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Costume Guidelines for Female Docents

July 2010
It is often attention to details that makes or breaks a visit.  Period clothes on docents add to the overall experience of the visit to a history museum.  Just as we strive to furnish the JLMH with proper period furnishings in a realistic, lived-in arrangement, we can choose to complete the atmosphere with authentically-clothed tour guides.  A living, breathing, “18th-century person,” even if not a first person interpreter, puts static museum objects in context; that is, a period-clothed interpreter reminds visitors that the museum tells the story of the PEOPLE who lived there.

It is important, however, to be cautious when acquiring docent clothes.  Docents should never wear “costumes,” at least not in the theatrical sense.  Period clothing should enhance the museum experience by serving as an additional teaching tool, not because it “looks cute.” Inaccurate clothing presents the visitor with false information, which is unacceptable.  Therefore, it is our purpose to strive, within budget constraints and practicality, to present authentically clothed docents.  To achieve this, we put forth these minimum clothing guidelines as well as suggestions for docents who wish to take their clothing interpretations beyond the minimum requirement. 

(These guidelines assume that the JLMH provides a cotton shortgown, petticoat, apron, cap, and neck scarf for each docent.)

Each female docent without her own costume must wear the following as her uniform:


Cotton petticoat (provided) worn at the natural waist


Cotton shortgown (provided) pinned closed with plain straight pins (or safety pins on inside) with sleeves worn full length or cuffed slightly at the elbow and held at the waist by the apron 


White cotton cap (provided) with all hair tucked in it

White cotton apron (provided) tied at the natural waist on top of shortgown

White cotton neck scarf (provided) worn around shoulders and pinned, tied, or tucked in the shortgown

Solid color socks/stockings (not provided) that completely cover the leg (no bare skin seen below petticoat hem, therefore knee socks recommended); suggested colors: white, brown, tan, green, rust, red, blue, yellow (no pastels or overly bright/neon shades)

Plain, black, closed-toed shoes (not provided)
If the docent wishes, she may layer the uniform over her street clothes; however, street clothes must not be visible under the uniform.  Long sleeves must be pushed or rolled up under the shortgown, and pants must be rolled up under the petticoat.  Shirts visible at the shortgown neckline may be covered by the neck scarf, but turtleneck shirts and others that show above the neck scarf are unacceptable.  Docents may change completely into the uniform, or they may wish to bring alternative clothes to wear under the uniform if their regular street clothes cannot be worn under the uniform.  Visible layers of street clothes (pants below the petticoat hem, shirt sleeves beyond short gown sleeves, etc.) or hair not tucked into the cap look unprofessional.  The calico dresses that we have allowed in the past are the equivalent of 18th-century undergarments.  We don’t want our docents to look indecent!  
If the docent is unable or unwilling to comply with these standards she may wear modern clothes instead of the uniform.  Docents should keep in mind that they represent the JLMH and should dress accordingly. All docents should wear name tags to identify them as such. 

OPTIONAL but encouraged:

Remove jewelry


Replace modern glasses with contacts or wear simple wire-framed spectacles

Remove colored nail polish


Remove makeup or wear minimal natural-looking makeup--no bright lipsticks, etc.
Some docents may like to acquire (buy or make) their own clothes.  If you choose to go this route, your clothing can be even more authentic than what the JLMH offers. All female docents must wear one or more petticoats, a white cap, an apron, a neck scarf, socks or stockings, and plain black shoes.  They may wish to wear a jacket, bedgown, or gown instead of the short-gown.  Pockets, gloves or mitts, cloaks, stays (similar to corsets), and shifts are also good wardrobe ideas.  (Shifts and stays were necessities in the 18th century but as they will not be seen, we do not require them.)  Most garments of the 18th century were made of linen, wool, silk, or combinations thereof.  Cotton fabric was difficult to make before the invention of the cotton gin, and therefore expensive and somewhat rare in the 18th century. The fabric was imported from India, but little cotton fabric was made in the colonies. In actuality, therefore, silk and cotton are not particularly appropriate for our portrayals at the JLMH; however as linen and wool are sometimes prohibitively expensive today, cotton is acceptable.  Docents should use period solids and stripes in period weaves or a limited number of print styles; if unsure, use neutral blues and browns in plain weave. Printed fabrics were also expensive in the 18th century, and appropriate reproductions are hard to find.  
Good resources for women’s clothing ideas can be found at 18cnewenglandlife.org.  The Yahoo Group 18cWoman has good pictures and searchable archives.  While researching, docents should aim for the working class look (no ball gowns or upper class impressions). Patterns can be obtained from Patternsoftime.com (a Raleigh company).  Sutlers (merchants) sell a variety of goods for re-enactors and living historians, including clothes, shoes, and accessories.  Smoke and Fire (www.smoke-fire.com), Burnley & Trowbrige Co. (www.burnleyandtrowbridge.com), and James Townsend and Son (www.jastown.com), are good 18th-century sutlers.
Before making any expensive purchases or spending a lot of time on costume-making, please consult with the curators to make sure your choices accurately reflect the look and feel of the 18th-century Carolina backcountry of Joel Lane’s time.
A note from J.P. Ryan on women’s clothing in the 18th century: 

The shortgown is a garment worn in the 18th by women as they were working. 

The basic all purpose undergarment was the chemise or shift.  This was worn next to the skin.  There were no other under-garments under the chemise. (Knickers and pantaloons were a later invention.) Stockings and garters comprised the rest of a woman’s intimate apparel.  

Next came the under-petticoat, which was worn about mid-calf.  Usually made of linen, this petticoat was often not as full as the outer petticoat, which was seen.

Stays were put on next, over the chemise and under petticoat.  They are not the corsets of later eras that were designed to create a tiny waist.  18th century stays were designed to create a different silhouette of the female body: flat at front and back when seen from the side and wide when viewed from the front or rear. 

The pocket or pair of pockets were tied around the wait over the stays with linen tape, which gave a woman a place to carry her personal items.

Over the pocket, another petticoat was worn, like a skirt is worn today.  It was worn longer than the under-petticoat, length dependent on the activities of the wearer.

To cover the upper body, with or without stays, a short gown or jacket was often worn when a woman had to be particularly active, and needed a loose nonrestrictive garment.  It seems to have been considered indecent for a woman to be seen in just her chemise, and there is still some question about the circumstances of when a woman could leave off her short gown and be seen in only says and chemise.  The fineness or coarseness of the short gown’s fabric depended on the social and economic status of the wearer.  Short gowns were usually held closed at the center front with straight pins.

To protect the petticoat when active, a woman wore an apron, usually made of white linen.  Tied around the waist, the apron helped to help the front of the short gown closed.

To maintain a woman’s modesty, and protect her from the elements, an 18th century woman often wore a large square or triangular handkerchief around her neck, either over or under the neckline of the short gown.  Handkerchiefs were usually made of white linen.

Most women wore white linen caps which completely covered their hair.  The cap helped to hold the hair in place, and keep it near and tidy.  A cap also helped to keep hair clean, protecting it from smoke and soot. 
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