some decorative trimming is present, most likely pleated 

strips and ruching of the same fabric as the skirt, and the hemline is protected by pleats and a 

facing. Back length of the skirt is shorter than average, and hem circumference is narrower. 

The total sample mean for hem circumference was 3090 mm. In cluster + the skirt hem 

circumference ranged from 1920 mm to 3120 mm with eleven skirts being less than 2500 mm. 

Only two skirts: F31, which had a long train, and G85.951 which had many pleats 

concentrated near the centre back, exceeded this figure. In cluster Call but one were narrower 

than the mean at the hemline with circumferences ranging from 1650 mm to 3020 mm. 

In cluster C fifteen skirts were lined or interlined, most with a cotton plain weave fabric (or 

linen in the case of OU CL01 and OSM 1978/3187), although twill weaves were also used, and 

two garments used wool and cotton blend fabrics as lining. Of those that were not lined two16 

had extra layers of outer fabric supporting the bustle section and the skirt trimming, and 

one17 had a separate underskirt of wool on a waistband with outer fabric covering the lower 

third. Hem treatments on these skirts utilised combinations of braid, pleating and facings, 

although in some cases the pleating is decoration rather than effective hemline protection. 

15 OM G85.947, OM G85.951 and OSM F31. 

16 OM G85.946 and NP 58/38. 

17 OSM 1978/3179. 
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Feature 

Lining 
Flare on seams 
Lockstitched seams 
Handstitched seams 
Pleats/ gathers at 
waistline 
Waist tape 
Placket hooks and 
eyes 
Pocket in skirt 
Overskirt 

Hem protection 

Trims 

No trims 

Dimensions 

Table 6.4 

Skirt features of dresses 

a cluster '+' 
(n=15) 

braid 
velvet 
pleats 
facing 

self fabric 
ruching 
pleats 
lace 
ribbons 
braid 
fringe 
buttons 

shorter than average centre back skirt length 
longer then average centre back skirt length 
shorter than average centre front skirt length 
longer than average centre front skirt length 
smaller than average skirt waist circumference 
larger than average skirt waist circumference 
smaller than average skirt hemline 
circumference 
larger than average skirt hemline 
circumference 
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Number of Percentage 
dresses of group 

15 100 
9 60 

15 100 
3 20 
6 40 

11 73 

11 73 
14 93 
10 67 

8 53 
0 0 

12 80 
12 80 

8 53 
8 53 

12 80 
2 13 
8 53 
4 27 
1 7 
0 0 
1 7 

14 93 
0 0 
0 0 

15 100 
5 33 

10 67 

13 87 

2 13 



Skirt feature 

Lining 
Flare on seams 
Lockstitched seams 
Handstitched seams 
Pleats/ gathers at 
waistline 
Waist tape 
Placket hooks and 
eyes 
Pocket in skirt 
Overskirt 

Hem protection 

Trims 

No trims 

Dimensions 

Table 6.4 continued 

Skirt features of dresses 

b cluster 'C' 

(n=l9) 

braid 
velvet 
pleats 
facing 

furbelows 
ruching 
pleats 
lace 
ribbons 
braid 
fringe 
buttons 

shorter than average centre back skirt length 
longer then average centre back skirt length 
shorter than average centre front skirt length 
longer than average centre front skirt length 
smaller than average skirt waist circumference 
larger than average skirt waist circumference 
smaller than average skirt hemline 
circumference 
larger than average skirt hemline 
circumference 
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Number of Percentage 
dresses of group 

15 79 
15 79 
17 90 

4 21 

8 42 
5 26 

7 37 
16 84 
15 79 

14 74 
0 0 
7 37 

14 74 

9 47 
11 58 
14 74 

2 11 
6 32 
0 0 
3 16 
3 16 
1 5 

13 68 
6 32 

18 95 
1 5 

11 58 
7 37 

18 95 

1 5 



Except for one dress18 this sample had shorter front skirt lengths than the mean, and thirteen 

also had shorter centre back skirt lengths. Four of those with longer skirt back lengths had 

substantial trains,19 where the difference between front skirt length and back skirt length 

ranged from 320rnrn to 510mm, and the other two had differences of 180rnrn and 220rnrn.20 

Fifteen dresses have some flare on the skirt, three of those that do not are straighter, bustle 

style skirt structures, but the other relies on multiple layer pleating at the centre back to 

restrict fullness to this section,21 suggesting it may be of an earlier date than most of this 

sample. Twelve skirts had bustle fullness incorporated in the centre back panel below high 

hip level. Large bows trimmed with contrasting fabric, or tabs extending from the back bodice 

emphasised the protrusion. Horizontal and vertical tucking, pleating or gathering of the 

fabric in this section created extra fullness. Trims of pleats, fringe, braid and or contrasting 

colour drew attention to what was considered aesthetically pleasing. Seven skirts had 

simpler back fullness, with gathers or pleats holding the fabric in place at or just below the 

waistline. Two of these were the known twentieth century dresses, but the other five may be 

of an earlier date than thought since this arrangement of skirt fullness pre-dates the 

complicated bustle shaping. 

In cluster + back fullness and bustle shaping are present in all garments: for three, this takes 

the form of layers of vertical pleats at the back waist, while the other skirts have more 

elaborate horizontal and vertical fullness stitched in place. Tapes which would hold the 

bustle shaping in place were found inside all the skirts. Two dresses had substantial trains, 

with considerable low back drapery,22 although on OM G88.440 the train section is 

detachable. Whether separate or part of a one-piece dress, all skirts in cluster + are 

interlined or have a backing fabric, predominantly a cotton twill, although two skirts 

possibly add to their warmth or serviceability by using a wool and cotton blend plain weave 

fabric. Interlinings range in colour from light brown or tan to dark blue or grey. Four skirts are 

constructed with vertically seamed panels with some flare at each seam,23 but others in 

cluster + are more creative arrangements of tiers, ruching or pleating and gathering, where 

the outer fabric has been stitched to the seamed but still flat backing fabric, then a final seam 

18 OSM 1978/3179. 

19 OU CL01, OM G85.946, OSM OESM4 and OSM 1978/3054. 

20 OSM 1978/3179 and OSM F102. 

21 OMF57.1. 

22 OM G88440 and OSM F31. 

23 OM G85.951, OSM F31, AM 816 and AM 2733 . 
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stitched through both outer and backing fabrics. This seam is usually the right side back seam 

and incorporates the pocket. 

Nine dresses in cluster + have overskirts, that is more than one layer of skirt. Overskirts are 

arranged as a tier, or series of tiers; on a diagonal, often with a contrasting trim to emphasise 

the effect, or as a ruched panel ending anywhere from hip level to just above the hemline. 

Two dresses rely more on their fabric for decorative effect: one has wide vertical stripes in 

blue and brown,24 the other vertical panels of a velvet brocade between plainer sections.25 

Another dress26 has an extra panel, horizontally pleated with a fringe attached to its lower 

edge, which is attached at each side seam and drapes across the front skirt. Apart from the 

tiers, ruching and pleating effects in these skirts, decoration takes the form of one or more of 

the following: braids, lace, velvet bands, pleated strips, satin edging, or cords and tassels. 

One skirt uses fringing on both front and back near the hemline. All but one of this cluster27 

has a skirt pocket. The pocket is without exception found in the right back section of the skirt 

inserted in a seamline, often the one that joins both lining and outer fabric into a cylinder. On 

one dress a pocket flap covers the opening, but the others rely on the profusion of fabric to 

conceal the pocket opening. Pocket bags are usually made of either the bodice or skirt 

interlining fabric, faced near the opening with outer fabric . They are quite deep at 

approximately 250 mm, although the opening itself may be small, ranging from 110 mm to 170 

mm. 

Dresses clustered together in this analysis represent fashion changes over the 1870s and 1880s. 

Their line is longer and narrower than dresses from earlier periods, with centre-front 

fastening, form-fitting bodices, smooth hip sections, and back drapery. Both princess and 

polonaise styles feature. The fashions for contrasting fabrics, seams to control shape, and 

shoulder decoration such as ruching although not the slashes that were popular in England in 

the late 1870s, were also present. Newspaper editorial and advertising assisted women in 

keeping up-to-date: the princess style was regarded as the favourite style for evening dress in 

24 OM G85.951. 

25 AM 2733. 

26 NP 81/41. 

27 OSM F31. 
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1880, according to the fashion correspondent for the New Zealand Mail,28 and the 'long 

bodice' was used as a selling point by W. Rattray of Auckland.29 

Jacket bodices are favoured when the outfit is two-piece, but no jersey bodices appear in this 

sample. One dress (OSM F31, dated 1882) is influenced by the jersey style in that it fastens 

down the back, but it is made from woven fabric. Jersey fabric was available in New Zealand 

by 1880. For example, in Wellington, Kirkaldie and Stains dress and costume department 

advertised in 1880 'jersey costumes in a variety of colours' and 'jersey polinaises [sic] with 

skirts complete in useful and fashionable shades·,30 and in Dunedin, Herbert Haynes and Co., 

indicated that they stocked 'The New Jersey Cloth•.31 How well the more elastic cloth was 

received in New Zealand is as yet unknown. Jersey bodices were often worn with a plain, 

contrasting skirt of woven, or possibly knitted, fabric rather than one of the same fabric. This 

study concentrated on dresses, so any jersey bodices in museum collections were excluded, as 

were other bodices without matching skirts. Elise, the Nev.J Zealand Mail's ladies' columnist, 

did suggest that the Jersey costume's attributes had been overrated: . 

.. what a fuss is made about the Jersey Costume; .. .it exposes every tum and curve of the 
body, even more fully than the 'tied in' styles ... .lts introduction is due to beautiful Mrs 
Langtry, a Jersey woman, to whom, perhaps, the fisherman's overshirt had the charms of 
early association, and being in want of an eccentricity in costume to create a sensation in 
London, she adopted it, and with a success far in excess of its merits. As an undergarment 
I do not deny its comfort, but as an outdoor garment it is out of place and indelicate.32 

Boning is absent from twelve dresses in cluster C, ten of which were dated from 1878 to the 

1880s, and two which were twentieth century dresses presumably in this group because many 

characteristics of their form and size were similar to styles of the 1870s and 1880s . Excepting 

these two dresses, lack of bones may mean that New Zealand women were following European 

fashion assiduously in adopting the idea of tea gowns if not the fully developed design. Since 

this particular fashion did seem to offer some practicality and comfort, perhaps it is not 

surprising, but it also may be that women in New Zealand were influenced by arguments for 

rationalising dress on the grounds of health which started to appear in local newspapers and 

journals from the early 1880s. In 1880, an article reprinted from The Spectator advised putting 

28 New Zealand Mail 3 April 1880, p.3. 

29 The New Zealand Herald. 8 May 1880, p.4. 

30 The New Zealand Times. 11 September 1880, p.l. 

31 Otago Daily Times. 11 September 1880, p.l. 

32 New Zealand Mail. 5 June 1880 p.3. 
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'an end to the unhealthy, distorting and ugly forms which are, through all changes of fashion 

steadily adhered to' and commented that fashion put young women 'into harness' so that 

free action and natural balance [were] restricted and destroyed instead of every function 
[having] a chance of free development, ... the incessant gradual pressure of whalebone and 
steel where Nature has not even allowed the hardness of any bony structure to press ... 33 

Lady Haberton, leader of the English Rational Dress Society, which was dedicated to the 

promotion of lighter underwear, combinations and divided skirts for women34, is quoted in 

The New Zealand Farmer, Bee and Poultry Journal in 1885 'clothing should follow the form 

and not cause fatigue and discomfort and ill-health from tightness and inconvenience.'35 The 

fashion for aesthetic dress in England was also noted here. In 1882, Mary Richmond described 

one friend's adoption of artistic dress: 'Issie Blackett has come back from England stay-less 

and in full high art costume to Wellington and created great excitement where ever she goes', 

and wanted to assist another whose 'waist is distressingly small' to 'discard those odious 

stays but I doubt whether I shall succeed.'36 Artistic or aesthetic dress developed from the 

Pre-Raphaelite artistic circle, and was also influenced by classical styles.37 In 1884, the 

Otago Witness commented 'Greek paplums(sic) and Grecian surplices, aesthetic and artistic 

teagowns, reappear with emphasised effects from season to season·.38 

Construction techniques in these dresses have altered to suit the longer line of the bodice. In 

one-piece dresses darts extend through the waistline into the skirt to provide shaping over 

the hips, and a horizontal dart at the waistline is frequently added to assist the desired 

close fit. This dart is positioned between the side seam and the front darts and suppresses 

about a centimetre of fabric at its widest. A waiststay is also employed in many dresses to 

anchor the garment firmly at the waistline. On some dresses (e.g. NP 81/41, Figure 6.35), a 

small gusset is inserted at the centre front waistline to allow expansion and curvature of the 

front edge through the waist area. More widespread adoption of newer sewing technologies 

are also apparent. Seams are not only stitched by machine; often their edges are finished 

33 New Zealand MaiL 25 December 1880, p.3. 

34 Sarah Levitt, 'From Mrs Bloomer to the Bloomer: The Social Significance of the Nineteenth-Century 
English Dress Reform Movement", Textile History. 24 (1) 1993, pp.30-l. 

35 New Zealand Farmer. Bee and Poultry JournaL V (II) November, 1885, p.347. 

36 Mary E. Richmond to Connie Dillon. In 'My hand will write what my heart dictates' Frances Porter 
and Charlotte Macdonald (eds) Auckland: Auckland University Press/ Bridget Williams Books, 1996, 
pp.177-8. 

37 Sarah Levitt, pp.31-2. 

38 Otago Witness. 20 September 1884, p.27. 
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Figure 6.35 

Gusset at centre front waistline 

NPSl/41 
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with machined stitches, instead of being hand overcast. The method by which this is done 

varies: some seam allowances are opened out and on each side of the seam the edges of 

interlining and outer fabric are turned under together about 5 mm and stitched down, or 

instead the edges of outer and interlining are turned towards each other and stitched together 

to enclose all raw edges within the seam allowances. If boning is used then these seam 

allowances create the casings in which whalebones are inserted, although the more common 

method of covering whalebone strips with tape is also still used. Two waiststays are 

labelled, one with the name of a Dunedin outfitter and draper, Brown Ewing and Co., who 

offered a full range of under- and outer-clothing, local and imported fabrics, accessories and 

haberdashery, and tailoring and dressmaking services.39 The presence of workroom labels 

indicates impending changes in methods of manufacture from individual anonymous 

dressmakers to shop workroom or ready-made supply, changes facilitated by mechanisation, 

steam-power, and the introduction of factory methods.40 Thomson, Strang and Co., of 

Dunedin, offered ready-made 'elegant costumes at 30s' and 'Fully Made Costumes from lOs 6d' 

in 1880,41 and in Auckland Milne and Choyce advertised dress and mantle-making on their 

premises.42 

Plain and figured velvets are used as trim on several dresses in cluster +. Charles Frederick 

Worth, an English couturier who had become a leading Parisian dressmaker, led a trend to 

popularise velvet in the 1870s, which continued until the end of the century. Patterned 

velvets were more costly, especially if manufactured using pure silk, although the industry 

developed techniques for using cotton in the ground weave to lower the price of fabrics.43 

'Black and Coloured Silk Velvets and Velveteens' were advertised by Brown Ewing in 1880.44 

Who wore these dresses, where and why? No direct answers are possible but some possible 

explanations can be attempted. New Zealanders fitted into about five groups or classes in the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century, according to James Belich,-'genteel and decent upper 

and lower classes, [and] at least three tiers of middle class respectability. The highest were 

39 e.g. Advertisement, Otago Daily Times. 11 December 1880, p.l. 

40 Erik Olssen, A History of Otago. (Dunedin: John Mcindoe, 1984), p.104. 

41 Otago Daily Times. 11 September 1880, p.l, 13 November 1880 p.l . 

42 The New Zealand Herald. 9 October 1880, p.4. 

43 Roberta Orsi Landini, 'Luxury and Practicality' . In Velvet. Fabrizio de' Marinis (ed) (Milan: Idea 
Books, 1994), pp.97-102. 

44 Otago Daily Times, 11 December 1880 p.l. 
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wealthy farmers, urban business families and manufacturers ... not numerous in the colonial 

era.' Next a layer of 'small but secure businessmen, master artisans and medium farmers. 'At 

the bottom tier of respectability were the fortunate, married minority of unskilled workers 

who made it into independency,' by becoming small farmers, and from the 1880s onwards 

'white collar workers, office working subordinates of genteel officials, merchants and 

bankers' .45 The colonial genteel elite, although much broader in definition than its British 

counterpart, developed many aspects of that subculture, such as its social patterns of calling, 

leaving cards, parties, dinners and balls.46 Even in isolated country areas events would draw 

people together. Flo Derry, of Waiau in North Canterbury, who could 'ride 20 or 30 miles and 

[not] meet a soul.... went to five or six jolly balls ... and to one or two quiet hops' in a season.47 

In Wellington, a social season developed alongside the parliamentary session, with rounds of 

visiting, dinners and receptions.48 On a visit there in 1875, Maria Atkinson wrote 

I have just come in from a ladies' luncheon party, and dear me! I am thankful I live in 
Nelson! Fancy the trouble and expense of getting up a really elegant little dinner for 8 
ladies who meet and chat for 3 hours, the conversation never rising above the level of an 
ordinary morning call! .. .. There is a grand dancing At Home tonight at Dr Pollen's to 
which Annie has been trying to drive me or lure me, but happily I have nothing suitable 
for 'At Homes' so will not stir abroad.49 

For women, being appropriately attired in fashionable dress was no doubt an unspoken 

criterion of entry to these social events. Emily Cumming Harris and her sister of Nelson, 

genteel but poor, went to 'two At Homes at Mrs Arthur Atkinson's [Maria Atkinson] .... Met 

plenty of fashionable people there, lots of beautiful dresses but felt at ease ... as our own 

dresses were comme il faut.' She also represented her family at a public 'at home' the 

Governor's wife, Lady Onslow, held in Nelson as she 'had the most decent looking dress and 

bonnet' .so Middle and working classes also established social activities centred on churches, 

sporting clubs, and meeting halls.Sl Women at all levels of society worked, whether within 

their homes or assisting their husband's businesses, or in their own right out of desire or 

necessity. While dress for work was not an issue many have commented on, Margaret Fiddler 

45 James Belich, pp.397-9. 

46 James Belich, pp.403-4. 

47 Flo Derry to her cousin Harry, 8 February 1885. In Frances Porter and Charlotte Macdonald (eds), 
p .204. 

48 Jeanine Graham, p.l35. 

49 Maria Atkinson to Emily Richmond, Wellington 5 September 1875. In Frances Porter and Charlotte 
Macdonald (eds), p.174. 

50 Emily Cumming Harris, diary, 1886-89.1n Frances Porter and Charlotte Macdonald (eds), p.l80-1. 

51 Caroline Daley, 'Taradale Meets The Ideal Society and its Enemies.' New Zealand Journal of History. 
25 (2) 1991, pp.l29-146. 
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certainly found her outfit gave her confidence when she chaired the opening lecture at her 

school of cookery in Dunedin in 1877. 

'I wore my black silk and green felt bonnet done up with ecru terry and silk at the lecture, 
but now you may imagine me figuring two hours five days a week on a small platform 
dressed in a gray princess dress, muslin apron with bib, muslin sleeves and pale blue, 
green or lavender bow.'52 

Dresses in clusters + and C are representative of the kind of society Belich described. The 

range of fabrics, trims and buttons used reflects the broader choices possible in a more settled 

environment, with retail outlets more accessible and better stocked than in former years. 

Fashion influences from abroad are still the major source of design inspiration, an expected 

circumstance in a country where many are immigrants. Colours and skirt lengths are mostly 

practical for daily wear, although skirts must still have been cumbersome and heavy. 

Trained skirts were probably reserved for inside or evening wear. With the exception of one 

dress, which was labelled as made in England53, and from its figured velvet fabric and 

jewelled braid a costly dress, these are not extravagant garments, but solidly respectable, 

able to be worn for the variety of daytime outings possible for genteel, and middle class 

women in 1870s and 1880s New Zealand. 

52 Margaret Fiddler to an English friend. In Frances Porter and Charlotte Macdonald (eds), p.436. 

53 AM 2733. 
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Chapter Seven 

Late nineteenth and early twentieth century dresses 

By the 1890s New Zealand had four substantial cities with European populations between 

41 000 and 58 000, civic infrastructures and buildings, university colleges, and railway and 

shipping connections. The sex ratio in the European population was approaching an even 

split, and natural increase had overtaken immigration as the major source of population 

growth. The age structure of the population matured, so there were more middle aged and old 

people.l More than half the European population lived in urban areas of at least 10 000 

people. Manufacturing and other industries were well established, and employed increasing 

numbers of women. Not only were opportunities for women to live and work outside the 

boundaries of home and family greater, but other activities also became possible, such as 

higher education, and participation in sports. It is tempting to think that in such a time of 

expanded horizons, women would have loosened their stays and waistlines, raised their 

hemlines and worn simpler clothing. However, while clothing factories offered colonial

made clothes from colonial-produced cloth to men and boys, drapers and department stores 

still stressed European connections for women's fashion. 

The dress of British women changed quite abruptly at the end of the 1880s. Penelope Byrde 

describes the changes first as the sloughing off of all the top skirt draperies and the bustle to 

leave a smooth, fitted line created by gores. A small amount of back fullness, supported by a 

pad did remain for a few years, accompanied by a return of the train. A second radical change 

was in the sleeves, which grew very large over the upper arm and shoulder, bringing the focus 

of attention back to the bodice, which consequently became the site for decoration and 

elaboration.2 Revers or lapels were a frequently adopted trim on jacket bodices, simulated 

square, round or V-shaped yokes appeared, and gathered fullness over the closely-fitting 

centre-front section became popular later in the decade as the waistline lengthened. Beading, 

braids, and lace were used in profusion on both front and back. The bodice retained its corset

like boned and waisted structure, and developed a higher stand collar than its 1880s version.3 

1 Erik Olssen, 'Towards a New Society' . In The Oxford History of New Zealand. Geoffrey W. Rice (ed) . 
2nd ed, (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp.255-7. 

2 Penelope Byrde, Nineteenth Century Fashion. (London: B.T. Batsford, 1992), pp.82-4. 

3 Anne Buck, Victorian Costume and Costume Accessories. (London: Herbert Jenkins, 1961), p .74. 
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As relief from tight, boned bodices the tea-gown continued through the 1890s. Apart from 

being looser, and often high waisted or 'Empire'-line, it was very similar to other dresses of 

the time in its elaboration.4 Sleeves of both tea-gowns and dresses reached their maximum 

size in the upper arm around 1896, although their size was deceptive: an internal lining 

usually fitted the arm closely. At the same time skirts widened at the hemline, often with 

tucks or braid used to emphasise the line. Thus the illusion created was of a small waist 

between the horizontal decoration of the upper bodice and sleeves, and the flared width of 

the skirt. Tailor-made costumes flourished in the 1890s, with blouses becoming as ornate and 

structured as dress bodices.5 Heavy fabrics such as satins and stiff silks were fashionable for 

most of the 1890s, but just before the tum of the century, softer, lighter, clinging materials 

became popular. Black and white, and paler tints of purple and green were fashionable.6 

Extravagance in fashionable dresses prevailed through the early years of the twentieth 

century, stimulated by the example of Parisian high society, and the full social life of upper

class Edwardian England. Formality and luxury were dictated by the social round of the 

Court, and created by couturiers such as Worth, Redfern and Callot? Laces, nets, crepe de 

Chine, and cashmere were layered with frills, ribbons, beads and braids, particularly in 

bodices which enhanced the now desirable mono-bosom shape of the chest. The fashionable 

waistline was small and tilted forward while the hips were forced back by the so-called 

Health Corset developed in 1900.8 Necklines of day dresses retained the high boned or wired 

collar, but evening dresses became daringly bare. Until about 1908, skirt silhouettes remained 

flat and smooth over the hips and flared towards the hem with trains reappearing for both 

day and evening dress. Extra decoration was often added to enhance the train and flared line, 

especially at the back of the skirt. 

Social changes in the lives of many women, such as work outside the domestic sphere, 

opportunities for higher education, and sports participation affected fashion in the later 

years of the decade. More practical and less fussy tailored costumes of jacket, blouse and skirt 

became established wear for women, hemlines rose to clear the ground for many day dresses, 

4 ibid., p78. 

5 ibid., pp. 75-6. 

6 ibid., pp.83-4. 

7 Elizabeth Ewing, History of Twentieth Century Fashion. 3rd ed, (London: Batsford, 1986), pp.4-6. 

8 ibid.,pp.8-9. See also David Bond, The Guinness Guide to 20th Century Fashion. (Enfield: Guinness 
Superlatives, 1981), pp.8-10. 
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and dresses with flowing lines instead of a wasp waist appeared. These changes were also 

brought about by two or more decades of activity by dress-reformers in Europe. In Germany, Dr 

Gustav Jaeger had created 'sanitary' knitted woollen undergarments for both women and men 

which he showed at the 1884 International Health Exhibition in London. These were one

piece designs, which reduced the amount and weight of garments, and aided warmth.9 

Another dress reform movement started in Germany in the first decade of the twentieth 

century, advocating a garment hanging from the shoulders and worn without a corset.10 

The Rational Dress Society, established in England in 1880, orchestrated a campaign 'to 

promote the adoption, according to individual taste and convenience, of a style of dress based 

on consideration of health, comfort and beauty, and to deprecate the constant changes of 

fashion that cannot be recommended on these grounds.'ll Members of the Society were firmly 

opposed to corsets and tight-lacing, believing it important to leave vital organs unimpeded 

and to support clothes from the shoulders. Their fervent wish was that women would adopt 

trousers, or 'bifurcated garments' as they tended to call them. The dress reformers of the late 

nineteenth century were well aware of the ridicule that bloomers had been subjected to in the 

1850s, so applied more health and eugenics reasoning to their arguments. Survival of the race 

depended on having a healthy body capable of producing healthy infants.12 When cycling 

became a fashionable middle-class pastime and a symbol of emancipation, some women 

adopted versions of bifurcated garments or rational dress as their cycling costume. Publicity 

for dress reformers' ideas and designs was widespread in late nineteenth century Britain, 

although often accompanied by derision of the appearances advocated, especially the 

rational dress for cycling.l3 Although it took much time and a war for trousers to become 

acceptable public wear for women, by 1908, when Paul Poiret, a French designer, created 

dresses that hung from the shoulders with high, loose waists and narrow skirts, many 

fashion-conscious women were ready to adopt the new look. 

9 Stella Mary Newton, Health. Art and Reason. (London: John Murray, 1974), pp.98-102. 

10 Alison Gemsheim, Vjctorjan and Edwardian Fashion. A Photographic Survey. (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1963), p.87. 

11 Newton, p.117. 

12 Sarah Levitt, 'From Mrs Bloomer to the Bloomer: The Social Significance of the Nineteenth-Century 
English Dress Reform Movement'. Textile History. 24 (1) 1993, pp.27-37. 

13 David Rubinstein, 'Cycling in the 1890s'. Victorian Studies. 21 1977-78, pp.63-65. 
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New Zealand dresses of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries accumulated in 

cluster A, (Figure 7.1) which contained thirty dresses with estimated or actual dates in the 

1890s and 1900s, the most recent being dresses from about 1912 (Table 7.1, Figures 7.2-7.31). 

Twenty-three (77%) had a separate bodice and skirt. The ten known wedding dresses are 

light coloured, either white or cream, but other dresses in the sample are medium values of 

blue, purple or brown (n=4), and the remaining thirteen are dark: twelve black and one dark 

blue. Silk is the favoured fibre for eighteen dresses, but use of other natural fibres and blends 

is more noticeable in this cluster than in other clusters. One dress is made from linen, three 

from cotton, and one from wool. Blends of silk and cotton (n=3), silk and wool (n=2), wool and 

cotton (n=1) and cotton and linen (n=1)are used for other dresses. Dresses made from blended 

fibre types or fibres other than silk are more likely to have estimated dates of 1900 or later. 

Patterned fabrics are used in thirteen dresses (43%), in all but two cases the pattern is self

coloured. The two exceptions are D77.526 which uses a striped silk taffeta fabric in tan and 

brown for the body of the garment, as well as a dense brown velvet for sleeves and neckline, 

and F52.133 made of a black silk brocade with red, yellow and green sprigs of flowers, 

combined with a red and black velvet brocade centre front panel and sleeve edging. Variety 

of fabric structure across the group is a key feature: satin weaves (n=8), brocades (n=7), rib 

weaves (n=6), other plain weaves (n=6) including one crepe, dobby weaves (n=2), and velvet 

(n=1) all appear as predominant fabrics. Seaming throughout these dresses is done with 

machine lockstitch, although hand stitches could still be found in places, such as finishing 

and neatening seam allowances. 

Table 7.2 summarises selected features of the bodices of cluster A dresses . Bodices are 

typically interlined, boned at more than one location, open at the centre front with hook and 

eye fastenings, have side and side back seams, a neckline to armscye seam on top of the 

shoulder, and an armscye seam positioned at the normal arm-torso junction or slightly higher 

on the shoulder. The neckline is high with an attached stand collar stiffened by whalebone, 

metal strips, or wire. The centre front waistline is elongated so that bodice front length is 

longer than the average over the entire sample of dresses, and the waist is anchored with a 

stay or band. The typical bodice is trimmed with lace and braid, but was not piped. Revers or 

mock lapels are present on eleven dresses, seven have round yoke shapes, four squared yokes 

and three V -shaped yoke insertions. On many of these bodices the trims lead the eye from 

the shoulder to the centre front waist, as had the designs of more than fifty years earlier. 
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'"" G85958 • A • A H H H H A • A A A A A • A A • L L L L 0 A 
'"" F52.133 D D D • A N • • A N N • A N N A 0 A N A A • D A N A D • I A 
'"" G862 D I D • A • • A • A • A I A A A F F F F F F F F F 0 A D A 
<>n F8J.I28 D I D : A • • A = A = A A A AFFFFFFFFFOA D A 
'"" G86.5 0 D D A A A A • I A • D A • A D • A 
an F70.109 D D D II OOAOAOA A A A A • I A • I A • A 0 • A 
'"" G9156 D I D AGGGI)OJJ I G G A A A A P I A D I E E E E P P A 
'"" G9J.226 I B B A AOI ABIOAB B A P A A BBIEIEEPP A 
ou Cl.02 • A 0 B •A HHOHB•OBI ABO B A B A A•BB•EEEEII A 
'"" F6131 • A • A G H H 0 H A • A G G I A A 0 0 A • I A••GOO I • A 
'"" G86.23 • A A A • 1 A • • A = A = A A 
'"" G85956 = I I A N • • A N N = A N N A A A N A A•LLNLO • 
'"" G88.187 • A I 0 0 0 0 • • A • K • A I A K I A A • A A 0 L L L L 0 • K K A 
oesn F96 AOl AGIIA K AGGGIOK OA A AI K A 0 K K A 
om G86.4J A AIIIA AOAOGGAIIIAFOFFFFFFG A I A 
om G862-4. AO AIIIA)))IJ AII•AI A A A 0 • A 
!!0'1 86.281 A I A A J 0 I J J 0 A 0 A A A A A A 0 0 0 
om G85.957 lA A A))IJJ IAA AFFFFFFOFF AO A 
em F63.6 I A IIA A)J JJJ IAA AFOFFFFFFF AO A 
om G8621 I 0 A A H H H J J J J J A A A A A A A A 0 A 
sn 077526 ++0000000+..-1 A 0+ AA AA+1 AOOA A 0 + 0 
'"" F52.132 D I D A A A A 0 A A M I M M I A A D A A D I A 
om GJf/244 A A I 0 A 0 A A A M M M 0 I A A A A 

'"" G86.32 I A A A AI lA AFFFFFFFOF A I 0 
om C85.9S9 A A N H H H N N A N 0 A A A N A A A N A A 
em G85.963 A AN AOO A ONNA AAPI A ANAO p p 0 

A A N I 0 0 A 0 N N A A A P I A A N A p p A 
'"" G86.39 I A I A A 0 A A 0 I A A OFPFFFF 0 F F 0 p p A 
om GB7Zl5 c 0 c c A A 0 A A A C A A P A A C C A A P P I A 
oesn Fll4 D D D c 0 A A A A 0 C 0 A I A A C L L L L D C I A 

Figure 7.1 

Cluster solution for dresses in cluster A 
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Table 7.1 

Selected characteristics of dresses in cluster 'A' 

Outer fabric 

Dress Location Estimated One- Worn as Value Fibre Structure Pattern Hand 
date ~ieee wedding colour content stitched 

ress dress bodice 

077.526 SM 1880 N N med. brown silk taffeta y N 
G85.963 OM 1890 N N med. blue silk taffeta N N 
F52.132 OM 1890 N N dkblue cotton velvet y N 
G86 .32 OM 1893 N y white silk satin N N 
G85.964 OM 1895 N y white silk/ cotton brocade y N 
G85.956 OM 1898 N N black silk taffeta N N 
86 .281 SM 1900 N N lt brown linen plain N N 
F98 OSM 1900 y N black silk satin N N 
G85.957 OM 1900 N N black silk taffeta N N 
F80.128 OM 1900 N N black silk brocade y N 
F61.31 OM 1901 y N black silk brocade y N 
G86.2 OM 1901 N N black silk satin y N 
G87.224 OM 1904 N y white silk plain N N 
G85.959 OM 1907 N N black silk satin N N 
G88.187 OM 1907 N y white silk satin N N 
F114 OSM 1908 y N black silk dobby y N 
CL02 uo 1908 y N black cotton brocade y N 
G91.98 OM 1908 N y white silk/ cotton satin y N 
G86 .39 OM 1910 N y white silk satin N N 
G86.5 OM 1910 N N black wool/cotton brocade y N 
G86 .2J OM 1910 N N lt red silk/wool plain N N 
G86.21 OM 1910 N N lt brown cotton/linen plain N N 
G87.275 OM 1911 y y white wool taffeta? N N 
G90.226 OM 1912 N y white silk/ cotton brocade y N 
G86.41 OM 1912 y y white cotton dobby y N 
G86 .24 OM 1912 y N med.purple silk plain N N 
G85.958 OM 1913 N N black silk taffeta N N 
F52.133 OM N N black silk brocade y N 
F70.109 OM N N medblue silk/wool crepe N N 
F63.6 OM N y white silk satin N N 
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Figure 7.2 

077.526 Southland Museum 1880 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.3 

G85.963 Otago Museum 1890 (estimated) 
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Figure 7.4 

F52.132 Otago Museum 1890 (estimated) 

bodice front, detached collar 
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Figure 7.5 

G86.32 Otago Museum 1893 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.6 

G85.964 Otago Museum 1895 (estimated) 
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Figure 7.7 

G85.956 Otago Museum 1898 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.8 

86.281 Southland Museum 1900 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.9 

F98 Otago Settlers Museum 1900 (estimated) 

bodice back 
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Figure 7.10 

G85.957 Otago Museum 1900 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.11 

F80.128 Otago Museum 1900 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.12 

F61.31 Otago Museum 1901 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.13 

G86.2 Otago Museum 1901 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.14 

G87.244 Otago Museum 1904 (estimated) 
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Figure 7.15 

G85.959 Otago Museum 1907 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.16 

G88.187 Otago Museum 1907 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.17 

F114 Otago Settlers Museum 1908 (estimated) 
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Figure 7.18 

CL02 University of Otago 1908 (estimated) 
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Figure 7.19 

G91.98 Otago Museum 1908 (estimated) 
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Figure 7.20 

G86.39 Otago Museum 1910 (estimated) 
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Figure 7.21 

G86.5 Otago Museum 1910 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.22 

G86.23 Otago Museum 1910 (estimated) 
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Figure 7.23 

G86.21 Otago Museum 1910 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.24 

G87.275 Otago Museum 1911 (estimated) 

255 



Figure 7.25 

G90.226 Otago Museum 1912 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.26 

G86.41 Otago Museum 1912s (estimated) 
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Figure 7.27 

G86.24 Otago Museum 1912 (estimated) 
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Figure 7.28 

G85.958 Otago Museum 1913 (estimated) 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.29 

F52.133 Otago Museum 

bodice front 
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Figure 7.30 

F70.109 Otago Museum 
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Figure 7.31 

F63.6 Otago Museum 
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Table 7.2 

Bodice features of dresses in cluster 'A' 

(n=30) 

Feature Number of ~ercentage 
dresses m group 

Interlining present 28 93 
Straight grain centre back 30 100 

centre front 30 100 
Fastening centre front 21 70 

hooks and eyes 28 93 
buttons and buttonholes 2 7 

Dart and seam 
positions centre front seam 1 3 

side front seam 5 17 
side front darts 14 47 
side seams 27 90 
side back seams 19 63 
centre back seam 8 27 
shoulder blade seam 9 30 
shoulder top seam 14 47 
low armscye seam 2 7 

Neckline high, round 30 100 
collar present 30 100 

Boning present 29 97 
Boning location centre front 20 67 

side front 25 83 
side 25 83 
side back 21 70 
centre back 24 80 

Piping present 0 0 
Trims buttons -functional and decorative 8 27 

lace 23 77 
braid 17 57 
self fabric trims 10 33 
fringe 2 7 
bretelles effect 6 20 

Watch pockets present 4 13 
Hanging tapes present 27 90 
Dimensions shorter than average centre front bodice length 5 17 

longer than average centre front bodice length 25 83 
shorter than average centre back bodice length 9 30 
longer than average centre back bodice length 21 70 
smaller than average armscye circumference 2 7 
greater than average waist circumference 11 37 
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Exceptions to this general pattern included G86.21, a loose-structured, two-piece dress made 

from a cotton and linen blend fabric, which was not lined or interlined, had boning only in the 

collar stand, and fastened at the centre back with buttons and buttonholes. Its design was 

clearly influenced by the fashion in England and France for tea-gowns. In nine of the group 

the neckline to armscye seam across the top of the shoulder blade was retained, but seven 

others had a design that avoided this seam altogether, such as a shaped yoke. Eight dresses 

used non-functional buttons as trim. Two dresses without collar stands had flat collars 

instead, and six others included a collar fall with the stand. 

Table 7.3 outlines characteristics of the sleeves of dresses in cluster A. A representative 

sleeve is wrist length, fitting or shaped to the curve of the arm with more than one seam, has 

a looser oversleeve in the upper arm section but is smooth and flat around the upper arm. Its 

girth measurement is smaller than average, although its armscye circumference is larger than 

average. While some sleeves are the large puffed style of the early-to-mid 1890s most of 

these dresses either pre-dated or post-dated this fashion. 

All skirts in this group (Table 7.4) are flared, and all but three lined or interlined. The flared 

design created any shaping into the waistline, since a smooth appearance over the hips was 

now considered desirable. With this smoother design an in-seam pocket is less able to be 

hidden, and a patch pocket was not fashionable, so only six of these skirts have a pocket. 

Skirts hang from a waist-tape or a waistband, and close with hooks and eyes down a placket. 

Two skirts use domes as placket closures. Trimming on skirts shows restraint: on six there are 

no trims at all, on twelve skirts only one kind of trim is used, on nine two varieties, on two 

three kinds and on one skirt (G86.5) four: lace, braid, fringe and buttons, all in black on a black 

garment fabric. Trims emphasise horizontal and vertical flaring lines of skirts. The hem 

circumference of seven skirts is larger than the mean, (3280 mm to 6160 mm), but all others 

have hem circumferences smaller than the mean (1740 mm to 3090 mm). Some form of hemline 

protection is present on all but two dresses. 

As a group these dresses illustrate developments and changes in other aspects of women's 

lives. For instance, all but three had hanging tapes inserted in bodice and/ or skirt, hanging 

by this time being the storage method preferred over the earlier method of folding and 

storing flat. Eight dresses had dress protectors stitched to the inside underarm area in an 

effort by the makers or wearers to prevent soiling and staining, and reduce the need for 

cleaning, which was more difficult on dresses with elaborate trims and mixtures of materials. 

Commercially-made dress protectors had names such as 'Admyra' and 'Grace'. Only four of 
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Table 7.3 

Sleeve features of dresses in cluster 'A' 

(n=30) 

Feature Number of Percentage of 
dresses group 

Wrist length 25 83 

Longer than average sleeve length 21 70 

Two lengthwise seams 15 50 

Fitted or shaped silhouette 20 67 

Larger than average sleeve girth 8 27 

Cuff or mock cuff 12 40 

Oversleeve 23 77 
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Table 7.4 

Skirt features of dresses in cluster 'A' 

(n=30) 

Feature Number of Percentage 
dresses of group 

Lining 27 90 
Flare on seams 30 100 
Lockstitched seams 30 100 
Handstitched seams 0 0 
Pleats/ gathers 7 23 
At waistline 
Waist tape 25 83 
Placket hooks and 
?c;es 27 90 

ocket in skirt 6 20 
Over skirt 7 23 

Hem protection braid 4 13 
velvet 8 27 
pleats 11 37 
facing 13 43 

Trims self fabric 6 20 
ruching 7 23 
pleats 5 17 
lace 7 23 
ribbons 4 13 
braid 6 20 
fringe 1 3 
buttons 4 13 

No trims 6 20 

Dimensions shorter than average centre back skirt length 21 70 
longer then average centre back skirt length 9 30 
shorter than average centre front skirt length 16 53 
longer than average centre front skirt length 11 37 
smaller than average skirt waist circumference 17 57 
larger than average skirt waist circumference 12 40 
smaller than average skirt hemline 
circumference 

22 73 

larger than average skirt hemline 7 23 
circumference 
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these dresses had a watch pocket. Chatelaines were more fashionable nearer the turn of the 

century, and often had a fob watch as one element, and wristwatches, which had been 

available since the 1840s,14 were now more common. Pockets were noticeably absent from 

skirts too, which meant a revival of handbag use if women wanted to carry essential items 

formerly concealed in pockets. 

Some alterations in design and assembly techniques are apparent. Skirt design, in particular 

has altered radically from bustle and back drapery styles of the 1870s and 1880s to the 

smooth line of the 1890s. New Zealand dressmakers took their lead from Europe in creating 

changes, and local journalists did their best to convince women to move with the fashions. 

The ladies' columnist for the Otago Witness did not mince her words: 

In a very little while we shall see figures parading the streets with no crowns to their 
hats, and no fullness at the back of their dresses, and nobody will know until a very hard 
look into a lady's face whether she is an old woman or not...The balloon-like steels that 
were worn two years ago were hideous, and took away all the grace from a woman's 
carriage; but the tiny bustle now worn, just the pad and fullness at the back, is becoming 
- it detracts from a multitude of defects. Everybody has not got a pretty back, and to 
wear draperies straight at the back of the waist a pretty back is indispensable in order 
that most people may look well. Round shoulders and ugly hips are too noticeable with 
the Princess style of dress .IS 

While the basic structure and cut of bodices was similar to that of earlier decades, some 

techniques, such as piping of seams, vanished. Fabrics and trims were applied in layers over 

the basic bodice shape to create the elaborate appearance of yokes, revers and mock collars. 

Though some of these dresses are estimated to have been made and worn in 1910 or later, they 

show only a little evidence of the revolutionary changes in style introduced by Poiret in 1908. 

Waistlines on several of the later dresses are higher, hemlines have risen and trains 

disappeared, but the overall effect is still Edwardian in decorative elements and structure. 

Waistlines remain smaller than average for a majority of the dresses in this sample (n=19, 

63%), and their overall style is fashionable, rather than rational. This is perhaps not 

unexpected given the focus on dresses here. It may be that looser forms of dress were worn as 

separates, therefore excluded from this study, or that New Zealand women chose not to adopt 

a more rational approach to dressing, or that they were not aware of the debate about the 

restrictiveness of women's dress. Or do these dresses reflect the changing character of the 

population, an older more affluent group of wearers who might tend towards fashion rather 

than reform? There are almost no items that can be called rational dress in museum 

14 Gernsheim, p.29. 

15 Otago Witness, 18 January 1889, p.33. 
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collections in New Zealand. Was there then a movement to reform women's dress in this 

country, and if so, was its impact limited, or are museum collections of dresses not 

representative of actual dress practices? 

Reform of dress, especially abandonment of corsets and loosening of waistlines but also 

adoption of bifurcated skirts, was debated in a variety of New Zealand newspapers from the 

1880s by journalists and others. For example, 'Civis' linked dress reform with women's 

suffrage in 1884: 

If women cannot even dress themselves in a tolerable manner how can we expect them to 
shine as philosophers or legislators? ... Women's want of judgement and of capacity in 
public affairs is nowhere more lamentably apparent that inner treatment ofner own 
waist. If there is one thing more indispensable than another in a statesman or woman it is 
a due sense of the proportion of things. Now how can there be any such sense in a woman 
who deliberately, and with much pain and suffering, turns her waist into a mere 
connecting link, so to speak, between her upper and lower quarters? ... Only imagine what 
the Venus de Medici [s1c] would have been 1ike had her sculptor endowed her with such a 
middle!. . .! would give no woman a vote who abused her waist.16 

Elise, ladies' columnist for the New Zealand Mail, produced a vivid description of a corset 

demonstration that took place at the International Health Exhibition: 

a waxen figure, laboriously, and with audible groans, lacing a pair of black satin corsets 
on its own body, until the waist is compressed to the diameter of a "fashionably," pretty 
figure; then the lace is loosed and the body enlarges to what should have been its natural 
size. Dreadfully real is the exhibition, and it must bring many a blush in those conscious 
of guilt in thus abusing their own persons, and injuring their vital organs.17 

Dr Florence Keller, an American living in Christchurch, was reported as using a model 

skeleton to demonstrate the effects of the corset on the rib cage in breathing at a lecture to 

local women's groups.l8 Other health problems were also attributed to corset-wearing and 

tight-lacing. The high incidence of stillbirth, infant death, and the early death of women, 

breast cancer, gallstones, and loss of height with increasing age, were all thought to be 

exacerbated by stay-wearing.19 But in spite of a climate of opinion apparently favourable to 

dress reform, rational dress in all its various forms was attacked as being hideous, ungainly, 

and indecent. The most controversial item was the bifurcated garment as outerwear. Its 

proponents stressed its practicality, appealing to women's convention and commonsense. As 

Elise pointed out: 

16 Civis, Otago Witness, 20 September 1884, p.18. 

17 New Zealand MaiL 8 August 1884, p.3. 

18 White Ribbon, October 1901, p.l. 

19 White Ribbon, May 1895, p.6; July 1904, pp.6-7; August 1906, pp.8-9; New Zealand Farmer. Bee and 
Poultry JournaL July 1885, p.l18. 
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The movement in favour of rational dress is one for making all women sensible. Dress is 
the outward sign of character, and when women become wise they will dress according to 
common sense and adopt the style best suited to face, figure, age, and position in 
life .... dress .. .is not worth setting up as an idol. It is by no means worth running in debt 
for, or sacrificing health, strength, and comfort for, but it is worth some little trouble, 
patience and thought. Therefore, I would urge you to adopt a common-sense style that 
will conduce to sanitation and comfort, and to cast aside prejudice when dealing with the 
question of reform. Some dresses called 'rational' are not beautiful, but this may be 
owing to a lack of taste on the part of the maker or wearer.20 

The Women's Christian Temperance Union, at this time the only New Zealand-wide women's 
organisation, promoted reform of dress as part of its 'crusade for Social Purity'.21 Each branch 
of the Union had a Department of Hygiene, covering women's health matters, including dress 

reform. The establishment of the White Ribbon in 1895 as the WCTU's official paper 
allowed its views on dress reform (although not on the latest fashions) to be aired widely.22 

Reorganisation of underwear so that warmth and weight were more evenly distributed; the 
use of bifurcated under-garments for modesty and health; attachment of skirts to bodices so 
that weight was supported from the shoulders rather than the waist, with a concurrent 
reduction in weight and length of the skirt, were all suggested as reforms to be carried out 
along with the abolition of the corset. Systematic exercise was also recommended.23 The 

White Ribbon continued to publish pro-dress reform articles well into the twentieth century. 

The 'health' corset was condemned as roundly as earlier versions had been, as it still 

interfered with free expansion of the lungs.24 The extent to which members of the WCTU put 

into practice the advocated reforms is unknown, but since one of the pledges of purity agreed to 
by those joining the WCTU was 'to be modest in language, behaviour and dress' it may have 
been difficult for them to adopt knickerbocker costumes.25 Perhaps the discarding of corsets, 
and the wearing of divided under-things were practised widely, although Frances Willard, 
the American founder of the WCTU, commented that the corset habit among women was as 

difficult to break as the alcohol and tobacco habit among men.26 The Dunedin correspondent 

for the New Zealand Graphic and Ladies Journal encapsulated what many women no doubt 

thought: 

20 New Zealand Mail. 16 September 1887, p.4. 

21 Phillida Bunkie, "The Origins of the Women's Movement in New Zealand: The Women's Christian 
Temperance Union 1885-1895', in Women in New Zealand Society. Phillida Bunkie and Beryl Hughes (eds). 
Sydney: George Allen and Unwin, 1980, pp.53,62. 

22 White Ribbon. July 1895, p.l. 

23 White Ribbon, May 1896, pp.l-2. 

24 White Ribbon. July 1904, pp.l0-11. 

25 Bunkie, p.71. 
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what we want is a style of dress that will suit all classes of women equally - rich and 
poor, young and old alike - something that will relieve us of the burden of heavy skirts 
without making us conspicuous, and doing away with the gracefulness of female 
attire .... Women love their furbelows too well to sacrifice them for anything hideous.27 

New Zealand women increasingly participated in sport in the late nineteenth century. They 

played golf and tennis, rode, swam, skated and cycled, did gymnastics and went 

mountaineering. Discussion about what to wear for sporting activities centred on propriety 

and convention.28 While some advocated use of reform dress for these pastimes most women 

wore a version of their everyday dress until well into the twentieth century. In Christchurch, 

the Atalanta Cycling Club for women was formed in 1892, with Alice Burn, already a vocal 

and practising advocate of rational dress, as its secretary. She lectured around the country, 

urging New Zealand women to lead the world in this as in other reforms, and to 'recognise 

their flowing garments for symbols of enslavement they are - the swaddling clothes of a sex 

that has not yet asserted its right to perfect freedom'.29 However, Mrs Burn's ideas proved 

too radical for most of the club members: on 6 September 1893 a motion was passed that no 

members should be allowed to appear in dress reform costume because of the bad publicity 

surrounding rational dress. Instead, a uniform of plain skirt with cream blouse and colours of 

navy blue and gold was adopted.30 

On 13 January, 1894, Alice Burn was an attendant at the wedding of her friends Kate Walker 

and James Wilkinson. The entire bridal party wore reform dress: 

the enterprising bride ... was divided into two parts, as it were, the upper part of the dress 
consisting of the conventional bride's veil, and the lower sinking into a modified pair of 
breeches. Her costume was of stone blue bengaline, with vest and revers of white silk, 
embroidered with gold. She wore a beautiful wreath of jessamine instead of the time 
honoured orange-blossom, and although gloves were discarded, a lovely veil was worn 
-not, however, over the face, but thrown back, and falling in long graceful folds over the 
shoulders. The bridesmaid, Miss Nellie Walker, wore a suit of cream silk, with a 
beautiful lace collar. The lady in whose house the wedding took place [Mrs Alice Bum] 
wore a brown cashmere suit, trimmed with handsome braid. The suits were nearly all of 
the same design, neatly-fitting knickers, long coat, with revers, and a long vest, the coat 
being edged with cord to match the material. Most of the gentlemen were in knicker 
costume .... 31 · 

26 White Ribbon. September 1904, p.4. 

27 New Zealand Graphic and Ladies' JournaL 24 January 1891, p.16. 

28 e.g. White Ribbon, January 1898 p.8. 'Porowhita' ridiculed the appearance of knickerbockered legs, 
stating that women could not afford to sacrifice everything to comfort. 

29 Patricia Grimshaw, Women's Suffrage in New Zealand, (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1987), 
p.10. 

30 Christchurch Press, 7 September 1893, p.S. 

31 The Sketch, (England) 22 August 1894. Page number unknown. 
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For bride and groom, wearing of the 'knicker costume' was a public affirmation of their 

strongly-held principles on the necessity of rational dress for women. They had already co

authored a deluxe pamphlet 'Notes on Dress Reform and What It Implies' and in May 1894 

were instrumental in the formation of the New Zealand Rational Dress Association in 

Christchurch.32 However, there is no evidence to suggest that the Association survived 

beyond its second meeting, or that it was able to set up branches around the country as 

intended.33 

New Zealand dress reformers appear to have had little immediate impact on women's dress 

generally. Reformers' arguments that fashionable dress hindered women from being active 

and assertive, instead coercing them into being vulnerable, uncomfortable and unhealthy, did 

not persuade women to cast off fashion, and adopt trousers for everyday wear. The powerful 

influence of fashion and notions of propriety and etiquette seem to have held more sway. 

Perhaps the rational dress proponents were overstating the problems associated with 

fashionable dress. Women may not have laced their stays very tightly, if indeed they wore 

them, and may have found that their skirts did not hinder them to such an extent that they 

had to discard them. Physical comfort may have been less important than the psychological 

pleasure of looking and feeling appropriately dressed. Some dress reformers may have been 

perceived as 'cranks', as Alice Burn and her husband undoubtedly were,34 rather than taken 

seriously. Women in New Zealand had gained the vote in 1893, using arguments that sited 

women within marriage, home and family. The right to a political voice was a recognition of 

women's vocation as moral guardians of society.35 In that context it was difficult to adopt 

outward signs of dress that was such a radical challenge to long held ideas of propriety. 

Reforms of the sort the reformers wanted had to wait until fashion approved of them. 

32 Kate Walker and James Wilkinson, Notes on Dress Reform and What it Implies. (Christchurch: Simpson 
and Williams, 1893). Christchurch Press. 15 May 1894, p.6. A fuller discussion of dress reform in New 
Zealand occurs in Jane Malthus, '"Bifurcated and Not Ashamed" Late Nineteenth-Century Dress Reformers 
in New Zealand.' New Zealand Journal of History. 23 (1) 1989, pp.32-46. 

33 Jane Malthus, 'New Zealand Rational Dress Association 1894 - ?' In Women Together. Anne Else 
(ed).(Wellington: Historical Branch, Department of Internal Affairs and Daphne Brasell Associates Press, 
1993), pp.255-257. 

34 Margaret Lovell-Smith, The Woman Question: Writings by the Women who Won the Vote. (Auckland: 
New Women's Press, 1992) p.246. 

35 Raewyn Dalziel, 'The Colonial Helpmeet: Women's Role and the Vote in Nineteenth Century New 
Zealand.' In Women in History: Essays on European Women in New Zealand. Barbara Brookes, Charlotte 
Macdonald and Margaret Tennant (eds). (Wellington: Allen and Unwin/Port Nicholson Press, 1986), p.64. 
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There is no evidence of the influence of either artistic dress or rational dress in the New 

Zealand dresses incluster A. They are all more or less elaborate concoctions of fabric, lace and 

trims. High collars, yoked shoulders, boned bodices, high set-in sleeves, and flared skirts 

were all part of the general fashion trends of the time. Some of these may be dresses that 

women could work in, but it is more likely that for many jobs, women wore simpler blouses and 

skirts, so the kinds of dresses seen in this group were used on more formal occasions. In an urban 

environment more socialising was possible, with theatres, churches, concerts and parties 

providing opportunities for women to dress up. Weddings and other family events required 

best dress too. The wedding dresses in this cluster are more obviously made for that occasion, 

rather than being dresses that will be much worn after the wedding. Still it seems that 

fashion is the leader of all style changes, be they large-scale shifts in shape or small 

detailed alterations in trim. The makers and wearers of these dresses were following where 

fashion led. 
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Chapter Eight 

Dressmakers in nineteenth-century New Zealand 

Dresses in this study were carefully constructed, using techniques well-known to their makers. 

There are consistencies within clusters in the ways bodices are interlined, seams are sewn, 

bones inserted, armscye seams are finished, skirts stitched, and hemlines are protected. 

Knowledge of dressmaking practices and acceptable standards of sewing must have been 

widespread. Where this knowledge came from, however, who had access to it and who made 

these dresses is unknown. With a few noted exceptions, there are no labels to guide the late 

twentieth-century scholar. Did professional dressmakers assemble these dresses, or were they 

more likely to have been made by the wearer, as Mrs Feet's wedding dress was? Dressmakers 

were active in New Zealand colonial settlements from their earliest establishment, so perhaps 

most special occasion dresses such as these were made at their premises. How the sewing 

trades and especially dressmaking, were organised in nineteenth-century New Zealand is 

important to an investigation of women's dress. It is the subject of this chapter. 

In nineteenth century New Zealand sewing was second only to domestic service as a form of 

paid employment for women.l Before mechanisation revolutionised the clothing industry, 

sewing work was reasonably portable. It could be done within the home of the worker or her 

employer, and therefore combined with child care or other domestic duties. It could be 

interrupted to attend to family concerns without spoiling or suffering. Sewing done in these 

circumstances may have been outwork for an employer or dressmaking commissioned by a 

client, such was the possible scope and diversity of the work. 

While tailoring remained a male occupation until the costs of mechanisation and 

industrialisation forced changes (including the hiring of cheaper women's labour), all other 

forms of sewing, paid or unpaid, were seen as women's work. Skill with a needle and thread 

was learned early in life. Women of all social classes were required to contribute to the family 

economy from a young age by sewing, mending or finishing garments for themselves, their 

siblings, or their parents. Some items of clothing were procurable ready-made, such as working 

clothes for men and boys; second-hand, or cheaply produced 'slops'; children's dresses' 

women's underskirts and stays, mantles and mourning dresses. Ready-mades had been 

1 New Zealand Census, 1874-1901. See also Erik Olssen, 'Women, Work and Family: 1880-1926', in 
Women in New Zealand Societv. Phillida Bunkie and Beryl Hughes (eds), (Sydney: George Allen and 
Unwin, 1980), Table 8.3, p.l63. 
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available from the time of initial European settlement, first as imports then from the 1870s 

factory-made here. Most outerwear for women and girls though, had to be made up at home or 

ordered from a dressmaker. 

The term 'sewing' or 'needlework' encompassed an increasingly complex range of work during 

the nineteenth century, involving a variety of skills, and many forms of employment, rates of 

pay, and relationships between workers and clients. The clothing industry grew as a number of 

separate, unorganised concerns, and the employment of women was equally fragmented. 

While the term 'needlewoman' referred to any woman who earned her living by sewing 

anything from intricate dresses to dusty flourbags, there were various branches of needlework 

categorised by the level of skill involved. Tailoresses worked on men's garments, doing routine 

sewing. Dressmakers specialised in the creation of fitted dresses for ladies, usually to order, 

and through most of the nineteenth century also made outer garments such as mantles, robes 

and cloaks. In addition, some dressmakers provided the undergarments to go with their 

creations. Dressmakers, if they were able to employ others, oversaw the production of 

garments, being responsible for design, cut and finish. They may have worked in their own 

establishments, in the homes of their clients, or for draper's stores, and may well have hired 

seamstresses to sew up the garments they had designed and cut. the seamstresses sewed by 

hand or used a sewing machine after these became available. They were employed by 

dressmakers, drapers' or department stores, or as contractors in-house or outworkers to stitch 

and finish garments. Seamstresses also found work with families, helping to make clothing and 

other textile items for the household. 

In nineteenth century New Zealand, women often advertised themselves as dressmaker and 

milliner, offering a complete outfitting service to their clientele, and providing a better 

economic base for business. For instance, in the Wellington Almanack for 1852, Mrs R Wakelin of 

Willis Street begged 'to inform the Ladies of Wellington, that she is prepared to make up Caps, 

Bonnets, Polka Coats, Dresses, Frocks etc in the best style, and at the Lowest Price'.2 It was 

almost the end of the century before the population was sufficiently large to allow these 

occupations to become separate specialities. 

Fragmentation of the clothing trade was maintained and fostered by the participants who saw 

the various branches as distinct and even hierarchical. James Trigg, a partner in Messrs 

Ballantyne and Co., appearing before the 1890 Sweating Commission in Christchurch, pointed 

2 Wellington Almanack for 1852. (Wellington: Wellington Independent, 1852), p. xxx. 
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out that 'in our business the milliners will not mix with the dressmakers, or the dressmakers 

with the tailoresses, and so we require to find three or four different rooms for them [in which 

to have their meals]'.3 Harriet Morison, vice-president of the Tailoresses' Union, examined by 

the Sweating Commission in Dunedin, emphasised the separation: 'Our Union does not 

embrace dressmakers'.4 Nor did it include shirt or bag makers.5 The 1910 Royal Commission 

on Female and Juvenile Labour in Factories and shops in New South Wales found the same 

'kind of caste system operating', with the women in mantle and costume or dress making and 

millinery looking down on those making ready-made suits, with shirtmakers and boot girls at 

the bottom of the hierarchy.6 Dressmakers positioned themselves at or near the top of the 

hierarchy, perhaps because of the intricacy, knowledge and skill involved in their work, 

compared to the straightforward sewing of men's suits or shirts carried out by tailoresses. Male 

tailors, though, were considered to rank above all, such was the sexual division of labour and 

status. The New Zealand Graphic's dressmaking column produced the following argument for 

that situation: 

The dressmaker is not burdened with modesty, but she has been forced to acknowledge 
her inability to handle cloth. With the diaphanous tulles, net, mull and gauze for 
evening toilets she is in her element. She can create Frenchy effects, but any effort to 
reproduce the smart English jacket results in a dead failure of design and lamentable 
waste of material. The staff, as it were, of her existence is whalebone, on which she leans 
for support. Take away the fibrous little rods and she goes to pieces professionally and 
caves in physically ... [She is] obliged to surrender ... and leave the field of cloth to the 
tailor? 

Wage rates reflected not only the sexual division of labour but also the fragmentation and 

hierarchical structure of the clothing industry. From 1874 onwards, figures for average wage 

rates in each New Zealand province were reported annually, although not in any standardised 

form. Inconsistencies in listing rates, with hourly, daily, weekly or annual wages all used at 

times, make comparisons difficult. However, it is clear that tailors earned up to one and a half 

times as much as milliners, who usually earned slightly more than dressmakers. Tailoresses 

were generally lower paid than other garment workers, but their wage rates fluctuated more, 

3 Report of the Royal Commission Appointed to Inquire into Certain Relations Between the Employers of 
Certain Kinds of Labour and the Persons Employed Therein (The Sweating Commission), AII:IE. 1890, H-
5, p. 47, statement 1235. 

4 ibid., p. 5, statement 131. 

5 Penelope Harper, 'The Dunedin Tailoresses' Union 1889 -1914. (Postgraduate Diploma in Arts thesis 
University of Otago, 1988), p. 24. 

6 Beverley Kingston, My Wife. My Daughter and Poor Mary Ann. (Melbourne: Nelson, 1975), p. 65. 

7 New Zealand Graphic. 12 July 1890, p. 15. 
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with supply and demand perhaps having a greater influence.8 The following discussion 

focuses on dressmakers and dressmaking, and attempts to show the variety of work practices 

adopted by women depending on their age, skill and personal circumstances. 

The structure of the dressmaking trade in the Australasian colonies evolved along similar lines 

to that in Britain and America, with three main styles of employment emerging in the second 

half of the nineteenth century: independent dressmaking businesses, dressmaking linked with 

drapers' or department stores, and the itinerant or home dressmaker. While these employment 

styles were partly differentiated on the basis of skill and financial status, the nature of each 

society also affected the ways in which dressmakers worked. In mid-nineteenth century Britain 

and America, fashionableness in women's dress was an indicator of wealth and social status, as 

well as 'an expression of femininity'.9 Only the well-to-do and the leisured, those with 

sufficient disposable income and time, could promote and keep up with the frequent changes in 

style or decoration that emanated from Paris, and had the daily routine that allowed for several 

changes of clothes and opportunities to show off the latest fashion. They could afford to 

employ dressmakers to create copies of costumes described or illustrated in the fashion 

journals. Such dressmakers worked either for 'houses', stores or emporiums, or on their own 

account. In London and New York centres of fashion, there was a hierarchy of dressmakers' 

establishments. First-rate houses in London catered for the court and noble clientele, in New 

York for the wealthiest sector of society. Wealthy middle-class women were clothed by the 

second tier of dressmakers, who copied illustrations in the ladies' magazines. Both types of 

workroom could have employed freelancers or outworkers to make items such as skirts. In 

England there were further levels of dressmakers who provided for the wives of tradesmen, 

and made simple bodices and skirts, while in America many women had no choice but to make 

their own garments as well as those for other family members. 

In Britain, dressmaking was considered suitable employment for a young woman, much 

preferred by her family to factory work or domestic service, although in reality the conditions 

could be worse. An apprenticeship of two or three years, a period as an 'improver', then 

progression through third, second and first 'hand' was the theoretical development, but the 

practice often left women ignorant of whole areas of work, in an effort by employers to keep 

8 Statistics of New Zealand. 187 4 -1900. 

9 This paragraph and the next draw on Margaret Walsh, 'The Democratization of Fashion: The Emergence 
of the Women's Dress Pattern Industry', Journal of American History. 66, 1979, pp. 299 - 313, and 
Christina Walkley, The Ghost in the Looking Glass. (London: Peter Owen, 1981), Ch. 2. 
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them from moving up or on. Apprentices often had to pay a premium of thirty to fifty pounds 

for a two- to five-year apprenticeship in a first-or second-rate house in London, which limited 

this avenue of employment to middle- and lower middle-class girls. Others would serve their 

apprenticeship in the country where it was cheaper, and come to London as improvers, for 

which a lower payment of ten to fifteen pounds was due.10 The number of freelance needle

women or seamstresses fluctuated, usually with an excess of supply over demand, so that all 

were low paid and needed to work long hours to make a living wage. A registration scheme 

for this group provided some assistance with obtaining work, but many were exploited. Most 

could not afford to purchase a sewing-machine, although they may have hired one, or worked 

as hand-finishers. It was difficult for this group to support themselves and their dependants 

solely by the use of their needle.ll 

Emigration to the colonies was seen as a possible solution to the proliferation of needlewomen. 

As early as 1842, eleven 'sempstresses' arrived in Nelson on board the Bolton.12 Thirty-two 

young women, listed as dressmakers, needlewomen or workers in some branch of the clothing 

or millinery trade, came to New Zealand on board the Stately and landed in Auckland in 1851, 

but most of these went into domestic service.13 Of the approximately 4,000 young single 

women brought to New Zealand by the Canterbury Province as assisted immigrants in the 

1850s and 1860s, 177 or 4.4% were milliners, dressmakers, sempstresses or needlewomen.14 

While some emigrated in the hope of improving their situation with a change in occupation, 

reality meant that most found work in some form of domestic service.15 For women who did 

obtain work in the needle trades a system of apprenticeship and journey-work, followed by a 

progression from third-class to first-class dressmaker, seems to have operated more or less 

informally in New Zealand. Dressmakers certainly advertised for apprentices, and drapers and 

others wanted 'first class dressmakers' from time to time.16 Jeanine Graham has pointed out 

one problem arising from the lack of overall organisation of the dressmaking trade during the 

latter part of the nineteenth century: children, mostly girls under the age of fourteen, were 

10 Sally Alexander, Women's Work in Nineteenth Century London. (London: The Journeyman Press 
/London History Workshop Centre, 1983), pp. 34-5. 

11 See Walkley, ch. 4 for further discussion of the plight of needlewomen. 

12 Nelson Examiner. 2 April 1842, p.13. 

13 J. Churton to the Colonial Secretary, 10 June 1851, IA151/1104. National Archives. 

14 Charlotte Macdonald, A Woman of Good Character. (Wellington: Allen and Unwin/Historical Branch, 
1990), p.49. 

15 ibid., ch.4. 

16 See for example Nelson Examiner. 25 March 1843, p.217; Otago Witness. 5 January 1861, p.7. 
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taken on for one year without pay to learn the trade, but 'were discharged as soon as they 

became entitled to wages. A fresh group of girls was then taken on ... '.17 Those dismissed had 

not 'completed their apprenticeships or gained the knowledge of how to make a garment'.l8 

As drapers' shops developed their own millinery, dressmaking and tailoring workrooms, the 

apprenticeship system became more organised. Many took on fresh apprentices for no pay for 

the first three or even twelve months, then a graduated pay scale applied through to improver 

and first-class stages.l9 In 1883 at the age of twelve and a half, Mary Lee (nee Taylor), who 

'came from a family poised between the "gutter" and the respectability of the lower middle 

class',20 was apprenticed to Smith and Smith's in Invercargill. But when her mother discovered 

that she would not be paid for twelve months she took Mary away and put her into domestic 

service. Mary later wrote (in her own style): 'I eventually earned my Living for 40 years at 

Sewing. But those 3 weeks were all the proper training [sic] I ever had.'21 There was no 

shortage of applicants to work in the needle trades, but the wages and conditions were variable 

and there was no standard practice of training or teaching apprentices the trade so that they 

would experience the range of activities involved in garment production. One young woman 

appearing before the Sweating Commission stated that she was a dressmaker but 'not yet a 

competent hand', so her brother was 'going to pay a premium for me to learn the trade'.22 

Following their arrival in the New Zealand colony, some dressmakers set up their own 

establishments to manufacture and sell, usually to order. It was easy for dressmakers to set up 

in business, with very little stock required apart from actual sewing equipment. They hired 

other dressmakers, trained apprentices and advertised as businesses in the local newspapers or 

trade directories. Mrs Coles had established a millinery and dressmaking business in Nelson as 

early as March 1843, and advertised for apprentices;23 in November of that year C. Packer and 

A. Taylor also notified the public of Nelson that they had commenced as milliners, 

17 Jeanine Graham, 'Child Employment in New Zealand', New Zealand Journal of History. 21 (2) 1987, 
p.68. 

18 AJ.l:IR..1890, H-5, p.SO, statement 1305. 

19 For examples, see AJ.l:lR.. 1890, H-5, p. 27, statements 730 - 736; p. 50, statement 1348; p.58, statement 
1496. 

20 Erik Olssen, John A. Lee. (Dunedin: Macindoes, 1977), p. 1. 

21 Mary Isabella Lee, 'The Not So Poor' An Autobiography. Annabel Cooper (ed) (Auckland: Auckland 
University Press, 1992), p.57. 

22 AIHR._1890, H-5, p. 73, statement 1860. See also p. 5, statement 121; p. 27, statement 739; p. 48, 
statement 1242. 

23 Nelson Examiner. 25 March 1843, p.217. 
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dressmakers, stay and corset makers.24 In 1858 in Napier, Miss Field advertised that she was a 

Ladies' Outfitter offering ready-made mourning dresses and the new spring steel skirt,25 and 

Mrs Smith, a milliner and dressmaker, offered 'Ladies Stays made to open in front' to assist 

women without the services of a maid.26 In January 1860, Mrs Campbell of Dunedin, who had 

been in business for at least three years, advertised for a number of dressmakers to assist her;27 

she had previously handed over the millinery side of her work (the 'straw bonnet business') to 

Miss Jessie Campbeli.28 In Queenstown at least three dressmakers had established businesses 

by 1864 in cottages around the town centre.29 These women, and the many others who 

operated dressmaking businesses around the colony in the 1850s, 1860s and 1870s, usually lived 

and worked in the same premises, performing domestic duties and probably caring for children 

as well as sewing for their clients. 

The prices charged and the earnings of these self-employed women are impossible to state 

accurately. Average wage rates for milliners and dressmakers were included in the national 

statistics from 1874, but vary greatly from province to province and fluctuate over time with 

changes in the economy. In generat milliners earned more than dressmakers because they 

provided an extended service. Jane Moorhouse's journal and account book for 1867- 1869 

provides examples of the costs of dressmaking at that time. Jane's husband William, active in 

Canterbury and Westland politics, was in financial strife through the 1860s, so Jane accounted 

for every penny spent on household items. In March 1868 Jane recorded that she had paid a bill 

of £Ills 3d for having a 'dress/plaid/trimming etc' made in August 1867, and she also paid £3 

9s 3d to her milliner, Mrs Butler. Later that year she noted: 'As we live at present - per 

month ... wearing apparel for children and self £1 7s Od'.30 'Elise', the ladies' columnist in the 

New Zealand Mail, commented in 1880 that 'nowadays·one can hardly get any dress well made 

24 Nelson Examiner. 11 November 1843, p.357. 

25 Hawke's Bay Herald, 4 December 1858. 

26 Hawke's Bay Herald, 25 December 1858. 

27 Otago Witness, 21 January 1860, p. 4; previous advertisements, for example, Otago Witness, 16 January 
1858, p. 4, indicated that her business had been established for some time. 

28 Otago Witness. 16 January 1858, p.4. 

29 Lake Wakatip Mail. 10 February 1864, p. 3; 2 April1864, p. 2; 1 June 1864, p. 8. 

30 Jane Ann Moorehouse, Journal and Household Account Book, MS MOO [1666], ATL. For a brief 
account of William Moorhouse see Graham H. Miller, 'Moorhouse, William Sefton'. In The Dictionary of 
New Zealand Biography. Vol 1. 1769- 1869. W. H. Oliver (ed). (Wellington: Historical Branch 1990), pp. 
297-298. 
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and trimmed under four or five pounds.'31 These charges probably did not include the costs of 

the materials, since dressmakers usually relied on the client to supply her own fabric and 

trimming. However, they may have stocked some small wares, such as ribbons, laces, gloves 

and hosiery, for sale to complete the outfit. The habit of the left-over materials being kept by 

the dressmaker was indignantly questioned by Elise in a reprint of part of her New Zealand Mail 

column in the Otago Witness in 1883. She saw this as a dishonest practice since the dressmaker 

had not purchased or supplied the fabric. 'Anyone who has made, or had made at home, her 

dresses, well knows the difference in quantity of material required for 'home' and 'put out' 

dressmaking.'32 

Dressmakers also operated in conjunction with drapers, either hired by the merchant or sharing 

premises with customers. Misses A. and J. Forsyth ran their dressmaking and millinery trade 

from the upstairs floor of Alexander Mollison's drapery in Stafford Street, Dunedin in 1858, an 

arrangement which continued after Mr Mollison sold the business in 1861.33 While the 

business links between these people are unclear, Mr Mollison did advertise for additional 

dressmakers for his own workroom.34 When Miss J. Stewart announced herself as a 

dressmaker in 1860, she advised her clients to leave their orders at Mr Hood's, the merchant 

tailor and general draper of High Street, Dunedin. She also offered 'Work done at Ladies' own 

Residences if preferred'.35 Mrs Patterson ran a drapery in Dunedin, adding a millinery and 

dressmaking department in 1859 supervised by a Mrs Ick.36 In Queenstown in 1865, when 

McBrides opened their new drapery store, they offered 'Millinery and Dressmaking done on 

the premises by efficient hands from Melbourne and Dunedin. Ladies may rely on having 

orders promptly executed and in the latest fashions'.37 Milliners and dressmakers hired by the 

draper could also be required to work as shop assistants after the workroom had closed, in the 

evenings and on Saturdays, a system of exploitation that the Sweating Commission wanted 

stopped.38 Occupational statistics for New Zealand in the late nineteenth century are not 

31 New Zealand MaiL 24 April 1880, p.3. 

32 Otago Witness. 16 June 1883, p.27. 

33 Otago Witness, 23 January 1858, p. 2; Otago Witness. 31 August 1861, p. 6; see also Cyclopedia of New 
Zealand. Vol. 4: Otago and Southland (Christchurch: Cyclopedia Company, 1905), p. 306. 

34 Otago Witness. 14 April1860, p.1. 

35 Otago Witness, 13 October 1860, p.6. 

36 Otago Witness. 14 May 1859, p.4. 

37 Lake Wakatip MaiL 1 February 1865, p.4. 

38 .AJHR, 1890, H-5, p. 17, statement 461; p. 18, statements 476, 477; p. 25, statement 673; p. 68, statement 
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reported in a form that allows clear associations to be made, but other evidence suggests that 

working away from horne and family for wages in a busy, crowded dressmaking workroom 

tended to limit this form of employment to younger and single women. 

The 1880s saw the expansion of some drapers' shops into the new department stores with large 

workrooms for dressmaking, millinery and tailoring. With sewing-machines to speed up 

garment production these departments began, during slacker periods, to make items for sale 

ready-made in the store downstairs. Male outerwear was first, since it was less fitting, but 

items of women's wear such as blouses and skirts were produced, often with one seam left 

unstitched so the garment could be fitted and finished at the time of purchase. The Drapery 

and General Importing Company (DIC) founded by Bendix HaUenstein in Dunedin in 1884 

included a 'dressmaking department under the supervision of a lady trained in London, 

Cheltenham and Edinburgh [and a] Mantle Department being headed by the best mantle maker 

in the colony'.39 By 1890, the New Zealand Graphic's dressmaking column was recommending 

that the best way for a girl to learn to sew was to 'give her services in a workroom for a week or 

a rnonth ... and in that time she could acquire a practical knowledge of the art not to be obtained 

in a year's reading'. 40 

Dressmakers and needlewomen or seamstresses who worked for women in their homes are 

difficult to trace. That the practice existed is documented: for example, Alice, the ladies' 

columnist for the Otago Witness in 1887, suggested that those women who were not very handy 

with a needle should 'get a needlewomen into the house and work with her [rather] than ... send 

out all that is to be done, for it is surprising what can be got through in a week this way'.41 

Such women travelled from horne to horne, working for a week or two before moving on. 

Word of mouth advertising was usually all they needed to keep up the supply of work. In the 

early 1840s Jessie Campbell informed her sister Isabella that she got a woman in to sew for her 

for 1s 6d per day, who would make 'a pair of trousers for a boy in the day'.42 In 1853, Louisa 

Rose wrote to her sister from Christchurch: 

1695. 

Do you think Mrs Lewis would like to emigrate here- if she is a good dressmaker even 
merely good plain workwoman she would get plenty of employment here ... 

39 Gordon Parry, Retailing Century: The First 100 Years of the D.I.C. Ltd, (Dunedin: D.I.C., 1984,) p. 15. 

40 New Zealand Graphic. 7 June 1890, p.l5. 

41 Otago Witness. 10 June 1887, p.33. 

42 Jessie Campbell to her sister Isabella, undated, Extracts from the letters of Jessie Campbell to her family 
from Petone and Wanganui, 1841-1845, MSS Victoria University of Wellington Library. 
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Workwomen are as much wanted here as labourers, there is positively not a person to 
replace Jane if she were to give up & Jane has quite heaps of work for various people 
unfinished and I want her dreadfUlly for several things but I must wait patiently for my 
turn, Jane is still with Mrs Pearson.43 

Before she moved to Eketahuna to live, Mrs Nilsson, who came to New Zealand from Sweden 

in 1873, went to a Mrs Williams in Wellington during the day to assist her with sewing in return 

for English lessons.44 

Average rates of pay in each province for needlewomen were itemised in the statistics with 

those of other household servants and were usually at the upper end of the range for general 

servants. A labourer's wife wrote from Otago in 1849: 'Women get plenty employment here, I 

have been out sewing, and got 2s per day, from 8 am to 6 pm'.45 From 1874 until1900 wages 

were between 3s and Ss per day without board. 46 

Mary Lee, who lived in Dunedin in the 1890s, went out sewing and took sewing home. Mostly 

her employers passed her from one to the other, but she wrote of one job she did: 

Detective Hendersons wife ... put a Ad in the paper, for some one to do sewing & I 
answered it, the poor kiddies (2 boys & 2 girls) did not have a Button, hook or Tape on 
their cloths [sic]. But she did not want to pay much for the fixing however i done the 
Sewing & when it was finished, i found i had to go to the Police Station, & ask Mr 
Henderson for the money; well that was not very nice, But i got paid.47 

Keeping such clients, especially if one got sick, was a problem, as Mary Lee explained: 

I had been away [from Dunedin] for a while, hospital & Riversdale nearly 6 months In 
fact - Other Sewing people had got some of my Customers, & their work was 
satisfactory they were kept on. of course there were some people who promptly gave 
me thier [sic] work Back. Mrs Reynolds & her Daughters & Daughters in Law, Mrs Sale 
of the Varsity, Mrs Allen of Leith Street, Mrs Napier Bell & The Misses Miller of (Bramar 
House School.) Moray Place, & The Miss Gilkisons & many more Small people who did 
not much count except that they Paid regular for their work. 48 

Dressmaking or needlework as an occupation could be 'the least disruptive way of 

supplementing the family income'.49 Women could be picked up and put down as necessary, 

43 Louisa George Rose to her sister Constance, Journal, 8 November to 20 December 1853, MS Papers 
2314,ATL. 

44 Nilsson Family memoir, kindly loaned by K. Knight. 

45 G. B. Earp Handbook for Intending Emigrants to the Southern Settlements of New Zealand, (London: 
W. S. Orr and Co., 1851), p. 174. 

46 Statistics of New Zealand. 1874-1900. 

47 Mary Lee, 'The Not so Poor' manuscript, Lee Papers, Auckland Public Library. 

48 Mary Isabella Lee, p.94. 

49 Alexander, p.l3. 
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so that the domestic routine for the rest of the family was maintained. Henry Dee wrote home 

to his father: 'My wife is getting good wages at the dressmaking, from lOs to 12s a dress. I 

have bought her a sewing machine, a very good one, a Wheeler and Wilson; I have £8 for it, so 

she will be able to work better at home. She can earn 30s per week. .. '50 Women like Catherine 

Dee may have spent long evenings sewing in order to keep up production. Mary Lee, however, 

found that working at home had its drawbacks, in her case because her mother, an habitual 

drunkard, would take the fabric, presumably to sell it. 

When i used to get Peoples material in to make up, I always had to hide it when not 
actually sewing, if I even left it on the mechine [sic] ready for Sewing, & had to go out: It 
would have vanished when i returned, as she [ML's mother] would never tell me, what 
she done with it, it always ment that i lost the People's work for good. 51 

The usefulness of needle skills to an enterprising woman in all sorts of circumstances is well 

illustrated by Catherine Hester Ralfe, who lived with her sister-in-law in Christchurch in 1866 -

7 while her brother Henry went off to the West Coast to seek his fortune. She started 

supplementing the family income by selling her tatting. Following the initial success of getting 

25s for an antimacassar she had made in England 'during numberless evenings that Uncle 

Hawthorne and his guests spent in games of cards', Catherine made 'collarettes and so forth, 

from early morning to bed-time' while her sister-in-law Annie sold them. Next she contacted a 

Mrs Black in Colombo Street who ran a 'kind of draper's shop', and who wanted a copy of a 

silk mantle made as proof that Catherine could sew. This test passed, Catherine was 'supplied 

with as much work as I could do' by Mrs Black. She possessed a sewing-machine ('not yet 

common in the colony', she commented), which had been given to her by Uncle Hawthorne as a 

farewell gift, and which enabled her 'to take this kind of work'. An illness brought an 

unwelcome halt to the income generation, so 'Annie tried to finish some of the work of which 

there was so much in the house ... She however knew nothing about working a sewing 

machine', but she persevered with the help of Catherine and other friends. Eventually 

Catherine recovered sufficiently to assist 'by making, at most, three buttonholes a day'. 

Catherine and Annie and her five children moved to Hokitika en route for Okarito, where 

Henry had at last obtained a teaching position. Again Catherine applied to a 'nice looking 

drapers shop - for a digger township' for work, explaining her predicament, and negotiated to 

make up some flannel shirts. The sewing-machine had been left behind in Christchurch so she 

50 Rollo Arnold, The Farthest Promised Land. (Wellington: Victoria University Press with Price Milburn, 
1981), p. 257. 

51 Mary Isabella Lee, p.lOO. 
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had to sew these by hand, but the foreman at the store was impressed with her skill and gave 

8d a garment. Once settled into Okarito, Catherine 

made it known that I was willing to do needlework, and found no difficulty in getting it; 
and before long was asked to make a dress ... I have satisfaction and got more, till at last I 
was fully empfoyed in this way, though I charged twenty-five shillings for making a silk 
dress, lining and everything being supplied to me; but you must remember we were 
living on the goldfields where the necessaries of life were very dear.52 

Later Catherine took up teaching, 'but I continued to take needlework doing it before and after 

school hours'. She recounts one 'amusing incident connected with one of my employers', a 

woman who had run a public house with her husband. After he died Catherine received 'an 

extensive order for handsome mourning for herself and children, but before all the dresses were 

finished I was asked to put it on one side and make her a light silk for a wedding dress'.53 

Catherine Ralfe may have found her sewing machine to be a rarity in New Zealand in the mid-

1860s, but as discussed in Chapter Five the technology was quickly adopted by those who could 

afford it, and by the sewing trades. 

Mechanisation of the sewing trades had major implications for their organisation. 

Apprenticeships became unnecessary as the process of garment construction was divided into 

simple repetitive tasks, easily learned by even a novice sewing-machine operator. Since their 

labour was cheaper and less training was now needed, women were increasingly employed in 

the expanding workrooms and factories or as outworker machinists. There was a seventeen 

fold increase in the number of tailors and a similar growth for dressmakers.54 The proliferation 

of factories and workrooms produced intense competition, forcing prices and wages lower and 

creating the environment which led to he establishment of the Dunedin Tailoresses' Union in 

1889, the Sweating Commission in 1890, and a New Zealand Federated Tailoresses' Union in 

July 1891.55 Adaptation of the dressmaking trade to industrialisation was slower and less 

successful. Fashionable dresses of the 1870s and 1880s did not lend themselves to factory 

methods of production, being heavily draped and trimmed, and requiring a close fit to look 

52 Catherine Hester Ralfe, 'Life in New Zealand 1866 -1896', MS Papers 1129, AIL. 

53 Catherine Hester Ralfe, 'Life in New Zealand 1866 -1896', MS Papers 1129, AIL. 

54 Jane Malthus, 'Worse than Picking up Pins? The Search for Dressmakers in Nineteenth Century New 
Zealand', Stout Centre Review. 1 (2) 1991, Tables 1 and 2. 

55 For further explanation of these developments see Penelope Harper, 'The Dunedin Tailoresses' Union, 
1889 - 1914', (Postgraduate Diploma in Arts thesis, University of Otago, 1988), and R. T. Robertson, 
'"Sweating" in Dunedin 1888 -1890', (Postgraduate Diploma in Arts thesis, University of Otago, 1974). 
For a discussion of similar events in the Australian clothing industry, see Bradon Ellem, In Women's 
Hands? A History of Clothing Trades Unionism in Australia, (Sydney: New South Wales University 
Press, 1989), ch. 1. 
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their best. It was not until the advent of 'tailor-mades', jacket, blouse and skirt ensembles, and 

the simpler styles of the 1890s that dressmaking workrooms were able to adopt some industrial 

techniques, and begin to produce ready-to-wear garments. 

How far did New Zealand provide the fashionable social life to keep top-quality independent 

dressmakers in business? While there was no court or nobility, there were groups such as the 

rural landed gentry, the commercial and industrial elite, and the families of those involved in 

government, who generated sufficient social activity to occupy a number of dressmakers in 

each of the main centres at least. Balls, soirees, garden parties, dinners, opera and other musical 

occasions were all part of the social round, and for those who participated fashionable attire 

was important. When Harry Atkinson became Defence Minister in the Weld Ministry, Maria 

(Lely) Richmond commented that Jane Atkinson had burst out in an astounding number of new 

gowns and bonnets.56 Balls, dances and large parties in private homes were organised from a 

very early stage in many settlements regardless of their size, to celebrate their anniversary for 

instance.57 There were also 'Bachelors'58or 'Married Ladies' balls. 59 At least one dressmaker, 

anxious to provide her clients with the absolute latest fashion for their next engagement, offered 

'ball dresses, opera cloaks made on the shortest notice!60 By 1890, the New Zealand Graphic ran a 

full page (and often more) of 'Society Gossip' in which the clothes women wore to a variety of 

functions, from opera and weddings to football matches, were described. At a farewell concert 

for Mr Prouse (a singer) in Wellington, Lady Campbell wore 'a pale pink satin dress with high 

bodice, closely pleated round the lower part of the skirt, and arranged in points with silk balls 

hanging from each point, the body trimmed with delicate soft white lace; it looked very 

elegant.' The Auckland correspondent went to a lecture given by Mr David Christie Murray, 

and thought 

some remarks about his audience, and the handsome and tasteful costumes worn by 
various ladies, may interest those who were unable to be present... Mrs Alfred Nathan 
wore a beautiful gown of rich crushed strawber3 silk, hanasomely trimmed with white 
embroidery, white kid gloves, gold ornaments ... 1 

56 Frances Porter, Born to New Zealand. (Wellington: Allen and Unwin/Port Nicholson Press, 1989), pp. 
221-222. 

57 For example, New Zealand Colonist and Port Nicholson Advertiser. 20 January 1843; Nelson 
Examiner. 27 January 1844, p. 391. 

58 For example, New Zealand Graphic. 9 August 1890, p. 11; 11 October 1890, p. 12. 

59 For example, Hawke's Bay Herald. 11 January 1862, p. 3. 

60 Lake Wakatip MaiL 10 February 1864, p.3. 

61 Both quotations appear in New Zealand Graphic, 31 May 1890, p. 12. 
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It is not clear whether these garments were made in New Zealand or purchased overseas, either 

by the wearer or a store buyer, but the descriptions served as inspiration to local dressmakers 

and those aspiring to these social circles. At a less exalted level, Sunday church-going was an 

opportunity to dress in one's best finery, and to scrutinise fellow parishioners. 

Here, as in England, Sunday is the grand 'fiesta' of a country village; and going to 
church is a social pleasure as well as the duty of the villagers. The squatters and their 
friends, or wives and daughters, are nice to look at as they ride or drive in from their 
distant homes. They are also good for patterns to go by - at least among the female 
portion of the community. If a garment looks well on their betters, why should it not 
look equally as well on themselves?62 

Judging by the dresses described in Chapters Four through to Seven, women did follow fashion 

as far as they could. Those who were wealthier probably had more access to overseas 

publications and were more likely to travel to Europe, and shop there. Descriptions of the latest 

fashions were printed in some New Zealand newspapers for a wider audience. and in the 1890s 

the New Zealand Weekly Graphic began to print illustrations as well as descriptions of the latest 

London and Paris fashions to enable their 'fair readers' to keep up with 'the best styles of 

millinery and dresses' (and to increase their own subscriptions).63 Keeping up with what was 

fashionable in Europe may have become easier but clients would still take the advice of their 

dressmaker. When Mrs Wakefield ordered a dress from Mrs Featherstone for a ball two days 

later, the milliner wrote to Mrs Marian Smith to ask her to assist with the making up of the ball 

dress. 

I could not refuse her as I am her Milliner in ordinary & she is one of my great 
favourites. It will take me the greater part of today & I do not like to leave so much to be 
done the day of the Ball. I am therefore going to ask you to assist me - I have actually 
sent the skirt of the dress I thought tucks so much more simple and childlike than 
flounces that I have cut it for a hem and 2 tucks. I have sent the 4 cut lengths & if you 
can do it for me you add one more kindness to the long list I have already received ... The 
ball is Thursday so tomorrow is quite time enough. 64 

Both dressmakers and clients expected to have garments made up on very short notice. Long 

hours of work for the dressmaker and her assistants, or arrangements such as that of Mrs 

Featherstone and Mrs Smith, were required in order to meet the clients' deadlines. 

The number of dressmakers and other needlewomen operating businesses or employed by 

others was dependent in part on the size of the population, the state of the provincial or 

national economy, and on personal circumstances. Young women may have set up businesses 

62 Courage, p.106. 

63 New Zealand Graphic. 31 May 1890, p.14. 

64 Undated letter, Smith family letters, MS Papers 2605, AIL. 
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after their apprenticeships, but closed them following marriage or childbearing. Dressmaking 

was a useful occupation for women who found themselves needing to earn again through 

widowhood, or unexpected poverty, since it could be done from home if necessary, and was 

easily given up if circumstances improved. It is difficult to estimate accurately the numbers of 

women working as dressmakers throughout the period 1850 to 1900 in New Zealand. 

Almanacks usually included dressmakers in their street directories, and featured their 

advertisements, but the comprehensiveness and accuracy of these is open to question65 

National censuses were taken periodically from 1867, but the occupational categories are very 

broad prior to the census of 1874. From the successive census tables from 1874 until1901, it is 

clear that 'Working and dealing in textile fabrics, dress and in fibrous materials'66 or in ' ... the 

manufacture of, or in other processes relating to textile fabrics, dress, or fibrous materials'67 

was second only to domestic service as a form of employment for women. In 1874, 2,039 

women were classified as 'milliner, dressmaker', far more than for any other category in the 

textile and fibrous materials section, while 'domestic servants' accounted for 6,738 women. By 

1896, there were 7,433 female milliners and dressmakers, and 16,718 female domestic servants. 

These figures are problematical. The fragmentation of the clothing trades obviously provided 

difficulties of classification for the statisticians, so there are changes of inclusion or exclusion in 

each census. The question of how accurately each census reflected the numbers of working 

women must also be asked of the New Zealand data, as it has been of census data in Australia 

and Britain in the later nineteenth century.68 Unfortunately, records which might assist in 

answering the question no longer exist. 

Not all those who needed dresses could afford to or were in position to hire a dressmaker either 

in or outside the home, and the long hours many women spent sewing for their families and 

themselves were an integral part of the family economy. Dressmaking for others was seen as a 

way of earning a little extra income: in 1880 Elise recommended that 'women whose time is 

65 A. Penney, 'Almanacs and Directories', The New Zealand Genealogist. 14 (134) 1983, pp. 310- 315; for 
further discussion of the problem of estimating the number of dressmakers see Mal thus, 1991. 

66 New Zealand Census. 1874, p. 148, Table V. 

67 New Zealand Census, 1896, p. 283, Table ill. 

68 See Katrina Alford, 'Colonial Women's Employment as seen by Nineteen-Century Statisticians and 
Twentieth-Century Economic Historians', Labour History, 51, 1986, pp. 1 - 10; Edward Higgs, 'Women, 
Occupations and Work in the Nineteenth Century Censuses', History Workshop Journal. 23, 1987, pp. 59-
80. 
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their own' would do well to 'have good dressmaking lessons and profit by them'.69 Such 

lessons were unavailable in her home town of Wellington at the time,70 but by 1886 a Mrs 

Lawson is listed in the Wellington Almanack as a teacher of needlework.71 Access to the skills 

of the dressmaker was becoming easier. In 1890, the New Zealand Graphic ran a series of 

dressmaking lessons designed to enable home sewers to create their own fashionable 

garments.72 By 1897, Miss M. T. King, a dress and mantle maker of Lambton Quay who 

employed ten to fifteen assistants, was holding dressmaking classes for young women. She was 

Wellington's 'agent for Madame M. Arnold's magic garment cutter (from America)'?3 As well 

as this and other patented devices to assist in the designing and cutting of bodices in particular, 

paper patterns were readily available through shops or by mail order to journals or 

newspapers.74 Garment styles of 1890s did away with the close attention to fit and drape 

previously needed. The cut was simpler, so women could feel more confident about creating 

their own clothing. 

Thus, the dresses in this study could have been made in a variety of ways. The very earliest 

dresses in cluster- were probably made either by the wearer or another family member, or in a 

dressmaker's establishment in Britain. By the 1850s dresses could have been made in most 

settlements at a dressmaker's workplace or home. Later, it may be that the dressmaker came to 

the client, and the dresses were made and fitted in the client's home. Workrooms in shops 

catered for clients ordering dresses made specifically for them, or they could choose a dress 

already made and have it fitted to their measurements. Some of the skirts of the 1870s and 

1880s may have been made in this way, since the fabric was layered onto the lining and only 

one seam was needed to finish the garment. When styles changed to less fitted ones in the early 

twentieth century, it became possible to provide dresses as completely ready-made. 

69 New Zealand Mail. 24 April1880, p.3. 

70 New Zealand Mail. 1 May 1880, p.3. 

71 Wellington Almanack for 1886. (Wellington: Wellington Independent, 1886). 

72 New Zealand Graphic. 31 May 1890-12 July 1890 

73 Cyclopedia of New Zealand. Vol.1: Wellington Provincial District (Wellington: Cyclopedia Company, 
1897), p. 638. 

74 For example, New Zealand Farmer. Bee and Poultry JournaL February 1886, p. 59, gives advice on the 
laying out and cutting of skirt patterns; The Southern Queen. 1 September 1895, p. 11, describes three 
patterns it has available to readers. 
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Dressmakers in New Zealand had a variety of employment styles from which to choose, 

depending on their personal circumstances, for much of the nineteenth century. It is probable 

that, for some, more than one form of employment was undertaken over the course of their 

working lives. While young and single, working away from home in a workroom or in the 

homes of others was easier; when married with a family, dressmaking or sewing that could be 

done within the home was preferred. By the end of the century, however, as the separation of 

workplace and home became more common for women's work, the options for dressmakers 

contracted. Factory production replaced the home and workshop output of dressmakers to a 

large extent, and the workrooms of the department stores were able to offer a made-to-order 

service for those who still wanted it. Sewing-machines, paper patterns, simpler garment 

structures and dressmaking advice in the newspapers allowed many women to create their own 

outerwear and underwear. Alternatively, ready-to-wear clothes made in the store workrooms 

and sold in the dress and mantle departments were more plentiful and affordable, and a faster 

purchase than the time-consuming ordering of a garment from a dressmaker. 
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Chapter Nine 

Conclusion 

This thesis has approached the study of women's dress in nineteenth-century New Zealand 

primarily from a material history perspective, using 162 dresses in various museum 

collections as an historical resource, analysing aspects of their changes over time, in terms 

of their fibre content, fabric structures, design components, construction and dimensions. It 

has attempted to decode the cultural information inherent in dresses and relate that to 

information from written sources to establish whether women settlers adapted their dress 

to the climate and environment conditions they found in New Zealand, or whether social 

issues of propriety and expected roles were paramount. Analysis of the construction of the 

group of dresses led on to consideration of their probable makers. Thus the organisation of 

dressmaking as a money-making enterprise for women and the extent to which these dresses 

were likely to have been dressmaker-made also has been investigated. 

Dresses in the sample, analysed both as dated groups and by clustering, show that 

conformity to fashion was more important than adaptation to the new environment. 

Changes in fashionable style and colour typical of Europe throughout the nineteenth 

century are represented, including a nostalgic fashion for eighteenth-century designs. What 

is harder to tell from the dresses themselves is when these changes occurred. Were new 

styles adopted immediately they were known of, or was there a considerable time lag in 

fashion travelling from its origin in Europe to the settlements of New Zealand? Written 

sources indicate that interest in fashion was high from the earliest years of settlement. 

Letters written to and from colonial women often mentioned detail about changes in dress 

style. Retailers advertised their latest shipments from Britain. Newspapers published 

articles, commentary and later illustrations, about fashions and fashion changes in Britain 

and France throughout the nineteenth century, although some writers advocated caution in 

departing from prevailing modes too soon. It was important that dress be decorous, but not 

overly decorated, that it be fashionable but not fast, that it comply with community 

standards rather than be eccentric or old-fashioned, and that it be appropriate to one's 

position in society. Propriety, respectability and conformity were powerful agendas. 

Dresses in this study provide structural, material evidence of these attitudes to fashion 

and to conventionality. None are outlandish in their styling or trimming, and as a group 

they illustrate the customary construction practices of their time. While a very few appear 

to be more costly than the others, none are couture models, or from top-class Parisian or 

British dressmakers. Rather, they are symbolic of the aspirations of many New Zealand 

settlers in their expression of genteel or middle class values. 
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A proportion of the dresses in the sample were wedding dresses and these illustrate well 

changes in circumstances, fashion and society that occurred in nineteenth-century New 

Zealand. In the 1840s and 1850s dresses worn for marriage ceremonies came in a variety of 

colours, sometimes boldly patterned. They were dresses that could be worn easily after the 

wedding, either during the day or as evening dress. In a newly developed colony, so 

isolated that ships took six months to get here from England, having a dress that was 

event-specific was probably too much of an extravagance. Although we do not know who 

wore many of these early dresses, I am convinced that they were the best dresses of the 

upwardly-mobile working-class settlers who predominated in New Zealand at this time. 

And yet the dresses survived, so their sentimental associations or elaborate nature quite 

possibly ensured that few later occasions warranted them being worn. By the 1890s and 

1900s wedding dresses in this sample were much more likely to be white or cream, and 

while the styling echoed that of fashionable dress, including the fashion for historic 

styles, they appear more specialised, intended for the particular event and so less likely to 

be worn afterwards. In a developed, more prosperous, urban society it was no doubt easier to 

store a dress for sentimental reasons, and not have to worry about cost. Retail stores were 

well established and supplied, and goods more plentiful. 

Decorum, maintenance of community standards and appropriateness of dress for one's station 

may explain the resistance to reform of outer dress on the part of many New Zealand women 

in the late nineteenth century. Photographs of Kate Walker's rational dress wedding and a 

group of young Maori women in 'rationals' excepted, no evidence has yet come to light of 

adoption of reform dress. The opportunity to follow and participate in the debate on dress 

reform was taken up by numbers of women, who wrote letters to newspapers, or belonged to 

various organisations who supported the cause, but whether these women practised any 

form of reform in their dress is still an open question. Despite a debate about tight lacing of 

stays, on health grounds, waist dimensions of dresses in this sample showed that the mean 

waistline measurement actually decreased in size in the 1890s. Styling of the dresses 

closely follows British fashion trends which were only beginning to allow for reduced bulk 

and weight in the skirt. The rational dress movement in New Zealand, or at least in 

Christchurch, was part of the international trend towards greater emancipation for women. 

Demands for physical freedom of the limbs and lungs were associated with participation in 

sports and bicycle riding, and claims for independence of mind and access to professional 

education. Popular images of the 'new woman' presented her as a wearer of knickerbockers, 

possibly frightening off any slightly timid potential adopters of reform dress. The wearers 

of the dresses in this sample may have been new women in terms of their activities - some 

may even have worn knickerbockers - but for social occasions at least they chose decorous 

dress. 
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Adaptation of designs, fabric, or styling of individual components, such as bodices, sleeves 

or skirts, to climatic and environmental conditions in New Zealand is not demonstrated by 

these dresses. The climate of southern parts of the country is temperate but summer 

temperatures often reach 200 C, so some lighter dresses for summer wear could have been 

expected, even in the Dunedin collections, assuming that most items in these collections 

came from southern New Zealand. Dresses of the 1830s in the study were lighter in weight 

and likely to have been made from cotton fabrics, but this was the fashion of the time. 

That they may have suited conditions early missionary wives found in northern parts of 

New Zealand was more accident than design. Some dresses of the 1890s and 1900s again use 

cotton or linen, and are lighter, being unlined, or only partially lined, and of simpler 

construction. This too was a response to the lead of fashion rather than an adjustment for 

climatic suitability, fashion by this time acknowledging expanding horizons for women in 

some parts of the world. Fabrics made from wool fibres are not common in this group, 

although a few dresses are made from blends of wool and cotton. Wool fabrics have the 

ability to trap more air than other comparable fabrics and thus provide insulation against 

cold winter conditions, but this property has not been exploited by the makers of these 

dresses. New Zealand's sheep farming industry allowed development of local wool 

processing factories in the 1870s, and 'colonial-grown' wool cloths were advertised from the 

early 1870s. These were probably fairly coarse cloths that felt harsh to the touch, more 

suited to men' work clothes than women's dresses. Women residents of some South Island 

localities, such as Queenstown, might have adopted wool cloth for dresses, to assist them in 

staying warm through cold winters in draughty houses, but that is not apparent from either 

this sample or the holdings of the local museum. Perhaps they used fabrics made from wool 

for other purposes in homes, such as for blankets, quilts or children's outerwear. Dresses 

made from wool fabrics may have been recycled into such items. Of course, dresses were not 

the only clothing women wore, and it may be that modifications were made to underclothes, 

stays, and outerwear to allow for climatic changes or for rough environments. 

In nineteenth century New Zealand, caring for and cleaning dresses was a far greater 

problem than it is with the technology of today. Dresses like the ones in this sample, 

multi-layered, made of a variety of materials, voluminous and heavy, would have been 

difficult to clean without unpicking so the pieces could be washed in a flat state. Very 

little evidence that this might have occurred was found. In fabrics such as silk taffeta, 

with very high yam counts in warp and weft directions, holes left by undone stitches would 

still be noticeable, even one hundred years later. It is more probable that the owners of 

these dresses took inordinate care not to soil them, by keeping them for occasional wear, 

such as church-going, dinners, and other social events. Many of the dresses show signs of 

wear, such as perspiration stains, abrasion, and strains, but perhaps they have survived by 
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being kept for best. While stored, either they may have gone out of fashion, or the wearer's 

size or shape altered to such an extent that the dress did not fit. According to the evidence 

presented in this sample of dresses, adaptation to a colonial environment occurred more in 

the practices of wearing, or keeping for best, certain garments, rather than making 

alterations to best dress, at least, to improve its comfort and convenience. 

If the wearers of any of these dresses had paid a dressmaker to make up their fabric, this 

might add to their desire to ensure that the garment remained kept for best. It is likely 

that a number of these dresses were made by professional seamstresses. Dressmakers 

advertised their services from initial colonisation, and one assumes that there was at least 

some market demand for their skills. As the colony developed so did the ways in which 

dressmakers operated. Some were mobile, going to clients' homes to work, others worked in 

draper or department stores producing made-to-order and ready-to-wear. Mechanisation of 

sewing had two forms of effect on methods of nineteenth-century dressmaking. First, use of 

sewing machines allowed styles to be stitched together faster, and led to their becoming 

more layered with decorative pleating and trims, which were also products of the machine 

age. Second, towards the end of the century when fashions had simplified to some extent, 

mechanisation permitted the production of ready-made dresses and other garments, able to 

be purchased at once rather than ordered in advance. This change spelt the beginning of the 

demise of the system of dressmaking that had operated, but by the beginning of the 

twentieth century had provided new forms of employment for women in factories. 

A material history approach has proved fruitful in investigating the garments. Material 

culture can be used to transform, store or preserve social information such as class and status, 

technological development, and gender, but the material record is as subject to bias as the 

literary record, and its encoded information is often taken for granted or ignored. Museums 

have not systematically collected dress until recently, so these nineteenth century examples 

of dresses survive with many biases. Their inherent quality and composition has allowed 

them to endure until today, but their presence in museums has to do with decisions made by 

collectors and curators about their value. ·The beautiful, the complete, the special dresses 

are more likely to be housed in museum collections in New Zealand than the everyday, 

worn out and ordinary, so, probably unintentionally, a class or special-occasion bias is 

created in a collection. Unfortunately, we do not yet know what is missing from this 

particular material record of nineteenth-century dress, and although photographic records 

offer some ideas, they also are subject to bias. Were housework dresses, everyday, ordinary 

dresses, worn by the kind of women who wore these dresses? If so, in contrast to what has 

happened in North America where written and material evidence of these dresses exists in 
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collections,1 none have been located in New Zealand. What clothes did rural women wear 

for farm work and riding? Again, material evidence is lacking. Where are the pleated 

skirts and jersey bodices fashionable in England in the 1870s and 1880s? Why have 

examples of these garments not survived, or been added to museum collections? It maybe 

that these styles were not adopted in New Zealand, or maybe they were inherently less 

stable structures. The sample of dresses used in this study is probably biased towards 

special occasion dress, rather than that of everyday. Dresses that people thought were 

good enough to give to a museum must have been kept for sentimental reasons or because of . 

their quality, rather than being discarded or recycled. There is an inevitable bias towards 

dresses that survived the strains of nineteenth century life in a young colony, perhaps by 

being kept for best, and therefore worn infrequently. 

Biases, however, do not mean the material record should be ignored. Rather, the key is to 

find methods of including the information it has to offer, in a way that can acknowledge 

the biases. Using two types of statistical analysis to identify any patterns of continuity and 

change in the data collected from the dresses has been a means of overcoming the practical 

difficulties of grouping large amounts of data. Analysis of the data grouped according to 

broad date bands quantified trends in colour, fibre and fabric, bodice, sleeve and skirt 

construction and dimensions more precisely than could be done in a purely qualitative study. 

Cluster analysis offered further insights into patterns of similarities and differences in the 

group of dresses, as to their structural features, producing clusters consistent with and so 

confirming estimated dates of the dresses in most cases. It also allowed identification of a 

hitherto unsuspected fashion trend in nineteenth century New Zealand, of reviving 

eighteenth century styles, and illustrated some similarities between late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century dresses and earlier styles. This statistical technique provided a 

means of extracting maximum information from this particular material record: used in 

conjunction with traditional written sources it has greatly enriched our understanding of the 

making and wearing of women's dress in nineteenth century New Zealand. Such a dual 

investigation has proved that in this sample of fashionable dresses, analysed in a depth 

not achieved before, there is no indication of adaptation to the colonial environment. 

1 Helvenston, Sally. 'Fashion and Function in Women's Dress in Rural New England: 1840-1900". Dress. 
18 1991, pp.27-38. 
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