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The Body-dress Symbiosis of Eighteenth-century Menswear: Demonstrating the Need for Digital
Technology via George Washington Artifacts

Anne Bissonnette, PhD, University of Alberta

THE PROBLEM: From early works on costume mounting until today, what to do with artifacts and how
to draw and share knowledge from these objects has been discussed at length. In 1977, the
Smithsonian’s Karyn Jean Harris explained in Costume Display Techniques how dress artifacts “can be
studied and examined by students and scholars for construction and other design details; or they can be
placed on exhibit to be viewed and appreciated by the general public.”! Harris, like many others,
reminded her reader that the safety of the object is paramount and often determines the outcome.! Do
no harm is sound advice but textiles are intrinsically fragile and many garments have survived in poor
condition. “Exhibitability” can affect their ability to be collected and displayed." Mary M. Brooks,
conservator and curator, and Dinah. D. Eastop, conservator, have discussed the use of digital surrogates
and how digital technology is “enabling new forms of collecting and conserving [...] and dissemination.”
With the rise of the digital humanities, new forms of artifact research and presentation allow us to
rethink some museum practices and push boundaries of knowledge.

This paper explores dress artifacts as well as body surrogates as, to accurately display items of
dress, one must understand “the relationship of clothing to the body.”" The research is based on the
study of fragile clothing artifacts linked to George Washington (1732-1799), some having survived
without all the suit’s components. Most were examined, photographed, drawn and measured to create
patterns that could illustrate 1780s-1790s menswear. When attempting to mount such garments, the
proper fit puts too much stress on artifacts and museum mannequins fail us: they cannot “manifest the
appropriate body ideal and posture” needed to safeguard objects and can actively damage them."
Virtual approaches can help. Using an array of primary and secondary sources, including Washington
clothing artifacts, | demonstrate the presence of a body-dress symbiosis at play in eighteenth-century
menswear and the difficulty of conveying dress practices accurately unless this is done using digital
technology.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION: The paper focuses on several Washington-centric artifacts to
demonstrate the discrepancy between mounts of eighteenth-century menswear and what posture and
fit they should have. It discusses how Washington as a young boy, like other children in his days, would
have worn a pair of stays (i.e. a stiffened and laced underbodice)." This object aimed to bring his
shoulders back and down to provide a posture that accentuated “the inward curve in the lower
vertebral spine” even after stays were no longer worn."" The research focuses on three artifacts to
explain the discrepancies that occur in a museum environment: 1) Washington’s surviving regimental
attire (1789-1799 coat and 1780-1785 waistcoat and knee breeches) from the Smithsonian collection™
(Figure 1); 2) a Jean-Antoine Houdon (1741-1828) statue of him created from life and careful
observations in 1785 (Figure 2); and 3) a 1784 portrait of him by Charles Wilson Peale (1741-1827).%
Lastly, | focus on a ca. 1780-1799 coat from the Mount Vernon collection (Figures 3 and 4).X" The paper
addresses “what happens when the dress is present without the body that once wore it.” ¥ |t explores
the potential of digital surrogates to increase our understanding of dress practices in history.
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PURPOSE: | aim to reveal how, through in-depth research, a lone Washington coat, and other similar
artifacts separated from a suit’s multiple components, can be virtually presented in a full ensemble
following the period’s proper posture and tight fit.

METHOD AND ANTICIPATED RESULTS: This is a conceptual paper that does not create 3D simulations
but examines the potential of the digital humanities to expand museum practices. | review the
literature, propose avenues of research, and hope to spark interest in the subject.
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