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Figure 97. Undergarments front view (Photo by Rowan Paramour) 
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Figure 98. Undergarments view side (Photo by Rowan Paramour) 

© Rowan Paramour 2026 All Rights Reserved 



Paramour 181 

Approximate Hours Spent (not including pattern drafting, treadle machine practice, 

sourcing materials, making petticoat, taking photos and recording documentation, taking 

breaks): 

●​ Preparing, marking, cutting out fabric: 12 hours 

●​ Basting fabric: 11 hours 

●​ Treadle sewing the main skirt, bodice, and sleeve seams: 8 hours 

●​ Adding skirt hem stiffening, basting, and knit tubing: 8 hours 

●​ Making and attaching skirt waistband: 8 hours 

●​ Making and inserting skirt pocket: 1 hour 

●​ Pinking inside skirt seams: .5 hours 

●​ Skirt finishing (hook and eye, trimming threads): 1 hour 

●​ Adding bodice boning (cutting to length, sewing channels, hand sewing in): 4 

hours 

●​ Altering bodice hem shaping: 3 hours  

●​ Hemming bodice: 4 hours 

●​ Inserting sleeves: .5 hours 

●​ Making pinked and pleated trim: 3 hours 

●​ Making and attaching tulle ruffle, with lace: 2 hour 

●​ Making and attaching bias tape: 3 hours 

●​ Attaching cuff pleats and lace: 2.5 hours 

●​ Attaching neck pleats: .5 hours 

●​ Attaching buttons: .25 hours 

●​ Sewing buttonholes: 4 hours 
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●​ Altering trim: 2 hours 

●​ Attaching trim: 3 hours 

●​ Bodice finishing (minor hand sewing fixes, trimming thread): .5 hours 

Total approximate construction time: 81.45 hours  
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Figure 99. Ensemble front view (Photo by Rowan Paramour) 
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Figure 100. Ensemble back right view (Photo by Rowan Paramour) 
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Figure 101. Ensemble front right view (Photo by Rowan Paramour) 
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Figure 102. Ensemble left view (Photo by Rowan Paramour) 
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Figure 103. Bodice front view (Photo by Rowan Paramour) 
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Figure 104. Full ensemble with maker for scale (Photo by Rowan Paramour) 
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Secondary Object Report 

Birdie Tatum, a Woman of Taste; or, Post-Visit Research Regarding the Ensemble 

I’ve searched name censuses online for the last name “Tatum”195 in Appalachian 

counties in North Carolina during the appropriate time range (women born at the earliest 

1800 and at the latest 1870). Several results have shown that there were several women in 

these counties who fit the age range, though there isn’t a feasible way at this point to narrow 

down the results.  

Particularly in lieu of more specific information, I treat the garment itself as the 

starting point for researching more about this person: how well off were they? How much 

free time did they have to work on this? Why did they choose these materials? Why this 

garment cut, these sewing techniques? Burkette describes how “The raw materials are a 

physical link to place, with the resulting furniture pieces acting as a link to their maker and 

to an extended family. And all of this meaning and significance is reinforced by the stories 

told.”196 I effectively must work in reverse, to use the physical link of the object to infer the 

meaning and significance of the item and tell that story for them since no one else is able to.  

I had several questions going into final production that I hoped would be answered 

by the process: why did she use knit tubing for the hem? Why were there whip stitched 

squares on the back of the sleeves? Why did she not know going into the project how the 

trim was going to lay, such that she made an extra, unused buttonhole? 

196 Burkette, Allison. “Language, Material Culture, and Materiality in Appalachia.” Journal of 
Appalachian Studies 31, no. 1 (April 1, 2025): 44–59. doi:10.5406/23288612.31.1.04. 

195 According to various records of the US Census, the first name Tatum was not popular in the 
1880’s, so I went with the more general last name Tatum premise.  
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The Industrialization of Appalachia wasn’t in full swing during this time period. The 

railroad was only able to break through the Blueridge mountains in 1880, creating a more 

stable supply line back and forth in the area of goods.197 However, the area still had yet to be 

fully economically elevated, the way it would be in the upcoming decades.198 In Asheville, 

for example, the influence of tourism coming in from the newly established railroad is what 

would bring in more and more economic prosperity: “Some of the most important 

improvements included the addition of street lighting and a telegraph service in the 1870s, a 

public hospital in 1883, telephone lines in 1885, a public school system in the 1880s, and a 

commercial section, Patton Avenue, in the 1890s.”199  

Additionally, most textiles in Appalachia were homespun wool, “Appalachian people 

with money had access to buying processed cloth, so when they could, they did,” says 

expert Paul Koch.200 The ensemble has little to no wool whatsoever; the majority of it being 

a richly dyed silk taffeta. The relative inaccessibility of material goods, the irregularity of 

the materials used, and the slower rise of economic prosperity indicates that the 

maker/wearer was well off economically, within her social and community environment at 

least. Economically, Western North Carolina was only just beginning to gain more wealth, 

with the purposeful interjection of tobacco in the area generating new wealth for many.201 

201 Lee, Tom. “Southern Appalachia’s Nineteenth-Century Bright Tobacco Boom: Industrialization, 
Urbanization, and the Culture of Tobacco.” Agricultural History 88, no. 2 (2014): 175–206. 
https://doi.org/10.3098/ah.2014.88.2.175. 

200 Nester, Sarah Smith. “Women in the Appalachian Home.” Smoky Mountain Living Magazine, 
June 1, 2012. https://www.smliv.com/stories/women-in-the-appalachian-home/.  

199 Blaylock, “Appalachian Aristocrats”, 2017. 

198 Blaylock, Matthew Robert, "Appalachian Aristocrats: How Tourists, Elites, and Mountaineers 
Created a New Western North Carolina, 1880-1920. " PhD diss., University of Tennessee, 2017. 
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_graddiss/4680  

197 Blackmun, Ora. “Dawn Breaks Over the Mountains.” In Western North Carolina: Its Mountains 
and Its People to 1880, 380–99. Appalachian State University, 1977. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1xp3mp5.29. 
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The fact that the ensemble is homemade seems to be a unique feature; “mountain 

women were long in the habit of purchasing ready-made fashions from local merchants 

decades before 1861. The war interrupted the flow of goods and forced women to sew their 

own garments again. Most women, however, deeply resented this return to traditional 

methods and quickly sought a return to consumerism during Reconstruction.”202 So by the 

time this ensemble was being created, sewing it yourself would’ve been deeply undesirable 

and unlikely. The US had yet to be hit with “[t]he concept of self-conscious craft, first really 

articulated by British designer-writer William Morris in the 1870s and 1880s”203 but the 

influence of industrialization which led to this movement can be seen in this early adoption 

of the “undesirability” of homemade objects. It places this object at a particular moment in 

time, right before “The US craft was born of the condition of modernity, and its subsequent 

practice has been carried out in that context.”204 

 Given average daily laborer costs of the period, based on limited data, were in the 

$1.17-$1.20 range daily (fig. 105) the material is unusual, and expensive; Jaqueline Field 

notes that even the most affordable American made silk by 1900 “sold for between 75 cents 

and $3.00 per yard--inexpensive for a fabric previously classed as a luxury--but not cheap 

compared to attractive cotton priced at 5 or 10 cents per yard,"205 again indicating the wealth 

of the wearer, but the home sewing might suggest that she couldn’t afford to get this fabric 

custom made into an outfit. This, combined with the irregular stripe pattern found on some 

of the fabric and the numerous times the ensemble has been altered, suggests to me that 

perhaps the fabric was discounted for having a dyeing or weaving error.  

205 Field, Jacqueline, "The Haskell Silk Company: Manufacturers of Staple Silks Recognized As a 
"Standard"in the Trade" (2002). Textile Society of America Symposium Proceedings. 384. 

204 Cooke Jr, 2007 
203 Cooke Jr,“Modern Craft and the American Experience.” 2007 
202 Moore, “The Contingency of Appalachia on Our Mind”, 2017 
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Figure 105. Laborer daily wages (The Journal of 
Political Economy, Volume XIII, December 
1904-September 1905, The University of Chicago Press, 
1905, pg. 363, copy held by the University of Michigan 
and digitized by Google, accessed digitally 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015059385
339&seq=374) 
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So much of the material choices within the construction are counter to “best 

practices”: sewing knit to woven fabric; top stitching in a non matching color; pleating by 

eye rather than even careful measurement; uneven stitching; dark fabric notions against 

lighter tulle and lace, especially in an area like the neck where sweat could make the navy 

dye transfer; using a different thread color for the bottom buttonholes. Many of these 

suggest that Birdie was making do with what she had to make a project for herself. Dyed 

thread would be more expensive, so white and black were used freely, especially towards 

the end of the project.  

Another feature that became apparent many times over the course of the project was 

the material reality of my fabric selections. The silk accessible to me is just quite frankly not 

as well woven as the material the maker had access to. Simply constructing the garments 

made my silk fray more than construction, wearing, age, and moving between museums 

made the original silk fray, due to the tighter weave structure. This is a common problem 

with historical reconstructions; hand weaving, and even older weaving machines, make 

fabric weaves much tighter than modern ones. The tightness of the weave is what allowed 

prior generations of sewists to leave raw, unfinished hems inside their garments, as seen in 

the original ensemble. Leaving raw hems, of course, would save a lot on time, which aligns 

with the embodied information gathered from other elements of the project. 

Alterations to design happened at multiple steps of the project: moving a button; 

attaching trim; shifting darts; adjusting how many buttons there were. Based on the order a 

sewist, one comfortable enough with sewing for their body to freely and easily fit 

themselves when pleating a skirt by eye, would naturally take, if certain elements had 

already been purchased, those choices would’ve been made differently. You wouldn’t sew 
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an extra buttonhole for fun; it takes more time, something she was prioritizing. At least the 

trim, but likely more of the decorative notions, were purchased after construction had 

already begun. That would suggest it was an impulsive project. A woman, who evidently 

had some amount of spending money but not so much that she would be able to purchase an 

unmarred bolt of silk, bought the fabric and went about turning it into an ensemble for 

herself. An impulse purchase would perhaps also explain why so many of the notions are 

somewhat disparate: green knit tubing; navy bias tape; two types of lining.  

As previously addressed, the knit tubing seems to have been a part of a larger pattern 

of time and cost cutting within the project. Given the random assortment of notions, many 

were likely already owned by the maker, which would further offset the cost, and newer or 

expensive ones were used in sparing quantity. Outside of a few practical comforts like a 

pocket and short boning, more care was put into the exterior looking fashionable while the 

interior construction was serviceably good quality, but quicker and easier than best practices 

of the time. It’s an unusual choice, but that’s part of what makes it so clever. 

Another clever and practically minded design was the whipped on back sleeve 

pieces. The way the seams are layered in the sleeve indicate that the whipped stitched patch 

was a part of the sleeve before it was set, suggesting that this wasn’t a fix done after the fact. 

It was a designed part of the sleeve. Although it could be an act of piecing, to make the 

fabric long enough to cut the the sleeve pattern out of, that wouldn’t necessarily explain why 

it was done to both sleeves at the same point. Additionally, whip stitching the patch in place, 

when other elements of topstitching use a running stitch, which would’ve been faster, 

suggests that the whipstitch was chosen specifically. The whipstitch is one of the stretchier 

hand sewing stitches, as the loops provide more thread that allows the stitch to extend with 
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the fabric, and is therefore favored for areas where stitching would be facing force that 

could cause a running topstitch to snap. As mentioned during the Journal, the placement is 

around the middle of the shoulder blades, which would stretch under the pulling force of 

moving your arms forward of your body. So while not a traditional gusset, it was a 

practically minded, deliberate choice. 

Birdie seems to have made much of her construction based on knowledge of her own 

body, rather than using a strict pattern, if she used a pattern at all. We can see that in how the 

pleats were irregular and the darts at the front had to be let out and shifted, small details that, 

if one were following a pattern, would be more carefully measured and precise. Based on 

the stitching quality though, she certainly didn’t sew for work/at a professional level. So her 

construction speed would be very unlikely to have been significantly different from my 

own. Which raises the question: why was this outfit made? 

There’s simply not much sign of wear on the ensemble. There aren’t significant 

sweat stains, or areas of dye wearing away or transferring, and any visible mending was 

done at a later time by a different sewist. So why spend 80 hours on construction for an 

ensemble that was barely worn? With the economic shifts happening in the Applachia, many 

men had moved out of working in coal and other industries that were booming with the 

introduction of the rail lines, which left women to take on more labor in the homestead that 

was previously shared.206 It is difficult to imagine that an adult woman during this time and 

in this area would have enough leisure time to create such an ensemble, using harder to 

access fabric, only to wear it very little.  

206 Mullins, Devan M., "Mamas, Miners, & Movements: Women and Gendered Labor in Central 
Appalachia During the 20th Century" (2019). Undergraduate Honors Theses, Hollins University. 63. 
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The obvious option is this was specifically for a special occasion. How special of an 

occasion? Well, the fact that the garments even still exist can also lend some insight. 

Repurposing garments, especially those made of valuable materials, was a common practice 

during and before the late 19th century207, but these garments remain entirely intact. While 

perhaps they could’ve been put away in storage and forgotten about, and indeed some of the 

ageing indicates the garments were folded in a particular manner for a long time, secondary 

mending suggests that it was interacted with at a later point in time. The owners either didn’t 

need to or didn’t want to repurpose or sell on the garments. But the thriftiness of the original 

sewist wouldn’t align as well with the notion that this family just had enough wealth to 

throw away on a lightly used silk ensemble. This suggests high sentimentality of the 

garments. A very fashionable dress, made from expensive material, so likely intended to be 

seen by many, but only sparingly worn and never repurposed? My educated speculation, 

given that there’s no concrete providence, is that this ensemble was worn to an immediate 

family wedding.  

Fashion became an important status symbol in Appalachia as industrialization 

occurred. “Fashion trends in the mountains eagerly embraced cosmopolitanism as well. 

Middle-class culture in the Blue Ridge Mountains viewed access to these trends as a symbol 

of inclusion in their constructed reality. Advertisements for mass-manufactured apparel 

appeared in almost every newspaper in the region from 1870 until 1890. Various editorials 

and articles detailed upcoming fashion trends and asserted their importance to the region’s 

women. One article published in the Weekly Pioneer in 1872 demonstrates the importance 

207 Gordon, Jennifer Farley, and Colleen Hill. Sustainable Fashion: Past, Present and Future 
(London, England: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014) 
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placed by mountain women on being in vogue.”208 This supports the idea that the 

maker/wearer of this ensemble wanted to have a fashionable outfit and would have the 

cultural knowledge of trends to create such an ensemble.  

Images from 1880’s America indicate that skirts were typically more embellished 

than this skirt currently is.209 However, readily available patterns available during the period 

show that separate overskirt garments were popular (fig. 106), and in conjunction with the 

single, asymmetrical line of stitching on the center front panel (fig. 107), I suspect that the 

ensemble originally had a separate overskirt associated with it. 

 

Figure 106. Overskirts in the Butterick 1882 summer catalogue 
(American Dress Pattern Catalogs 1873-1909: Four Complete Reprints/ 

209 Dalrymple, Priscilla Harris. American Victorian Costume in Early Photographs. New York City, 
New York: Dover Publ, 1991;  

    Harris, Kristina. Victorian Fashion in America: 264 Vintage Photographs. Mineola, NY, New York: 
Dover Publications, 2002. 

208 Moore, Elisabeth Avery . “The Contingency of Appalachia on Our Mind: An Exploration of the 
Self-Perception of Bourgeois Mountain Print Culture, 1870–1890.” Journal of Appalachian Studies 23, no. 2 
(2017): 181–205. https://doi.org/10.5406/jappastud.23.2.0181. 
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Edited by Nancy Villa Bryk.  New York City, New York: Published for 
Henry Ford Museum & Greenfield Village by Dover Publications, 
1988.) 

 

 

Figure 107. Holes from previous stitching on skirt (Photo taken by 
Rowan Paramour with permission from the Gregg Museum) 

The u-shaped neckline of the bodice would seem to indicate that the ensemble was 

intended as evening wear; high necklines seem to have been most popular, particularly for 

© Rowan Paramour 2026 All Rights Reserved 





Paramour 200 

 

Figure 109. “c. 1880s. Three women of little means 
wearing very plain dresses for their era. (“Wharton, 
Winamac, Ind.” Cabinet card)] (Victorian Fashion in 
America: 264 Vintage Photographs. Mineola, NY, New 
York: Dover Publications, 2002. Edited by Kristina 
Harris) 
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Figure 110. “Young woman with three-quarter sleeves, identical 
bracelets on each wrist, white fichu, curly bangs and wide-brimmed hat 
with plume” (Dalrymple, Priscilla Harris. American Victorian Costume 
in Early Photographs. New York City, New York: Dover Publ, 1991.) 
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Figure 111. “‘Laura Knight,’ April 20, 1887. Another version of 
the bustle at its apex.” (Dalrymple, Priscilla Harris. American 
Victorian Costume in Early Photographs. New York City, New 
York: Dover Publ, 1991.) 

In the following paragraph, I take these observations as well as historical context to 

paint an educated guess as to the life of the maker and wearer of this ensemble. As Andrew 

Brookes, Reader in Uneven Development at Kings College, London and author of Clothing 

Poverty: the Hidden World of Fast Fashion and Second Hand Clothes (zed books, 2015), 

puts it “any used garment can tell a story: if the wearer of uniform blue denim works bent 
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over scrubbing floors then these are liable to thin out and split; if they sit cross-legged the 

denim will stretch across and pull around the thighs. These daily movements exercise the 

full fabric and in doing so leave an imprint of the rhythms of their former owners life.”212 

This narrative retelling acts not as speculation but as a humanizing reframing of the facts 

laid before us by the material reality of the garments. 

All of this put together presents a certain narrative: in the mid to late 1880’s, an 

Appalachian middle class woman, who had access to being able to look at, if not purchase, 

materials not often found in her geographic area, came across some silk taffeta while 

shopping, discounted because of a manufacturing error. Having some free money to spend 

on this extraneous sort of purchase, she bought the material and some fancier notions, like 

buttons, that would be seen. With the knowledge of fitting and sewing for herself already, 

she made a fashionable but simple blouse and bustle skirt, supplementing the silk with other 

assorted bits of material and notions she had around. She tried it on and made a few 

alterations with the hem, the darts, and the shoulders, and adjusted the topmost buttons. She 

bought trim later to make a faux collar look and removed one of the buttons when it was in 

the way of her new design. She wore the outfit with a chemisette and an overskirt, which 

she lightly tacked onto the front of the skirt at some point before it was later removed. She 

wore this outfit sparingly before someone else, perhaps a relative of hers, altered the outfit 

with less finesse than she had: moving the hook and eye of the skirt and patching a hole in 

the inside point of the back of the bodice. Sometime after that, the ensemble was stored 

away, the bodice pressed up against something that made it discolored. At some point later, 

the ensemble was donated to the Appalachian Cultural Museum as part of a lot of clothes, 

212 “WHAT CAN HISTORICAL CLOTHING REVEAL THAT OTHER SOURCES CANNOT? 
History Today 73, no. 9, 2023 
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simply labeled “Tatum”, before later being purchased by the Gregg Museum of Art and 

Design.  

Final Project Report 

All of the previous sections were sent, along with the Methodology and Rubric 

Pages, to the thesis committee before the entirety of this research, to assess from an 

uniformed perspective if the methodology was successful and if the tools for assessment 

were beneficial. The Methodology for Practice-Led Dress History Reconstruction Projects, 

Peer Review Rubric for Practice-Led Dress History Reconstruction Projects, and Questions 

for Consideration were all also sent to the committee for their perusal. None of the above 

sections, from Initial Object Report to Secondary Object Report, have been changed in their 

content from the time they were sent to the committee, to provide as accurate of a 

representation of the quality and type of work demonstrated. There were minor formatting 

changes; a new cover page with figures (fig. 112, fig. 113); figure numbers were adjusted; 

and the exact formatting of the footnotes, to make it cohesive as an individual paper; and the 

style of headings differed from the larger research (and has been preserved here for the sake 

of clarity and not changing too much from how it was presented to the committee). It also 

featured its own bibliography.  

© Rowan Paramour 2026 All Rights Reserved 



Paramour 205 

Figure 112, left: recreation project completed by author; Figure 113, right: extant 

ensemble (Photos taken by Rowan Paramour) 

Peer Review with Rubric 

Although the committee opted not to formally fill out the Peer Review Rubric and 

the Questions for Consideration, as a form of reflection on action and self review, I utilized 

the Peer Review Rubric and Questions for Consideration to analyze my own test recreation 

project.  

 
 

 

© Rowan Paramour 2026 All Rights Reserved 



Paramour 206 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What it is trying to convey, how successful is it in doing so?  

The project is trying to convey the ingenuity and thrift of women situated in late 

19th century Appalachia, and succeeds in demonstrating it for this particular woman by 

situating her within the larger socio-economic structures of her material culture.  

Does the project advance our understanding of history and/or heritage (tangible or 

intangible, places or practices)?  

It helps flesh out the understanding of late 19th century Appalachia as a shifting 

landscape of economic and social movement, where the middle class, even as an emerging 

social sphere, wasn’t monolithic, where corners are cut on extraneous projects but held onto 

for sentimental reasons.  

Does the project add value to this understanding that would not be possible through 

text or image alone?  
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Initial Object Report 5 

Practitioner Profile 3 

Limitations Statement 5 

Completed Observation 
Checklists 

3 

Practitioner’s Journal 5 

Secondary Object Report 5 

Final Project Report with all 
prior deliverables included. 

5 

 31/35 (88.6%) 
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The demonstrated contrast between the deep time and monetary investment inherent 

to the ensemble and the numerous cost and time cutting measures could not be fully 

appreciated through image. The recreation process as documented provided a material look 

into the mindset and process of the original maker, which belied the initial photographs.  

By physically experiencing the object, do we get a better understanding of or feeling 

for the past?  

Yes; putting the garments on a mannequin shows how short she was; handling the 

garments shows the weight that she had to carry on her body. Seeing how big of a pocket 

she put into even a fancier garment helps us connect to how practically minded she was. 

Do the steps taken during the process make sense?  

Most do, though the chain of reasoning could’ve been more fully explained for the 

process of patterning- why were particular shapes or techniques chosen.  

Are there exploratory avenues you see available that were not undertaken?  

Having a model wear the garments to get that aspect of the embodied experience 

recorded.  

Do you feel the important elements of the historical object—materials, construction, 

usage, affect, etc—are captured?  

Yes; although of course the end result is slightly different, the recreation and the 

original are akin to “sisters not twins” so to speak. The material presence is maintained, as 

well as the general form, construction, and visual impact.  
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Is the underlying research and methodology clear, well documented, and 

convincing? 

More of the work around searching for providence could’ve been articulated and 

cited, but in general the choices made followed a logical progression and were well shown 

with both process and completion photos, as well as comparisons to the original garments.  

Thinking in terms of the processes you are most familiar with—for example, 

historical research, close reading and explication, pattern making, curatorial 

interpretation—could the research and methodology be improved or altered? 

Pattern making could be improved and more standardized for repeatability. Bringing 

the theorized accessories to provide a look into what the full ensemble could’ve looked like 

would’ve provided further new visual and material data. 

Results  

Analysis of the Methodology and Rubric 

Of course, I, as the researcher, am biased in my estimation of my own work. In 

general, the committee lauded the effort and thoroughness of the project. Their primary 

concern, however, was the repeatability of the project. This reveals a fundamental problem 

with the final project report deliverable, as submitted, as well as with the methodology. The 

methodology, though well known to me, was unclear in its brief descriptions on the 

methodology and rubric pages, which led to confusion around what exactly the standards for 

rigor were. By having more clear and in-depth guidelines for what constitutes rigor, 

repeatability, and success within practice-led actualistic historic dress recreations, the 
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projects made using the methodology can see more success.  

Similarly, the rubric, while based on history and interdisciplinary work as well as 

examples from multiple interdisciplinary projects, needs further fleshing out, particularly 

from an experimental archaeology lens. This will provide a clearer and stronger basis of 

comparison when it comes to assessing the efficacy and rigor of practice-led actualistic 

historic dress recreations.  

Potential Improvements/Further Research 

There are two elements of potential improvements to consider for this research: one, 

the potential improvements to the practice-led actualistic recreation that I did as part of this 

research; and two, potential improvements for the methodology developed itself.  

Improvements for the Birdie Tatum Project Getting a model to wear the ensemble 

and getting feedback about the embodied experience of wearing it would be another 

substantial source of new tacit knowledge for the research. It was a known factor going into 

the project that, since the original maker/wearer was of a different size and height than 

myself, I might not be able to accomplish this, but it’s still disappointing and certainly an 

area for improvement. Particularly for garments where the maker and wearer were the same 

person, wearing the outfit is just as much a part of the history of the clothing as their 

construction. Historical reenactors will often cite how the clothing they wear affects their 

posture, their movement, how they feel in relation to a space and to those around them.213  

Scanning/digitizing the final patterns used, and noting where they had to be altered 

during the final construction, would add to potential replicability of the project. Although 

the patterns themselves were not the goal of the research project, providing them to peers for 

213 Zanetti, “Sensing the Fit,” 2023 
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feedback, especially those who also have patterning knowledge, would give another avenue 

for analysis and examination of rigor within the peer review section of the methodology. 

Finally, getting to present the finished recreation next to the original, although it 

didn’t work out scheduling wise, would’ve been not only an educational experience but a 

delightful one. Putting pictures of the original and the recreation next to each other can 

substitute to a certain extent, but so much of the embodied physicality of the dress history 

object comes from its physical presence. Benjamin, reflecting on the replicability of 

artworks, says that “[e]ven the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one 

element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to 

be.”214 Though the methodology unlocks many previously hidden parts of the objects’ 

history and creation, the recreation of a garment will still only afford a partial amount of its 

material history. By placing them in physical proximity to each other, the extant original and 

the recreation can work in tandem: the original providing the unremovable aura of object, 

the recreation providing a safer and more manipulatable “avatar”215 of it, and by looking at 

the original and physically interacting with the recreation, new appreciation for, or new 

insights into, the material history could be garnered.  

Improvements on the Methodology for Practice-Led Actualistic Historic Dress 

Recreation Projects Further research would involve refining the rubric and guidelines and 

testing with other practice-led actualistic historic dress recreation projects. Ideally, these 

projects would be done on objects from a wide array of time periods, locations, and material 

cultures, and include as many different creation techniques and materials as possible. This 

would effectively stress test the methodology and help eliminate biases towards particular 

215 Davidson, The Embodied Turn, 2019 
214 Benjamin, The Work of Art, 1936 
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mediums and/or material cultures, which has historically been an issue within art history, 

especially regarding nonwhite cultures, people of the global south, and clothing of the 

non-elite. 

Finally, although this research has focused on dress history and historic dress 

recreations, particularly given that that is my area of expertise, there is potential room for 

expansion to other areas of art history and experimental archaeology. If a researcher outside 

of dress history were looking to utilize the methodology, they would need to adjust the steps 

involved to better suit their own subject matter. This is a task best suited to researchers who 

are more well situated within the craft practice of their given field, and as I am not 

embedded in both the craft practice and academic practice of any area outside of dress 

history, I have no realistic or reasonable idea as to the specifics of what different variations 

of that would look like.  

But I do believe that there is merit to the methodology being used outside of dress 

history; part of the foundation for the research is experimental archaeology, which is not 

limited to dress history. Within Sarayder’s work, for example, many different case studies of 

assorted craft practices can be seen, including: stone, wood, and bone carving; smelting and 

metal working; pottery; constructing and using mechanical tools; constructing structures and 

monuments both above and below ground; sailing; masonry; farming. We can also see 

experimental archaeology classes with broad reaching medium foci, including, cooking, 

structure building, hunting, fishing, carving, dyeing, pottery, weaving, and brewing.216 By 

nature of its very foundations, the rigorous practice-led actualistic recreation methodology is 

interdisciplinary, even though it's been developed within one specific context, and by having 

216 Paxton and Bardsley “Experimental Archaeology for Historian” 2024 
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it be used in fields outside of dress history would further help refine and stress test it, 

strengthening the understanding and research of all who use it.  

Conclusion 

In this research, I introduced the value of conducting object-specific historical 

research and how the materiality of the object lends itself to a methodology that uses the 

tacit knowledge of the craft practitioner to better understand the makers and users of historic 

dress objects. I reviewed the many different terminologies used for historic dress recreations 

and analyzed the best way to integrate them into a single coherent definition, finally landing 

on “practice-led actualistic recreation.” I also examined the concern of subjectivity within 

historical recreation. I revealed that, though there are valid concerns regarding revisionism 

and the ability to meaningfully contribute to the field, these concerns are no more pressing 

than for any other form of academic research. I also conveyed how sole subjectivity is not 

the solution to this problem, but instead having an approach that codifies subjective 

experience into work that can be more easily shared and tested independently allows for a 

growing path forward. I synthesize multiple academic approaches for the objective approach 

and assessment to experimental archaeology, practice-led fashion history, and practice-led 

craft research, into a well defined and outlined methodology.  

I tested my methodology by completing a recreation of my own, following the 

methodology and including all of the proposed deliverables from the rubric within the body 

of this research, along with the peer review rubric and questions for consideration.. I 

analyzed the results of this test by reviewing committee feedback, doing my own self 

assessment with the rubric, discussing the new findings about the object found via the 

method, and reflecting on how using the method affected my work. After evaluating my 
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own test of the method, I looked at potential improvements for the methodology and made 

suggestions for further research to be built off of this.  

Finally, I want to convey that I can understand how a practice-led project can seem 

unacademic. This research has included so much usage of first person tense, centering of my 

own process and thoughts, conjecture about the maker and their process, even to the point of 

fictitiously naming her. This does not conventionally align with what we know to be 

academic rigor, impartiality, and research.  

Part of the larger art history field is the interpretation of art. We explore historical 

context for the architecture of a building, discuss the material properties of the clay used for 

pottery, find references to other paintings in the details of a portrait. But we also interpret. 

Discussions on the Mona Lisa will detail the oil paint medium, the techniques pioneered by 

Leonardo da Vinci, the history of the artwork’s sale and display. But it will also invariably 

come back to one point: what does Mona Lisa’s smile mean? What did it mean to the sitter, 

Lisa del Giocondo, to da Vinci as the painter, and finally, what does it mean to us in the 

modern day. These are all forms of interpretations, not just historical queries. It’s a core part 

of how people, and how art history, engages with these objects. 

Beyond art history, all of academia is subject to biases in both process and 

presentation. How you design a scientific study affects the outcome: the hypothesis you ask; 

the data points you select to study; the margin of error you choose to accept; the way you 

phrase the conclusion; the manner in which you publish or don’t. There is no way to convey 

research that is not ‘tainted’ by subjectivity. Therefore, practice-led methodology is no more 

or less academic than any other methodology, and as with all methodologies, it must be 

performed with rigor and repeatability.  
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This research has constructed a proposed system for maintaining that rigor within 

practice-led methodology as applied to actualistic historic dress recreations. Based on 

research within the broad scope of educational, art history, craft practice, design, dress 

history, experimental archaeology, conservation, historical reenactment, material culture, 

and theatre academics, it not only has specifically and explicitly listed steps for the 

methodology, but also demonstrates how to assess the success of maintaining rigor in a 

practice led recreation. The inclusion of numeric values even allows for it to be used within 

an educational setting, which increases the ability for it to be taught and help spread the 

methodology more quickly and extensively through the dress history academic sphere.  

Furthermore, with repeated use in other academic niches, the process could be 

adjusted to suit the specific needs of that field, as researched and known by an expert in that 

subject matter. And in a way, that makes the usage of the methodology itself a practice-led 

project. The historian or expert relies on their being situated within the field to know not just 

how they personally would interpret the methodology, but in what manner it can be 

interpreted to best suit their area of research. 

Usage within other history fields, not just dress history, would also help reiterate and 

refine the system, thus helping improve not just that one area of research, but improve the 

process as a larger general methodology, becoming an innovative, object based approach to 

research as opposed to a literary one, which would fill an important hole that’s been missing 

in object-based history research up until now.  

 

 

© Rowan Paramour 2026 All Rights Reserved 



Paramour 215 

Methodology and Rubric Pages 

Methodology for Practice-Led Dress History Reconstruction Projects 
 

 
 

 

© Rowan Paramour 2026 All Rights Reserved 

Step  Objective Deliverable 

1. Identify Object Describe as much explicit, 
quantifiable information about 
the object as possible based on 

available resources (written 
description, photos, etc) 

Initial Object Report; 
Formulated Observation 

Checklists (if not using premade 
Checklist) 

2. Identify Practitioner(s) Describe practitioner/s 
backgrounds in craft and 

research as it relates to the 
upcoming recreation project. 

Practitioner Profile 

3. Identify Limitations Describe and discuss all 
material, environmental, 

budgetary etc restrictions that 
contribute to anachronism 

Limitations Statement 

4. Object Analysis/Observation Utilize tools like slow analysis, 
drawing, and reflections to 

complete Observation Checklists 
and extract otherwise tacit 

knowledge 

Completed Observation 
Checklists 

5. Reflective Practice/Iterative 
Process 

Record recreation process, 
experimentation, and failure, 

interpret changes in production 
as a new form of data to be 

studied, and reflect on process 

Practitioner’s Journal 

6. Continuing Research Cyle Utilize new understanding of 
object to analyze technical, 

academic, and practitioner based 
sources of research knowledge 

Secondary Object Report 

7. Results Clearly record and communicate  Final Project Report with all 
prior deliverables included. 

8. Peer Review Submit project to peer review 
with the provided Grading 

Rubric  

N/A 
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Peer Review Rubric for Practice-Led Dress History Reconstruction Projects 
 

 Missing- 0 
points 

Poor- 1 point Good- 3 points Excellent- 5 points 

Initial Item Report Missing from 
final turn in 

Lacking details, lack of 
focus on explicit 

knowledge of the object 

Detailed report of 
the explicit 

knowledge of the 
object, little 

academic research 

Detailed report of the 
explicit knowledge of 
the object and solid 
academic research 

foundation 

Practitioner Profile Missing from 
final turn in 

Few details and/or 
doesn’t connect 

background directly to 
the recreation project  

Detailed profile 
analyzing 

background, basic 
consideration of 

how it affects 
project 

Detailed profile 
analyzing background, 

well thought out 
consideration of how it 

affects project 

Limitations 
Statement 

Missing from 
final turn in 

Few limitations 
considered, little to not 

plan for mitigation 

Several limitations 
considered, basic 

plan for mitigation 

Many limitations 
considered and thought 
out plan for mitigation 

Observation 
Checklists 

Missing from 
final turn in 

Checklist has few 
questions/few filled out, 
or answers are brief and 

shallow 

Checklist is 
through, answers 
mostly filled out 
and/or several 

answers are brief 
and shallow   

Checklist is thorough, 
answers are all filled in 

thoughtfully  

Practitioner’s 
Journal 

Missing from 
final turn in 

Inadequate 
documentation of 

process, of practice-led 
methodology, and/or 

reflection 

Solid 
documentation of 

process, practice-led 
methodology, and 

reflections, unclear 
or sparse at times  

Clear and thorough 
documentation of 

process, practice-led 
methodology, and 

reflections 

Secondary Object 
Report 

Missing from 
final turn in 

Few sources or 
predominantly 

nonacademic sources 

Good number of 
sources, may rely 
on nonacademic 
sources more or 
underutilize the 
sources listed   

Good number of 
sources, all well 

utilized, little to no 
nonacademic sources 

Final Project Report Missing from 
final turn in 

Several components 
missing from report, 
unclear language, not 

demonstrably 
repeatable 

Report completed, 
language clear, 

process may not be 
demonstrably 

repeatable 

Report completed, 
language clear and 

evocative, and process 
made demonstrably 

repeatable 

Total score     /35     
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Questions for Consideration 

What it is trying to convey, how successful is it in doing so?  

Does the project advance our understanding of history and/or heritage (tangible or intangible, places 

or practices)?  

Does the project add value to this understanding that would not be possible through text or image 

alone?  

By physically experiencing the object, do we get a better understanding of or feeling for the past?  

Do the steps taken during the process make sense?  

Are there exploratory avenues you see available that were not undertaken?  

Do you feel the important elements of the historical object—materials, construction, usage, affect, 

etc—are captured?  

Is the underlying research and methodology clear, well documented, and convincing? 

Thinking in terms of the processes you are most familiar with—for example, historical research, 

close reading and explication, pattern making, curatorial interpretation—could the research and 

methodology be improved or altered? 

(Adapted from the Peer Review Survey in Marx, Lizzie, Sofia Collette Ehrich, William Tullett, Inger 

Leemans, Cecilia Bembibre, and Odeuropa. 2022. “Making Whiffstory: A Contemporary 

Re-Creation of an Early Modern Scent for Perfumed Gloves.” American Historical Review 127 (2): 

881–93. doi:10.1093/ahr/rhac150.) 
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