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Abstract

Sewing as women’s work has long been associated with femininity and domesticity. This
thesis explores the experiences of Australian women who sewed within their homes for
paying clients in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s.

I argue that the traditional

conceptualisation of separate public and private spheres is inadequate for understanding
the reality of their lives and the social significance of their work. In consulting, fitting
and sewing clothes, mostly for women and often for special occasions, these dressmakers
were situated at the interface of the home and market.
Connected by the three strong narrative threads of what they did, how they did it and
where they did it, the in-depth examination of these women’s stories reveals how the
dressmakers managed their work within their homes.

The temporal and spatial

boundaries of family life intersected with the formalities of the public world; emotion
work crossed from the intimate sphere of family life to the maintenance of client
relationships; creativity and skill transcended women’s domestic work; and the clothing
they made within their homes assisted the presentation of ‘self’ within the public sphere.
Drawing on the findings from oral history interviews with thirteen dressmakers,
notebooks, photographs, contemporary magazines and other primary sources, the
physical and ideological conditions shaping the dressmakers’ work are examined. The
complexity of sewing as women’s work is explored using theory pertaining to both
women’s paid and unpaid work, drawing in particular on Glucksmann’s (1995) Total
Social Organisation of Labour framework. My analysis shows that by locating their paid
work within the home the dressmakers were able to move in and between both spheres,
exercising personal agency in the pursuit of their individual desires and family needs,
whilst at the same time contributing through their work to the construction of gendered
identity, class and culture in post World War Two Australian society.
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Introduction

‘For Fun or Profit’

In Australia today, almost any woman, regardless of age, will recall when asked, a
mother, grandmother, aunt or neighbour bartering her sewing skills between family and
friends, or earning an income from paying clients. Working within their homes, these
women provided a means for acquiring clothing and managing individual wardrobes.
Most importantly, they provided an avenue for fulfilling other women’s dreams – their
fantasies of wedding dresses, ball gowns, and debutante frocks which marked out social
status. As a companion in the orchestration of these events, they were influential in the
construction of identity. Through their work, they contributed to popular notions of
fashionability, style, and dress.

Yet little is known of these women, and of their

experiences of working as a dressmaker.
Dressmaking, or at the very least sewing, has long been an integral resource in the
management of the informal family-based economy, and a recognisable marker of
domesticity and femininity. As such, information regarding the work of home
dressmaking – sewing for oneself or for family – has proliferated in women’s popular
culture, captured within the papers, magazines and journals, through which the social and
cultural expectations of womanhood were disseminated and for the most part diligently
digested.

Through women’s long-standing association with sewing and making clothes,

they found formal employment in clothing manufacturing in Australia. This has been
documented within official records which map the industry’s development.

1

Scholars

1

Raelene Frances has written extensively on gender and organisation in the formal labour force. In No
more Amazons: Gender and Work Process in the Victorian Clothing Trades 1890-1939 she presents a
detailed examination of the clothing trades in Victoria in the early twentieth century in which she
investigates worker resistance and or subordination in relation to the deskilling of workers in the clothing
manufacturing process (Frances, 1986). Edna Ryan and Anne Conlon include documentation of the
conditions and experiences of women working in the tailoring trade, in clothing factories and as ‘home
workers’ in their important study of women’s labour in Australia Gentle Invaders (Ryan and Conlon,
1975). Beverly Kingston’s study My Wife, My Daughter and Poor Mary-Ann: Women and Work in
Australia, examines women’s movement into the workforce. The clothing trades are discussed in this study
within the broader context of the range of factory jobs available to women in the years spanning 1860s1930s (Kingston, 1975). Gail Reekie’s work Women and Work: Manufacturing Gender in Retail and the
Clothing Trade and Temptations: Sex, Selling, and the Department Store provides insights into clothing
trades from the perspective of clothing manufacturing located within department stores of the early
twentieth century (Reekie, 1992, Reekie, 1993).

1

have shown, how the history of the clothing trades illustrates the struggle by women to
find a place in the formal labour force, and in turn, how their positioning within it has
been used to transfer domestic and feminine ideologies to women’s paid market-based
work.
The focus of this study however, is on women who, at a time when sewing was almost a
universal skill and most women made at least some of their own clothing, worked from
their homes as self-employed dressmakers. There is little documentation of this type of
work, not only what was being made, and where or how it was being made, but
importantly who was doing the making. This may be attributed in part to the nature of
what was being made. The garments created were, after all, disposable goods proudly
displayed and worn in the moment, but subject to the whims of changing fashion, giving
little cause for retaining outdated or disused items. Further, whilst the details of design
and the wearing of the garments are often embedded in memory, the identity and names
of the garment’s creators are not.
It is the location of this work however, that is perhaps the most significant factor in the
lack of documentation regarding the work of the dressmaker.

These women were

uniquely placed. Their home was where the actual process of dressmaking took place.
They were not domestic dressmakers however, and despite exchanging their services for
money, they were not employees. They were, in effect, situated at the intersection of the
home and market, operating in a space that traversed both the public and private spheres.
Excluded from recognition within notions of work traditionally linked to the public
sphere, the potential existed for their commercial endeavours to be confused with their
domestic work. Any information regarding the dressmaker’s subjective experiences
similarly risked obscurity, shrouded in the long tradition associating sewing with
women’s obligation in the care and nurture of the family, and in the provision of a
service for a clientele drawn largely from friends, neighbourhood associations and
community.
A number of Australian studies have highlighted an informal economy in which women
have conducted a range of businesses from their homes, work like childcare, taking in

2

lodgers and laundry that was compatible with their family responsibilities.2 In the
absence of any specific records, it could be assumed that the experiences of home based
self-employed dressmakers would be somewhat similar. 3 Information about the nature
of the dressmaker’s work, and how women experienced the conjunction of the two
spheres within the domestic environment, remains however, largely unexplored. 4
In this study I explore the significance of this work by examining, through the use of oral
histories, the experiences of thirteen women who worked as dressmakers within their
homes in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. The study contributes knowledge of women’s
work within the informal economy, adding to the existing collection of studies of
Australian women working in particular occupations,5 and to the small body of
Australian work regarding women’s experiences of home based crafts and creativity. 6
More specifically, the women’s stories provide valuable insights into how they
personally managed their paid work and family responsibilities: their location at the
intersection of public and private spheres, shaped their experiences of both being a
dressmaker and of doing paid dressmaking.

2

Raelene Frances (1992a) Shifting Barriers: Twentieth Century Women’s Labour Patterns; Edna Ryan
and Anne Conlon (1975) Gentle Invaders; Jill Matthews (1984 a) Good and Mad Women; Cheryl Crockett
(1994) Marriage, Motherhood and Dependency: Working Mothers in Urban Melbourne, 1890-1940.
3

In her article Shifting Barriers: Twentieth Century Women’s Labour Patterns, Raelene Frances (1992a)
notes “the sketchy historical treatment of the informal economy engaged in by women” (p. 251)
4

Clare Wright’s (2003) study ‘Beyond the Ladies Lounge: Australia’s Female Publicans, highlights the
experiences of women who as Publicans operated within a mix of public and private space – the location of
their business being also their home. The fact that this space was identifiable first and foremost as a
commercial enterprise and a public space, means these women were working in a somewhat opposite
context to the home based dressmaker, they were connected to the commercial sphere whilst offering a
domestic service within their home environment.
5

These studies include Diane Kirkby’s (1997) examination of the Australian barmaid, Barmaids: A History
of Women’s Work in Pubs, Clare Wright’s (2003) study ‘Beyond the Ladies Lounge: Australia’s Female
Publicans, Rosemary Pringle’s (1989) examination of secretaries, Secretaries Talk: Sexuality, Power and
Work, and Gail Reekie’s (1993) historical investigation of female department store assistants Temptations:
Sex, Selling and the Department Store.
6

Most recently Enza Gandolfo and Marty Grace (2009) have investigated the meaning of home-based
crafts in contemporary women’s lives in It Keeps Me Sane: Women, Craft, Wellbeing. Ruth Lee (1993) has
similarly examined the meaning of domestic handicrafts in the lives of women in her earlier study Our
Fingers Were Never Idle: Women and Domestic Craft in the Geelong Region 1900-1960.

3

Design Lines
Twenty-five years ago I was a dressmaker. After completing studies in Fashion Design
in Adelaide, I returned to the country town in South Australia where my parents were
living, and worked for several years as both a home based dressmaker, and with several
other dressmakers in shared ‘business rooms’. Through the course of this research it has
become apparent to me, however, that I have a much longer association with
dressmaking. On my father’s side, my great grandmother was a travelling dressmaker
sewing for women in their homes in the Barossa Valley in South Australia.

Her

daughter, my grandmother, sewed profusely for her family and continued to do so up
until her death.

Two of her daughters have sewn within their homes for paying

customers at various stages in their lives, and apparently still take on the occasional
consignment. Several enterprising dressmakers are captured in our family history albums
(Figure 0.1) and others are spoken about with less surety in our family stories.
Dressmakers are represented in my mother’s family amongst her own generation; the
cousin who made her wedding dress and another who made a great impression on me as
a child by winning the best overall entry in the South Australian Dressmaker’s Guild
Award two years in a row.7
It was my maternal grandmother however, who most influenced me in my own sewing
pursuits. Only recently, I was told that one of her aspirations was to be a dressmaker if
not for being a wife and mother (Figure 0.2). Such a presence of dressmakers in my
family may be impressive. I suspect it may also reflect the situation of women across this
history: dressmaking was a common female skill, there was a distinct lack of
occupational choices for women, and paid employment came second to family and
domestic obligations.
I was afforded more freedom in my motivation to become a dressmaker. For me, it was
very much a creative pursuit, and the potential for dressmaking to be a self-managed way

7

The South Australian Dressmakers Guild Award was a state wide competition open to all dressmakers,
professional and amateur. The conditions of the competition were that the garment be designed, cut and
stitched by the entrant. Janice Schubert from Balhannah won the competition in 1975 and 1976. As
described by her mother Mrs. C. Altmann in the Adelaide Hills Courier; “Janice won top points for
meticulousness. She was ever so careful, making her pattern from calico, stitching it up to check that it
fitted, unpicking all the stitches and then starting on the real dress. She put a tremendous amount of effort
into it!”(She's the State's Top Dressmaker, 1975).

4

Figure 0.1

Phyllis and Edna Potter’s Dressmaker Shop, Northcote Terrace,
Medindie, South Australia, circa 1930s (Potter 1988)

Figure 0.2

My maternal Grandmother Lucy Norton with daughters Margaret
and Marian. All dresses were made by Lucy, circa 1950
(Photograph in possession of author’s family)

5

to earn money attracted me to the profession. Other than my own skills and experience,
minimal resources were required to set up in business. I was impressed by the practical
sense it made for me to channel my creative energies into an economic venture, and
somewhat captured by the romantic notions of dressmaking.

I enjoyed the artistic

‘space’ created when working together with a client to create a garment or outfit, and the
exchanges that took place within this.

In my experience dressmaking was not

particularly remunerative. I was a dressmaker for only a short period of my working life,
and then moved on in the same way as many of my generation who came to adulthood in
the eighties. I was able to explore other options and change career paths. Dressmaking
had served a purpose at a particular time in my life by providing a creative outlet, a level
of independence, and an income of sorts.
Was it the same for other women, and particularly for those who came from an era before
me that was quite different from my own? It is those from my mother’s generation that I
most closely identify with the notion of the home-based dressmaker. These were the
women my mother spoke of; they defined dressmaking as I knew it, and they remained a
dressmaker throughout their lives. Often married and often mothers, they worked in their
homes during the 1950s and 1960s, at a time when the culture of post-war domesticity
was especially powerful. Prevailing middle class social and political values encouraged
a division between the public and private spheres. Married women were assigned to the
management of the household, in which ideologies of domesticity and femininity
directed their efforts toward the care and support of their family. In this context, to be a
self-employed dressmaker working at home would surely challenge the public/private
divide, and confuse the core constructs of the established gender culture. How did these
women negotiate these ideological and structural contradictions in their everyday life?
Further, dressmaking for money is different from dressmaking as part of household
labour for the family. As Cheryl Crockett (1994) notes with regard to women’s work in
the informal economy; ‘being economically active was at odds with the official discourse
of the organisation of households and married life’ (p.12). What then did they seek from
their work, and to what end did they use it; identity, creativity, agency or contingency?
There is a personal element to the dressmaker’s work that surpasses its categorization as
a straightforward business transaction. In my experience, it was friends, neighbours, and
sometimes family, whose creations featured in the stories of weddings, debutantes and
twenty-first birthdays; captured in photographs and sometimes found stored in the boxes
6

on top of the wardrobe. The closeness, the familiarity of these relationships, raises
question about whether it was more than just material items created in this space, and if
so, how the results of the dressmaker’s work processes and social interactions in the
private sphere, transferred to the public sphere. Certainly, the material results of the
dressmaker’s labour were visible in the public arena. In the most formal of public
presentations, my first experience with a ‘real’ dressmaker was having a flower girl’s
dress made for me to wear to my aunt’s wedding. The local dressmaker’s name eludes
my mother now, but it was a well loved dress, and after the event it was carefully stored,
along with my mother’s own wedding dress and bridesmaid dresses, and kept for
posterity. While the work of these women was on display in our public life, and
appreciated within our personal life, did the fact it was undertaken in the home impact on
what they made, and how their work was valued in public measures beyond the domestic
sphere?
What of the inherent nature of the medium with which these women were working – the
transformative power, the very ‘essence’ of fashion itself – surely this also warrants
consideration. In the years following World War Two, popular dress and styling affected
not only the defining of the feminine ideal, but also the formation of national identity,
and the construction of culture, through the meshing of European fashion with Australian
cultural identity. In view of these developments, it could be assumed that through the act
of creating clothing in the home for other women, there was a role for the dressmaker in
shaping broader social and cultural experiences, linking fashion and dress to
conceptualisations of gender, culture and class.
These areas of investigation are not entirely unexplored in existing scholarship regarding
women’s dressmaking and sewing within the home. A number of international studies
have asked similar questions, albeit within contextual considerations that differ from
those of this Australian study. A collection of essays edited by Barbara Burman (1999)
The Culture of Sewing: Gender, Consumption and Home Dressmaking, includes work
that has looked specifically at the experiences and outcomes of women’s dressmaking
within the home. Carol Tulloch (1999) for example, has worked with oral histories to
provide a rich analysis of the formation of identity, both individual and collective,
through the act of making and wearing home-made clothing, within the specific context
of the Jamaican community in the 1940s to the 1960s. Cheryl Buckley (1999) recognises
‘Dress’ as ‘designed objects’, and dressmaking as a ‘design method’, when making
7

visible the experience and meaning of home dressmaking in the lives of two women who
sewed for their families, and the community, in the UK between 1910 and 1960.
Alexandra Palmer (1999) focuses on how women managed their wardrobes, and their
family economies in post World War Two Toronto, referencing the work of
seamstresses; women who worked at home and sewed for families or individuals.
Although the relationship between domestic work and payment for dressmaking remains
largely peripheral to the focus of these studies, they do offer conceptualisations of
dressmaking pertinent to this research.
Somewhat closer to home, Jan Hamon (2007) has looked specifically at women who
worked as dressmakers in their homes or small businesses in New Zealand, from the
1940s through to the 1980s. She includes detailed information on their dressmaking
practices and their experiences of work, however her emphasis is on exploring their
contribution to ‘fashionability’ within New Zealand society, rather than the location of
their work.

An earlier study by Vanessa Maher (1987), which investigates the

experiences of dressmakers in Turin between the world wars, most closely aligns with
the intent in this Australian study to explore the unique location of the dressmakers, and
their work. Maher (1987) focuses on the interaction between the public and private
spheres in the lives of women, who after leaving paid employment on marriage,
continued to sew for clients from their home. Significantly, Maher (1987) situates these
dressmakers in a ‘liminal’ position in society, illustrating how their work as an employed
tradesperson before marriage, and then in continuing to practice their trade at home after
marriage, crossed both spheres; unable to be confined totally within either, they occupied
a position on both sides of a boundary or threshold.
The research studies included in Burman’s (1999) collection also consider, to varying
degrees, how the private domestic space intersected with the public environment beyond,
and vice versa. Buckley (1999) for example, recognises how the nature of what the
dressmaker was making – a disposable, changing, functional item – in combination with
where it was being made (the home) resulted in the marginalisation of dressmaking as a
design activity.

Palmer’s (1999) observation that seamstresses tended to remain

anonymous is aligned with Buckley’s (1999) positioning of the dressmaker and
dressmaking in the margins of ‘society’. She, like Buckley (1999), attributes this to the
nature of their work and what they were making.

Tulloch (1999) shows how

dressmaking from home, and the items made, supported a wider ‘kinship’ based on a
8

particular identity; ‘the parameter of the home and home dressmaking is extended into
wider significance and the aesthetic-self’ (p.122).
Information is less readily available with regard to the Australian dressmaker. In the
limited discussion of the informal economy in Australia, Jill Matthews (1984 a) alone
delves deeper into the nature of the home-based dressmaker’s work, particularly with
regard to identifying some specific ways in which being located in the home may have
impacted on their business. In doing so she highlights some of the common experiences
shared by women who worked for money in a range of capacities within their home.
Notably, Cheryl Crockett (1994) adds to this more general knowledge through
presenting, in her study of working mothers in Melbourne between 1890—1940, a more
thorough investigation of the types of interactions, supports, and interdependencies
amongst women, family and friends that took place within the informal neighbourhood
economy that operated in the space between the home and the market place (Crockett,
1994).
This, however, appears to be the extent of any knowledge of women’s subjective
experience captured within existing Australian research in this field.

Individual

narratives, first-hand accounts, family stories or anecdotal evidence regarding women
working as dressmakers in mid-twentieth century Australian society, have proved
difficult to locate. Oral histories relating to the Australian dressmaker contained within
the NSW Bicentennial Oral History Collection8 (National Library of Australia), the
Adelaide State Library9, and the Melbourne Museum10 are largely set outside the time
period or scope of this study, and dressmaking tends to be included within the discussion
8

The National Library in Canberra holds both the Australia 1938 oral history project and the NSW
Bicentennial oral history collection. Together these collections include over 700 interviews with people
who speak of life in Australia in the period 1900-1938. A number of interviewees talk about their
experiences of working as dressmakers, training and setting up a business including Jessie Hansen who
established her own dressmaking business in the1920s; Jean Phillips who was a dressmaker apprentice in
the 1920s; Phyllis Oldfield who ran a dressmaking business in the 1930s and Lena Powell who worked as a
seamstress in the 1930s.
9

Oral history interview transcripts held at the Adelaide State Library include: Mary Theresa Waterman
speaking of her experiences of working in clothing production factories prior to World War Two; Nelly
Rowe discussing her experiences as a rural dressmaker operating from established business premises; Ruth
Codner speaking of her dressmaker training at technical school; Lily Barnes providing details of her work
as a dressmaker apprentice in the years 1912-1920.
10

Melbourne Museum has records relating immigrant women’s experiences in the time period of this study
including Athanasia Papageorgiou, a Greek immigrant who worked as a dressmaker from home; Anna
Fantini who trained as a dressmaker in Italy; Irredenta Itala Serini (Madam Serini) a professional Fashion
designer; Etta Azzola an Italian migrant who used a knitting machine to make garments from home.
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of their overall life, rather than as the distinct focus of the interviews. In 2010 The ABC
Radio National program, A Stitch in Time: Dressmaking in Australia,

presented

women’s personal narratives and recollections, highlighting the role of dressmaking in
the lives of Australian women across generations (Freyne, 2010). Whilst illustrating how
a culture of home dressmaking was extended into work opportunities for women
throughout the first half of the twentieth century, the dressmaker sewing in her home for
money is only alluded to, and none of the women interviewed actually referred to this
work as part of their own lives.
The home based self-employed dressmaker doesn’t fare much better in the
documentation of Australian material culture. In 2010 The NGV exhibition Australian
Made: One Hundred Years of Fashion, traced the rise of women’s fashion in Australia
from the 1850s to the 1950s, highlighting the work of tailors and dressmakers who
established businesses to meet the needs of fashionable Australian society over this time
(Jocic, 2010). While providing a thorough account of the development of dressmaking
as a trade in Australia, the exhibition only included examples of work from dressmakers
in registered businesses and workrooms. The exhibition served to illustrate the lack of
existing knowledge about the home based self-employed dressmaker, and the absence of
examples of their work in formal museum and gallery collections. This situation may be
attributed largely to the difficulties in locating such work, and then in establishing its
‘provenance’ (Jocic, 2010 a). Indeed, Sydney’s Powerhouse Museum Australian Dress
Register, an online project about dress in New South Wales before 1945, includes
examples of clothing known to be made by dressmakers (Powerhouse Museum, 2012).
Whether the maker was the wearer of the garment, or a dressmaker, is not always
discernible. Where it is known that an item has been made by a dressmaker, their
identity is often unknown, highlighting the difficulties in making the dressmaker visible
in formal records, and supporting in part, a notion of anonymity around the dressmaker.
Nevertheless at the same time, importance is assigned to the garment as a historical
record of the development of Australian culture and identity.
There is in general, a gap in academic research regarding the post World War Two
Australian fashion industry, with fields of research waiting to be undertaken with regard
to the cultural contribution of designers and dressmakers.

This situation has been
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redressed to some extent in recent literature11, and through the exhibiting from private
collections pertinent to this era.12 The presentation of this work is significant in itself,
identifying the influence of individual designers and dressmakers in shaping the
Australian fashion scene, however, the subjects of these studies were located very
differently to home based self-employed dressmakers; they worked in their own business
often at the high end of fashion. As such they represent a particular experience of
dressmaking which is largely beyond the remit of this research. The value of this body
of work is in illustrating the importance within the development of Australian society and
culture of the connection between clothing, dress, and the presentation of identity,
thereby creating a ready market for an entrepreneurial-minded home dressmaker.
In 1964 the Australian Women’s Weekly advice column ‘Things to do for Fun (or Profit)’
advised such aspiring business women:
You will be amazed at the number of people always looking for a good dressmaker.
Though it helps if you are trained and can draft patterns there is no reason why you
can’t make a profitable business out of being able to follow a pattern, cut to size and
sew neatly (p.74).

While encouraging women’s initiative and independent acumen, the promotion of
dressmaking as a task women could engage in either ‘for fun or profit’, illustrates the
overlap, or the blurry boundaries, between domestic sewing and sewing at home as a
commercial enterprise. Confusing information about one type of sewing, apart from the
11

Bonnie English and Liliana Pomazan’s (2010) edited collection Australian Fashion Unstitched includes
contributions by curators, writers and teachers in the field of fashion design, including former Powerhouse
Museum Decorative Arts and Design Curator Louise Mitchell’s (2010) chapter The Fabulous Fifties:
Glamour and Style, in which the work of several prestigious Australian dressmakers/designers is discussed
and references are made to the work of dressmakers in the fashion houses of Melbourne and Sydney. In
this same collection RMIT Senior Lecturer in Fashion, Liliana Pomazan’s (2010), chapter Beril Jents:
Australian Haute Couture presents a study of the society dressmaker Beril Jents who from the early 1950s
onwards was widely acknowledged as ‘the first Australian Queen of Haute Couture’. Similarly the
National Gallery of Victoria’s (2006) publication The Paris End of Collins, includes Danielle Whitfield’s
(2006) essay La Mode Francaise Australian Style, a study of the influence of French Haute Couture on the
development of the Australian fashion industry and the dressmakers/designers who came to dominate the
Melbourne fashion scene in the 1930s -1950s. Lesley Sharon Rosenthal’s (2005) book ‘Schmattes’
provides a history of key fashion labels and their designers in the Flinders Lane garment trade from the mid
to late twentieth century.
12

Examples include, RMIT Gallery’s Dressed to the Eyes: The Fashions of Hall Ludlow (2005) a
prominent Melbourne fashion designer in the 1950s-1960s, and National Trust Victoria’s Shaping
Elegance: Robert Fritzlaff (2009) in which the designer’s work is presented in the context of handcrafted
fashion; designed, made and worn in Melbourne, 1950s – 1980.
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other, makes it difficult to separate and make visible the experiences of women who
worked as self-employed dressmakers. This study utilises an oral history methodology
as a means for achieving this. The stories, recollections and reflections of thirteen
dressmakers have been recorded. Collectively they represent a much larger group of
women who, in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, undertook dressmaking within their homes
for paying clients. They were sewing largely for women, often special occasion wear.
The processes of consulting, sewing, and fitting, were undertaken within their family
homes. They were married with children, and they often shared an existing connection to
their clients through informal neighbourhood networks and relationships.

The

consistency in the nature of their work was somewhat matched by a consistency in the
avenues by which they became dressmakers, and most of them continued to be
dressmakers throughout their working lives. Connected by three strong narrative threads
– what they did, how they did it and where they did it – the in-depth examination of these
storylines reveals that these women’s lives followed a wide variety of courses,
sometimes mirroring the experiences of each other and those of their wider cohort, whilst
at other times digressing from a seemingly common path to pursue their own individual
needs, desires and responsibilities.
The following section provides a brief introduction to each of the dressmakers. In light
of the potential for confusion to arise when writing of their work, it is first necessary to
establish an understanding of the terminology used when referring to these women.
‘Dressmaker’ was the common term for women engaging in such work throughout the
time period in which this study is set, and still exists within current vernacular. Mary
Brooks Picken’s (1957), A Dictionary of Costume and Fashion, first published in 1957,
defines a dressmaker as:
1. Woman who cuts, fits, sews garments especially for customers. 2. Not severely
tailored, but having soft, dressy, or feminine touch; as dressmaker details,
dressmaker suit (p.105).

For purposes of differentiating between dressmaking in the home for the family as a
domestic task, and sewing clothing within the home for paying clients, the subjects of
this study are identified as ‘home based, self-employed dressmakers’. However, for ease
of understanding, in this study they are referred to as ‘dressmakers’. Any reference to
non-commercial or domestic home dressmaking is noted as such in the discussion.
12

The Dressmakers
In describing the experience of rediscovering the work of nineteenth century dressmakers
in New Zealand, Jane Malthus (1991) uses the analogy ‘picking up pins’, there being
‘always (it seems) more pins to pick up, more sources to locate’ (p.3). In the course of
undertaking this Australian study, I have also seen the process of locating participants as
replicating a feature of the dressmakers’ work. In my case, however, it is the experience
of finding a home based self-employed dressmaker, through ‘word of mouth’ networks, a
process that meandered and wound its way through family, community and
neighbourhood networks. A sense of urgency surrounded the interview process. The
women were elderly, the oldest interviewee being one hundred.

Nevertheless the

interviews took place over a two year period and my patience in making contact was
rewarded with rich, insightful, and often delightful recollections of their experiences of
being a dressmaker.
Beth
As the first dressmaker interviewed for this study, Beth was the quintessential
representation of the dressmaker from my mother’s stories. I made contact with Beth
through my father, who had known Beth and her husband from the time our family had
lived in Broken Hill, over forty years ago. Beth worked as a professionally trained home
based self-employed dressmaker, and a teacher of ‘Women’s Handicraft’. Her choice to
work in the field of dressmaking was driven by a desire expressed in her childhood to
make ‘beautiful dresses’. Beth began studying dressmaking in Broken Hill, before going
on to gain her Dressmaking Certificate at East Sydney Technical College in 1946. On
returning to Broken Hill, she took up a teaching position in the local Technical College,
however as was the manner of the day, she resigned after her marriage which resulted in
her resuming dressmaking from her home once her daughters had started school in the
early 1950s. Beth continued doing this for several years before going back into the
primary schools to teach, after which time she continued to sew largely for family and
friends, more often making bridal gowns and wedding party attire. In her retirement,
Beth has continued to undertake and teach handicrafts, including tapestry and
embroidery.

13

Joan
Joan’s story was told to me by her daughter Christine. Joan had passed away some ten
years earlier, after which time Christine had donated Joan’s dressmaking notebooks from
her studies at Emily McPherson College, to the RMIT Archive Collection. On accessing
these notebooks in the course of my research, I was assisted in contacting Christine who
was pleased to be able to tell what she knew of her mother’s work as a dressmaker.
Christine knew that her mother had wanted to work with clothing and dress from a young
age, and to this end she began studying the three year ‘Full Dressmaking Course’ at
Emily McPherson College in Melbourne in 1938. On completion, Joan spent some time
working for clothing manufacturers, however it was in working for private clients in her
home throughout the 1950s and 1960s, that Joan applied the skills and knowledge she
had learnt in her studies. Throughout this time Joan was restricted in the care of her
family. An ailing husband meant that she had to ensure a steady income which she
managed through her dressmaking and additional work in her brother’s hardware shop.
After her husband’s death in 1971, Joan continued with her dressmaking. She then went
on to secure a position with the Performing Arts Museum (PAM) in Melbourne in 1979,
where she applied her knowledge and experience to the preservation and restoration of
costumes.

Throughout this time she continued to sew for clients from her home,

enjoying the creativity this afforded her in the creation of elaborate and sophisticated
designs. (Figure 0.3)
Vivien
In many cases a family connection, or ‘tradition’ of sewing or handicrafts, was apparent
in the stories of the dressmakers. Vivien’s mother took in ‘outwork’, sewing up bundles
of dresses from nearby clothing factories. Vivien’s daughter Caroline – a professionally
trained dressmaker – joined us for the interview, providing insights into growing up with
a mother who was a dressmaker, and it was Vivien’s grand-daughter who originally
contacted me as a result of her own involvement in sewing and craft work through a
social organisation. Vivien began a dressmaking apprenticeship at a large clothing
manufacturer in Melbourne in 1939 and after her marriage in 1943, took up sewing at
home for private clients while her children were young. She then continued to do so in
the backroom of her dry-cleaning business in the east Melbourne suburb of Elsternwick,
from the mid 1950s to the mid 1960s. Much of her work was in weddings and formal
14

wear, and included bridal parties for society families, evening wear for celebrities and at
one stage a gown to be worn at the Royal Ball when the Queen visited Melbourne in
1956. After twelve years, she left her shop and went to work at ‘Jaguar’, an established
Melbourne Fashion Boutique, where she continued to utilise her skills and experience in
cutting and pattern making until her retirement.
Gloria
Vivien’s experience of being apprenticed as a dressmaker was a pathway shared by
several of the other dressmakers, notably Gloria, was apprenticed to the same clothing
manufacturer, albeit some ten years later.

Both Vivien and Gloria were able to take

advantage of ready employment in the Melbourne fashion industry during a time when
clothing manufacturing was thriving. Gloria moved through a number of fashionable
boutiques until her marriage in 1952, after which time she stopped sewing for several
years, before picking up work doing alterations in her home in the 1960s. Gloria was the
only dressmaker who focused solely on alterations, but as such her experiences in
alteration work represents another facet of dressmaking in the home, illustrating
variations in the dressmakers’ experiences of work and family life, linked to the type of
dressmaking work they were doing.
Ronda
Like Vivien, Ronda similarly displayed a strong family connection to sewing. She
followed in the footsteps of her mother who was a dressmaker and teacher of aspiring
seamstresses, in a small country town in South Australia. It was in this town that Ronda
grew up and continued working as the ‘local dressmaker’ throughout her life. When
Ronda married in 1953, she moved her enterprise from her parent’s home into her own.
With three small children Ronda continued to sew, whilst also fitting in the other tasks of
rural life, including caring for domestic livestock, tending a large vegetable garden and
assorted fruit trees and preparing, preserving and storing vast amounts of produce for
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Figure 0.3

Joan, age 19, 1939. This photo was taken after
Joan had completed her studies at Emily
McPherson College
(Photograph in possession of Joan’s family)

Figure 0.4

Ronda, aged 19, 1949. Ronda wears a dress
with hand stitched beading which she made
for herself
(Photograph in possession of Ronda)
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later consumption. Ronda continued to sew for paying clients, whilst also teaching
sewing classes at the local primary school throughout the 1960s. When Ronda’s husband
died suddenly in 1973, Ronda remained largely reliant on her sewing for income, until
she was able to draw a widow’s pension some ten years later. Although limited by failing
eyesight, Ronda has continued to sew for herself and her family (Figure 0.4). Her long
career as the local dressmaker within her community provides an additional perspective
for considering the context in which the dressmakers in this study were working.
Betty
Family circumstances such as Ronda’s were not unknown to other dressmakers in this
study. Betty began working in a suburban dressmaking salon at age sixteen, and after
several years she decided to set up her own dressmaking business in a room in her family
home, in the Melbourne suburb of Armadale in 1947. After marrying, Betty relocated
her business to her own home, where she continued to sew throughout the 1950s. During
this time Betty’s husband died, and she found herself and her two children reliant on her
dressmaking as the household’s sole income. In the mid 1960s she re-married and
moved again, continuing her dressmaking throughout these changes. Her continuing
enthusiasm for her work led her to set up her own shop front dressmaking business in
Kew in 1982, in partnership with her cousin. Betty managed and worked in this business
for seven years. In later years, Betty has continued to sew for long time clients who have
followed her throughout her various moves, and for family and friends. On the day I
interviewed Betty, she was busy sewing up cushions for a friend’s business venture.
Betty’s long and varied dressmaking career is testament to her love of sewing.
Ruby
Like Ronda, Ruby’s mother was also a dressmaker in a small country town. Growing up
in the Victorian countryside, she remembers going to local shows with her sister outfitted
in matching ensembles, created by her mother from the popular Madame Weigel’s paper
patterns.13 Despite losing her mother early in her life, Ruby also followed in her mother’s
13

Established in 1880, Weigel’s Journal of Fashion was an Australian monthly subscription journal which
provided readers with paper sewing patterns along with fashion articles, housekeeping advice and
serialized fiction. It is interesting to note, with regard to Ruby’s experience, Madame Weigel’s comment
that “I could pick out any woman coming from the country by her old fashioned style of dressing. How we
worked to give these country women a chance of keeping up with their sisters in the cities!”(Weigel, 1930,
p.487).
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footsteps, although her circumstances led to her starting her dressmaking career in her
cousin’s dressmaking school in Melbourne in 1936. After several years she took up a
millinery apprenticeship, and then changed to a dressmaking apprenticeship at an
upmarket fashion salon. Ruby married in the late 1940s, and whilst raising three children
undertook dressmaking from her home, building her reputation across numerous
Melbourne neighbourhoods, as the dressmaker ‘to go to’ for weddings and formal wear.
Ruby continued to sew for wedding parties for many years, during which time she also
worked for several years at the fabric retailer ‘Lincraft’, and later undertook alterations
for a local bridal boutique. At the time of her interview, she commented how it was only
three years since she’d given up the alteration work, after it became too awkward and
heavy for her to handle. In all, Ruby’s dressmaking career spanned over seventy years.
Phyllis
Phyllis similarly spoke of a long career in dressmaking.

Aged ninety three when

interviewed, Phyllis told how she had only given up sewing when she was about eighty
years old, after beginning work as a dressmaker from home after the birth of her first
daughter in 1946. Through later contact with her daughter Sharon, I was able to fill in
some of the finer details in the stories which had eluded Phyllis at the time of her
interview. Like Ruby, it was largely her love of sewing, and her reputation as a good
dressmaker, that secured a healthy trade for her services. Phyllis sewed largely for
‘society circles’, and was known for her love of flamboyant styles, vivid colour, and her
engaging personality. Phyllis continued to sew throughout her marriage, raising three
children and maintaining a busy social life, whilst enjoying the creative outlet her
dressmaking provided.
Bet
At one hundred years old Bet was the oldest dressmaker interviewed. Bet’s son Greg
originally contacted me when, in trying to locate somewhere to take clothing no longer
needed by his mother, he read about this study on a vintage fashion website. Both Greg
and his brother Dennis offered additional insights to Bet’s recollections, from the
perspective of being children of a dressmaker. Bet started work in 1928, aged seventeen,
at a prestigious Melbourne fashion house, where she continued to work until her
marriage in 1939. During the war years, in the absence of her husband, Bet kept herself
busy with housekeeping, tending the vegetable garden, and sewing. When her husband
18

returned, Bet engaged in dressmaking more extensively, working from their home in
Elwood, while continuing to manage the house and bring up their two young sons. Bet’s
son Greg recalled Elwood being ‘pretty much a working class suburb’ in the 1950s, with
a small village-like community in which many Jewish families resettled after the war. It
was from these families that Bet drew a large percentage of her clientele. She continued
to make wedding dresses and trousseaus for brides from her home in Elwood, and later in
Brighton, through to the mid 1970s, and at the time of the interview, claimed she would
still be sewing if she could. (Figure 0.5)
Yolanda
The migrant intake in Australia after World War Two provided two of the women in this
study – Yolanda and Rose – with the opportunity to start a new life outside of Europe.
Grace, a past work colleague, identified her God-mother Yolanda as a possible
participant in this study. Grace sat in on the interview interpreting where required and,
as the children of some of the other dressmakers had done for their mothers, she added
additional material to Yolanda’s recollections. Yolanda immigrated to Melbourne with
her young family in the early 1950s. At the age of fourteen, Yolanda left school to work
as a tailoring apprentice for several years in Italy, before marrying and moving to
Australia. Settling in Melbourne, Yolanda established her dressmaking business working
from her home in the middle class seaside suburb of Brighton. Yolanda sewed for her
local community for many years, establishing long lasting friendships and relationships.
Yolanda was able to show a great many photographs of her work, which spanned the
decades from her arrival in Australia up until the 1990s, many of which represented
intergenerational connections amongst her clients throughout the extent of her
dressmaking career.
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Figure 0.5

Bet, circa early 1940s. Bet is wearing a bridesmaid dress she made herself
(photograph in possession of Bet’s family)
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Rose
Rose similarly migrated after the war. After having been apprenticed to a dressmaker in
Poland at an early age she decided however, that while she enjoyed sewing, dressmaking
was not for her. On her arrival in Australia, she worked in clothing factories, before
establishing her own home business making up soft furnishings. She then went on to
work with the Melbourne Theatre Company in later years. Rose did, however, have
many friends who continued to work in the clothing industry, and as dressmakers within
their own homes, and was therefore able to offer a range of interesting insights into the
collective experiences of these women.
Eileen
Eileen was one of these women, and her experiences represent a particular cohort of
women who worked making clothing in many capacities. As such, they were often
outside of the boundaries of this study.

Elaine however, moved in and out of

employment as a factory worker, ‘outdoor worker’ (outworker) and as a home based
dressmaker. After marrying she took up outdoor work for her uncle who had a clothing
factory in the city. When the family moved towards the end of the 1940s, Eileen began
dressmaking for private clients within her home. In the early 1950s, a move across town
along with a new baby, made it difficult for Eileen to continue running her business from
home, and she took in outdoor work again. Eileen gradually gave up sewing for money
in the 1960s. Changing family circumstances saw Eileen at first combining sewing at a
factory by day, with waitressing and catering at night, and then working in hospitality
full-time. Eileen was actively involved with the Union of Australian Women (UAW)14
from the late 1950s, and served as Secretary from 1964-1968. It was through the UAW
that both Eileen and Rose were recruited for this study. Eileen’s experiences in the
clothing industry, and subsequent fields of work, influenced her efforts in this
organisation.

In later years, Eileen worked as a coordinator for a Women’s Learning

Centre, whilst continuing to be active in women’s politics.

14

The Union of Australian Women is a national organisation formed in 1950 with the key aim of
improving the status and wellbeing of women. Focusing on issues of equity and social justice, the UAW
has been an active campaigner across a range of social and political issues with an emphasis on
campaigning for women’s rights and the recognition of women’s contribution to economic, social and
political life (Union of Australian Women, 2013).
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Margaret
Eileen was not the only dressmaker to make a complete switch in career paths, after
working in the field for many years. Despite a keen interest in cooking, and the offer of a
position to train in such at Emily McPherson College, Margaret followed her sister into
dressmaking, it being something that she equally enjoyed. Margaret started work in 1951
at age fourteen, sewing for a coat manufacturer, whilst at the same time taking night
classes in patternmaking at a private business college. After working there for three
years, she took a position at a dress manufacturer in Carlton where she worked up until
the birth of her first child in 1961. At the same time she was undertaking alterations for a
local dress shop and making wedding gowns for paying customers, completing her first
wedding gown at age seventeen. Margaret’s main love was wedding gowns, and along
with formal wear and evening wear this made up the majority of her work. Margaret
continued to sew from her home up until her youngest son started work in 1981, and then
gave it up ‘totally’ to work in Aged Care which she continued to do for twenty-five years
until her retirement.

Thesis Overview
Together, the dressmakers’ stories represent a rich depth and breadth of life experiences.
In this study, I seek to understand how these women assigned personal meaning to these
experiences, in light of the potential for the location of their work to influence the
choices they made, and the actions they took, within their lives. A central question
concerns whether or not traditional conceptualising of ‘public’ and ‘private’ as separate
spheres is adequate for understanding the experiences and contribution of these women
whose lives and work lie at their intersection. I explore an alternative view of the
dressmakers’ positioning, examining the significance of this location in relation to the
personal and social outcomes of the dressmakers’ work. Sewing as women’s work has a
long history of association with ideologies of femininity and domesticity. As such, it has
been integral to the ideological division between the ‘private’ and ‘public’ realms, and
the work of men and women within each. Most importantly, the dressmakers’ social
contribution went beyond the home, shaping class and gender social relations through the
production of material goods that reinforced them.
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As background to understanding the dressmakers’ work, Chapter One first explores how
sewing became gendered work, and the development of dressmaking as a trade is traced
through to the early twentieth century. I then use a range of literature from social history,
work history and fashion history, to explore ‘the dressmaker’ and her role in Australia
from colonisation to the years preceding World War Two. This sets the context for
investigating what is known about dressmakers in post World War Two Australian
society. The fact that they are largely invisible in historical studies and literature for this
period has required investigating a range of primary sources in order to understand how
the home based dressmaker and her work was viewed in popular culture, and to provide a
‘picture’ of the dressmaker against which to set their actual experiences.
Conceptual frameworks for exploring, and analysing the dressmakers’ experiences, are
investigated in the first section of Chapter Two, focusing first on how the ‘public’ and
‘private’ have been conceptualised, and how women’s work has been viewed in relation
to the separation and gendering of the spheres. The complexity of women’s work is
explored using theory pertaining to both women’s paid and unpaid work. Such analysis
is useful for explaining the ‘locating’ of the dressmakers’ paid work within their homes,
and for identifying some of the ideological and institutional factors impacting on their
work, but it remains largely unable to provide a framework for analysing the
dressmakers’ actual experiences in undertaking this work within their homes. I address
the need for a new conceptual framework in the last part of this section. The work of
Miriam Glucksmann (1995) is then outlined as a basis of a research approach which
focuses primarily on identifying and analysing the various factors that ‘bridge the divide’
between the private and public spheres, or conversely, can be used to examine the
‘interconnections’ between the dressmakers’ experiences of their role, and work, within
each. In the second section of this chapter I discuss the methodological approaches used
in this study, a key challenge being how to find and make visible the experiences of
dressmakers. Oral history has been used as the primary means for doing this. On the
basis of interviews with thirteen women, I reflect on some of the challenges and enablers
I encountered when using this methodology. This chapter concludes with a review of
other sources of information that were used in researching the lives of these dressmakers.
I then shift the emphasis of discussion to the findings from the dressmakers’ interviews.
I begin in Chapter Three, by examining the physical ‘space’ in which the dressmakers
operated – their home – to identify how they both experienced, and used, ‘space’ and
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‘time’ when located at the interface of the public and private, and how they then
managed the intersections between their domestic responsibilities, and the formalities of
the public world.

The physical and ideological conditions of their work-space are

examined, identifying factors that affected their success in negotiating their location, and
revealing the individual and collective choices they made about how they did this, and
the associated outcomes they experienced.
In Chapters Four and Five I present a detailed examination of the actual work of the
dressmakers, focusing first, in Chapter Four, on how the dressmakers acquired the
knowledge and skills required to practice the craft of dressmaking. The aim in doing this
is two-fold. In the first instance it documents the work of the dressmaker, a process
which continues into Chapter Five. Secondly, it provides a focus for increasing the
visibility of the creative aspects of the dressmakers’ work, and their experiences of
working in a creative field. In this chapter I establish an understanding of how their
creative work was conceptualised both in the public eye, and personally by the
dressmakers themselves. In doing so I explore the idea of creativity being a means for
transcending the boundaries of the dressmakers’ locale in the private sphere, and for
subverting associated social and cultural expectations that impacted on women’s lives.
This examination is extended in Chapter Five to consider the notion of ‘skill’ in the work
practices of the home based self-employed dressmaker, through a detailed examination of
the processes and methods used by the dressmakers in the consignment and making of a
garment. In this chapter, definitions of skill based on technical competency, and seated
within the public sphere, are broadened to include the less visible skills traditionally
aligned with the work of women in the private sphere of family life, those relational
skills associated with emotional or caring labour. The transfer and application of these
skills is shown to have been critical in the success of the dressmakers’ business. Given
the recognition of the different skills required by the dressmakers, I examine, in Chapter
Six how value was assigned to the dressmakers’ work.

To do so illustrates the

difficulties involved in assigning monetary value – the common measure of skill in the
formal workforce – to the work undertaken by the dressmakers within their homes. In
light of these difficulties, the experiences of the dressmakers themselves are used to
explore alternative understandings of the value attributed to their skill by themselves, and
by their clients.
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Chapter Seven turns attention to the link between the clothing the dressmakers were
making within their homes, and what in turn was ‘made’ through the wearing and display
of the garments in public. This investigation is premised on an understanding of the
relationship between practices associated with dress within the private sphere which, in
turn, assist the presentation of ‘self’ within the public sphere. The context of heightened
feminine ideology, and its influence on women’s identity formation in post World War
Two decades, suggests that the dressmakers could be drawn upon as a resource in
constructing femininity. The potential for the dressmakers’ work to reinforce not only
gender patterns but class and ethnicity is also explored in light of the recognition of their
close association with the creation of identity through dress, both that of her clientele and
her own, and the purpose for which the clothing was made.
Examining the dressmaker’s use of space and time, their acquisition and practice of skill,
the application of creativity within their work, and the relationships both necessary for,
and resulting from their work, demonstrates a complexity in the way these aspects
intersected and interacted within their lives. This is shown to have been facilitated
largely through their location between the private and public spheres. The concluding
section of this thesis considers the key outcomes of these experiences. In telling their
own stories, the dressmakers’ have brought to the forefront of recognition, their personal
experiences, and the meaning and value they applied to these, which in hand with other
evidence drawn from a range of primary and secondary sources, makes visible, their
broader contribution to Australian postwar society and culture.
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Chapter One

Tracing the history of the dressmaker: ‘In the fashion of
women’

The emergence of modern dressmaking both as a form of work and an identity, reflects
the history of the broader gendering of work tasks and the movement of clothing
production from the household to industrial mass production. The historical background
shaping the experiences of postwar Australian home based self-employed dressmakers is
thus rich and multifaceted. This chapter begins with an examination of how sewing, and
later the making of clothes, became defined as primarily women’s work.

The

development of the trade of dressmaking is then traced through to the time of
industrialisation, the effects of which are shown to have impacted on the nature of both
clothing manufacture and consumption, and to have ultimately shaped the occupation of
the dressmaker, as defined within this study. This provides the basis for investigating the
dressmaker and her work within Australia, from colonisation through to the start of the
twentieth century. The difficulties involved in separating dressmakers’ work from that of
home dressmaking have already been noted, but although it sets the context, it is also
difficult to draw upon information regarding commercial dressmakers in the formal
workforce. The final section of this chapter therefore focuses on exploring what is
already known about women working within the specific category of home based selfemployed dressmakers in mid-twentieth century Australian society.

Sewing as women’s work: ‘Man for the sword and the needle she’
The origins of how and why specific work tasks became gendered has long been subject
to analysis by feminist scholars in both historical and contemporary works. As with the
broader gendering of work tasks, the long standing association of women with textile and
clothing production, and particularly the act of sewing, has been influenced by a range of
factors, common to the historical development of gender and work relationships within
the western world. Some feminist scholars emphasize that the earliest sexual division of
labour was the result of women choosing functional occupations compatible with child26

rearing.

As Gerder Lerner (1986) stresses in her examination of the creation of

patriarchy, choosing to undertake such duties was therefore acceptable to both men and
women alike. The actual gendering of occupations was arguably subject to the influence
of a wider range of factors.
Writing of the archaeological findings of sewing accessories and tools, archaeologist
Mary C. Beaudry (2006) notes, how the course of modern civilisation would be
‘unimaginable, unthinkable’ if not for women’s experimentation with cord, strings and
fibres, producing textiles, clothing, blankets, bags and coverings. Why is it that this
work, so significant in the development of civilisation, should feature prominently not
only in the process of defining who should undertake particular work tasks and why, but
also in the constitution of male and female spheres?
Elizabeth Wayland Barber (1995) offers an explanation, in her investigation of women’s
textile work across the time period of 20,000 years BC, through to the first century. She
notes how spinning, weaving and sewing are repetitive tasks, easy to pick up and leave as
required, and suited to doing within the household. In making the link between the
nature of textile work and the physical and spatial limitations on primitive women,
Barber (1995) reflects Lerner’s (1986) observation that in ancient civilisations, assigning
this type of work, along with other home based tasks to women, ensured that women’s
productive labour would not be lost to society during their childrearing years. It was
only through the socio cultural interpretation of these tasks that they became gendered.
Beaudry (2006) explains these changing interpretations of women’s experiences of work
and society across time:
Throughout history, activities customarily performed either by men or by women
have been associated with and deemed appropriate to members of one sex or the
other.

Through such customary associations various undertakings and

responsibilities have become culturally designated as the ‘natural’ province of one
sex or another and therefore integral to the definition of gender identity through
designation of gender roles (p. 2).

From the earliest of recorded texts, there exists an association between women fulfilling
their ‘social tasks’ and the production of textiles and clothing.

A capable and worthy

wife is described in the Bible as being one that makes wool and linen cloth, spins her
own thread and weaves her own clothes, clothes her family and makes bedspreads, and
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makes clothes and belts and sells them to merchants (Good News Bible, 1984). Her
husband on the other hand, operates in the public realm, being ‘well known’ and one of
‘the leading citizens’.

The linking within religion, of separate male and female

occupations to the belief that male and female roles are pre-ordained by God, became a
key tenet in a traditionalist view point which meshed social and cultural beliefs with
religious doctrine.
The development in Western culture of a belief in ‘biological determinism’ strengthened
the justification of traditional socio-cultural interpretations of gender roles and identity.
Men were recognised as naturally more suited to the task of providing for and protecting
the home, while women were seen as being biologically equipped for motherhood and
nurturance, and therefore naturally undertaking tasks that kept them within this realm
(Lerner, 1986).

By the eighteenth century, a culturally ascribed notion of female

sexuality as vulnerable but controllable, and male sexuality as uncontrollable, further
encouraged stereotyped beliefs which recognised a role for the ‘gentle arts’ in the
development of the female character. Whilst subject to differing class expectations,
women were ideologically relegated to the household for their own safety and protection.
In her study of needlework in early modern England, Patricia Crawford (1984) argues
that women were encouraged to keep busy beyond the completion of household tasks by
engaging largely in craft activities including knitting, crochet and embroidery, in order
to limit opportunities for sexual digression. As a result, a strong association developed
between the retention of women’s virtue, and the nature of tasks in which they employed
their time. The products of a woman’s activities within the home were viewed as ‘visible
testimony to her virtue. Her time has been so occupied she has no opportunity to err’ (p.
10). In her feminist analysis of women and design, Cheryl Buckley (1986) identifies
historically assigned feminine skills as including dexterity, meticulousness and
decorativeness; the latter referring to a belief in the innate desire of the female sex to
display their femininity. Creating clothing was ‘viewed as an obvious vehicle for their
femininity, their desire to decorate, and their obsession with appearances’ (p. 5).
Conversely, sewing was regarded as an inappropriate activity for men.

Marion Shaw

(1995) cites a range of literary examples that capture these gendered perceptions, in her
anthology of historical writings regarding work and gender. Included in this collection is
the work of eighteenth century French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1762), who
expresses his beliefs regarding the appropriate education of the sexes in his work
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‘Emile’. Rousseau (1762) warns that tailoring is not a trade benefitting of a young man’s
sex, for ‘the same hand cannot hold the needle and the sword’, rather, it is only the weak,
feeble, timid man who is fit to ‘live among women or in their fashion’ (Shaw, 1995,
p.207). Almost one hundred years later, nineteenth century poet Alfred Tennyson’s
(1847) novel ‘The Princess’ advises daughters:
...but this is fixt
As are the roots of earth and base of all:
Man for the field and woman for the hearth:
Man for the sword and for the needle she:
Man with the head and woman with the heart:
Man to command and woman to obey;
All else confusion
(Shaw, 1995, p.14)

Shaw (1995) notes in the introduction to her anthology, how biological differences are
only part of the explanation for the separation of work spheres according to sex, rather ‘it
has more to do with status, with power, and with a sense of the appropriate position of
men and women relative to each other’ (p. ix). This is apparent within the history of the
development of the clothing trades, and in the nature of the work undertaken by women
in the commercial production of clothing.

Mantuas to manufacturing: Commercial endeavours in dressmaking
The development of the dressmaking trade
Marla Miller (2003) has written extensively about the dressmakers of New England in
the years preceding industrialisation. In tracing the development of the dressmaker’s
trade, she demonstrates how in Europe, by the fifteenth and into the sixteenth century,
women were concentrated largely in the textile craft sector – cloth making and clothing
production – albeit working largely in their homes as wives and daughters of craftsmen.
This situation is representative of general work patterns at the time; prior to
industrialisation the home was the centre of productive activity (Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1

Illustration depicting women undertaking textile work within the home, preindustrialisation. Note the tasks of cooking and child-minding being carried out
simultaneously.
Reproduced from Clothing and Health: Elementary Textbook of Home Making’(Kinne
and Cooley, 1920)
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Women sewed for money largely within the context of family orientations and strategies,
in the production of goods for the family and for trade. Writing of gender and work prior
to the Industrial Revolution, Deborah Valenze (1995) notes how ‘mercantilism’
embodied the notion of ‘one common interest’ (p. 14). The labour of women and
children was both necessary, and integral, to the survival of the family unit. Recognition
of this work was however, limited by beliefs regarding both family and gender. The
governing ideology of patriarchalism directed social and political order through the
family, whose head was male. Miller (2003) notes the impact this has had on the
visibility of women’s work in family trades. It was largely men who, as the legal
representative of their household as a unit of production, appeared on any records of
business transactions and activity. According to Ivy Pinchbeck (1969), it was because
women were viewed as ‘assistants’ to their male counterparts that their labour was
‘subsidiary, it was cheap’ (p. 2). Pinchbeck’s (1969) classic study of women workers in
the Industrial Revolution illustrates how, in working alongside of fathers, husbands and
brothers, women could perform useful service in many ways without technical training.
However despite having access to the acquisition of skills, knowledge and training within
the family trade, they were often denied apprenticeship and the rank of skilled worker.
For the dressmaker this was evident in the clear delineations that existed between the
articles of clothing made by women and men. In her examination of clothes and society
over the past 500 years, Jane Ashelford (1996) identifies women’s commercial
endeavours in garment manufacturing as being largely consigned to sewing linen
underwear and accessories. Miller (2003) similarly notes how the items required of
household sewing were often replicated in what women offered commercially; everyday
clothes, simple shirts, shifts and skirts. She attributes this designation of tasks to a
tradition of a skills and status hierarchy within crafts and artisanry.

Women who

participated in the production of clothing were part of a much larger clothing trade. Male
tailors were located at the top of the hierarchy.

They focused their attention on

producing complex garments such as men’s coats, and women’s gowns and stays, which
demanded particular training and expertise deemed beyond that required to produce the
two dimensional rectangular shaped garments produced by seamstresses (Gamber, 1995,
Miller, 2004). Women who learned tailoring skills alongside their male counterparts,
typically stitched together garments that had been cut by the male tailors (Figure 1.2)
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Figure 1.2

A plate from De Garsault’s Art du tailleur illustrating tailors cutting and seamstresses assembling
gowns in an eighteenth-century workshop
(De Garsault, 1769b in Arnold, J. (1972))
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Men protected their position through the formation of craft guilds, an exclusively male
form of self-government for craft workers, initially established to protect them from an
increasingly competitive economy, but equally helpful in maintaining and ensuring the
separation between male and female occupations.
By the end of the seventeenth century however, the seamstress had gradually taken over
the making of women’s gowns and was moving, albeit in a restricted way, into the
professional arena of clothing production previously the domain of men. Change can be
attributed to Louis XIV’s mid-seventeenth century Court of Versailles which influenced
the development of fashionable attire, and dictated some specific changes to the rules and
regulations pertaining to tailors and seamstresses. The significance of these changes is
noted in studies of the development of fashion and associated industries, not only with
regard to the impact on fashionable styling, but also because of what it represented in the
development of women’s work within the clothing trades.
Fashion curator and historian Pamela Parmel (2006) identifies how, following a period
of instability amongst the ruling houses of Europe in the early seventeenth century,
France sought to secure its economy by positioning itself as a leader in the fashion
stakes. Parmel (2006) notes the significance for the ongoing development of the French
fashion industry, of Louis XIV and his then finance minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert’s
decision to ‘deliberately set out to make Versailles the most fashionable court in Europe
and Paris the centre of the European Luxury goods trade’ (p.14). In tracing the historical
development of fashion, Ludmila Kybalova’s (1968) earlier work similarly highlights
how, from the 1660s onwards, Paris ‘strenuously publicized her fashion’ (p. 189). This
resulted in a unification of the fashions of the ruling classes, which was then followed in
the dress of the ordinary people (Kybalova, 1968).

Citing an article by Francois

Alexandre De Garsault (1769a) in her historical study of the cut and construction of
dress, fashion historian Janet Arnold (1977) explains the changes that occurred in the
manufacturing of clothing at the time of these developments:
[B]efore the year 1675, The Tailors usually made all the clothes worn by both men
and women, but in that year Louis XIV decided to give women the right to dress
their own sex and since this time the Tailors have kept themselves apart
(De Garsault, 1769a in Arnold, 1977, p.5).
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De Garsault (1769a) provides, along with his commentary, a set of thorough instructions
in his article, obviously intended to assist the liberated seamstress in the art of making a
‘gown’. These seamstresses became known as ‘mantua-makers’ after the mantua; a one
piece gown worn as an outer garment which developed to replace the former heavily
structured two piece dress (Figure 1.3). The new style evolved from the loose informal
gowns and robes worn by women, the production of which had long been the province of
the seamstress (Ashelford, 1996, Miller, 2004).

Clare Haru Crowston (2001) has

examined the work of seamstresses in France in the years following this development 15.
She notes how the mantua was easier and less expensive to make, and required no great
technical skill, effectively providing an opportunity for the seamstress to expand her role
in the manufacture of women’s clothing.

Both Crowston (2001) and Miller (2004)

recognise this as being a clever political manoeuvre, a subversive action even, on the part
of the mantua makers, for ‘with the adoption of the mantua, the future of women’s
clothing passed into the seamstress’s hands’ (Crowston, 2001, p.41). Miller (2004) adds:
The advent of this new fashion transfigured the clothing trades. The style was
promoted vigorously by aspiring needlewomen who saw in the fashion a chance to
garner a good deal more business, opening a channel through which they would
ultimately gain control over the construction of nearly all women’s garments (p.10).

The evolution of the ‘mantua’ assisted the emancipation of the seamstresses. They were
allowed to acquire professional status and proceeded not only to move into tailor’s
guilds, but to also establish their own independent and exclusively female guilds. This
was to become a legal necessity if they wished to make and sell clothes. The attainment
of guild privileges did however bring stricter professional control, with seamstresses only
being allowed to make clothing for women and children, a situation which reflected and
reinforced a sexual division of labour within the garment trades (Crowston, 2001).
Arnold (1999) highlights how, by the end of the eighteenth century, the mantua-maker –
or professional dressmaker, as this term became more widely used – made more
complicated gowns and articles of clothing. Citing The Book of Trades (1804), Arnold
(1999) explains that the mantua maker now made ‘almost every article of dress made use
by ladies, except, perhaps those which belong to the head and the feet’ (p.224).
15

Clare Haru Crowston’s (2001) Fabricating Women: The Seamstresses of Old Regime France 1675-1791
draws on feminist theory to examine the contribution of eighteenth century dressmakers to French society
and culture, focusing in particular on how the dressmakers manipulated and changed the dominant gender
ideologies at this time.
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The dressmaker and the seamstress became distinguishable from each other.16 Despite
being used interchangeably throughout history to describe the sewing work done by
women in clothing production, the definitions denote clear differences between the two.
A seamstress is defined as ‘a woman who seams or sews; a needlewoman whose
occupation is plain sewing as distinguished from dress or mantle-making, decorative
embroidery, etc’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 2011). These distinctions carried through
to define work tasks and occupations in the development of the dressmaking trade
throughout the transition to industrialisation in the nineteenth century.

Industrialisation and beyond
Many of the technological and mechanical developments of industrialisation were aimed
at accommodating the male worker, impacting on how skill was defined in the new era,
and ultimately on women’s position within the formal workforce. As Caine and Sluga
(2000) demonstrate in their study of the gendering of European history in this period, the
assumption was made that only men would have the strength and skill to manage the new
equipment, reflecting a gender ideology in which the notion of skill was seen as being a
masculine trait, therefore making men the superior workers. Indeed, whilst women
entered the textile industries in increasingly large numbers, it was men, who by
monopolising the senior and skilled positions, reaped the economic benefits (Caine and
Sluga, 2000).

Similarly, skill was more successfully claimed by men due to their

superior organisation and strength in the developing industrialised workforce. As Ann
Curthoys (1986) argues with regard to the sexual division of labour, women’s labour was
conversely defined as unskilled, as a result of their lack of political power to develop
craft like industrial organisations. The deskilling of women’s work was also perpetuated
by the fact that industries such as the clothing trade had the technological capacity to

16

The first quotation evidence of the term dressmaker can be found in the Oxford Dictionary in 1803, and
attributed to The Morning Herald (London); ’12 Feb.1/2, To Milliners and Dressmakers – wanted
immediately, two persons who have lived as First hands in respectable private Houses of Business (The
Morning Herald, 1803 cited in Oxford English Dictionary, 2011). A dressmaker was henceforth defined as
‘A maker of dresses; spec. A woman who makes dresses for her own sex’(Oxford English Dictionary,
2011).
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Figure 1.3

Mantua dress worn over flounced petticoat, 1693.
(French Lady of Fashion. V & A in Ashelford,
1996)
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divide work into separate ‘docile’ tasks which were assigned to women, rather than
maintaining production as one coherent task requiring the management and skills of one
individual (Curthoys, 1986).
The industrialisation of the workforce also nurtured the development of a belief in men
being independent workers, free to support themselves through the sale of their own
skilled labour power, a notion which was ‘central to the ideal of middle class male
independence: the capacity to maintain dependents within the home, to have a wife and
possibly daughters who did not have to engage in paid work’ (Caine and Sluga, 2000,
p.42).

Sewing and needlework work was used to maximum effect to symbolise

femininity, and a specific domestic ideology where wives and daughters filled their
endless leisure time producing purely decorative items for the home. Whilst denoting
differences in class and status, it was expected that all women regardless of class would
aspire to the feminine ideal encapsulated in these practices. Indeed, most girls learnt how
to sew. Lower classes were taught ‘plain sewing’, skilling them for the work they would
be expected to do, whilst middle and upper-classes practised fancy stitching, reflecting an
expectation of sewing being a creative and leisurely pursuit. This contradiction must
surely have sat uncomfortably with those women who were required to earn a living
through needlework. As the modernization of work practices continued through the
process of industrialisation, women who were not in the comfortable middle classes were
increasingly compelled to follow their work and become wage earners in the outside
world (Pinchbeck, 1969), a move which threatened the middle class ideal of domesticity,
and male privilege.
A new market for clothes grew as the nineteenth century progressed, and, along with it,
the demand for dressmakers. Whilst textile trades were some of the earliest to become
industrialised due to the mechanisation of spinning and weaving processes, the actual
production of clothing through mechanisation did not occur until the late nineteenth
century when the sewing machine was increasingly used in industry (Pinchbeck, 1969,
Ryan and Conlon, 1975). The rapidly developing textile industries could produce
abundant and cheaper materials to meet increasing demand. Industrialisation meant that
more people were receiving wages, which despite being small, offered some element of
choice in how they might be spent. Further, improved mobility and communications
disseminated fashions widely, quickly generating an active interest in the latest styles and
designs amongst all classes (Walkley, 1981).
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Dressmaking and millinery industries in the big towns and cities grew rapidly throughout
the nineteenth century. In writing of women’s paid work in Britain in the nineteenth
century, Edna Ryan and Ann Conlon (1975) outline the usual avenue for employment in
these industries.

Apprenticeships were offered and largely taken up by women, a

dressmaking apprentice was generally indentured for seven years, and whilst subject to
low wages and conditions dependent on the discretion of their employer, on completion
of their apprenticeship a fully trained dressmaker could earn good wages.
In her study of the Victorian seamstress, Christina Walkley (1981) provides a detailed
account of the life of the dressmaker throughout the years of industrialisation. She notes
how in the mid-nineteenth century, dressmaking as a trade appealed to ambitious
working class or lower middle class girls for whom it appeared to provide a ‘step-up’ in
the world, an entry into a world of fashion and refinement far superior to the conditions
of factory work. The work appeared somewhat ‘genteel’ and there was the potential for a
structured career with prospects and the possibility of running one’s own business.
Walkley (1981) explains how opportunities for employment existed across a range of
establishments. First class dressmakers or ‘modistes’ were positioned at the top end of
trade catering for nobility and high society. A progression down through rankings ended
with establishments that largely dressed the wives of tradesmen. The abundance of
labour and its low cost supported a thriving dressmaking market. The downside to these
developments was however, a desire for cheapness driven by an unbridled competition in
trade. This drove down the dressmaker’s wages and lengthened her working day as she
attempted to meet the demand for a speedy turn-around in her work. By the 1860s
dressmaking was seen to attract a ‘lower-class’ of girls, a development Walkley (1981)
attributes to the deterioration of working conditions and a growing association between
dressmaking and prostitution, an unfortunate result of the low wages they received. In
actual fact, every class of needlewoman was accommodated within the system, albeit it
was those at the lower end that proliferated. Walkley’s (1981) study focuses largely on
the experiences of these women for whom life could be exceedingly hard. Workshop
girls sewed in workrooms which were often small, unventilated and crowded, and were
similarly housed by their employers. The work itself was damaging to their health. Poor
lighting and long hours caused eye strain; the bent posture and lack of exercise often
resulted in indigestion, ulcers and back problems; the dust and fluff in the air brought on
lung complaints; and consumption was frequent. The rapid development of the trade
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created a market for the work of the dressmaker who, due to circumstance, was kept
within her home. ‘Freelance needlewomen’ sewed from their homes, usually acquiring
work through a ‘middleman’. These women were often positioned such as a result of
illness, bereavement, age, an inability to maintain the standards required in the
workroom, or simply class (Walkley, 1981).
The advent of the sewing machine in the 1850s only worsened their situation. They were
paid much less for their work, required to pay hire for their sewing machine, and
expected to complete increasingly complicated work within a faster turn-around.
Working for subsistence pay, the plight of these women generated great public concern.
These were, after all, women undertaking work that represented the very essence of
femininity and virtue, yet they faced moral danger through their exploitation at the hands
of ruthless employers and the temptation of prostitution. Of particular interest to this
Australian study, is the establishment in 1849 of a Fund for Female Emigration which
aimed to assist women suffering from ‘the most intense poverty, the most fearful
degradation’ (Herbert, 1849 cited in Walkley 1981, p.109) to establish a new life in the
colonies. Needleworkers were the focus of these concerns and the first shipload left
England for Australia in February 1850. By 1856, 7,268 women had been assisted in
passage to Australia, of which only ninety-eight appeared however to be actual
seamstresses 17(Walkley, 1981).
Fashionable dressmaking establishments, smaller businesses, and private dressmakers
continued to be used by society ladies throughout these developments in the manufacture
of clothing. Parmel (2006) notes how an increasing interest in elaborate and ‘novelty’
dress designs in the latter half of the nineteenth century, encouraged the emergence of
fashion, or costume designers, who would provide dressmakers with designs that could
be copied or used for inspiration. These artists tended to be male, and linked to the
growth in an increasing demand for ready-made clothing, their involvement in the sphere

17

The Launceston Examiner (1853) reported on the 22nd of September, 1853 that after assisting no less
than 1200 women of ‘that class’ – a reference to ‘the distressed needlewomen of London - The Female
Emigration Fund, ‘has traversed and exhausted the whole sphere of its labours. The class to whose benefit
it had dedicated its resources are no longer in need of its help. Relieved by the numbers that have already
left the country, there is ample employment for the remainder who are consequently less inclined to seek a
home in the colonies’ (p.6). The society decided therefore to ‘devote their remaining funds to any such
women without distinction of age, residence, or occupation as wish to emigrate but are unable to meet the
whole expenses of their journey’ (p.6) (Female Emmigration Society, 1853). This may contribute in part to
the discrepancy in the reporting of actual numbers of needlewomen assisted through this scheme.
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of women’s fashion led to the development of the ‘couturier’; largely male dressmakers,
designing and overseeing workrooms of seamstresses who produced their designs
(Parmel, 2006). Whilst the notion of the couturier was becoming firmly established in
the structure of the fashion industry, the advent of the department store at the end of the
nineteenth century, and subsequent increased demand for ready-made clothing, saw the
dress trade in general focus attention on increasing turn-over in the broad middle class
market rather than relying on lesser but more expensive orders of the privileged upper
classes (Kybalova, 1968). These developments resulted in the establishment of methods
in clothing production and patterns of consumption which effectively moved the clothing
manufacturing industry into the twentieth century.
What did these developments mean for home based, self-employed dressmakers?
Certainly the practice of undertaking sewing, and the making of clothing within the home
as a form of self-managed employment is visible throughout the historical development
of women’s work. The pre-industrial home was the base for work and although women’s
work was critical to family survival, it was at the same time subject to ideologies which
rendered their work invisible within formal records. As women increasingly moved out
of the home to work in the industrialised workforce, ideologies and beliefs regarding the
separation of the private and public spheres and the role of men and women within these,
ultimately influenced how women’s work was structured and viewed. This appears to
have limited visibility of any paid work that was being undertaken within the home,
unless directly linked to the formal workforce, as was the case for ‘freelance
needlewomen’ or outworkers. This is not to say that working autonomously in the home
was not recognised as an option for women. Barbara Burman (1999) has demonstrated
how, at the turn of the nineteenth century many individuals used private dressmakers for
making, recycling or renovating garments. She notes how private dressmakers were
common as sole traders in their own homes, or operating within a rented room, this being
just one way in which the home production of clothing was used to manage the needs of
the family both inside and outside the home. Indeed, earning an income through private
dressmaking was often promoted on the basis of managing the responsibilities associated
with the domestic sphere. Writing at the end of the nineteenth century, educator and
women’s temperance advocate Frances Elizabeth Willard (1897)18 recognised

18

Frances Elizabeth Willard (1839 -1898) was a keen advocate of young women striving to achieve a
position in life of their own desire through the principles of determination and hard work. Recognising
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dressmaking as an appropriate occupation for women situated within the home but keen
to earn money:
In almost every town and village are young women and girls who are anxiously
asking what they can do in their own community to earn a livelihood. The big
outside world has no attraction for them. They want to keep in the shelter of the
home which they love so well and which seems a part of their very life, or there is
somebody in that home for whom they must be the home keepers. Circumstance
rather than desire and ambition must be the governing power of their lives (p.79).

Willard (1897) goes on to promote the potential for dressmakers to garner a healthy
trade, through catering for the new market in ‘artistic and hygienic dressing’ which was
becoming increasingly popular in the modernisation of women’s dress and fashion:
The girl or woman who is artistic in her feelings and who has a gift of expressing
these feelings has here a field open before her that she will find very remunerative.
It requires more skill to make dresses this way than in the stereotyped fashion
because so much depends on individual expression (p.82).

A somewhat less positive contemporary understanding can be applied to this romantic
observation of the potential of dressmaking in the home. There was a very real lack of
viable alternatives for women to earn money when such ‘circumstance’ governed their
life choices. Willard’s (1897) observation is a reflection of the ideologies of femininity
and domesticity which shaped the experiences of women in the home and in the paid
workforce. Significantly, it highlights an ongoing tension in the lives of women who, in
seeking to earn an income, were required to manage the intersection of private and public
life.

Dressmaking in Australia: The foundations of fashionable dress
As a British colony, Australia was not separated from the ideological and cultural
influences of ‘the mother country’. Over the past thirty years or so, women’s role within
the development of Australian society has been examined across a variety of studies,
with the explicit intention of making women’s experiences in the history of Australia
first and foremost the sacredness and value the vocation of motherhood, Willard’s recommendations focus
on encouraging women to develop to their utmost potential, obtaining; ‘the power to think clearly, to feel
nobly, and to act and react helpfully upon the world about us’ (Willard, 1897) (p. 12).
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more visible. Women’s sewing and needlework is located within this history, and subject
to the unique conditions that shaped Australian culture.

Marion Aveling and Joy

Damousi (1991) note in their anthology of documents regarding women and work in
Australia, that while women’s work both as convicts and indentured free settlers
contributed to building the colony, the intention always was that they would provide a
civilising influence within the developing society, through fulfilling their ‘proper’ role as
wives and mothers.

Hancock and Richards (1986) demonstrate however, in their

historical study of the settlement of South Australia, how far from remaining within the
confines of the domestic sphere, many women immigrants were drawn into non-domestic
labour both within the family, and the outside economy, due to the shortage of labour in
pioneer settlements. In writing of the historical development of the Australian family,
Patricia Grimshaw (1983) similarly notes that although physical labour on the part of the
man was more often the mainstay of the family economy, women were often required to
assist their husbands in traditional male work roles such as fencing, felling trees and
carting water. Indeed, as one landowner advised his immigrating brother: ‘A wife, if a
good one, is cheap stock and may be a great saving where a man has all to manage’ (cited
in Pike, 1967, p.497). Edna Ryan and Anne Conlon (1975) discuss this contradiction in
their historical study of Australian women and work, noting how the harsh reality of
many women’s pioneering lives in Australia was often in conflict with the imported
cultural ideal of a respectable women’s place being within the home.
Jennifer Isaacs (1987) has identified how sewing and needlework played a key role in the
construction of a feminine ideal in the early development of Australian society. In
exploring Australian women’s domestic and decorative arts from the time of colonisation
through to the latter half of the twentieth century, Isaacs (1987) demonstrates how
regardless of class or station, the creative works women produced were integral to their
role as homemakers in the new colony. They contributed to a more gentle and pleasant
environment for the family, and as decoration within the home, they raised the family’s
status or denoted its moral standing. Isaacs (1987) highlights however ‘the variations in
the domestic arts depending on the economic status of the family and its position in the
developing Australian class structure’ (p.9).

Like their sisters back in the ‘homeland’,

women of the upper classes were doing highly ornamental or decorative work for the
home. Women of lesser means were making functional items. This segregation between
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class and task was of utmost importance in the colony as a means for establishing class
distinction and order in a new society.
Clothing manufacture and supply in Australia
Throughout the colonial period, sewing and needlework largely assisted family economic
management through the production of clothing and goods for use within the family.
Colonial women produced many functional items for their families. Women were, after
all, an economic asset provided they were frugal and industrious; mending clothes,
darning and sewing were usual tasks at the end of the day (Isaacs, 1987). There was also
the potential however, for sewing and needlework to contribute economically through
bringing money into the family. Reflecting pre-industrial patterns of work, women
engaged in the production of goods for their family, and for trade, within the context of
family orientations and strategies (Parker, 1996, Crowston, 2001). Women used their
needlework and sewing skills under the direction of their husbands in small family based
tailoring businesses and related industries. Sewing and the production of clothing was
also a way for working class women in towns and cities to contribute a wage to the
family alongside that of their husbands, through providing services and goods within the
informal economy (Grimshaw, 1983).
It is apparent however, that from the earliest settlement of Australia, there were women
who identified themselves as ‘dressmakers’ and as such were often independent of male
support or family association. Of one hundred and eighty women recorded in the convict
list of the First Fleet, seven named their occupation as being a ‘mantua maker’. Two of
these women were tried on the same day, 25 October 1786 at the Old Bailey in London,
both for stealing; Sarah Burdo/Bordeaux (23) for stealing cash and Mary Carroll,(36) for
linen. They were each sentenced to transportation for 7 years and left England on the
Lady Penrhyn (University of Wollongong, 1999).
Leading fashion historian, Margaret Maynard (1994), has investigated Australian fashion
within its broader social and cultural context.19 Focusing on dress in colonial Australia,
19

In Fashioned from Penury Maynard (1994), examines dress within the context of cultural practice in
colonial Australia. In doing so she identifies the various ways in which women were able to attain
clothing, and in some instances offers specific information and examples of dressmaker’s work effectively
providing a route of access to documents, such as employment notices and requests for work positions
placed by free settlers which specifically reference dressmakers and seamstresses in the colonisation and
early development of Australia. Maynard’s (2001) later publication Out of line identifies the contribution
of fashion and dress to the development of an Australian national identity. Focusing on the twentieth
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Maynard (1994) has demonstrated how, in the early years of settlement, an initial supply
of clothing was supplied by private contractors who accessed ‘slops’– second hand,
recycled, and ready-made clothing – and supplied it to the new colony.20

Female

convicts were engaged to make clothes, and despite many not necessarily possessing the
skills to do so, this met the need to clothe the convicts and kept the female inmates busy
in an occupation believed to be appropriate for the female sex. Convict trades people
could not however, keep up with demand for clothing in the penal settlement and it
appears women largely relied on family and friends to send them ‘articles of fashionable
dress’ (p.45). By the 1790s more free-men and ex-convicts became traders, supplying
ready-made clothing and fabrics imported from abroad. At the same time, some locally
made fashionable clothing became available from colonial dressmakers. In 1808, freed
convict Catherine Mellon, placed an advertisement in the Sydney Gazette and New South
Wales Advertiser, in which she advised potential clients:
Catherine Mellon, mantua maker and milliner begs leave to inform ladies and the
public at large, that all orders with which she may be favoured in the above branches
shall be punctually executed, either in a plain or fashionable mode, on terms which
she trusts will not be considered unwarrantable. All commands forwarded to her, at
No. 12, Back Row East, will be immediately attended to.
(General Orders Catherine Mellon, 1808, p.2).

In 1809 Martha Matthews, similarly advertised her services although under slightly
different circumstances:
Martha Matthews in consequence of very ill treatment from her Husband finding it
necessary for her safety and happiness to separate from him – Respectfully informs
her Friends and the Public in general, that she has removed to an apartment
adjoining Mr.Cuff’s school, in the Upper Pitt’s Row; where she will make it her
century, she traces the development of the clothing trade in Australia and documents the social and cultural
influences affecting women’s experience of dress, fashion and identity. Maynard (2001) highlights the role
of home dressmaking in women’s economic and wardrobe management at this time, and notes how as a
form of women’s labour it remains unacknowledged. By association it would appear that commercial
dressmaking in the home has suffered a similar fate.
20

See also Marion Fletcher (1984), past academic and curator of Costumes and Textiles for the National
Gallery of Victoria, Costume in Australia, in which she provides a history from the time of first European
settlement, of the development of Australian style and dress. Alexandra Joel (1984) traces the
development of fashion in Australia in Best Dressed: 200 Years of Fashion in Australia. Both Cedric
Flower’s (1968) Duck and Cabbage Tree, and Elizabeth Scandrett’s (1978) Breeches and Bustles, have
collected pictorial histories of Australian dress.
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principal study to please all those who may favour her with their commands in the
business of Mantua-Making, which she perfectly understands, and as neatness,
cheapness, and durability may ever be depended on-plain work also done in the
neatest manner.
(General Orders Martha Matthews, 1809 cited in Fletcher 1984, p.38)

Maynard (1994) proposes however, that garments were most probably being made by
those who did not qualify for an official trade designation, it being likely that many
women would have undertaken casual sewing work.

She notes how records show

between 1806-1822 none of the free women emigrants entering the colony, and only a
small percentage of ex-convict women, are officially listed as possessing needlework or
seamstress skills. Only one free mantua-maker and two ticket-of-leave needlewomen
were recorded at the Muster of 1814, for a total female population (mainland new South
Wales) of 2681 (Baxter, 1987 in Maynard 1994). By the 1820s, there appears to have
been a more extensive range of dressmaking services on offer.

The 1821 Muster

included ten mantua makers, three stay makers, eight needlewomen, seven straw bonnet
makers, two lace workers and four milliners (Perrott, 1983 in Maynard 1994), while the
1828 census lists a total of thirty women dressmakers (Alford, 1984 in Maynard 1994).
The inability of the early colonial tradespeople to meet the demands of clothing the
population, provided potential opportunities for seamstresses willing to immigrate to
Australia. In 1834 Isabella Gibson wrote home to her sister:
Shop work of any kind is rarely to be had here what is sold in the shops is mostly all
brought from London ready made Millinary [sic] and dressmaking are I understand
better paid for than what the dressmakers made me to believe when I was trying
amongst them for imployment [sic]they charge from three shillings to 12 for making
gowns and from 4 to 7 shillings for covering a silk or velvet bonnet...I regret that I
have no person to live with me that I could trust to or I would take a room and make
bonnets and frocks and sell a few penny toys, penny dolls sell here for 6d each or
take in apolstering [sic] needlework... (Gibson, 1834 in Grimshaw et al. 1995, p.25).

It is interesting to note how the alignment of sewing and needlework with women’s
morality played out in the unique circumstances of the early years of colonisation. The
employment of female felons in the sewing and making of clothes during their interment
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at ‘His Majesty’s pleasure’21 , was a task deemed appropriate for the attainment of moral
rectitude.

On release skilled sewing and needlework marked the precarious border

between the categories of respectability and immorality, or loss of virtue, as apparent in
the advertising of dressmaking services by freed female convicts seeking acceptance
within respectable society. For free settlers lacking a suitable marriage proposal,
employment as a dressmaker or needlewoman also represented a means for retaining, or
attaining, respectability.
By the second half of the nineteenth century, the development of Australian industry
followed the precedent set through the modernisation of Britain and Europe. Industrial
progress in the clothing trades within Australia, largely replicated changes occurring in
England and Europe, albeit driven at times by aspects unique to Australia’s historical
development. Raelene Frances (1993) highlights for example, the role of the Australian
gold rushes in the expansion of local industries, which grew quickly in the 1850s in order
to supply immigrants with clothing and food. She notes how these industries provided
women with an alternative form of employment, other than just domestic services,
resulting in an influx of women into the labour market throughout the 1870s-1890s.
Sewing machines had been introduced into Australia at the same time they became
available in England (1860s), and were similarly used in industry. In the case of clothing
manufacturing, the number of women trying to sell the sewing skills traditionally
acquired in the home meant that employers were able to keep the rates for women’s
clothing trade work severely depressed throughout the 1870s-1880s, despite these being
economic boom years (Mc Murchy et al., 1983). Like their sisters in the mother country,
they were limited in their choice of occupation and constrained by family
responsibilities. Women were easily exploited as ‘home workers’, sewing in their homes
in unregulated conditions.
Given the nature and conditions of their work, it is hardly surprising to find that women
working as self-employed dressmakers in their homes are not visible in discussions of the
development of the clothing industry in Australia.

On careful examination some

reference to their situation can be found however, with regard to acknowledgement of
those women who stepped out of the formal employment market. Edna Ryan and Anne
21

Annette Salt (1984) discusses the manner in which sewing tasks were allocated to different ‘classes’ of
female convicts in her account of the experiences of female convicts lives: These Outcast Women: The
Paramatta Female Factory 1821-1848.
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Conlon (1975) for example, discuss how work reforms in the early part of the twentieth
century ignored women with dependents in wage fixing and awards, effectively
institutionalising a mother’s place as within the home. In studying women’s workforce
participation within Australia, they demonstrate how women tied to the home were often
active participants in the informal economy, where they continued to earn a living
becoming home based self-employed dressmakers, or opening board and lodging
establishments in order to generate a livelihood.
As the nineteenth century drew to a close, outwork in the clothing industry flourished in
response to the growth in department stores and the increased demand for ready-made
clothing. Clothing manufacturing firms (Figure 1.4) supplied department stores as well
as having their own fashion outlets. In Australia, major stores such as David Jones and
Georges in Melbourne also had extensive workrooms employing large numbers of
seamstresses, who reproduced popular European fashions. Throughout this time, the
British tradition of private dressmakers or ‘modistes’ continued in Australia, although on
a somewhat smaller scale. These establishments continued to employ seamstresses in a
variety of capacities working with clientele drawn from elite society circles (Joel, 1984).
Indeed, by the start of the twentieth century many of the foundations of the formalised
dressmaking trade in the post World War Two years were well established.
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Figure 1.4

Wood engraving of Messrs. Sargood Son & Co’s Establishments, clothing factory, Flinders Street,
Melbourne 1874. Published in The Illustrated Australian News for Home Readers (Calvert, 1874)
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Dressmakers in post World War Two Australian society
Social developments instigated some of the most significant changes in fashion and dress
in the decades immediately preceding World War Two, and similarly affected the type of
work available to women. Societal expectations of just what women’s relationship
should be with paid work were set some years prior when in 1907, the Harvester
Judgment22 introduced the concept of the family wage, separating male and female roles
into breadwinners and dependents, with clear implications for the defining and
construction of women’s work. The prevailing upper and middle class attitude that
married women should not work outside of the home was effectively legislated, setting
an expectation that they be connected primarily to the formal labour force through their
husbands’ work, and as a result of the support they provided to their husbands through
their work within the home. Withstanding the interruption of the wars, which saw
women’s increased participation in the workforce and their subsequent orientation to a
variety of non-traditional fields of women’s work, women were expected to embrace this
arrangement, centring their work efforts on the task of running the household.
Throughout the first half of the twentieth century the clothing industry continued to offer
an acceptable avenue of employment within the formal workforce, for women prior to
marriage. During the years of World War One and Two, the clothing trades enjoyed a
somewhat advantageous position as a manufacturing industry focused towards the war
effort, thereby being able to offer plentiful employment and higher rates of pay in a
market competing for workers.

At the cessation of World War Two, the clothing

industry was buoyed again, this time by the demand for the new fashions of the post
rationing years, and an emphasis on material culture and consumerism necessary for the
re-building of the national economy. It was during this time, that many of Australia’s
first real couturiers established themselves, elite dressmakers located in stylish salons,
designing for the Australian market. Opportunities were also available for dressmakers
to set themselves up in smaller businesses servicing the growing middle class.
22

The Harvester Judgment was the result of an inquiry in 1907 by the Commonwealth Court of
Conciliation and Arbitration into the wages paid to factory workers. As the presiding judge on the case
Justice H.B. Higgins determined that Australia’s basic wage be based on what was considered a fair and
reasonable wage for ‘the normal needs of an average employee living in a civilized community’. Edna
Ryan and Anne Conlon (1975) highlight how this judgement was made on the presumption that the
employee would be male, and the wage would accommodate the needs of his family. This notion of a
‘family wage’ impeded the progress of women’s pay rates for over half a century (Ryan and Conlon,
1975).

49

The Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, allowed dressmakers to identify as selfemployed in the 1947 census under ‘Manufacturing of Clothing’ (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 1947), and in 1954 under ‘Manufacture of Clothing and Knitted Goods
(including needle working)’ (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1954).

In 1966

dressmaking became a stand-alone category, however sub classification denoting the
form of employment was no longer provided, making it impossible to know how many of
the respondents who identified as ‘dressmakers’ were actually self-employed, and in
what capacity they operated as such (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1966). Indeed,
there is no certainty that any of the women listed in these categories were home based
self-employed dressmakers, in fact it is more likely they were small business owners
operating within the framework of the formalised workforce.
Some assumptions can be made about the career path of the home based, self-employed
dressmaker when looking at documentation of training courses and tertiary education in
the field of dressmaking. Certainly a demand for such courses was present. James
Docherty (1981) notes in his history of the Emily McPherson College in Melbourne how
postwar enrolments in the ‘Diploma of Needlecraft’ at the college increased to the point
where it became the most popular diploma course on offer. Given however, that these
courses were largely orientated towards industry or teaching, it could be assumed that the
majority of graduates worked outside of the home, at least until marriage. Miss M. I.
Stuart, the Principal of the college, explains in a feature article in the Melbourne paper
the Argus (1950) how, on graduating, ‘the student is prepared for a career in the world of
fashions and the course is also a preliminary training for teachers of dressmaking and
allied subjects’ (Dress Designing, 1950, p.2). An interesting aside to these trends in
enrolments, was the interest at this time in the college’s evening classes in dressmaking.
A high demand for these classes was attributed to the high price of clothing, and an
apparent ‘scarcity of dressmakers’

23

(Docherty, 1981). It is possible that some of these
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Correspondence and advice columns in women’s local media identify a shortage in dressmakers in the
years immediately following the end of World War Two. The Australian Women’s Weekly (1945) for
example, recommends in June, 1945, that women make their own clothes, or ‘they can take their material
to a dressmaker, if they can get a dressmaker. Very few sew for new customers nowadays. Old customers
make appointments months ahead’ (What’s on your mind? p.18). The Adelaide Advertiser, (1947)
commented in April, 1947 on the effects of war time shortages of material and clothing and the subsequent
difficulties in acquiring well-fitting clothes, noting how ‘the shortage of private dressmakers has still
further complicated the problem’ (Catering for the in-betweeners, p. 9). The Argus (1947b) similarly
recognises in September 1947 the challenge in acquiring custom clothing, recommending the use of ‘the
home dressmaker for the lucky few who still possess ‘a little woman around the corner’’ (Spring Clothes,
p.27).
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women went on to undertake dressmaking for money in their homes alongside sewing for
themselves and their families. Certainly, women were advertising their services as
dressmakers in the local press, and while the number of dressmaking notices is relatively
small they do provide an indication of the range of services on offer. Dressmakers’
notices in the ‘Classified Advertisement’ section of the Melbourne paper the Argus,
across the year of 1950, are listed amongst similarly home based services such as child
minding, ironing and cleaning and ‘women to wash’:
DRESSMAKER will renovate, alter your coats, frocks, hats (Advertising, 1950 [1],
p.18)
DRESSMAKER visits, frocks remodelled, renovated (Advertising, 1950 [2], p.18)

Dressmakers also listed their services under ‘Professional Positions Wanted’ alongside
advertisements for accountants, bookkeepers, sales women and hairdressers. Whilst
these notices are also brief, in this case they use terms such as ‘better class, ‘high class’
‘highly recommended’, and ‘latest designs’ to describe their service, in effect
differentiating their work from that described under the classified advertisements:
DRESSMAKER High Class work, moderate prices. 58 Shelly St Elwood
(Advertising, 1950a, p.18)
DRESSMAKER Your own material made to latest designs. 9am to 4pm
(Advertising, 1950 [4], p.12)

The addition of ‘Home Services and Repairs’ to the ‘Situations Wanted’ category in the
Argus in 1956, enables a much clearer identification of dressmakers who were
advertising home based commercial dressmaking services through this medium24, and
brings together the variety of services dressmakers offered from home:

24

Other contemporary newspapers located dressmaking services under a variety of advertising categories
which - whilst perhaps reflecting distribution numbers and readership - makes it difficult in the absence of
any detailed self description of services to identify whether these dressmakers were operating home based
businesses. Regional newspapers such as the Barrier Miner, in Broken Hill assigned dressmaker
advertisements to ‘Public notices’, the Gippsland Times to ‘Classified Advertisements’, whilst the Hobart
Mercury included them in their ‘Miscellaneous’ column. Both the West Australian and the Courier Mail
Brisbane offered greater prestige providing categories of ‘Dress and Fashion’ and ‘Dressmaking Ladies
Wear’ respectively as categories in which the dressmaker could advertise her services.
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DRESSMAKER, will renovate frocks, coats: also hats, quickly (Advertising, 1956
[1], p.17)
DRESSMAKER, good-class work; from £3; (Advertising, 1956 [2], p.20)
EXCLUSIVE dressmaking from £3/13/: Mrs. Norman (Advertising, 1956 [3], p.34)
DRESSMAKER, exp. [experienced] visits: 8/per hr. and fares. Frocks from 3 gns
(Advertising, 1956 [4], p.11)

Through the alignment of such work with other home based services, as cited above, it
could be assumed that the dressmakers more often relied upon informal networking
between friends, family, and their neighbourhoods to advertise their services, an
approach beyond capture in written records. Fortunately, dressmakers were visible as a
topic of interest in other sectors of the popular press. According to Rice (2000), many
women turned to periodicals for information on domestic and relationship matters in the
post World War Two years, when the trend was towards narrowing the focus of women’s
media to the domestic sphere, mirroring the prevalent social and cultural ideologies of
domesticity and femininity. The inclusion of the dressmaker and her work indicates she
was a part of this world. Again, it can be difficult to determine the exact nature of their
enterprise and it must be assumed that the commercial dressmaker is the key focus of
such articles, however reading between the lines provides some indication of the
presence, and perhaps the situation, of the home based self-employed dressmaker, if only
in relation to the former. In one example the dressmaker is referenced in mainstream
reporting where, coming out of the rationing of fabric supplies during World War Two,
women’s changing hemlines were deemed ‘news worthy’ enough to feature in both
international and national news coverage.

The impact on dressmakers was a key

consideration in the reporting of these trends. Concerns were expressed for the health of
the dressmaker in dealing with this (Women's Interests, 1947), whilst at the same time
complaints were fielded from disgruntled clients regarding the credentials of ‘small
dressmakers’, ‘entrusted with [the] valuable material’ (Dressmaking Diploma -, 1945,
p.9).
References to dressmaking can also be found in articles on career choices and
opportunities for young women. Whilst the focus of these articles is largely on securing
a position within the formal workforce, the promotion of dressmaking as an occupation is
framed in a wide variety of ways. The Australian Woman’s Weekly (1952) features a
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‘Job Survey for New Career Girls’ in which the path to a career in the clothing trades is
clearly outlined, and sensibly assessed. The Sunday Herald (1950) on the other hand,
writes of the fortune to be made in dress designing in their advice to parents of
‘daughters just crazy about clothes’ (If You’re One -, p.2). The potential to work for
oneself as a dressmaker is captured in an article in the Australian Woman’s Weekly
(1952) in which several women tell of combining two jobs, one of which is studying
dressmaking in the evenings while working as a mothercraft nurse, her intention being to
‘either start her own business or work for a tailoring firm’ (Girls Who Combine Two
Jobs, p.19).
Articles about managing the cost of living, household budgeting and clothes, feature with
some regularity in newspapers throughout this period.

Home dressmaking is often

included as a strategy in these discussions, and there is the occasional reference which
identifies payment for this work. Mrs. Cooper from Melbourne for example, tells how
she relies on her dressmaker sister to help her manage her clothing budget (The
Housewife and Her Pay Envelope, 1950 a), whilst ‘Reservoir housewife’ reports ‘I do a
little dressmaking now and again, and make an extra pound or so, which always helps’
(The Housewife and Her Pay Envelope, 1950 b, p.3).
Women’s pages and columns often reference the work of dressmakers in varying
capacities. The Australian Women’s Weekly’s column ‘Dress Sense’, for example, was a
regular feature from the late 1940s through to the 1960s, advising readers on fashion,
dress and the acquisition of such, encouraging women to work with their dressmakers to
manage their wardrobes and outlining what was expected in this exchange (Dress Sense,
1954, 1948, 1949). Newspaper fashion columns similarly provided recommendations on
what to take to your dressmaker (This Weeks Features, 1947), using dressmakers to
manage your wardrobe budget (Problems Vesta Junior, 1947), dressmaker charges and
services (The Argus Shopper, 1947) and managing client dressmaker relationships
(Assisting the Dressmaker, 1950). In this format the nature of the dressmaking enterprise
is often identifiable with the subjects of this study, with references made to ‘private
dressmakers’ (Catering for the in-betweeners, 1947, p.9), ‘the little dressmaker’
(Glamour gowns, 1947, p.13), ‘the home dressmaker; the little woman around the corner’
(Spring clothes, 1947a, p.27), and ‘dressmaking done at home in spare time’ (Personal
Problems, 1950a, p.38).
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Fictional short stories and serialised novels were also a mainstay of popular Australian
women’s magazines and as such they provide insights into contemporary women’s lives.
Writing of American women’s magazines in the 1950s and 1960s, Margaret Baily (1969)
highlights how the articles and stories included in these reflected the social and cultural
values, expectations and aspirations of the time, and perceptions of women’s role and
interests. Reader identification was paramount in ensuring the popularity of women’s
magazines, and content was tailored to capture the interests and priorities of its target
readership. The dressmaker appears with some regularity in these stories, a consistent
character in the workings of women’s lives, albeit more often as an incidental reference
in the telling of the greater story:
“I’m awfully afraid I shall have to go. My dressmaker closes at half-past seven and
I have to have this fitting” (The Enchantress, 1958, p.26)
‘Her stepfather would be departing at his usual time for the bank, and she knew her
mother had an eleven o’clock appointment for a fitting at the dressmakers’ (And
then he went away, 1947, p.7)
‘She glanced quickly at her watch. “It’s time for me to go and collect the gang. Can
I drop you anywhere?” “Just at the corner. I have to go to the dressmaker” (A Day
to Herself, 1960, p.21)

The role of the dressmaker is clearly defined in these stories. She offers one in a range of
services of which women avail themselves in their routine of personal grooming, and as
such she is necessary to portraying the achievement of femininity by the lead characters.
Although subject to the romanticisation of ordinary life, the fictional portrayal of the
dressmaker can be seen to reflect and reinforce a particular interpretation of the
dressmaker, against which is set the reality of life as experienced by the women in this
study.
Together, these sources establish the presence of the dressmaker in the social and cultural
life of post World War Two Australian society. They provide an indication of the role of
dressmakers in the lives of women and illustrate how both they, and their work, were
viewed by clients and society at large. The voices of the dressmakers themselves are
however notably absent within this material, presenting an incomplete – and possibly
inaccurate – representation of the dressmaker during this period in Australian history. A
key aim in this study is to redress this situation by giving voice to the dressmakers
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themselves, not only by recording the experiences of an identifiable cohort of women
sharing an occupation, work location, and practices, but also through making visible the
work of these women and the meaning within their lives of being a dressmaker.
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Chapter Two

‘Tacking and basting’ the research foundations

Basting: ‘long running stitches used for seams before fitting garment, and for
exacting machine work’

(Picken, 1999, p.323)

Clearly an investigation of dressmaking requires analysis that first and foremost
recognises gender relations as a dominant force in the development of culture and
society, and a defining factor in the life experiences of women in particular. In focusing
on dressmaking as a form of paid work, analytical frameworks must also take account of
how particular tasks have come to be associated primarily with either the private
domestic or public sphere. As the work of the dressmaker was carried out in the home, it
raises significant questions about the relationship between women’s work in the domestic
space, wider economic production, and social and cultural reproduction. Here I draw on
theoretical debates on women’s work within the household, but while the dressmaker’s
commercial interaction with her clients moves her beyond the boundaries of the home,
she also remains apart from the formalised workforce. She is therefore situated between
the private domestic sphere and the public world. The challenge, therefore, is to find
appropriate theoretical approaches for understanding the unique location and work of the
dressmaker. To use a dressmaking analogy, a theory, like basting – the long stitches used
to hold together a garment prior to finishing – provides the foundation of the thesis,
stabilising the work, giving it structure and support while the finer details are worked. In
this chapter I draw on feminist scholarship to establish the foundations of this research.
Feminist critiques of past research on women’s contribution to activities in the public
world note a tendency to simply add women into the existing social science research
agenda. They criticise this approach for failing to ask the important questions about the
meaning of women’s contribution to shaping social life and culture ‘for women’
(Harding, 1987). In locating women at the centre of social inquiry, feminist research has
demonstrated how gender not only shapes consciousness and identity, but also social
institutions, cultural practices, and significantly, the distribution of power and privilege.
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Investigative frameworks and research methods are therefore advocated, which analyse
gender relations and interactions of power, identity, and class. Focus is shifted to take
into account problems concerning women rather than men, providing a means by which
alternative hypotheses and evidence can be used to understand better and represent
women’s views and experiences (Harding, 1987, Harvey, 1990, Reinharz, 1992). The
first part of this chapter explores feminist interpretations of the public and private divide,
and women’s relationship to both paid and unpaid work. Specific consideration is given
to traditional conceptualisations of work and the potential for these to impact on, and
shape, the experiences of the dressmakers and interpretations of their work.
My own ontological stance incorporates a key tenet of feminist theory; a belief in
women’s agency expressed through the decisions and choices individuals make in and
about their own lives in response to their social circumstances. I have therefore used oral
histories as my primary source of information, with the intention that the dressmakers’
own interpretations of their experiences will provide the basis for analysing their role in
Australian society and culture. Oral history as a methodology is explored in the second
section of this chapter. In explaining its application within this study, I describe the
methods used to collect, record, and analyse the stories and recollections of the
dressmakers. In doing so, I discuss, with regard to my own experiences, the significance
of some of the key debates and challenges of using oral history in the recording of
women’s history. I follow this discussion by outlining in the final section of this chapter,
the range of alternative sources used in attempting to establish an understanding of the
position and role of women working as dressmakers in Australian society.

The public and the private
The public and the private have been constructed largely as separate spheres marked by
distinct sets of gendered social relations (Moller Okin, 1998). The ‘public’ is recognised
as including all social, economic, political and intellectual life outside of family relations
and is culturally marked as masculine; the private is seen to encompass the nurture,
support, and emotional work required in the maintenance of family and personal
relationships and is centred within the ‘feminine’ space of the home. The work women
did as dressmakers traversed both these spheres, challenging the adequacy of the
traditional notion of separate public and private spheres. By locating their work within
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the home, dressmakers could be subject to contradictory expectations and responsibilities
of a nature not easily allocated to either the ‘public’ or the ‘private’. As wives and
mothers they were subject to the ideologies shaping the conditions of family life in the
homes in which they operated a business. The fact that they were undertaking ‘paid
work’ within their households takes their experiences of work and relationships beyond
the domestic realm into the wider market economy. Understanding dressmaking as
straddling the two spheres is therefore central to investigating the experiences and social
contribution of women working as dressmakers.
Several analysis of conceptualisations of the public and private have critiqued the
proposed rigid differences between the two spheres and challenged the tendency for the
allocation of men to the public sphere and women to the private to be taken as a ‘given’
in traditional sociological analysis of the family and society (Garmarnikow and Purvis,
1983, Weintraub, 1997). Feminist analysis has been pivotal in showing how the division
between the public and private has been historically specific with gendered meanings that
differ across class, race and ethnic groups (Glazer, 1993, Armstrong and Armstrong,
2005). Such contextual considerations hold particular salience for this as an historical
study. As Ann-Louise Shapiro (1992) points out with reference to history and feminist
theory, that ‘by dividing the history of men and women into separate histories of public
and private life, the stories that emerge are inevitably inflected throughout by the desires
and expectations of the period under investigation’ (p. 5).
Australian historians have shown how, in mid twentieth century Australian society an
ideology of ‘separate spheres’ – the social interpretation of a divide between the public
and the private based on gendered notions regarding the roles of men and women in
society – assigned men to the public sphere and women to the private ‘domestic’ sphere
(Game and Pringle, 1983 a). In critiquing this arrangement, feminist analysis has shown
these to be constructed differences in which various power relations are reflected and
reproduced through the neglect of the private in political analysis (Pateman, 1983).
Gender and class relations have been integral to this arrangement (Armstrong and
Armstrong, 1990). In feminist scholarship women’s experience is recognised as
historically shaping the meanings of class, notably in the rise of the middle class and the
redefinition of women’s role from active participation in family enterprise and labour, to
the passive pursuit of feminine accomplishments in the seclusion of the domestic realm
(Davidoff and Hall, 1987, Phillips, 1992). Class in turn, has defined the experience of
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women; their opportunities for thought and development, as well as placing material
limitations on their lives (Walby, 1990). Such analysis shows that rather than existing as
two separate spheres, the public and the private are interconnected and interdependent –
the social organisation of family-life supports the social institutions and cultural practices
of public life and vice versa. As a social process, dressmaking played an active part in
their intersection.
Importantly, the complex nature of the space in which the dressmakers and their work
were located requires theoretical approaches with which to explore women’s experiences
of managing work alongside family responsibilities within the private, domestic space.
This in turn highlights the different strategies employed by women in order to do so;
participation within the informal economy being of particular note. Whilst taking paid
work into the home has been long recognised as a strategy used by women to manage the
demands of both market economy and household, the act of doing so creates a work
context which presents specific challenges for those women who, like the dressmakers,
participated in it. As Jill Matthews (1984 a) notes with regard to mid-twentieth century
Australian society, when married women undertook paid work in their homes, ‘the
crucial criterion was compatibility with their family domestic work in terms of time,
space/movement and skills. Or, rather, the criterion was that of an integral fit between
financial, emotional, ideological and material necessities and possibilities.’ (p.17). It
follows that the recognition of the interconnections between the two spheres challenges –
particularly for women – both the idea of ‘work’ and the notion of clear delineations
between the types of work undertaken in and across the public and private spheres. This
recognition opens the way for re-conceptualising the notion of ‘work’ itself to better
accommodate variations in the nature, practice, and significantly, the location of work
like that of the dressmaker, which does not fit established norms.

Women and work
During the time of this study, an orthodox economic framework set the ideological preconditions for women’s experience of work. Drawing on neoclassical economic thought,
orthodox economics attributes all social and economic outcomes to the choices made by
individuals premised on the notion of freely contracting equal individuals, allegedly both
men and women, and characterised by a universal essence (Hewitson, 1994). Feminist
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critique has however challenged the notion of ‘universal’ essence, highlighting how
socially and politically constructed meanings are given to the sexes.

Through the

defining of ‘separate spheres’, the allocation of household responsibilities to women and
their dependence on the male wage effectively undermined for women the economic
notion of ‘freely contracting individuals’. Clearly this conceptualisation of work is not a
‘gender free universal’, rather it reflects the largely male experience of work in industrial
societies.

Women’s experience of ‘work’ is more complex.

The very delineation

between ‘paid work’ and ‘unpaid’ domestic work in the context of women’s lives points
to ‘work’ as being a contentious notion for women. Formal notions of labour have
tended to represent a male economy which recognises ‘work’ as only being performed
within a gendered capitalist market place. The characteristics of paid work revolve
around material production; effort is expended toward a purpose and is recognised by
payment. Conversely, unpaid domestic work is done within the private sphere of the
household, away from the public sphere of economics. It does not extract a wage nor is it
exchanged for money in the open market, and is therefore viewed within traditional
economic frameworks as non-productive and of no value (Waring, 1998).
Feminist theorists have developed a range of theoretical frameworks with which to
analyse women’s work in both spheres; questioning assumptions about value and process
in paid and unpaid work and examining the nature of gender relations in and across both
forms of work. These approaches point to potential areas where challenges and conflicts
might arise for the dressmaker in fitting her work within the dominant notion of ‘work’
beyond that traditionally assigned to work done by women in the home for the benefit of
the family. The re-conceptualisation of the value and nature of domestic work broadens
this analysis. In her early work on household labour, Ann Oakley (1974) compared
housework with that undertaken in a commercial or industrial workplace, identifying the
range of tasks undertaken and offering some insight into the nature of housework.
Oakley’s (1974) work established a basis for understanding how formal notions of work
negate recognition of how women’s household work is actually essential to the
functioning of the public sphere. Socialist feminist theorists have demonstrated that the
emotional and physical work required to produce social relations within the family,
supports the structural and ideological conditions which make waged work possible
(Hartmann, 1976, Delphy and Leonard, 1992). In reproducing the next generation of
workers, and servicing men to continue in the workforce, women’s unpaid labour in the
60

home supports the reproduction of relations of capitalist production (Rowland, 1996). In
more recent years feminist analysis has furthered the recognition of the worth of
women’s unpaid work by addressing more directly the value of housework within both
household and national economies (Folbre, 2001). Nancy Folbre (2001) draws attention
to the ‘economics of care’, arguing that the exclusion of this work from mainstream
economics undervalues the contribution of women to society; and Marilyn Waring
(1998) recognises women’s productive and reproductive work as essential economic
activity and argues that it be included in accounting measures within the formal
economic system.
Considering the value of making clothes for the family as ‘household’ labour raises
awareness of the economic worth of dressmakers’ work, however to align their work
with that undertaken in the public sphere hides the nuances of their unique situation.
Conversely, to analyse dressmaking work within frameworks that seek to make visible
the work undertaken by women in the domestic sphere overlooks the fact that it was
directed towards commercial outcomes rather than for the sole purpose of fulfilling
family responsibilities. The dressmakers’ activity crossed both spheres.

In effect

previous frameworks are largely inadequate for explaining and exploring the nature and
experience of such work.
Drawing on feminist understandings of work, Miriam Glucksmann (1995) considers how
work is defined, recognising the overlap between labour in the public and domestic
spheres or the embeddedness of both types of work within its conceived opposite. She
notes how the hard boundaries of existing conceptualisations of work provide a poor fit
for theorizing work when it is characterised by ‘fuzzy edges’, often being both
differentiated and undifferentiated across and between the various spheres, social
institutions and formations.

Coupled with an apparent lack of theory ‘capable of

encompassing both sectors rather than viewing them as either independent and
autonomous or functional of, and reducible to, each other’ (p. 63) Glucksmann (1995)
addresses my quandary. She asks:
How are we to theorize activities and relations which straddle different spheres, so
cutting across conventional academic disciplinary boundaries or which contain a
variety of differentiated elements, each of which would, if differentiated, be
analysed according to a distinct set of disciplinary concepts? (p.67)
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Glucksmann (1995) notes the earlier work of Jane Humphries and Jill Rubery (1984)
which investigated the relationships between the spheres of social reproduction and
economic production. They identified a need to analyse the interactions between the
demands of the production system and the responses of the social reproduction system,
recognising how social reproduction develops in response to changes in the productive
system, and vice versa. Glucksmann (1998) addressed this problem in her investigation
of the changing relationship between the household economy and the market economy in
inter-war Britain in which she focused on the connections between gender inequalities at
home and in paid employment. In doing so she developed a conceptual framework, ‘The
total social organisation of labour’ (TSOL). TSOL introduces the idea of a higher level
of division of labour, a conceptualisation which rather than focusing on how labour is
divided within just one institution or work process, recognises the overall social division
and allocation of labour to different structures, institutions and organisations. From this
vantage point the dynamics connecting the labour undertaken in the different spheres –
paid employment, unpaid housework, kinds of labour activity including caring, voluntary
and community work – become the focus of analysis (Glucksmann, 1998). In effect,
rather than attempting to analyse experiences using theories relevant to public and private
spheres and then attempting to link them, a TSOL framework directs attention to the
interconnections between the spheres. This offers a viable framework for the
investigation of the dressmakers’ experiences.
To apply this approach to the complexity and unique nature of the dressmakers’
participation across both spheres of work has warranted the tightening of the research
focus to three linked themes which mirror the connecting narratives in the dressmakers’
lives; where they did their work, and how, and what, they made. This approach is
applied keeping in mind however, that rather than attempting to create unnecessary order,
feminist methodologies seek to offer alternative hypotheses and evidence with which to
capture the contradictions and complexity of life (England, 1994, Smart, 2009). To this
end, I have drawn on theory, frameworks and conceptual tools from a range of fields to
explore these themes.
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Time and space
The importance of gendered concepts and uses of ‘time’ and ‘space’ accords with
analysis of how public definitions have contributed to defining the roles and
responsibilities assigned to women in the private domestic sphere. Over the past thirty
years feminist analysis has increasingly drawn on these notions to investigate the life
experiences of women as mothers, housewives and community builders.25 In doing so,
differences have been identified in the way that men and women experience time and
space. Rather than being ‘categories’ they are relational processes in which gender,
domination and power are in constant play, impacting on access to space and time
through assigning status and significance only to certain temporal and spatial
arrangements (Fiberg et al., 2012). Exploration of an individual’s different experiences
of time and space can provide information about levels of control and autonomy, and
linked outcomes such as equality or inequality in a person’s life. Exchanges between and
within different temporalities are recognised as establishing their own reciprocities,
inequalities and hierarchies, as they reflect social and gender divisions (Glucksmann,
1998).
In modern societies the dominant concept of time reflects the experience of time outside
of the home, time as linear, progressive and governed by the clock. ‘Industrial’ or
‘Factory’ time has been largely a male conceptualisation (Holmes, 1995). By contrast,
women have been more commonly aligned with a different sense of ‘temporal realities’,
those related more closely to bodily functions, and the nature, and place of their work,
that being the reproductive labour of the family within the domestic space. Whilst it is
important to acknowledge this experience is not necessarily common to all women, the
experience of managing biological time more often is. As Mary Mellor (1995) notes in
her analysis of the social construction of ‘economic man’, ‘women who wish to escape
their responsibility for biological time, must find someone else to take it on’ (p.138).
Feminist geographers have shown there to be differences also in the way men and
women experience space. The social constitution of gender, when combined with that of
place, creates gendered spaces. In effect, spatiality is a product of intersecting social
25

See for example, Ann Game and Rosemary Pringle’s work including Gender at Work (1983a) and ‘The
Making of the Australian Family’ in The Family in the Modern World (Burns, Bottomley and Jools, 1983).
These studies demonstrate how gendered concepts of time and space have contributed to shaping women’s
experiences of work linked to the domestic sphere.
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relations, which in turn, reflect and affect how gender is understood, and experienced.
The structural and ideological elements of public and private spaces therefore have
different implications and outcomes for men and women (Rose, 1993 , McDowell, 1999).
Time and space are however, not easily separated into rhythms of paid, public work and
family or domestic work.

Rather, they can be recognised as interconnected and

interdependent. Anthropologist Shirley Ardener (1993) shows how for women, time and
space are often ‘mutually affecting spheres of reality’ (p.2). In seeking to define this
relationship, she cites Edwin Ardener’s (1975) observation that ‘time-systems occupy the
spaces generated by and with the physical and social space’ (cited in Ardener, 2002,
p.117).

Such observations reflect the broader recognition by feminists of the

interconnecting relationship between public and private spheres. Indeed the very basis of
Miriam Glucksmann’s (1998) ‘total social organisation of labour’ conceptual framework
is the acknowledgement of the fuzzy edges of the intersections between the public and
the private. Rather than being contained within one sphere or the other, women’s
experiences located in time and space often transcend both.
The recognition of these intersections by both Katie Holmes (1995) and Sian Supski
(2006) in their respective studies of Australian women’s lives, illustrates the potential for
a similar approach to be applied in the analysis of the experiences of the dressmaker. In
her examination of Australian women’s diaries of the 1920s and 1930s, Katie Holmes
(1995) identifies how various forms of time – industrial, domestic and biological – are
linked and intersect with broader historical and cultural forces in women’s lives. Her
work recognises the interaction between the public and private spheres, and explores how
the private spaces of women are experienced, expressed and understood in relation to the
public constructions of them. Holmes (1995) shows how, in writing a diary, women
claimed a space for themselves, asserting the worth of their lives, and according status to
their work within a culture which viewed women’s ideas, thoughts and experiences as
peripheral. Sian Supski’s (2006) more recent work focuses on the experiences of migrant
women who settled in Australia after the Second World War. She examines the ‘kitchen’
as a space within which women constructed their identity and sense of home through
their cooking work. Like Holmes (1995) Supski (2006) identifies how the women in her
study resisted socially imposed notions of femininity and domesticity to express their
own identities, in this case, through shaping the domestic space of their kitchen to create
a place of their own. In directing focus toward the re-conceptualisation of the physical
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space of home as a place where time and space intersect, Supski (2006) and Holmes
(1995) indicate the potential for attending closely to women’s spatial surroundings,
which applies equally to the unique positioning, and the dressmakers’ undertaking paid
work within their homes.

Skill
The delineation between the public and private has contributed to defining the notion of
‘skill’ and its gendered character. This is significant due to the fact that the dressmakers
were undertaking work which required a range of skills, which may not have been easily
contained, or recognised, within traditional conceptualisations of paid work or domestic
labour. The notion of ‘skill’ has been subject to a long and complex history of division
and allocation of differing status to particular tasks, reflecting male-dominated
conceptions of technical competency which are largely dependent upon value judgments
regarding ‘the degree of substantive complexity and autonomy required by a job’
(Steinberg, 1990, p.449). Feminist scholars have examined the ideological and political
dimensions of these developments, demonstrating how, rather than being objectively
assessed as a measurable set of mental and physical job characteristics, skills are socially
determined. Subject to ideological and political aspects of the gender order, they reflect
the status of women workers as subordinate individuals. In turn, this has resulted in the
lower valuing of women’s skills and the designation of the work traditionally undertaken
by women as unskilled (Frances, 1986).
Feminist scholarship across a range of disciplines has sought to address this bias by
conceptualising skill more broadly than existing definitions. Raelene Frances (1993) for
example proposes that ‘manual dexterity’ should be included as a defining feature
alongside traditionally recognised features such as task range and worker discretion.
Frances (1993) makes this proposal in recognition of the tendency for ‘manual dexterity’
to be acquired by many women as a result of the duties they undertake in the course of
their upbringing. In making her case, Frances (1993) notes how any skill that is widely
held tends to be devalued; if many people can do it then it receives little formal
recognition and holds no bargaining power based on scarcity. Coupled with the fact that
women historically had a weaker presence in the organisations that brokered power and
defined skill for workers, manual dexterity remained outside of formal definitions of
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skill. Frances (1993) proposes therefore that as a key feature of much women’s work, ‘a
degree of special dexterity; speed, accuracy and particular technique’ (p.4) be added to
traditional definitions of skill.
While providing a definition more aptly fitting the dressmakers’ work, to emphasise only
the technical skill of the dressmakers reinforces judgements regarding the meaning of
skill made in the context of capital and skilled male workers in the formal workforce to
the exclusion of women, and the range of skills employed in their domestic work.
Despite encompassing everything from the physical tasks of cleaning and cooking
through to the ‘emotion work’ in the care and nurture of other family members, women’s
work within the home has been historically defined as unskilled on the basis that, rather
than being acquired through participation in the formal workforce within the public
sphere, the skills required for such tasks are deemed to be inherent in women and tied to
the domestic arena, the private realm of the family. The ‘emotion work’ undertaken in
the home is particularly significant when considering alternative frameworks for
assessing the skill of the dressmakers, given the potential cross over between that which
is done in the care and nurture of the family, and the utilisation of these skills in their
work with clients.
Arlie Hochschild’s (1983) early work is particularly helpful in articulating this approach.
Hochschild (1983) established two aspects of ‘emotion work’, marking a distinction
between the unpaid efforts of ‘emotion work’ in family and personal life and ‘emotional
labour’ that employers require in paid jobs. Although distinguishable from each other,
the two are linked, both involving the intentional management or self-regulation of
feelings for the purpose of producing particular effects, or responses in others’ minds or
behaviours (Hochschild, 1983, Rosenberg, 1990). Nancy Folbre’s (2001) notion of the
‘invisible heart’ illustrates the undervaluing of this work, in demonstrating how
economists tend to treat emotional connections to other people that reinforce reciprocity,
honesty and trust, as givens, and neglect their essential social value.

There is the

expectation that the skills required in the provision of emotional support for the family –
directing, supporting and consoling them – will be similarly applied within the workplace
with little if any recompense. This has been demonstrated in a range of Australian
studies in which specific female occupations have been explored, including Gail Reekie’s
(1992) investigation of shop assistants in the early twentieth century, Diane Kirkby’s
(1997) historical study of barmaids, Jill Matthews’ (1984 a) investigation of women’s
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identity in mid twentieth century society, and Game and Pringle’s (1983 b) work which
includes case studies of secretaries, retail workers, and hospital staff, amongst others.
The recognition of the crossover of ‘emotion work’ from that expected of women in the
home to their participation in formal employment expands the notion of skill with regard
to the work of the home based dressmaker. This is a particularly significant aspect of the
dressmakers’ work. Their location within their homes has the potential to ‘muddy’ any
delineation between the purposes for which these skills were used. In turn, this raises
questions about how or indeed if, the dressmakers’ skills were recognised, and the
applicability of traditional measures of worth, given the nature and location of the
dressmakers’ work.

Creativity and Design
Writing at the time when design history was developing as a field of study, Fran Hannah
and Tim Putnam (1980) noted the implications of changes in material culture for the
fields of art and design. They proposed that in order to understand these creative pursuits,
they must be situated within the realities of the world in which the activity takes place.
In effect, the wider environment ‘influences the interpretation and practice of design at a
personal level’ (p. 136). However like skill, analysis of women’s creativity and design
has highlighted the differences between the defining of creative work undertaken in the
public arena, and the interpretation of these factors in the creative work done by women
within the domestic environment.
Margaret Boden (1994) observes how definitions or explanations of creativity are often
assessed according to cultural and social systems of belief. Drawing on philosophy and
psychology, Boden (1994) highlights how creative work is ‘hostage to the essential
element of value’ relative to the culture in which it is created; what is valued by one
person or social group may not be valued, praised, preserved or promoted by another
(Brannigan, 1981 in Boden 1992). Necdet Teymur (1981) similarly notes the materiality
of design in relation to the field of architecture, arguing that as valuation ‘practices are
inseparably bound up with patterns and modes of ownership and control of the materials,
means of production, finance and information, neglect of the production and the
producers in their specific places in the social network amounts to neglect of one
significant part of reality’ (p. 151). Surely this must also have implications for women
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working in the creative fields and indeed for women who have undertaken this work in
domestic space. Indeed, Cheryl Buckley (1986) draws attention to the context in which
women create and design. In fashion, architecture, domestic interiors and ceramics,
men’s activities are valued more highly; they are seen as being more cultural and thereby
focused within the public sphere. Women are seen as being closer to nature, their ability
to design and create reflecting the natural feminine skills deemed inherent in women and
tied to the domestic arena.
Rozsika Parker26 and Griselda Pollock (1981) situate this development within a broader
consideration of the hierarchy of art forms in which ‘art is organised into categories and
classifications based on stratified systems of values’ (p.50). In this system painting and
sculpture occupy an elevated position where they are considered fine arts and appreciated
for aesthetic details. Craft or applied arts which produce items for practical use or to
adorn people’s homes and domestic items are ‘attributed a lesser degree of intellectual
effort or appeal and a greater concern with manual skill and utility’ (p.50). Whilst noting
that this art and craft division reflects social class judgements – the artist set against the
‘artisan’ reinforcing economic and social divisions – Parker and Pollock (1981) also
argue that there is ‘an important connection between the hierarchy of the arts and the
sexual categories male/female’ (p5). Within this relationship the products of women’s
design are given inferior status and attributed little value. They are created and largely
used within the home rather than being exchanged for profit in the capitalist market: but
what if – as in the case of the dressmakers – women’s experiences of creativity are made
in the home but part of the market and available for public display?
Social historian, Marla Miller (2003, 2004), has explored these ideas in relation to gender
and craft traditions in the work of eighteenth century ‘mantua makers’ in America.
These women, like dressmakers, operated in localised communities, practising a trade
that was relatively easy to establish and within a field of work which, within the ideology
of the day was acceptable as women’s work. Miller (2003) assigns artisanal identity to
the mantua makers by recognising the core attributes of skilled labour in their work, the
learning of a trade in a workshop setting completed over a defined period of time
resulting in the acknowledgement of the trade person as a craft specialist within their
26

Parker’s (1996) study of embroidery The Subversive Stitch has been pivotal in illustrating how women’s
domestically based creative production has been marginalised and excluded from the category of fine art
and assigned lesser artistic value.
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community. In doing so Miller (2004) highlights how the mantua makers did not merely
transfer their domestic sewing skills to the market place, rather they acquired through
various means the aptitude, training, knowledge and skills which enabled them to move
their work beyond the definition of ‘domestic craft’ to the operation of their own
commercial dressmaking enterprise (Miller, 2004). To this end their creativity afforded
them some level of agency within their lives, a means for transcending the boundaries of
their ideologically assigned position within the private sphere. It is this observation by
Miller (2004) which is of particular interest in developing a framework with which to
explore the creative aspects of Australian dressmakers’ work, how these women used
their creativity and what it meant within their lives.

Dress, identity and culture
By its very nature the subject of this study is tied to research in the fields of clothing,
fashion and dress; clothing being concerned with the ‘enclosures that cover the body’
(Roach-Higgins and Eicher, 1992) and fashion referring to the continual and rapid
changes that occur in these (Wilson, 1985). The word ‘dress’ in the sense of a noun is
applied to a wide range of practices associated with adorning the body. Roach-Higgins
and Eicher (1992) define ‘dress’ as an ‘assemblage of modifications of the body and/or
supplements to the body’ (pg 7), an unambiguous concept free of personal or social
valuing or bias and usable in descriptions across cultural boundaries. As a verb ‘dress’
or ‘to dress’ means ‘to place’, ‘to arrange’, or ‘to put into order’ (The American Heritage
Dictionary of the English Language, 2000).
Traditionally, the connections between ‘dress’ and the construction of ‘identity’ have
been investigated using theories which focused largely on the body as a cultural object on
the one hand, and ideas around discourses of dress on the other. Scholars from a variety
of disciplines have however sought to connect these fields of study, recognising how
dress links the biological body to the social being. Alternative analytical frameworks
have been developed with which to synthesize the disparities between them, and bring
approaches to studying fashion and dress into dialogue with sociological theories of the
body and the formation of identity. At the forefront of these developments is the work of
sociologist Elizabeth Wilson (1985) in which dress is identified as an activity embedded
in social relationships; dress links the biological body to the social being or the public to
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the private.

Wilson recognises dress as being a cultural phenomenon, therefore

exploring it as ‘an aesthetic medium for the expression of ideas, desires and beliefs
circulating in society’ (p. 9). Roach-Higgins and Eicher (1992) emphasise a symbolic
interactionist perspective in their theoretical approach to the investigation of the social
and psychological aspects of dress. They argue that identity is acquired through
interaction with various social, physical and biological settings, highlighting the role of
dress in communicating identity in response to and/or interaction with a particular
situation.

Joanne Entwistle’s (2000) later work argues for a sociology of dress as

‘situated bodily practice’ embedded within social relations. Her analytical framework
recognises that bodies are socially constituted, always situated in culture, and the
outcome of individual practices directed towards the body.

Significantly, Entwistle

(2000) identifies how:
Dress is both an intimate experience of the body and a public presentation of it.
Operating on the boundary between the self and other is the interface between the
individual and the social world, the meeting place of the private and the public. This
meeting between the intimate experience of the body and the public realm, through
the experience of fashion and dress (p.7)

There is, therefore, a significant place for considering the dressmakers’ role in the
process of identity formation through dress and appearance. Situated at the ‘interface
between the individual and the social world’, the dressmakers were involved in the
orchestration of their clients’ appearance and identity in the public sphere. As such they
were a conduit for the communication and interpretation of dress between the client and
the social world.
To recognise the act of clothing ourselves as a situated bodily practice, brings to the
forefront of analysis the social and historical contexts within which dressmaking was
embedded. When coupled with the fact that dressmaking in the home was a womancentred practice, in which clothing was produced largely for other women, analysis of
this experience must take into account cultural discourses and practices that have shaped
women’s personal and collective experiences of their bodies and identities. Liberal
feminist Betty Friedan (1986) memorably articulated female characteristics as
comprising, in the 1950s and 1960s, a ‘Feminine mystique’, highlighting how women
had been persuaded to believe the highest achievement for a woman was the fulfilment of
her ‘femininity’, her natural state of being, achieved through servicing the needs of her
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husband and family within the home. An ideology of femininity has long been critiqued
by feminists who recognise that rather than it being an essential characteristic linked to
female biology, it is a gendered concept secured in:
A set of structures and conditions that, delimit the typical situation of being a
woman in a particular society, as well as the way in which this situation is lived by
the women themselves (Young, 1980, p.3).

In this way gender is a lived experience; women and men experience gender in, and
through, their bodies. As a cultural designation, femininity is instrumental in shaping
personal identity. In turn, fashion has historically been used as a means for enforcing and
displaying gendered identities. In making fashionable clothing for women, the
dressmakers were contributing to the construction of feminine identity. Exploring the
link between the dressmakers’ role in the replication of both gender and class becomes an
important focus.

Capturing dressmakers’ voices and experience
Acknowledging the differing aspects of the dressmakers’ work justifies drawing on a
range of theoretical approaches in order to understand it. Given that there is a much
smaller range of knowledge and scholarship available on the actual experiences of
dressmakers, a key question for this inquiry has been: ‘how to explore and make visible a
group of women who, as home based self-employed dressmakers in mid-twentieth
century Australian society, are largely absent from recorded history?’
In seeking to answer this, I found my own research intentions were congruent with
methodological approaches which draw on oral history as the primary information
source, significantly that of feminist researchers. The use of oral history in research, they
argue, allows a variety of voices to speak, making visible the experiences of individual
women, and groups of women, previously overlooked or excluded from mainstream
history (Armitage and Gluck, 2006). Indeed, in writing of feminist methods in social
research, Shulamit Reinharz (1992) points out the affinity between the study of women’s
lives and oral history. She notes how the recording of oral testimony provides an insight
into women’s consciousness, whilst providing an avenue by which to discover or recover
women’s experiences. It therefore adds scope to the history of women by revealing
experiences contained within the ‘secret’ areas of life; family life, motherhood,
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housework, and significantly, the intersections of these areas. Collecting this information
produces written documentation and archival material which, as Reinharz (1992) notes is
unlikely to exist otherwise within historical records, in effect assisting the
democratization of history. As Paul Thompson (1988) explains:
By introducing new evidence from the underside, by shifting the focus and opening
new areas of inquiry, by challenging some of the assumptions and accepted
judgements of historians, by bringing recognition to substantial groups of people
who had been ignored, a cumulative process of transformation is set in motion. The
scope of historical writing itself is enlarged and enriched; and at the same time its
social message changes. History becomes, to put it simply, more democratic (p. 29).

The democratic nature of oral history is a particularly salient point in this inquiry and a
key motivation in my choice of methodology. Throughout the course of this study many
of the dressmakers wondered out loud why I wanted to collect their stories and
questioned whether anyone would find it interesting. Bet for example asked me why I
was doing this study, she was somewhat puzzled by what I was going to do with this
information. I answered somewhat simplistically that we know a lot about men’s history
and what they did in their lives but we don’t know so much about women and their lives.
Bet’s face lit up and she responded to my answer, enthusiastically:
Yes! Yes they need to know that women were specialists, they were specialists
too.... we want some acknowledgement! (Bet, 2012)

To use feminist oral history as a research method is to include gender as a major
dimension in analysis.

As Joan Sangster (1994) explains in relation to memory

construction, careful attention must be given to how class and gender relations shape
women’s actions in order to understand the formation of women’s gendered
consciousness and memory. Kathryn Anderson and Dana Jack (1991) note with regard
to oral history interviewing techniques, how in the telling of their stories women may
combine two separate perspectives, one framed in concepts and values that reflect men’s
dominant position in culture, and one informed by the more immediate realities of
women’s personal experiences.

Where experience does not fit dominant meanings,

alternative conceptualisations may not be readily available. Hence inadvertently women
often mute their own thoughts and feelings when they try to describe their lives in the
familiar and publicly acceptable terms of prevailing concepts and conventions. We have
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to hear the thoughts and feelings that differ from conventional expectations. The Popular
Memory Group27 (1982) similarly emphasises the interdependence (struggle) of popular
and private memory; private memories cannot be untangled from the effects of dominant
historical discourses ‘it is often these that supply the very terms by which a private
history is thought through’ (p46). Sangster (1994) cautions, it is therefore ‘crucial to
consider how gender, race and class as structural and ideological relations have shaped
the construction of historical memory’ (p.7).
In turn, we must acknowledge our own influence on the shape of the interview, how our
own culture and class position, shapes the oral histories we collect. Both subject and
researcher bring subjectivity to the interview process, created in response to particular
discourses, experiences and interactions with society. The process of the production of
memory stories is the product of the relationship between the narrator and the subject. In
the course of the research, what is told, what is recognised, and what is recorded, is
subjective (Summerfield, 1998). It is therefore important to recognise also the intersubjectivity of oral history. Further, given that, ‘the interview is a historical document
created by the agency of both the interviewer and the interviewee’ (Sangster, 1994, p.10),
exploration of the power relations between the interviewer and interviewee is also
required (Bornat, 2004). Sangster (1994) notes how feminist oral history is, by way of its
methodologies, enmeshed in unequal and potentially exploitative relationships.

As

researchers we have more control over the finished product than the subjects of the study.
It is difficult to mask our privilege or to negate power relationships. Sangster (1994) also
questions the power inherent in writing across the boundaries of different time periods,
culture and classes, imposing our own interpretations on women’s voices. She offers
some perspective on resolving these problems, demonstrating the need for reflexivity in
oral history, in suggesting that researchers ‘continually analyse the interview as an
interactive process, examine the context of the interview especially the power imbalances
and always evaluate our own ethical obligations to the women we interview’ (Sangster,
1994, p.13).

27

The Popular Memory Group was located in the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in
Birmingham (England). The group aimed to consider the many ways in which an understanding of the past
is produced, both through public representation and private memory, recognising ‘popular memory’ as, ‘a
composite construct of various traces, influences and layers’ (Misztal, 2003, p.64)
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Conversely, in acknowledging that the researcher and the people being researched often
do have shared meanings, and experiences, oral history methods are advocated that allow
this inter-subjective understanding to be developed. In light of this recognition, I have
explored a fluid, less restricted approach, drawing especially on the work of Carol Smart
(2009) in which she promotes the ‘craft of sociology’ as linking the reader with the
subject through the medium of the text. To do so, is to include elements of storytelling,
capturing imagination, engaging sentiments as well as conveying knowledge (p. 304).
The dressmakers were telling me a ‘story’ or stories of their lives, often creatively, and
always generously, delivered. In interpreting the dressmakers’ stories I wanted to respect
the terms on which they were given. Michael Erben (1998) has written of the use of
‘imagination’ in sociological research as a vehicle employed by the researcher in the
analysis of data: ‘imagination very often fills the gaps within, and develops an
architecture for, the research data’ (p.10). From the perspective of translating the spoken
word, Alessandro Portelli (1979) recognises the nuances of the ‘orality of oral history’
noting how a truly faithful translation always implies a certain amount of invention in
order to capture the implicit meanings not reproducible in writing. Erben (1998) and
Portelli (1979) both caution however that, at the same time the researcher must not take
unwarranted liberties with the lives of subjects, grounding work within empirical
sources, checking their factual credibility. A successful blending of sources is required.
The following discussion explains the approaches and methods employed in my own
attempts to achieve this.
Recruitment
The criteria for recruiting participants focused primarily on the nature of the work the
dressmakers were doing; they had to be home-based, self-employed and working within
the time period of this study. A number of the initial responses to my call for study
participants were regarding dressmakers who worked at home sewing ‘outwork’ for
clothing manufacturers, or women who worked in a factory or workshop. Migrant
women and their families also responded throughout the recruitment process, and whilst
it was important to include the stories of some of these women, Australian born women
are the main focus of this study.

As John Murphy and Belinda Probert (2005)

acknowledge in their studies of working women in mid-century Australia: ‘for them, the
culture of post-war domesticity was especially powerful, drawing as it did on middle74

class social and political values’ (p.135). The work of migrant women working as home
based dressmakers and the context in which they undertook this work has been included
in this study, however an investigation of their specific experiences is beyond the scope
of this piece of research.
In recruiting participants for interviews I sought to replicate the process by which homebased self-employed dressmakers would have been identified at the time in which this
study is set. I wanted to capture those women who would have been identified through
the usual pathway of ‘word of mouth’ or asking people, “who do you know?” As
methods of ‘word of mouth’ have changed over time to the present day, a variety of
methods were used ranging from the traditional approach of asking around amongst
family, friends and work connections, and distributing flyers to sewing and craft shops
(see Appendix I for example of publicity flyer), through to contemporary forms of
communication.

Internet-based vintage fashion and sewing circle blogs all brought

results. Some targeted strategies were also included. Notices in newsletters for women’s
groups and organisations, as well as Old Scholar Associations for Colleges of Domestic
Arts were successful in identifying several potential participants (see Appendix II for
recruitment avenues). Regardless of the communication medium used, a key aspect of
the recruitment process was the extent to which the initial contact was facilitated through
someone else, a family member or a friend who contacted me on behalf of the
dressmaker. This is possibly attributable to the age and associated lifestyle of many of
the participants which may have situated them beyond the direct line of communication.
Nonetheless I felt this facilitation of communication through others was representative of
the informal nature of traditional word of mouth methods.
The final group of dressmakers identified were from largely similar backgrounds with
three key commonalities. In the first instance they had a clear link to clientele who could
pay for their services as a result of either their physical or social location. Secondly they
could be seen to hold a certain level of social respectability and acceptance due to either,
or all of, the following: the location of their home; their interpersonal connections; their
community involvement and status; and their location within the dominant family model
and ideology of the time. Lastly they had skill and talent, a natural desire to do the work,
and an affinity with dressmaking.

Initially the recognition of these common factors

raised concerns with regard to whether the selection of participants was truly
representative of home based self-employed dressmakers in mid-century Australia. I was
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surprised that not more working class women had identified and wondered if the specific
avenues I followed reflected my own middle class position; my social networks, my
work networks, tertiary college newsletters, and blog sites read by particular groups. I
felt however, as a starting point, the publicity for recruitment took on its own life,
following word of mouth networks and locating women who fitted the description for
this study. I found in the course of doing this study that the working class women who
did identify through the recruitment process largely worked in factories or as outworkers
for clothing manufacturers and therefore did not fit the set criteria. Perhaps this was the
first finding of my research; was dressmaking at home for money a part of a ‘middleclass culture’ facilitated through the dominant ideology in Australia at this time? In the
course of this study these limitations helped to define who the dressmakers were, and
focused my analysis of the participants’ experiences.
Use of Interview material
As the defining method of oral history, interviewing requires an awareness of the
complexities of intentions and emotions on both sides of the microphone (Bornat, 2004).
It is therefore important that the participants be able to exercise control of the use of their
material. This is ensured through the formalised process of ethics approval. The La
Trobe Human Ethics Committee provided approval for the research (FHEC No: #84209). Each of the women signed a consent form giving permission for the material
collected in their interview to be used for the purposes of this research, and in any
subsequent publications (Appendix III). The interviews were recorded and the
participants received a full transcript of their interview as well as an audio CD if
requested. The option was provided for them to withdraw from the project at any time.
They were also able to choose if they wanted to use their own names in printed material
or to take a pseudonym. The interviews were transcribed as soon as possible after
completing the interviews, as I wanted to ensure that I was able to recall and capture
intonations, inferences and body language whilst still fresh in my mind. This was helpful
when later writing up as I have favoured the use of verbatim quotes in my writing as a
way of bringing real lives into the text (Smart, 2009, p.299).
The interviews were analysed manually by colour coding the key themes. The initial
classifications being: why they did it, where they did it, when they did it and what they
made. The findings were organised in a table format. This process identified a range of
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sub themes including gender, identity, class, creativity, contingency and value. Each of
these sub themes were then investigated in-depth, and similarly organised in a table
format which linked specific aspects to discussion within the dressmakers’ interviews,
and to supporting evidence from additional primary and secondary sources.
The Interviews
In undertaking the interviews I favoured an approach sympathetic to involvement and
collaboration between the interviewer and the interviewee. I was particularly interested in
Tim Rapley’s (2004) work within the field of sociology of medical work and qualitative
methodology and methods. Rapley (2004) advocates for engaged, active or collaborative
interviewing, a position where in qualitative interviews, rather than worrying about
whether their questions are too leading (technical details) or not empathetic enough
(moral instructions), interviewers should ‘just get on with interacting with that specific
person’ (p. 16). Reinharz (1992) similarly comments on interviewer involvement citing
Elizabeth Hampsten’s (1986) position on worrying less about imposing our ideas and
more on taking the initiative, the most important thing being to get the information down,
and available within representations of history.
The age of my participants was a key consideration in adopting such an approach, along
with the expectation that, due to its very nature, the dressmakers’ work would be
embedded within broader experiences of family and home. I anticipated eliciting
information through stories of these experiences and therefore wanted to accommodate
within the interview process the type of interaction that would encourage the participants
to feel comfortable speaking personally about their lives. I started out with several
formal questions about their work. Recalling such things as significant dates, family
composition and the location of their homes worked to put them largely at ease. This
was followed by questions about the specific areas of interest, such as how they actually
worked, who were their customers, and what types of garments they made. These
questions facilitated the broadening out of their stories and recollections. Details were
confirmed throughout the interview, for example, chronology of events, location and
business names.

The usual length of interviews was one to one and half hours,

sometimes longer. In several instances adult children of the dressmakers were present at
the interviews and/or spoke to me separately to clarify or expand on the information
provided by their mothers (See Appendix IV for interview schedule).
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Throughout the interview process I was keen to collect information on the dressmaker’s
practical activity, largely with regard to techniques of production. On reflection I feel
that at times I directed the interview to make sure I recorded this data to the detriment
perhaps of capturing how they felt about being a dressmaker. As Kathryn Anderson and
Dana Jack (1991) note in their discussion of oral history interview techniques, focusing
on ‘hard information’ has the potential to mask observation of ‘experience’. However at
times this tended to work in my favour. It was through the dressmakers telling of their
work processes and methods that many more insights into their work were triggered.
The tangible material aspects of their work provided them an avenue for expressing their
feelings about their work which may have been more difficult to elicit if asked of them
directly. I was aware however that my focus on their activity sometimes hid my
reluctance to ask difficult questions. Anderson and Jack (1991) show in their past
experience, ‘interview strategies were bound to some extent by the conventions of social
discourse’ and a ‘fear of forcing or manipulating individuals into discussing topics they
didn’t want to talk about’ (p.130). These observations illustrate the unwritten rules of
conversations about appropriate questions and topics. In my case I found my own
upbringing, which taught respect for my elders and deference rather than ‘nosing’ into
other people’s personal business, impacted on my ability in the interview situation to
easily ask questions about money and intimate family relationships.
Another consideration in the interview process was how the two key aspects of this
research focus – ‘dressmaking’ and ‘women’ – warranted the inclusion of methods that
would capture ‘soft data’.

Feminist researchers have identified how the nature of

women’s communication and how information is retained and passed on often doesn’t fit
within established empirical or quantitative traditions.

Jennifer Mason’s (2008)

reference to capturing ‘tangible affinities’ was useful in this regard, so named ‘not
because they are all literally tangible but because of their resonance in lived experience
and their vivid and palpable (or almost palpable) character’ (p.29).

Mason (2008)

includes in her definition creative, ethereal and sensory affinities, all of which were
displayed by the dressmakers in this study when speaking of, or showing, their work. It
was important to pay attention also to understanding emotions and feelings, the things
that can’t necessarily be expressed in a straightforward descriptive manner (Sangster,
1994). With regard to some of the most elderly of the dressmakers, their tone of speech,
facial expressions and general demeanour, were often the greatest source of information.
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A number of the dressmakers also presented objects associated with their work, including
dresses, tools and notebooks.

As a source of additional information these are

conceptualised in this study as ‘biographical objects’. An in-depth discussion of this
material is presented in Chapter Five.
Research Challenges
One of my initial concerns with the interview process was that my own experiences and
knowledge would be active in my interpretation of my participants’ recollections. I felt I
could not ‘not disclose’ to my interviewees that I had experience in this field. Indeed I
felt it dishonest not to let them know, or to let them think I had no knowledge of what is
involved in dressmaking, particularly given their willingness to explain in detail their
work processes and methods.

In referencing oral history debates Reinharz (1992)

proposes women don’t need to silence themselves to let others be heard in order for the
interviewing process to shape the data.

Moreover, disclosing or telling one’s own

experience provides the reader with a sense of the perspective used in the analysis.
Rapley (2004) promotes the use of ‘cooperative self-disclosure’ when interviewing, in
the belief that trust and willingness to self disclose by the interviewee is assisted by a
level of self disclosure by the interviewer. It can allow interviewers and interviewees to
talk in a language of their emotions, feelings and experiences, if they are mutually aware
of having shared similar experiences. What is important is that the interviewer thinks
about what type of disclosure and how much should occur in relation to each individual
interaction. I found disclosing to the dressmakers often resulted in another layer of depth
being added to the interview. The dressmakers’ shared information, thoughts and ideas
that may not have been offered if not for the recognition of shared experience and
knowledge.
My concerns about my own experiences and knowledge influencing my interpretation of
the dressmakers’ experiences presented another challenge in how to overcome bias in my
analysis when looking back at a particular time in history from a contemporary
perspective. As a student of feminist studies I view women’s life experiences through a
particular lens and I am familiar with feminist analysis of women’s lives in Australian
society at the time in which this study is set. It was important to not let my bias colour
my interpretation of these women’s experiences. I heard the dressmakers’ acceptance of
their life as it was then – a natural congruence with social expectations and aspirations of
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women. I found this conflicted with what I thought should be their experience – why
were they not annoyed more by the subordinate positioning of women in society then?
This became one of the main challenges I had to resolve in the course of this research,
the requirement as highlighted by Anderson and Jack (1991) to have an ‘attitude of
receptivity to learn rather than to prove pre-existing ideas that are brought to the
interview’ (p. 130).

Anderson and Jack (1991) promote the need to listen ‘more

carefully’ to the facts and feelings expressed by interviewees. The dressmakers in this
study accepted their positioning in society. It was within the reality that they knew. Was
it my place therefore to try and change this? Katherine Borlands (1991) broaches this
subject in writing of her own experiences of interpreting her grandmother’s stories. She
notes how:
[O]n the one hand we seek to empower the women we work with by revaluing their
perspectives, their lives and their art in a world that has systematically ignored or
trivialised women’s culture. On the other, we hold an explicitly political vision of
the structural conditions that lead to particular social behaviours, a vision that our
field collaborators, many of whom do not consider themselves feminists, may not
recognise as valid (p.311).

Borlands (1991) recognises how the interviewer brings their own interpretation to events
and does not see it as necessary to relinquish this, rather as a collaborative experience, we
need to grant the speaking women ‘ interpretive respect’ whilst also providing our own
interpretation of the experiences. She writes of the story not becoming a story until it is
actualised in the mind of the listener or reader. She cautions however that a feminist
critique of society is a powerful one, noting with regard to her own work how:
As my consciousness has been formed within a different social and historical reality
I cannot restrict my reading to a recuperation of original authorial intentions. I offer
instead a different reading, one that values her story as an example to feminists of
one woman’s strategy for combating a limiting patriarchal ideology (p.137).

In light of Borlands’ (1991) observation, I have sought to remain sensitive to the
historical locale of the experiences of the women in this study and to be respectful of
how they may have contextualised them within their life stories. I recognise Chafetz’s
(2004) caution that undertaking feminist research should not necessarily obligate the
researcher to seek empowerment for those being researched, and agree with her
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assessment that the subjectivity of the research subjects may not be concerned with
feminist agendas and outcomes, and to seek to convert or raise this awareness may in fact
be dominating and anti-ethical. For these reasons I have found the idea of advocacy
more compatible with my work, the intent being to collect information about women’s
history and to analyse it in a way that provides historical scholarship useful to women in
understanding and transforming society (Baber, 2004).
Documentary evidence
In writing of biography and research methods, Michael Erben (1998) states, that when
working with biographical material, the interpretation of this material will involve the
collection of documents from a variety of sources and media, often located in sources not
primarily concerned with the subject. The ‘consciously chosen sample must however,
correspond with the aims of the research project’ (p.5).

Determining relevant, and

appropriate, sources of information about the dressmakers has required the review of a
wide range of materials. Wherever possible, books, journal articles and research papers
have been included which specifically reference dressmaking, sewing and textile work
either as the key subject matter or as part of the overall context of the article. As
evidenced in the previous chapter, histories of women in Australia provide some
information regarding women working in the clothing trades in general, however home
based self-employed dressmakers are largely absent from these discussions. Similarly,
whilst research in the specific field of Australian fashion and clothing history has been
useful for considering the content and nature of the home based self-employed
dressmakers’ work, it is clear that the work of these women is not easily identifiable.
Information regarding the work of women generally in the informal economy has been
used to make some connections to the situation of the dressmakers, however the extent of
this knowledge remains limited. The dearth of specific information regarding the home
based self-employed dressmaker in mid-twentieth century Australian society required I
look at alternative sources of information.
Formal Records
A variety of formal sources of information were accessed including oral history records,
archival documents, and museum and art gallery collections. Existing oral histories were
located largely through internet searches of Australian libraries and museums. Copies of
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these histories were gained either through internet access, or by visiting the holding
institution where the records were viewed and/or listened to and information was
recorded manually.

Archival documents were similarly identified through Internet

searches and also through word-of-mouth or my own existing knowledge of such
records. The RMIT design archives for example, holds information on various aspects of
the fashion industry in Melbourne. My personal interest in fashion was also the starting
point for identifying museum collections and exhibitions. Through contact with curators
in the field, I was directed to other collections of Australian clothing and dress pertinent
to the focus of this study. Other formal sources of information such as census data, and
workforce records were accessed both through institutional holdings and Internet
sources. This information tended to be less specific in identifying the exact nature of the
sewing work recorded within them, making the identification, examination and recording
of this type of material sometimes arduous and often not entirely suitable for inclusion in
this study. Through persistence however I was able to locate a range of information of
significance to this study.
Home dressmaking ephemera
The close association between dressmaking at home for money and home dressmaking
suggested a range of information, advice and resources available to the home sewer
which would have equally assisted the work of those women aiming to earn an income
from their dressmaking efforts. The post World War Two boom in the home sewing
market (Maynard, 2001) generated a plethora of information for the home dressmaker in
the form of sewing manuals, instruction books, textbooks and general ephemera
concerning home dressmaking. Sewing practitioners published prolifically at this time
and large American pattern companies such as McCalls and Vogue provided sewing
manuals, commercial sewing patterns, and fashion magazines as resources for Australian
home sewers and dressmakers. Being a time of the professionalisation of domestic tasks,
housewives’ advice manuals and instruction books, similarly abounded with a range of
information showing the types of responsibilities assigned to women, and the
expectations of being a housewife.

Dressmaking was heavily promoted in these

publications as a way to acquire fashionable, up-to-date clothing and accessories.
Many of these twentieth century sources were readily available in the collections of
family and friends. I have personally accumulated a wide variety of this type of material,
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and in recent years a cultural fascination with mid-century Australian society has made
these sources accessible through second hand shops and vintage fairs and markets.
Library collections and archival collections also hold a range of these materials. In
addition a great deal of this information in available in varying formats through the
Internet.
Women’s media and the popular press
Women’s media presented a great many articles, supplements and general ephemera
regarding various methods and approaches to dressmaking and sewing skills, located in
the time period relevant to this study.

Women’s journals such as the Australian

Women’s Weekly, established 1933; New Idea, established 1902; Australian Home
Journal, 1894-1983 and Madame Weigel’s Journal of Fashion, 1880-1947 provided a
rich source of information for women wishing to generate income through dressmaking
within their home. They offered not only the latest in fashionable styling, sewing
techniques and instruction, but also articles encouraging the education and orientation of
women towards dressmaking as a paid occupation. Advice columns, editorials and
correspondence pages gave readers the opportunity to access or request information and a
forum in which they could voice their thoughts or concerns.
Newspapers likewise provided avenues for information on such matters; women’s pages,
advice columns, and fashion reporting were all part of staple media. These articles are an
effective way of gaining a sense of popular notions around the theory and practice of
dressmaking at the time, as well as an understanding as to how they were translated and
applied within women’s everyday lives. References to ‘dressmaking’ in the popular
press can be divided into categories of ‘fiction and non-fiction’ writing in these sources,
the former being largely ‘representations’ of the dressmaker found in serialised novels
and short stories which indicate how the dressmaker was viewed in popular culture,
whilst the latter, non-fiction writing including news articles, employment notices and
classified advertisements, provided some indication of the reality of being a dressmaker.
The National Library of Australia search engine TROVE provided the main point of
access for many of these articles in electronic form. The Victorian newspaper, the Argus,
has been searched along with other popular interstate newspapers in the category of ‘all
papers’. The Australian Woman’s Weekly’ was also accessed. Sources were viewed
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across years ranging from 1936 to 1965, however given the vast quantity of material
available searching was confined to specific years of; 1936, 1941, 1947, 1950, 1956 and
1965. These years were chosen primarily on the basis of covering years prior, during and
just after the war, and the beginning of, and mid 1950s and 1960s. The length of time
between the years was the result of repetition within staple material, for example
women’s correspondence, and promotional features often followed a similar range of
topics across blocks of time.

Advertising by dressmakers, employers and training

colleges also tended to remain the same over periods of time. The subsequent spacing
between 1956 and 1965 reflects a gradual reduction in material available regarding
dressmakers and dressmaking. ‘Dressmaking’, ‘dressmaker’, ‘seamstress’, and ‘sewing’
were all used as search terms and categories included ‘articles’ and ‘advertising’.
These sources have provided a range of information regarding the different aspects of
working as a dressmaker, and examples of how they were viewed within post World War
Two Australian culture. The use of oral history interviews in this study brings a sense of
reality to their portrayal through the inclusion of ‘lived experience’, a means by which to
explore and better understand the dressmakers’ views and experiences. The theoretical
dimensions underpinning this exploration indicate a potential depth and breadth of
experience in doing dressmaking.

Together, they provide the foundations of this

research, ‘tacking and basting’ together experience, knowledge and understanding, and
underpinning the following exploration of a group of dressmakers and their work.

84

Chapter Three

The home as the workplace: ‘Ease to fit’

Ease to fit: ‘Easing in the fullness all along the seam so that there is no strain or
stretch’.
(Picken, 1946, p.11)

In light of the gendering of space and the linked notion of separate spheres, a woman’s
space is recognised historically as the ‘domestic’ space separated from the public world,
and her ‘place’ is the home. For the home based self-employed dressmaker, her
equipment, objects and the items she made in the domestic space, as well as how she
used that space for her work, contributed to the creation of ‘place’ – her home and
workplace – and to the interpretation of her experiences within it. The dressmakers
interviewed, used the space in their homes in several different ways to create their
workplace: in the shared domestic or living areas of the home; in a separate room or a
specifically assigned location in the house; or in a ‘public shop’ with a residence. But
home is more than just the physical space of a house. It is bound by the notion of what a
home should be, an ideology shaped by the social and cultural meanings of the time. In
mid-twentieth century Australia the predominant ideology was the separation of private
and public space, the former providing sanctuary and respite from the demands of the
outside world. Time, largely influenced by the dominant western model of ‘industrial’
time, also became separated into patterns of ‘work time’ and ‘leisure time’, each being
assigned accordingly to the public and private spheres, further enforcing the ideological
division between the two.
Studies have illustrated however, that women’s experience of spaces and temporalities
are not neatly defined and bounded. Rather, time and space traverse conceptual and
structural divisions. Jill Matthews (1984 a) has suggested that the way women manage
their working lives has been more about the patterns of organisation of ‘time’ and use of
‘space’ rather than about the ideological separation between home and work, or the
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public and the private. In the following discussion I draw on this notion when examining
the experiences of the dressmakers. I begin this chapter with an exploration of the ‘home’
as both a physical and an ideological space; the dressmakers’ homes being the physical
representation of the interception of the public and private spheres in their lives. As
Holmes (1995) acknowledges in her work:
[S]tudying the spaces people inhabit, the objects in them, the architecture and
internal design of a house, can in combination with discussions of women’s
domestic labour provide some detail in understanding the constraints within which
women worked and lived (p.43).

I then investigate how the dressmakers experienced the spaces and temporalities in which
they were operating and consider the implications of the interactions between the public
and private spheres, as they occurred within the boundaries of their location.

The Home: Physical space
Most of the dressmakers in this study established their homes in the years immediately
following the Second World War, a time when new housing was in short supply due to
wartime restrictions on building, and affected by subsequent austerity measures which
weren’t lifted until the early 1950s. Writing of Australian houses of the 1940s and
1950s, Peter Cuffley (1993) notes how for many newlyweds this meant there was little
chance of them finding a place of their own. As a result many couples started their
married life sharing a home with parents or relatives. In his study of the social and
cultural factors influencing the spatial form of housing in the last two centuries, Roderick
Lawrence (1982) highlights how in Australia the design and architecture of established
housing conformed largely to the late nineteenth century Australian ideal of small
uncomplicated houses; four or six main rooms, a small bathroom and a wash house.
Such design afforded little space for sharing amongst and between families.
Kerreen Reiger (1985) identifies how, in the early decades of the twentieth century,
efforts to improve the physical conditions of the home were linked to a widespread
bourgeois ideology of the family, which separated home and work and emphasised
domesticity. The development of these ideals saw interwar housing design focused on
providing houses suitable for the new ‘model family’ of the twentieth century, that being
smaller and more efficiently run by the ‘mother-housekeeper’. There was a shift to
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smaller middle class homes and changing patterns of architecture. Reiger (1985) notes
how the actual shape and internal arrangement of the house was affected by
‘developments in building materials and the labour market; the rise of the architect; and
the need to adapt to changing social patterns, such as smaller families and to new
concepts of hygiene and home management’ (p. 51). Cuffley (1989) describes typical
houses of the 1920s and 1930s as generally being five roomed cottages or bungalows,
without long hallways, no separate dining room and smaller more efficient kitchens
(Figure 3.1). With the advent of World War Two however, building restrictions limited
opportunities to build even the most basic of these houses. Austerity measures affecting
housing remained in place until the early 1950s, well into the time when many of the
dressmakers in this study were establishing their own families and homes. Postwar
government restrictions limited the overall size of the house. Builders and owners were
expected to adhere to functionalism and principles, to maximise the space usage, or to
build houses in two stages, able to be extended later (Cuffley, 1993).
Charles Pickett (1993), Curator of Design and the Built Environment at the Sydney
Powerhouse Museum, writes of changes to housing design in Australia in the 1950s,
demonstrating how the later easing of austerity measures and virtual full employment
throughout the 1950s, led to confidence in borrowing, and encouragement by state
housing schemes and building society lending policies to buy your own home. Owner
builders proliferated, with many adding one-off or individual features to their homes.
Pickett (1993) notes how home-buyers held an ‘unusual degree of power over domestic
architecture’ (p. 81). Homes could be customized to the identified or perceived needs of
the family, effectively allowing for design to be driven by the dominant ideologies which
defined family life.

The Home: Ideological space
In writing about Australian family life in the twentieth century, Ann Game and Rosemary
Pringle (1983 a) note how, despite the interception of the war years, which saw many
women assigned greater responsibility working outside of the home, the ideological
preconditions for family life into the 1950s were based on a sentimental attachment to
pre-existing traditional family ideals. In the safety and economic prosperity of the
postwar years it was expected that the work of women would continue to centre largely
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Figure 3.1

‘Type No. 32’. House design from the 1927 State Savings Bank
book of designs, in Australian Houses of the Twenties & Thirties
(Cuffley, 1989)
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on household management. Discourses of femininity, domesticity and efficiency became
entrenched and the house-proud housewife became a familiar representation of the
feminine ideal. Indeed, the success of a woman was measured against her visible skills
as a home maker and her ability to attain the ideal of ‘housewife’.
In tracing the evolution of the Australian housewife, Kay Saunders and Raymond Evans
(1992) highlight the range of responsibilities and duties assigned to the housewife in the
practice of ‘housekeeping’ at this time. Both Game and Pringle (1983 a) and Reiger’s
(1985) investigations of the Australian family do likewise. These studies demonstrate
how the ideological underpinnings of such ‘domesticity’ demanded additional tasks of
the housewife. The housewife’s duties extended well beyond the usual cooking, cleaning
and daily care of others. She was also expected to be a source of emotional support for
her family, fulfilling the obligations of her ‘femininity’ through caring for and nurturing
her children, and by accommodating the emotional and physical needs of her husband.
Such demands generated a metaphorical meshing of the ideological space of home with
the physical space in the house. Reiger (1985) argues that it was expected that a
sanctuary be created within the home, implicitly for men; tranquillity and warmth for the
‘work worn and shelter for the storm tossed’ (p. 38). Game and Pringle (1983 a) similarly
recognise how the postwar home was considered a ‘nest’, ‘the cherished possession’
(p.96), a place where the family’s need for security, warmth and intimacy would be
fulfilled. Women were the lynchpin of the home, the mother the ‘precious jewel’ and it
was her role to morally guide her husband and children for the betterment of the nation
(Reiger, 2005).
In addition to these demands, the postwar housewife was also expected to be a confident
consumer of new appliances and gadgets, designed to assist successful housekeeping at
this time (Reiger, 1986, Saunders and Evans, 1992). Scholarship regarding the impact of
technology on household labour, debates whether technology did indeed reduce the
workload of the housewife or whether it actually increased the standards and hence the
time spent doing household chores (Game and Pringle, 1983 a, Reiger, 1986, Hardyment,
1988).

These

technological

developments

‘professionalising’ the housewife’s duties.

encouraged

an

emphasis

on

Women’s magazines and housekeeping

manuals promoted a plethora of business-like approaches for the management of the
many tasks required of home making. Time management was recommended as the key
to coping with such extensive workloads and as such was heavily promoted in the move
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to professionalise the housewife’s duties. The Australian manual Women’s World (196-)
provides over six hundred pages of advice for the woman of the day. 28 In reference to
household management, housework is defined as a ‘profession’ that ‘requires your close
study.

To master it, you must observe, read and experiment like people in other

professions’ (Jukes, p. 451). For the benefit of the aspiring housewife, the manual
provides several exhaustive lists of tasks organised into ‘work timetables’ dependent on
circumstance. For a full-time housewife with a young baby and school age child, no less
than twenty basic tasks are recommended to be completed in one day, which, dependent
on the day of the week, range from cleaning, washing and ironing through childcare and
maintenance, shopping and food preparation.
The weight of expectation on the housewife to organise her time so as to successfully
complete the required tasks is captured in Margaret Burlace’s (1958) article ‘Women
have time to burn’, published in the Australian Women’s Weekly in 1958. Burlace (1958)
admonishes those housewives who she believes, as a result of bad time management,
‘reduced their wasted energy to the ashes of self pity’ (p. 13). The publication of her
‘housewife’s schedule’ as a feature article meant that through correspondence with the
magazine, a right of reply was possible for housewives who did not appreciate being told
that time for personal leisure and relaxation was just a simple matter of organisation. In
the words of Mrs. N. Walkerenden from Bendigo; ‘Far from agreeing with Margaret
Burlace that housewives have time to burn, I think many young mothers like myself
would scarcely find time to light the match to start the fire’ (Housewives on the warpath,
1958, p.29).
What happened when you added into your daily domestic schedule, the demands of
completing dressmaking for paying customers? What was it like trying to manage
‘dressmaking work’ and home duties? When I first arrived to interview Phyllis, I had
been startled by her response to my comment about wanting to investigate women’s
experiences of managing work and family; ‘Disastrous!’

In scrambling to get my

recorder working the moment was lost, but like many of the women in my study the
details she provided of her daily life could certainly be seen to justify such a response.
When this question was asked of the other dressmakers, they answered almost
28

Women’s World edited by Alleyne M. Jukes was published in Melbourne in the 1960s. It contained
information and advice ranging from beauty, fashion and deportment through cooking, housework, and
home maintenance, to personal relationships, marriage and the family.
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unanimously, ‘I don’t know how I managed it’. Their recollections however, provide
some indication.

The dressmaker’s space
I spoke to my daughter the other day and I said, ‘Do you remember those days when
you were going to school and Aunty Dot and I dressmaked?’ [sic], and she said,
‘Yes, dresses all over the lounge room Mum!’ (Beth, 2010)

At varying times most of the dressmakers had located their work within the shared
domestic space in their family home. It was common for them to start out their business
operating from whatever space could be utilised; the bedroom, lounge or dining room.
These circumstances were not unique to women working from home as dressmakers.
They merely reflected the expectations of family life regarding domestic living
arrangements, which in turn were influenced by external factors such as housing
affordability and income, architecture and interior design.
Vivien lived with her husband and child in a terrace house between 1943 and 1953,
before moving to a shopfront and residence. They had the upstairs area of the terrace
which consisted of a lounge, bedroom, kitchen and a landing on the stair which they
curtained off. She sewed from her lounge room during this time. Ruby similarly started
out married life living in small premises in the late 1940s. She and her husband shifted
from a flat in East Melbourne with ‘a bedroom upstairs and a kitchen downstairs sort of
thing’, to another flat in Richmond which although not much bigger was preferably, ‘on
the level’. Ruby did most of her sewing in the bedroom. Betty recalled somewhat more
dramatically downsizing her work location, which before her marriage was a large room
in the family home specifically set up for her dressmaking business, to a ‘fairly
primitive’ arrangement in her new home where she sewed on the front veranda with the
awning down. Ronda was married in 1947 and she and her husband, like many young
couples, rented two rooms within a larger house which in Ronda’s case belonged to her
Aunt. In the early 1950s, Ronda and her husband began building their own house, but
even this did not allow her much scope to include her own workspace. She recalled how
due to the continuation of wartime austerity measures, they were only allowed to build a
house that was ‘ten by ten, you could not build a big house so you really only had four
rooms you know’. Ronda’s experience typified that of many young couples. They only
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had enough wood for uprights. There was iron on the roof but no access to asbestos
sheet to build the house. They were able to put flooring in two rooms, and a few little
bits along the gangway, and windows in two rooms. The rest of the house consisted of
sheets of tin nailed up (Ronda, 2012).
Such spaces called for practical management strategies. Almost all of the dressmakers
recalled either cutting or sewing items of clothing in varying locations throughout the
house. Beth for example drafted her patterns on the kitchen table, and always cut out on
the lounge room floor. Indeed the lounge room floor figured predominantly as the
preferred cutting location for many of the dressmakers. Margaret recalled how:
Well they’d have a picture, and I’d copy the picture, and I used to cut it all out on
the lounge room floor, down on my hands and knees because I didn’t have a big
enough table to lie the material out, so I used to just lie it all out on the floor. I don’t
know what I did at Preston. Oh I probably did it in the lounge room I guess, I can’t
remember, but here I used to just lay it out there (Margaret, 2012).

Beth stored unfinished dresses in the lounge room which was big enough to
accommodate a dressmaker’s dummy adorned in a wedding frock.

Joan used the

bedroom she shared with her husband for fittings. Yolanda did likewise but also had her
machine set up in there as it was the largest room in the house. The arrival of children
placed additional demands on the spatial requirements of the family. Vivien recalled
putting her sleeping daughter out on the balcony while she sewed on her machine in the
lounge room. Ruby, on the other hand, had her daughter in the bassinet in the bedroom
with her and ‘sewed like mad’ while her daughter slept.
The ability of the dressmakers to fit and adapt their work within such confined spaces
was largely due to the portability of the tools of their trade. Scissors, pins, measuring
tapes, patterns and fabric could all be easily packed away and stored. The domestic
sewing machine could be moved and also packed away when not in use. Gloria for
example, never had her own sewing room, rather there were plenty of power points
around the house and she would move the machine to a spot that fitted in with the
family’s other activities.

Historical examinations of the development of the sewing

machine (Fernandez, 1999, Oddy, 1999, Putnam, 1999) identify how its design was
intentionally orientated to the domestic environment, setting a precedent for it to become
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an identifiable marker of the domestic space, separating the home and workplace.29 At a
time when industrialisation was driving the demarcation between the public and private
spheres, the new technology of the sewing machine was initially a dilemma for machine
manufacturers. Being originally developed to industrialise the production of clothing, a
fear developed that if the act of sewing was taken out of the home it would no longer be
representative of the ideals of domesticity and femininity long associated with the
domestic environment. It was designed therefore to easily integrate both physically, and
culturally, into the domestic space as an attractive, convenient and easy to use piece of
home technology, designed to be both presentable and acceptable within an environment
which had come to be defined as excluding ‘work’ (Putnam, 1999).

In the case of the

home based self-employed dressmaker in the 1950s, the visibility of the sewing machine
within the domestic space would have been an ‘ideological enabler’ helping her to ‘fit’
her paid work comfortably within the ideological boundaries of the domestic
environment.
Indeed a sewing space or sewing corner was a regular point of reference in contemporary
discussions of home planning and interior design. Such acknowledgment of the position
of sewing amongst other tasks of the household accords with archaeological and
historical observations of the appearance of women’s work baskets in depictions of
women throughout history; a visible symbol of industry, charity and womanly virtue
(Burman, 1999, Beaudry M, 2006). Mary Brooks Picken’s (1954)30 recommendation of
a ‘home management room’ is the mid twentieth century women’s equivalent, with
sewing firmly ensconced within the business of running the house. In her 1956 Singer
Sewing Book, Picken (1954) draws attention to the fact that ‘many homes have small
29

Social historian Nancy Fernandez (1999) investigates the promotion and marketing of the domestic
sewing machine in Creating Consumers: Gender, Class and the Family Sewing Machine. She highlights
how in the late nineteenth century advertising for the domestic sewing machine deliberately focused on the
notion of female dependency upon male agency, innovation and economic power. The domestic sewing
machine was revered as maintaining the moral economy of family life by encouraging domestic virtue
through thrift and frugality. Tim Putman (1999) maps the gendering of the sewing machine within the
context of material culture in his article The Sewing Machine Comes Home. Putnam (1999) highlights how
in marketing the domestic sewing machine, the notion was promoted that women’s skill base of sewing
was within the making of sewn articles for family use, and to not have a sewing machine would therefore
disadvantage the essential care of the family. Similarly, the home was their school for intergenerational
transmission of technique. In this sense ‘the possession of a sewing machine could be seen as helping to
maintain a culture of sewing in the home with all that implied for the transmission of gendered identity and
skill’ (p. 279)
30

Mary Brooks Picken was a stalwart American promoter of home dressmaking and prolific writer of over
90 ‘how-to’ books, on needlework, sewing and textile crafts, spanning the years 1915-1957.
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rooms which today are serving merely as a spare guest room or as a semi-den. For these
purposes, the room is seldom used, even though the woman of the home today has no
room which she can call her own’ (p.11). She recommends this become a ‘home
management room’, a room to which she can retire and ‘carry on the business of running
the house’ (p.11).31 A key element of this room is the accommodation of a sewing space,
managed according to Picken (1954), through the installation of a built in wall cabinet
containing all that is needed to transform the space into an ideal sewing room. If
unavailable, other suggested accommodation included locating a sewing space in a utility
room or laundry; screened or partitioned rooms through the clever use of sliding doors,
or; the use of alcoves and underutilised space under the stairs.
A variety of ‘handy’ inventions and designs (Figure 3.2) were available to assist the
transition from domestic space to workspace, transforming standard domestic fixtures
and furnishings into sewing aids and tools. As the success of a woman was measured
against her ability to attain the ideal of ‘housewife’, the ‘untidy mess’ that usually
accompanies dressmaking would not have fitted the remit of normal housekeeping
practices.

‘Flap down tables’ fitted into wall cabinets, providing sewing and ironing

surfaces, and fold out cardboard cutting mats transformed dining tables into cutting
tables:
The cabinet machine of your choice is ideal as an extra table in hall, dining room,
bedroom, living or sewing room: the large portable, as an accessory to a built-in
sewing compartment for use in any room in the house (Picken, 1954, p.1).

Sewing aids such as these were promoted through contemporary women’s magazines,
housing design journals, and handyman manuals.

The aim of these aids was to

seamlessly integrate the work of sewing into the home environment, and to increase the

31

Mary Brooks Picken (1954) illustrates in her recommendation of a ‘home management room’ the
coming together of an ideology of the home with women’s use of space and time in the home.
Encapsulating all that was expected of the role of the housewife, Picken (1954) recommends this room
include provision for a portable typewriter and drawers in which correspondence and bills may be filed; a
convenient light over a desk space for working; book shelves for cookery books, reference books and
presumably for her ‘down time’ currently popular best sellers; a telephone for doing her daily marketing; a
radio to keep touch with news, educational programs and entertainment; and a built-in clock.
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Figure 3.2

Space saving innovations featured in the Australian Women’s Weekly, January 1958: Ready for action
with its flap-down table in place, this cupboard fitment becomes a neat sewing area – when the sewing unit
is folded up there is none of the untidy mess that usually accompanies a dressmaking session
(A corner to call your own, 1958, p.51)
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ease with which the domestic space could be transformed from an identifiable work
space to a domestic haven. Christine recalled her mother Joan having a sewing machine
that recessed into a table so when not in use the table could be used for other purposes,
‘when you came out in the morning everything was restored to normal, the machine was
put away and everything was ready to go’. Christine explained how:
[T]he fittings usually took place in Mum and Dad’s bedroom at the front of the
house, and Dad and I would just – they had to be in the evenings because Mum was
at work during the day, and her cutting out – the circular table she used is the one in
our breakfast room at the moment, but she had one of those fold-out cardboard type
of protective surfaces, and she used to do her cutting out and sewing on that, and she
had, I think it was a Singer, or it might have been a Janome, but it was one of those
that recessed into a table you could open up a flap or pull back a flap and lift it out,
and when you weren’t using it you could just put it back in and it converted to being
a table, so during the day it was a table and at night she would get out the sewing
machine and work on that (Christine, 2011).

In a sense these aids were a visible representation of the expectation that women could,
and indeed would, successfully transition back and forth between their varying roles in
the home under the ever present guise of successful housekeeping. On reflection, this
feature of the housewife’s work is not far removed from Barber’s (1995) observation of
the historical imperative underpinning women’s engagement in sewing and cloth work,
when many years earlier women did the work of spinning, weaving and sewing, ‘easy to
pick up at any point, reasonably child safe and easily done at home’ (p.30) as a means to
managing the multiple tasks of social reproduction which kept them within the home.
Operating a dressmaking business from an allocated workroom in, or attached to, the
house provided a clearer separation between ‘work’ and ‘home’. Betty was one of the
few dressmakers interviewed who, from the very beginning, had a separate room in the
house for her business. She recalled her sewing room being:
[T]he front room in a big house, you know the houses in Armadale, they sort of had
four big rooms with a hallway down the middle and it went to the kitchen, bathroom
and all that stuff. Well I had the main room on the veranda with windows, and I set
it up. My Grandmother, when I was fifteen, she bought me an industrial sewing
machine. So I had that and Dad made me a huge cutting table, and I also had a great
big mirror. It would be worth a fortune now when I think about it, you know one of
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those you see often in films with the gilt frame around it, and I had that on the floor,
and a bookcase to put all people’s fabric in, and a couple of comfortable chairs
(Betty, 2010).

The set-up of the workroom was important for presenting a favourable image of the
dressmaker and her work. The placement and presence of specific items or objects in
this space could determine whether her work was perceived as being fashionable, and her
services desirable. The 1942 English text of The International Correspondence School,
Sewing for Profit, provided by The Women’s Institute of Domestic Arts and Sciences,
recommends that when setting up a home based dressmaking business, a room be set
aside in the house – preferably downstairs – in which customers can be met and the
sewing and fitting can be done. The room should contain ‘linoleum or oilcloth rug, a
floor-length mirror, your machine and small sewing equipment, a table on which to place
your sewing, an iron board and an iron’ (p.3). In addition there should be some provision
for a cutting table, a clothes closet or small wardrobe case in which the unfinished and
completed garments can be hung, and the appearance of the room should be assisted by
‘a folding screen that can be placed around your sewing and pressing equipment while a
fitting is in progress’ (The Women's Institute of Domestic Arts and Sciences, 1942, p.3).
Betty established her dressmaking business in 1947, a time when the American film
industry and movie stars exerted a strong influence on fashion and style. 32 Betty’s large
gilt-framed mirror, ‘one of those you see often in films’, would have provided her clients
with a touch of Hollywood glamour, and the promise of acquiring like style. Australian
postwar fashion was also heavily influenced by Parisian and English couture at this time.
Contemporary Australian salons sought to replicate the salon style of leading
international designers and dressmakers. Writing of the Australian Fashion Industry in
the 1950s, textile and fashion expert Louise Mitchell (2010) describes the salon of
leading Melbourne Designer Hall Ludlow33 which was decorated with pearl-grey walls,
heavy satin drapes, lustrous mirrors and chandeliers. The iconic Melbourne dressmaking
32

Carol Dyhouse (2010) highlights the strong association of ‘glamour’ with Hollywood during the first
half of the twentieth century in her study, Glamour: Women, History and Feminism, noting how as the
‘dream factory’ of the 1930s, 40s and 50s, Hollywood exerted a strong influence on popular fashion and
taste. In doing so she acknowledges the work of Art Historian Ann Hollander (1978) who similarly notes
in her book Seeing Through Clothes, how ideas of luxury were derived from cinema at this time.
33

Hall Ludlow established his salon on Collins Street in 1948, after migrating from New Zealand. Louise
Mitchell (2010) notes in her book chapter ‘The Fabulous Fifties: Glamour and Style’ how Ludlow was
renowned for his tailoring and clothes that expressed a formality and avant-garde approach. He was
patronised by the fashionable elite of Melbourne and won the Australian Gown of the Year twice.
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salon Le Louvre (Figure 3.3) was similarly bedecked with gold carpet and gilt mirrors,
with the addition of animal skins adding an original and flamboyant touch.34
Whilst these trends in salon styling exerted influence on the popular look of fashion
establishments, the environment of the home based dressmaker imposed certain
restrictions on the way that space could be used to portray a similarly fashionable style
through decor and design. As the dressmakers have described, their workspace was
either attached to, or had to fit within, the physical confines of shared domestic spaces;
amongst the objects, furniture and fittings of every-day family life.

As previously

demonstrated by Katie Holmes (1995), the public construct of women’s private spaces
impacts on how they are experienced and understood. The way that the domestic space
was defined and expectations regarding its use, contributed to popular perceptions of the
home based dressmaker and the work she produced. Attempts by the dressmakers to
promote a stylish professional image through their environment would always be at risk
of being subsumed within the cultural imagery of the woman within the home. The ‘little
dressmaker’35 sewing in her home was hardly a sophisticated image.
To rely on such a cultural image of the home based, self-employed dressmaker is
however, to dismiss the dressmakers’ individual agency in creating their own
professional identity and style within the space that was available to them. In some
cases, there was a direct relationship between the physical dimensions of the
dressmakers’ work and the space available for them to do it in. Ruby, for example, first
lived in a small flat where she did her dressmaking in the bedroom. When the family
moved to another flat, Ruby continued to fit her sewing in amongst the family space. It
was not until the family moved to a bigger house that Ruby had her own sewing room in
which to ‘spread out’, an opportunity she utilised to focus on making the ‘big’ gowns
which she loved to design and sew. Ruby built a reputation in bridal and formal wear,
and her skills were sought out by clients throughout Melbourne who would travel to use
her services. Ruby’s work was intimately tied up with the spatial dimensions of her

34

Established in 1922, Le Louvre’s interior was designed by its creator Lillian Wightman who sought to
recreate the look of a Parisienne Salon in Collins Street, Melbourne (Mitchell, 2010).
35

See Chapter One for references in popular press.
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Figure 3.3

Interior shot of Le Louvre salon, featured in the Australian Women’s Weekly in November 1950,
(Rush to Finish Frock Orders, 1950)
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home. She had the physical space in which to build identity and expertise in the
production of particular items.
It appears however that most of the dressmakers in this study presented their own style
and ‘sophistication’ largely through exercising their skills and expertise in what they
were making in the space that was available to them, rather than it being a result of the
size or location of the space within the home, or through how that space looked or what it
contained. With regard to a work space that was domestically defined, the key for
achieving success was more often linked to being able to present a respectable home
located within the ‘right’ community.

Betty’s early business success was ensured

through the combination of her reputation as a skilled dressmaker, and the location of her
home and business in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne. She drew her clientele from
amongst the upper middle class Melbourne suburbs situated along Dandenong Road and
Wattletree Road, including St Kilda, Malvern and Armadale. Vivien likewise, sewed for
society families and celebrities from her location in Elsternwick, and Phyllis had access
to wealthy society through the centrality of her family home within the racing fraternity.
Yolanda experienced somewhat more chance circumstances in establishing a suitable
location and reputation for her home based business, illustrating clearly the need for a
good location.

On arriving in Australia, Yolanda and her husband stayed in the

Melbourne working-class suburb of Reservoir with a man who provided accommodation
for migrants. They left Reservoir a month later, after a house was secured for them in the
wealthier eastern suburb of Brighton. Yolanda credits this move to good fortune, for it
provided her with the opportunity to establish her business. She recalled how, despite
her tailoring expertise and skill, ‘no one’ could afford a dressmaker in Reservoir,
whereas in Brighton she was surrounded by people who not only had money but were
also keen to support her family in their new home. These findings mirror Matthews’
(1984 a) observation of the pre-requisites for the success of self-employed dressmakers
working from home including; neighbourhood status, a good address, and access to more
affluent neighbourhoods. For Yolanda, being placed in a suburb in which she could
establish her dressmaking enterprise also provided a means to fit or to be accepted within
the community in a ‘physical sense’. Yolanda recounted the story of how, not long after
arriving in the neighbourhood:
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[O]ne lady come, and one very nice lady, they say ‘what I do?’, but I can’t talk. My
husband talk a little bit, and here I dressmaker, you know she, after one day, she
come with a thing like that (motions rectangle shape) ‘Stop here Dressmaker’, and
straight away the people come (Yolanda, 2010).

As ‘the dressmaker’, Yolanda held a particular niche in the neighbourhood, providing her
with a sense of place for herself and her family within her new community. In exploring
the significance of place in social life and historical change, Thomas Gieryn (2000) notes
how:
Place stabilises and gives durability to social structural categories, differences and
hierarchies; arranges patterns of face-to-face interaction that constitute networkformation and collective action; embodies and secures otherwise intangible cultural
norms, identities, memories and values (p.473).

This appears to have been the case for Yolanda. She expressed gratitude for the kindness
and support of neighbours, both in her work and family life. It was a mutual appreciation
which surpassed the business transaction of paying for her skill and workmanship as a
dressmaker. Yolanda spoke of the neighbour’s wife who would do the shopping for her
when she was busy sewing at home, or the wealthy solicitors who as a special treat
would drive Yolanda and her family up to the Dandenong Ranges for afternoon tea. In
many instances, she went on to sew for the children and grandchildren of her original
clients and neighbourhood friends. Yolanda was not alone in experiencing and generating
such connections within her community. Many of the recollections of the dressmakers
reflected intimate connections, long lasting friendships and ongoing associations with
neighbourhood networks and organisations. Ruby spoke of the trust and reciprocity of
her clients, highlighting the familiarity of her relationships within her community:
[S]ome of the girls would say, ‘I don’t want to bring the frock home,’ so it would be
‘right’, well one girl came down she had a shower and everything, she only lived a
few streets up when I was in Preston, and she said, ‘I’ll come down and pick it up
after I’ve had my shower. I’ll come down in my dressing gown and I’ll pick it up,
and I’ll go home, and I’ll put it on’ (laughter) (Ruby, 2011).

It is not surprising that Ruby like many of the other dressmakers was invited to many of
the weddings for which she had sewn the bridal gowns. Bet similarly recalled close
connections with her community, her son reflecting how she was often involved in ‘the
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usual neighbourhood falling-ins and outs’ through her work as the neighbourhood
dressmaker. Bet’s affection for one particular client was apparent when during the course
of her interview her son prompted her to remember a Mrs. B:
Oooh, I taught her to drive and she made beautiful ‘gefilte fish’36. Oh, they’re
beautiful, and her daughter is like my God Daughter, I love her. She’s still alive and
she’s got a daughter, and she still comes to see me (Bet, 2012).

Maher (1987) identifies the dressmaker’s significance within the community in her study
of dressmakers working in Turin between the wars.

She notes how, although the

immediate concern of the dressmakers was their family, their relations with other women
in the community involved them in a series of exchanges through which they became a
key figure in the neighbourhood. Similarly, by fitting their work within the ‘spaces’ in
their home, the dressmakers in this study established a ‘place’ within their communities.
The immediacy of their home and workplace to their neighbourhood facilitated the nature
of their business. They were both reliant on, and in turn contributed to, the permeability
of boundaries between the public and the private spheres, through the exchanges that
took place in the provision of their services; permeable boundaries which also allowed
the exchange and interaction of temporal patterns and systems between the two spheres.
The ability to manage this, alongside of the competing time demands of work and family
within the home, was a dominant theme in the telling of the patterns of daily life by the
dressmakers. An indication of how this impacted on their lives is apparent in their
almost uniform response when asked about when they managed to find time to complete
their sewing: ‘3 o’clock in the morning’.

Making time
Whilst sharing a common form of work, the dressmakers exercised their own personal
preferences in their approaches for managing their time. Betty and Margaret liked to
carefully structure their day. Betty highlighted how:
You had to be very organised. I used to make a rule that once I got them off to
school I’d get up early enough to have, you know lunches done, house pretty tidy,
bed made, and I’d make sure I started work properly by half-past eight or nine
36

A traditional Jewish dish made of fish.
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o’clock, and I’d work until they came home from school, and then I’d do whatever
you know, watch homework or whatever you had to do and get, prepare dinner, and
then if I was still busy after they went to bed I’d work until midnight or something
like that. So that’s what you know you had to fit in and you had to be very
organised (Betty, 2010).

Margaret similarly organised herself so as to:
[H]ave my days set out so I knew exactly what I was doing when I got up in the
morning or else I wouldn’t be able to do it all, but how I done weddings with two
little kids I don’t know, I don’t know how I did it, but at the time you just do it
(Margaret, 2012).

Ruby recalled a less structured approach to fitting the sewing in amongst her daily tasks:
I’d just do a little bit when I had time, the chance to do it you see between getting
meals and that, and getting kids off to school and that, but you’d just pick it up and
do it when they were away and you’d go like mad (Ruby, 2011).

Beth on the other hand, tried to avoid rushing jobs by regulating her intake of work
according to what time she had:
[I]t wasn’t strict hours because of the children. It depended on what we had to do,
and when we had to have it done by. Most people gave me plenty of time (Beth,
2010).

Whilst personal time management approaches may have varied, the dressmakers were
unanimous in their prioritising of family time; reflecting the dominant cultural ideology,
responsibility to your husband, children and home came first, regardless of what other
demands you may have had on your time. Indeed, the 1960s tome Women’s World,
advises the ‘sensible’ housewife to always remember that despite being tired from
bringing up the children and all the other chores, she should somehow or other manage to
appear bright and interested in her husband when he arrives home for ‘every married
woman might as well accept the fact that to make marriage work she MUST put her
husband first’ (Jukes, 196-, p.361). The promotion in a 1956 advertisement for Persil
soap (Figure 3.4) by ‘dressmaker-housewife, Madame P. Fischer’ of the necessity of
‘routine’ for the ‘career wife’, provides a particularly pertinent example of the
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Figure 3.4

‘Persil’ washing powder advertisement featured in the Australian Women’s
Weekly, November, 1956 (p.23)
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expectation that the working housewife will continue to manage her housework, despite
having ‘half her usual time’ (Advertising, 1956).
Unfortunately for the dressmakers, the constant juggling of family responsibilities and
the moving between different temporal orders – male employment, children’s school,
work and housework – restricted control over how they organised their day. They were
still required to complete expected tasks and hence were often time pressured. Not
unlike Glucksmann’s (1998) findings regarding casual women worker’s experience of
time, ‘less formal and temporally separate hours of work weakened the distinction
between time allocated for work, domestic time and leisure’ (p. 245). The fall-out of
such demands on the dressmaker’s time was often a ‘squeeze’ on her own leisure or rest
time. As indicated above, all but one of the dressmakers sewed late into the night or
early morning. The Women’s Institute of Domestic Arts and Sciences (1942) provides
some very specific advice for the ‘night working’ dressmakers:
[T]here is no habit so much to be deplored as that of making a practice of working
beyond the limits of endurance. Making a habit of night work is a grave mistake
and one to be avoided no matter what the circumstances. Labouring with a problem
when inspiration has been exhausted by the work of the day can never bring good
results. It is much better to set the task aside, for after a rest, it can almost
invariably be taken up the next day with renewed enthusiasm as well as deftness, for
even the fingers require relaxation and renew their skill after a definite amount of
rest (p.34).

However, for the dressmakers, working at night was a strategy with which to manage the
many demands on their time and to ensure household priorities were met. In the retelling of her busy daily timetable above, Betty recalled working until midnight. Eileen
recalled sewing at night if she couldn’t get all her work finished during the day because
‘the priority was the kids and your husband’s dinner and all that sort of stuff’. Phyllis
similarly identified sewing at night:
[T]hree o’clock in the morning. I’d be determined to finish whatever it might be,
and as you know, in those days children came first no matter what you know
(Phyllis, 2010).

Proponents of Women’s World (196-) and other such advice manuals may have been well
pleased by these women’s apparent sensibility in recognising their duties as a housewife,
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however for some of the dressmakers the personal recounting of their stories hints at an
additional motivation for their night work. As Ruby recalled:
[Dressmaking] gave me a lot of pleasure you know, and it was something I could do,
and I had the children at home you see, and go out when I wanted to go out. You
weren’t restricted by doing it at home. You had your own time. As I say I worked
until three o’clock in the morning (Ruby, 2011).

Phyllis sewed at night and enjoyed the sociability of client fittings during the day, an
event which, according to her daughter, would often go on for most of the day. It also
meant that Phyllis could spend time at the beach during the day, something she loved to
do with her children. Joan’s daughter observed how her mother didn’t seem to have ‘a
great sense of time’, rather she just worked, absorbed in what she was doing, until it was
finished. For these women, sewing at night allowed them in a sense, the room to operate
within their own temporality. In Ruby’s words, ‘you had your own time’.
Feminist scholarship regarding temporality recognises this as being a common strategy
used by women. In resisting external time patterns imposed, for example, by their
husbands’ work or their children’s schooling, women invent and affirm different time
patterns for themselves as a means to define their social existence, their identity. Luisa
Muraro (1989) recognises this as an act of rebellion through which they ‘render time
significant in light of what they are and they want’ (p. 189). Carmen Leccardi (1996)
writes of an ‘ambivalence’ in woman’s relationship with time, attributing an ability to
know how to listen to their own internal time (and to give themselves time) as testimony
of the achievement of inner autonomy. Karen Davies (1990) identifies ‘the weaving of
time’ by women; avoiding clashes between the different temporalities and reducing the
imposition of dominant time structures, their actions contributing significantly to the
social temporal order and the production of a greater sense of self-identity. Frieda Johles
Forman (1989) cautions however, in reviewing feminist scholarship regarding women’s
use of time, that the ‘elasticity’ of time created to provide ‘refuge’ still has to
acknowledge deadlines such as eating and sleeping. Reconciliation must occur between
internal and external time. For some of the dressmakers, household responsibilities
extended beyond the remit of ‘ideal’ family life, exerting additional pressure on their
ability to successfully manage integrating the two temporalities.
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Betty recalled how, after the death of her husband, she had to work all day as soon as her
children had gone to school and into the night to support her family. Joan similarly put
in long hours working outside of the home during the day and then dressmaking through
the night to support her ailing husband and young daughter. Yolanda’s extensive
workload was the consequence of struggling with her husband to establish a new life for
their family in Australia. The ‘elasticity’ of time was duly stretched by these women,
Yolanda recounting how unlike her friends who went out to work, she was never able to
‘let go’; the anxiety of unfinished work was always with her.
The pervasiveness of ‘time’ in the dressmaker’s lives is visible throughout their
recollections, the only difference being in the amount of autonomy they, as individuals,
had in managing this. Dressmaking had merit as a strategy for combining household
duties and earning an income, however for some the desire to escape the continuous
infiltration of their work into their lives led them to pursue external work as their family
situations changed. Eileen for example, made the decision to go out to work, waitressing
and catering, describing her change in work circumstances as ‘you went out, you did
your work, you got paid, you came home, no more worries’. Margaret likewise enjoyed
a second career in aged care:
I did that for 25 years and I really enjoyed it. I could forget it. That was the point.
Most nights I’d had someone coming for fittings you know, your life was busy
(Margaret, 2012).

For Yolanda, the challenges in managing the intrusion of her workload into her life were
such that it led her to reflect that if she had her life again she ‘wouldn’t learn to sew’.

Managing families and the home base
Regardless of how the dressmakers sought to manage the apparent division between the
two spheres – whether they had their own room or sewed in the shared space of their
home – they were still physically located within their home. None of the dressmakers
however, voiced obvious negativity regarding the physical location of their sewing
within the home.

Rather, they expressed a preference for the situation, largely on

account of the advantages in being there for their children:
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[I]t was good because they’d come home from school and I’d be there, I wasn’t out
working so I thought that was a plus (Betty, 2010).

Indeed, sentimentality was often expressed by the children of the dressmakers concerning
the physical presence of dressmaking within their home. Barbara Burmann (1999)
recognises, in her review of research in this field, how home dressmaking has a particular
resonance and potency in individual memory and life stories. In this study, some of the
common recollections of the children of the dressmakers included the pins on the floor,
fabric scraps and dresses around the house, and the comings and goings of clients and
friends. Joan’s daughter Christine spoke of the reassurance of a workroom light being on
at night while she slept. Phyllis’s daughter Sharon recalled it being ‘a wonderful way to
live-she was always there for us’. Bet’s son Greg had a somewhat different perspective,
reflecting the impacts of his mother’s work on the temporal and spatial aspects of his
home life. He described his mother’s work as, ‘an imposition and a curiosity’, the former
being defined by his experiences of growing up with a mother who was not always
available to them, and to the fact that their house was never always completely their own.
His mother’s clients constitute the ‘curiosity’ in his description, a continual source of
entertainment for two growing boys.
The combination of children and sewing was certainly not without its challenges.
Inventive forms of ‘child care’, ‘entertainment’ and safety measures were created
through necessity by the dressmakers. Children formed an intimate knowledge of the
accessories of the dressmakers’ work through hours spent sewing, sorting or threading
buttons for amusement, hand winding bobbins or picking up pins. Bet’s son’s recalled
being paid a cent for every ten pins they picked up:
The one thing we used to do – my brother and I – we’d get a cent for ten pins
(laughter), and every room had pins in it. I could still go into Mum’s house now if it
was still standing and – they’ve knocked it down now – and there would still be pins
on the floor, that’s over 25 years! Oh, but just loved pins, they were everywhere, we
had pin cushions but oh, they ended up on the floor (Dennis, 2012).

When such amusements didn’t suffice, other home resources were drawn upon. Eileen
recalled how, when undertaking homework for factories alongside of her dressmaking:
I thought I’ve got to get this bundle finished, so I got the nail and the hammer out of
the garage and I gave him [her son] this hammer and nails, and while I finished this
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bundle – because it was all very stressful and had to be finished – he sat on the floor
happily with this and banged all these nails into the doorstep, and of course when
[husband] gets home he hit the roof, and [son] had to pull all these nails out! But I
had to get the bundle done (Eileen, 2011).

Occasionally children would look to their mother’s work for amusement. Margaret’s one
major sewing disaster was the result of her three year old son taking scissors to the front
of a bridal dress she was working on:
[T]he phone rang and I came out, and when I came back in, he’d gotten the scissors
and cut down the front of the dress! Well what am I going to do? (Margaret, 2012)

It is testament to Margaret’s sewing skills that she was able to rectify the situation
without the slightest suspicion of the dress’s recipient.
The recollections of the dressmakers and their children identify their home as being a
unique ‘place’ created by the intermeshing of the dressmakers’ work and home. For the
dressmakers this lack of negativity may have also been linked to the fact that their use of
the physical space, and the work they were doing in it, fitted with the ideological
underpinnings of the domestic space. Rather than being a ‘deviant behaviour’, leaving
the family environment to work outside of the home (Gieryn, 2000), the dressmakers’
behaviour and appearance was in line with the construct of femininity within the place
where her work was located, and the work itself was a visible ideological display of
femininity and domesticity.
Such activity in the home did not always sit as happily with some of the dressmakers’
husbands, however. Several appeared to have problems with their wives locating their
paid work within the domestic environment, or the very fact that they were doing any
kind of paid work which impacted on their own role as the income earner in the family.
One dressmaker, who preferred not to be named for this story, recalled her father offering
to set her up in her own shop, an opportunity quashed by her husband who questioned;
‘Did you get married to have children or to sew?’ Deeply wounded by this missed
opportunity, she kept a low profile around her husband when it came to dressmaking,
choosing to do hand-sewing when she sat with the family in the evening. On reflection,
the child of this dressmaker noted how in going against the stereotypical male and female
roles of the time, the mother’s paid work probably threatened the father’s ‘manhood’. In
writing of the Australian family in mid-century Australian society, John Murphy and
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Belinda Probert (2005) recognise how, in Australian society of the 1950s, a reluctance by
husbands to ‘allow’ their wives to work was part of the work of ‘doing gender’,
maintaining in place the dominant breadwinner/carer model of the family and workplace.
They draw on the work of the German sociologist Birgit Pfau-Effinger

(1999) to

distinguish between three levels of work involved in ‘doing gender’. Pfau-Effinger’s
(1999) framework focuses on ‘gender systems’, that being, institutions and policies,
welfare, wages and so on; ‘gender culture’, or the dominant cultural values and ideals of
a society, and; ‘gender arrangement’, the ways men and women negotiate gender roles
within their individual life histories and relationships (Murphy and Probert, 2005).
Within this framework:
[W]hen some husbands forbade their wives to work, this was both a reflection of
ideas circulating in the ‘gender culture’ about men as breadwinners and women as
mothers, but was also a personal drama played out within a single relationship
(Murphy and Probert, 2005, p.137).

Time or lack thereof, similarly caused tension in some of the dressmakers’ relationships.
In light of contemporary expectations of housewives’ tasks, those left undone as a result
of the dressmakers’ work often created relationship tension.

The emotional work of

women in maintaining the marital relationship often fell into this category. The daughter
of one of the dressmakers recalled how her mother’s night sewing upset her father;
‘Daddy hated it. He would come home and want to sit and socialise, have a drink with
her and she would be busy sewing’ (name withheld). Betty on the other hand negotiated
all her obligations in the household with her structured timetable; ‘I made sure there was
no room for discontent you know, he couldn’t say “you’ve been sewing and you haven’t
done this or that”. When you end up in chaos that’s when trouble starts you know’. In
light of Murphy and Probert’s (2005) observation that ‘it was in households that gender
culture and gender relations connected and sometimes collided’ (p. 137), it is not
surprising that in making employment and family work together, tensions arose between
couples in negotiating the intersecting ideologies and expectations of the public and
private spheres.
Implications for the dressmaker
The dressmakers’ work did not fit the dominant expectations of the use of space and
time. They were not located in the formal work sphere outside of the home and their
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work was not confined within the dominant temporal patterns of employment, or the
‘working day’. A lack of boundaries enabled the dressmakers to merge their work and
their family responsibilities within the domestic environment, underpinning the core
construct of the ‘home based self-employed dressmaker’.

This lack of ‘formal

definition’, or ‘fluidity’ was not without consequences however, particularly with regard
to how their work was viewed and valued.
As with any additional income earning activity undertaken by housewives, dressmaking
was subsumed by domestic responsibilities. In writing of the history of British clothing
industry outworkers over the period of 1850-1985, Shelly Pennington and Belinda
Westover (1989), note how paid work done within the home is less likely to be seen as
‘real work’ as the woman does not go out to work; ‘the work is fitted in between the
demands of home and family, in effect merging with her domestic work load’ (p.168).
Murphy and Probert (2005) have similarly demonstrated how in Australia in the 1950s
the strong cultural imagery surrounding the domestic role of women meant that many
women’s working lives were, ‘rendered marginal in the shadow of the dominant male
breadwinner model of work’ (p. 135). In line with domestic dressmaking, dressmaking
for money was designated the status of an activity undertaken in the housewives ‘spare’
time, a ‘hobby’ or ‘pastime’, notions linked to the prioritising and subsequent valuing
only of time spent in formal paid employment and/or external to the home. The results
of this allocation are apparent in the query from a reader of the personal problems
column in Perth’s Western Mail (1950b); ‘Could you please tell me the usual charges for
dressmaking done at home in spare time. As well as dresses I would like to know the
charges for making men’s shirts and children’s clothes’ (p.38). In asking the question,
the correspondent accepts there will be a difference between the value assigned to sewing
done in her circumstances as opposed to formal employment. Interestingly, the reply
reflects contemporary understanding of demands on women’s time; ‘I don’t imagine you
will be making a lot of clothes as you have mentioned you will be sewing in your spare
time’ (Personal Problems, 1950b, p.38). Similarly, in the responses of the dressmakers
interviewed, Bet referred to her extensive dressmaking efforts as; ‘Oh, I did a few dresses
in my spare time’. When asked why she felt she didn’t charge enough for her work,
Ruby answered:
Well you always felt ‘cause you were working from home you know, if you’re
working from a shop you’d have to charge extra because you’d have rental you see
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in the shop, but when you were working from home you felt it was just a pastime
(Ruby, 2011).

Being located closer to community – bringing people into their own homes in the
business exchange – meant that the social boundaries between public and private were
also different from those between a formal workplace and home. Maher (1987) notes in
the case of the Turin dressmakers how ‘public’ and ‘private’ have a different connotation
to ‘inside’ or ‘outside’ of the house, for women’s private networks include kin living in
other households and her private circles contain clients who are also friends, and
neighbours to whom she acknowledges a moral bond. The fact that the dressmakers in
this study were often sewing for family, friends and the local community impacted on
how some of them felt about asking for money for their work. Margaret recalled how
she never charged much:
[I]t was just me, because I knew most of the people and relatives. [If] it was a close
girlfriend or something, I’d say ‘Oh no you can have that as your wedding gift’. I
mean I was probably stupid, but that’s how I was (Margaret, 2012).

Bet’s son likewise recalled his mother’s reluctance to charge more for her work, similarly
attributing this to the fact that the majority of her work was for family and friends. A
tendency to ‘barter’ or exchange services amongst family and friends was also mentioned
by several of the dressmakers. Eileen explained how:
In the early days, mostly we’d barter material for, like someone would give me a bit
of material and I’d make them a dress or whatever, and they’d give me another bit of
material, like you didn’t have any money (Eileen, 2011).

Ruby also recalled how:
A girlfriend of mine, she was a good cook, she used to come down and she’d cook
for me and I’d make dresses, and she was a good knitter. She used to knit little
dresses and cardigans and jumpers for them [Ruby’s children], so we sort of
exchanged like that (Ruby, 2011).

While bartering was a practical strategy for managing the economic demands of the
household, it could be expected that the informality of the practice would have impacted
to some extent on how the dressmakers felt about asking for payment for their services.
Monetary values traditionally associated with different temporalities appear to have also
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affected how the dressmakers assigned value to their own work. As with other artistic or
creative production, value is measured by the ‘output’, that being the finished item or
what is created, and not by the time taken to do it (Davies, 1990). Value is attributable to
whether the finished item is good or not. Joan’s daughter recalled her mother setting
prices per garment, knowing that if she charged by the hour the cost would have mounted
up considerably. Ronda adopted the same strategy to account for discrepancies in the
time taken to make different garments.

Ruby’s work practices illustrate the

fragmentation of time, it being inherently difficult to assign value to time when
experienced in this way:
Oh, I never timed myself really, I’d just do a little bit when I had time, the chance to
do it you see, between getting meals and that, and getting kids off to school and that,
but you’d just pick it up and do it. When they were away you’d go like mad (Ruby,
2011).

Reckoning value to time, when making a garment, could sometimes be seen as reflecting
unfavourably on the cultural belief in the inherent ability of women to easily undertake
sewing – a natural ability to sew being a marker of the successful attainment of the
feminine ideal – thereby undermining the dressmaker’s confidence in assigning value to
her work. Rose for example told how:
Sewing wasn’t valued, I used to apologise, I used to say, ‘oh, it didn’t take me very
long’. Actually it took me a long time, but I wasn’t going to tell them that (Rose,
2011).

It is Ronda however who best captures the dressmakers’ overall attitude toward
managing and assigning value to time. In the course of being interviewed, Ronda
seemed indifferent to the exceedingly quick turn-around in time she provided for her
clients. The work was to be completed regardless of whether it could be accommodated
within traditional measures of time and value:
I’d be sort of sewing, and if there was something coming the girls would call in from
a Wednesday and say, ‘Could you make me a dress by Friday? There’s a dance
Friday night’ or something on you know. So, ‘Oh, OK.’ Thursday dinner time
they’d come in with the material, and I’d take their measurement, and Thursday
night after work they’d come in and have a fitting, and Friday night they’d pick it up
– it’d be finished (Ronda, 2012).
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The home as a workplace
The spaces and temporalities in which the dressmakers worked, brings to light a range of
factors which both impacted on, and assisted their ability to successfully undertake their
paid work alongside their family responsibilities. Phyllis’s initial assessment of her
attempts to meet these responsibilities being ‘Disastrous!’ highlights the challenges
presented by the scope, and the complexity of tasks which the dressmakers were required
to manage within the spatial and temporal boundaries of their homes.
This analysis has demonstrated however, that rather than limiting their ‘commercial
endeavours’ in accordance with expectations of women’s role within the private spheres,
the dressmakers used space and time both physically and ideologically to negotiate their
individual responsibilities and personal desires, within the limitations of dominant social
discourses and ideologies. Significantly, whilst their actions supported the temporal
systems and spatial divisions required for the separation and gendering of public and
private spheres, the dressmakers were at the same time also seeking to manage their
convergence – the intersecting of formal work practices and the relationships of intimate
personal life – within a home.
How they did this differed depending on the resources and opportunities available to
each individually, and on their personal prioritising of tasks, the outcomes of which
became visible in their practical achievement of family and household management.
There were however, additional implications, notably with regard to how they
constructed their identity, how they were viewed by their clients and in society, and how
their work was viewed and ultimately valued. The following chapters explore these
themes further, in relation to the key aspects of the dressmakers’ work; how they became
dressmakers, how they practised their trade, and what they made.
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Chapter Four

Becoming a dressmaker: ‘Well I was creative in a way’

Working within the private domestic space of their homes, the women in this study
practised the craft of dressmaking – the specialised knowledge and skills needed to
produce the garments their clients desired.37 In this chapter I explore the connections
between skill and creativity; both being critical in the process of designing and making
clothes. I document the processes the dressmakers went through in learning their trade
and acquiring their skills, and discuss some of the key factors that either enabled, or
challenged, their choice to become a dressmaker.

In doing so I argue that the

dressmakers’ creativity, and the creative skills they acquired, provided them with a
means of agency to both manage the intersections of the public and private and to
transcend the boundaries between them.
The following discussion explores the materiality of design and the subsequent effects
this has on the recognition and status of women’s creative work. Drawing on the work of
Marla Miller (2003, 2004), and demonstrated by the motivations, training and orientation
of the dressmakers I interviewed, I argue that the dressmakers’ work was a form of
‘skilled female artisanry’ – a means for conceptualising the transfer and application of
their creative skills and knowledge across different aspects of their lives. In doing so, I
draw upon a consideration of ‘the creative spirit’ as applied by Carol Tulloch (1999) in
her work regarding Jamaican dressmakers in 1950s and 1960s Britain. Tulloch (1999)
considers how dressmaking, ‘fed the creative spirit of working-class Jamaican women’
(p. 112).

In recognising ‘spirit’ as, ‘the vital animating essence of a person’, she

proposes that, ‘the creativity that emanates from an individual is not simply concerned
with creating and making objects, but is simultaneously about maintaining and
representing the individual, the self’ (p.112). In this chapter I explore the relevance of
37

Historically, women’s creative work has been categorized as a domestic craft or ‘hobby’, producing
items for practical use or to adorn people’s homes. As such it has been marginalised and excluded from
the definition of skilled creative work, and assigned lesser value because of where it was being done, and
who was doing it.
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this idea with regard to the orientation and training of the dressmakers and consider their
own conceptualisations of their ‘creative’ work.

Pathways to dressmaking
Orientation to the task of sewing
The dressmakers learnt their craft through a variety of means, acquiring their skills across
a period of time spanning the pre-war years of the 1930s through to the late 1940s. As
previously highlighted, despite the interruption of World War Two, this was a period of
continuing development and growth in the clothing industry carrying on from the large
scale mechanisation and organisation of labour which occurred in the late nineteenth
century. The clothing industry provided a popular avenue for employment and career
development for women, and whether they found themselves dressmakers by choice or
by chance, all of the women in this study articulated some level of affinity with working
in the field of fashion and clothing.
Many of the dressmakers displayed an orientation to their craft from an early age. Beth’s
choice to work in the field of dressmaking was the result of a passion for sewing and
design which developed early in her life. From about the age of five Beth would cut out
and make dresses for her teddy, drawing inspiration from her childhood world:
I can remember very well looking at the little girls my age at Sunday School and
they had on these pretty little smocked dresses – lots of lace,

and I thought how

pretty they were and I had that in my head and I could not make that for teddy until
Monday when I came home from school because we were not allowed to sew on
Sunday (Beth, 2010).

Like Beth, Betty remembered the enjoyment of creating clothes from an early age,
cutting out paper dolls and dressing them in her own designs, before graduating to
making actual cloth dresses for her dolls:
I used to design things you know, all different things, and colour them in and put
them on, and then when I got clever enough I’d sew things and make dresses for my
dolls and things like that. Then as I said, I started making my clothes when I was
about 12. I could make a straight skirt or something. It probably wasn’t that good
but Mum let me do it (Betty, 2010).
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Phyllis recalled how she never needed any encouragement to sew as a young child, rather
her aunties ‘had to stop her’. She was told, ‘don’t touch that, no don’t touch that’. Joan’s
daughter Christine identified her mother as being a creative person who, from a very
early age, had decided she wanted to work with clothing and fashion. Ruby and Margaret
recalled an early love of dressmaking, identifying it as being what they wanted to do on
leaving school. Gloria likewise recalled, when reflecting on the circumstances of both
herself and her sister leaving school:
I can remember the Headmaster saying he’d never seen two young people who
wanted to leave school so much, but that’s exactly what we wanted, and we just
wanted to do dressmaking , which we did (Gloria, 2010).

Bet displayed a stubborn preference for exercising her creativity. She decided on leaving
school that rather than going to College as her father wished, she would sew instead. Bet
chose to ignore her parent’s subsequent wishes for her to go into tailoring. She preferred
instead to ‘sew what I liked. I learnt to do what I wanted’, that being the up-market
women’s wear, the evening and bridal gowns that remained her passion throughout her
life. Vivien spoke of her own creative drive when expressing her love of dressmaking as
her life work; ‘I always enjoyed it, it I always enjoyed sewing, I liked to be, well I was
creative in a way’.
From an early age Beth, Betty, Phyllis and Joan displayed a creative aptitude, or as
Tulloch (1999) proposes, a ‘creative spirit’, as part of the essence of their being, which
they sought to satisfy through their attraction to clothing and fashion.

For Ruby,

Margaret and Gloria this manifested in their conscious choices to become a dressmaker
on leaving school. Similarly Vivien and Bet both connected a drive to satisfy their
creative spirit to their choice to become a dressmaker. How this spirit was nurtured,
encouraged and developed was, however, open to the influence of a variety of factors,
which ultimately impacted on how ‘becoming a dressmaker’ was experienced by the
dressmakers.
Sally Reis’s (1995, 2002) studies of women’s creativity, have identified how both the
internal and external environments in which women are located, either challenge or
support the emergence of creativity in women. In her discussion of theory relating to
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creativity in diverse creative women38, she examines contemporary notions of a
supportive environment, including supportive spouses or ‘non-traditional’ choices that
the women have made about how they live their lives; some remaining unmarried,
choosing not to have children or living alone.

Her observations of the influence of the

environment in supporting or challenging the development of women’s creativity are
pertinent to this study if we consider how, rather than inhibiting the dressmakers pursuit
of dressmaking as a creative outlet, traditional ideologies openly encouraged it as an
avenue by which women could, and indeed should exercise creativity, thereby working in
favour of those women with a genuine interest in the making of clothing as a creative
outlet. Reis (2002) notes how gender socialisation and exposure in the home to creative
pursuits plays a major role in the development of creative ability in women. In the case
of her contemporary study she identifies barriers in the form of gender stereotypes that
impact on women’s further attainment of creative pursuits in the modern world. In
relation to the dressmakers however, the close connections between gender culture in the
home and in public life created the opportunities for the dressmakers to pursue education
and training within the creative field of their choice.
Sewing education
The pervading ideologies designated women’s primary role to within the household and
thus assisted the orientation of girls to the task of sewing.

From the late nineteenth

century in Australia, needlework was a key component of the school curriculum for girls
in the state schooling system. Sewing lessons at school were a common experience for
all of the dressmakers. In writing of the development of Domestic Arts education in
South Australia, Jill Matthews (1983) shows how ideological prescriptions of
‘womanhood’ underpinned the development of domestic arts; a woman’s place was
within the home and ‘homemaking’ was an expression of her feminine instinct (p.33).
Teaching Domestic Arts was, according to Matthews (1983), based on three
interconnected rationales, driven in the first instance by the provision of vocational
training for working class girls. This in turn was linked to a concern for the moral
development of society, particularly with regard to the moral regeneration of the home
38

Sally Reis has studied creative women from within the field of Educational Psychology, focusing on
gifted and/or talented women as a specific population group. Her research encompasses women exercising
their intellectual creativity across the fields of maths and science as well as fine arts, writing, music and
performance.
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through the reformation of the working class. Matthews (1983) notes how this concern
was based on anxiety about the size, quality and moral fibre of the ‘race’ or ‘population’.
Indeed Grant Rodwell (2000) has shown in his study of the development of Domestic
Science Education in Australia, how an interest in eugenics helped to shape societal
views in regard to the education of young women in the early decades of the twentieth
century, underpinning the development of the domestic science curriculum. With an
appropriate education a girls natural feminine instincts would be directed towards
ensuring the health of her family and the moral fibre of her home.
The third rationale Matthews (1983) identifies for teaching Domestic Arts to girls was
the argument for the ‘scientific management’ of the home. New principles of hygiene
and nutrition which developed in the early decades of the twentieth century, accompanied
the emphasis on improving ‘the quality’ of the population. Household maintenance,
cooking and cleaning and childcare became scientific endeavours in the pursuit of a
healthy, happy, well adjusted family. Kerreen Reiger (1985) notes, in her detailed
examination of the ‘modernizing’ of the Australian family, how the teaching of sewing,
along with cooking and other domestic ‘arts or sciences’ in schools, was influenced by
the ‘scientific’ redefining of women’s traditional chores; cooking, cleaning, sewing and
servicing.

Based on principles and techniques of management originating in the

industrial capitalism; ‘it was argued that instincts were not enough for the modern world:
household management and cookery must become part of the school curriculum for girls’
(p. 56). Needless to say, as domestic based ‘crafts’, needlework and sewing were core
components of these studies, a worthy attribute for the ‘accomplished’ housewife and a
critical resource in the running of a household.
The interest and natural aptitude for sewing displayed by the dressmakers carried over
into their needlework classes at school, often setting them ahead of their peers in their
dressmaking accomplishments. Vivien recalled making her first dress at school at age
eleven. Ruby, likewise, was ‘miles ahead of the other kids’, making dresses with button
and stitching detailing, and Ronda described a pink linen frock with intricate drawn
thread work down each side, which she made at school when she was about thirteen.
Betty attended Swinburne College where she acquired top marks in dressmaking and
millinery, an achievement put to good use by the school principal who, much to Betty’s
frustration, took her out of classes to sit in her office to smock dresses for her twin
nieces:
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I always got top marks. I’d be a bit cranky having to sit in her office with her there,
so you daren’t knock off, you’d just keep doing it, and once it was smocked I used
to have to take it to sewing class and make it up (Betty, 2010).

Ronda likewise told of being taken out of class to help teach sewing to the younger girls
in her school. Reflecting on the business of setting in a sleeve Ronda recalled how
during science class:
In the middle of dissecting this frog there was a knock on the door, and Mr. Pierce
goes and opens the door and there’s a whole row of girls there. ‘Oh Miss Riley sent
us over for Ronda to show us how to set in sleeves’. Oh, I was happy I got out of
dissecting the frog! I can well remember that time when I had to leave that bloody
frog business, and I’d go and help them (Ronda, 2012).

Whilst this educational grounding in the skills of dressmaking was, for several of the
dressmakers, the only ‘formal’ training they undertook, it can be argued that it merely
reinforced the greater influence of the intergenerational passing on of skills and
knowledge experienced within their home environment.
Intergenerational knowledge
Ronda’s original connection to dressmaking was through her mother who, from the age
of sixteen, was a dressmaker in the town and a teacher of dressmaking for other young
girls. She recalls how watching or helping out her mother when she was sewing at home
on the old Singer treadle sewing machine, was just a part of life. Not surprisingly Ronda
herself sewed from an early age. In the early 1940s whilst still at school she undertook
drawn thread work on collars, cuffs and pockets for use in the dressmaking department at
a large department store in Adelaide. Ronda’s dressmaking knowledge often challenged
the sewing teachers at her school. Having watched her own mother’s skill in cutting and
sewing, she was often able to pass on effective dressmaking methods to her teachers:
I did a lot of sewing and we had to learn to draft patterns at school, but Mum –it was
amazing. She’d get the scissors, and she’d get the material, and she’d go, “Oh yeah”
(indicates pattern shapes on table), and she’d go, “Oh yeah, that’s the back across”.
So when we were drafting [at school] we’d sort of curve out, and I said to the
dressmaker, the teacher, “that shouldn’t be curved in the back like that because
that’s when you reach across” (indicates movement), so I wouldn’t curve my draft
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out like you were supposed to. “Aah”, so the teacher said, “that’s true you know”
(Ronda, 2012).

Phyllis similarly never undertook any formal training as a dressmaker, rather she
attributed her success in this field to an inherited creativity from her father’s side of the
family. Phyllis’s father was a horse trainer for some of the elite of Melbourne society,
and in his role as such exercised his own creativity in horse related leather work and
sewing:
My father was just wonderful with his hands, he could make anything, or do
anything, and it came from the family on his side. The women were very clever,
very good, [they] always won at the Melbourne Show, so I had a really good
background really. I must have inherited it I’m sure, really! (Phyllis, 2010)

Phyllis assisted her father while still living at home, making silks for the jockeys and
other riding attire. She told how she and her father would share the old singer sewing
machine, her father using it to sew heavy horse rugs, while she worked with fine fabrics
and silk; ‘you learn as you go along, like everything of course, and I was fanatical,
absolutely!’
Regardless of whether they began dressmaking from home after leaving school, or
continued on in formal training or higher education, intergenerational experiences of
sewing were common for most of the dressmakers. As a young child Vivien practised
her spelling seated next to her mother’s sewing machine in their home in Carlton, as her
mother sewed up bundles of dresses from nearby clothing factories. Ruby’s mother was
a dressmaker and she felt she must have picked it up from her, remembering the colours
and types of dresses her mother made for herself and her sister. Betty attributed the
development of her ‘natural gift’ to her mother’s influence, recalling how, ‘she was
always sewing. She made all our clothes’.
Marla Miller (2003) emphasises the role of ‘communities of interest’ in her work,
demonstrating how, within these communities, both men and women learned from
others, and acquired craft skills through both formal and informal avenues. She explains
how, rather than absorbing only the knowledge of their employee, many artisans acquired
the conceptual and manual abilities required to master their craft, from a variety of others
more experienced than themselves within these communities. Their ability to utilise
specialised skills effectively, and to ‘know how to make objects that others judged to be
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aesthetically, functionally and economically acceptable’ (p. 758), set them apart as
specialists.39 In the context of mid-twentieth century Australian society, the expectation
that all women could, and indeed would, make clothing as part of their domestic duties
created a ‘community’ of sorts in which sewing skills were practised and passed on. It
was in these communities that dressmakers like Ronda and Phyllis accumulated
conceptual and manual abilities which set them apart from others in the community.
Over time they became known as specialists, and were able to exchange their skills for
money through the enterprise of running their own home based dressmaking business.
This account of the development of the artisan dressmaker is relevant also to the situation
of the other dressmakers in this study who, despite acquiring their training in a variety of
other ways, practised their craft largely within their immediate neighbourhood or
community. Like Ronda and Phyllis, their dressmaking skills were cultivated to a greater
degree than others in that community. The means by which they achieved this included
obtaining formal qualifications from technical colleges, training institutes and private
colleges, as well as employment within apprenticeships, and various forms of on-the-job
training.
Higher Education
The ideological emphasis on defining womanhood through domestic accomplishments,
coupled with an increasing demand for teachers to provide formal instruction in the
Domestic Arts and Sciences in schools, heavily influenced the setting up of tertiary
education diplomas in areas relating specifically to domestic science throughout the early
years of the twentieth century.
Growing up in Broken Hill, New South Wales, Beth studied ‘Women’s Handicraft and
Dressmaking’ at the Broken Hill Technical School, an annex of Sydney Technical
College. Domestic Economy and Cookery teaching departments were first established at
the Sydney Technical School in 1892, with the introduction of the Department of
Women’s Handicrafts in 1908 (Neill, 1991). Beth began studying in 1944, by which
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Vanessa Maher (1987) similarly refers in her study of Dressmakers and Seamstresses in Turin between
the wars, to the pool of skills in the ‘quartiere’ (residential areas) in which her dressmakers resided as ‘a
collective resource on which almost everyone had some claim and toward which everyone had an
obligation’ (p. 147). Girls would learn from dressmakers working at home, neighbours, relatives or friends
of their mothers. Such sharing of resources facilitated the exchange of goods and services within the
‘quartiere’ and strengthened community networks and relationships.
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time the NSW Technical Education Branch had extended Women’s Handicraft courses to
suburbs and country areas of New South Wales. Here Beth developed her skills in
dressmaking, tailoring, millinery and white-work. Her enthusiasm and natural talent for
sewing and design did not go unnoticed, and she was encouraged by her tutors to
complete her studies in Sydney in order to qualify as a teacher in Women’s Handicrafts.
Beth recalled being surprised by her teacher’s faith in her ability to teach, something she
had never thought herself able to do:
This particular teacher said, “You should teach, you should really teach”, and of
course I just couldn’t believe that you know. “Oh I’d love to, I’d love to teach you
know. I’ve never been good enough”, and she said, “Yes, yes you are”, and she
said, “Yes I wouldn’t even suggest it if it wasn’t so” (Beth, 2010).

With money being scarce, Beth began dressmaking from home to help finance her time
in Sydney. After a year of working she had saved one hundred pounds. Whilst agreeing
to pay her board in Sydney, her father, through concern for his daughter’s welfare,
insisted that she only stay away for one year. Coupled with her limited finances, this
meant that Beth had to fit two years of study into just one. In 1946 at the age of nineteen
Beth embarked on a year of study within the Women’s Handicraft Department at the
Sydney Technical College, completing the Dressmaking Certificate Course, which was
‘designed primarily for those seeking the technical qualifications for a position as a
teacher of dressmaking, millinery, etc., in the Technical Education Branch’ (New South
Wales Department of Education, 1944, p.56). In order to complete her studies in this
time Beth took on an enormous workload, enrolling as both a day and night student
studying second and third year subjects.

The course handbook from 1944 shows

Dressmaking, White-work, Millinery and Dressmakers Art being core subjects, with the
addition of Ladies Tailoring, History of Costume, Textiles and Workroom Management
in the final year. Those seeking teaching qualifications were also required to take, Art of
Teaching, English, Arithmetic, Social Studies and Demonstration and Practice Lessons
(New South Wales Department of Education, 1944). After an intense year of study Beth
returned to Broken Hill where she took up a position teaching at the local Technical
College, until her marriage in 1949.
Joan began her studies at Emily McPherson College in Melbourne some years earlier
than Beth in 1935. After the death of her father when she was just thirteen, the charitable
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organisation Legacy40 stepped in to assist the family. In doing so it appears they had a
hand in financing a sewing machine and subsequent college training, allowing her to
fulfil her dream to study dressmaking and fashion. In Victoria the College of Domestic
Economy was established in 190641. James Docherty (1981) notes in his history of the
college how the original intent of the courses was ‘to promote the welfare of the home
through improved efficiency and economy, to provide scientific and technical training,
and to improve the status of domestic work’ (p.86). Dressmaking was a core component
of this training, providing an avenue for acquiring qualifications in this field. In 1926 a
new college building was constructed and named for the wife of its benefactor; the Emily
McPherson College of Domestic Economy was opened in 1927. By the time Joan
undertook the three year Diploma of Needlecraft in 1935, Dressmaking was the largest
department at the College.

Docherty (1981) identifies how there was a significant

increase, due in part to coming out of a ‘depression related’ general slump in the early
1930s, in enrolments in the two diploma courses at the college during this time; the
‘Diploma of Cookery and Institutional Management’ (previously the Diploma in
Institutional studies), and the ‘Diploma of Needlecraft’. This resulted in a subsequent
ratio increase in the latter, which by 1939 consisted one third of total enrolments in
diploma courses (29:89).

Previously almost all diploma students had undertaken

Institutional Studies. Staff in the Dressmaking department drew on a variety of industry
experience to provide a high level of training, ranging from commercial production
methods, use of power machinery and methods, through dressmaking and women’s
tailoring, to expert cutting instruction. The latter was assisted by the services of Mr
Willy Pascal Biolley who joined the department in 1937, having previously been the
head cutter to the well-known French couturier Jean Patou42 (Docherty, 1981).

40

Legacy provides support for Australian families after the incapacitation or death of a spouse or parent
during or after their defence force service.
41

Prior to this date, in Victoria Dressmaking was taught in Schools of Art and Schools of Mines also the
Working Men’s college and various private enterprises. These courses were largely aimed however at
middleclass students wishing to achieve refinement and gentile occupation for a lady of the time, rather
than for those wishing to earn money from it (Docherty, 1981).
42

Jean Patou was a popular French fashion designer in the 1920s and 1930s. Patou favoured clean, spare
lines and designed garments for both active and social life. As he was known to collaborate closely with
his design staff (Sorkin, 2013), it could be assumed that as his ‘head cutter’ Willy Pascal Boilly would
have brought both a rich knowledge of fashionable design as well as a considerable level of kudos to the
College.

124

Course notebooks belonging to Joan are held at the RMIT Archives in Melbourne.43
They provide a rich visual record not only of her studies, but also of her initial stages of
operation as a dressmaker on completion of her studies. The notebooks span the years
1935 to 1942, by which time she was undertaking dressmaking in her home. They
illustrate an increasing complexity in the skills she was learning44, beginning with
general information on clothing style and design, through such things as fabric
composition and care, pattern drafting and fabric layout, cutting and fitting, and an
extensive range of specialised skills in the art of stitching; seams, hemming, fastenings,
pockets, buttonholes and so on. Joan’s notebooks provide a ‘snapshot’ of the sheer
volume of technical learning required of students who wished to become professionally
qualified dressmakers.
Private Colleges
Dressmaking and clothing industry skills were also taught by private colleges or business
colleges. Margaret undertook training at Bradshaw’s Business College in Melbourne, in
1951, at the age of fourteen. A 1951 advertisement for Bradshaw’s College promotes:
Tailor cutting and Dressmaking (Ladies and Gents) Professional standards - Day and
evening classes - Enrol and start now (Advertising, 1951b, p.20).

Aspiring dressmakers were able to choose from a variety of training providers offering
such services. Other institutes advertising alongside of Bradshaw’s College included the
McCabe Academy: ‘foremost and largest Fashion school’ (Advertising, 1951b, p.20); the
Moyvin School: ‘day, night and correspondence courses in dressmaking, cutting
designing and smocking’ (Advertising, 1951a, p.39); and G.Walter: ‘Dressmaking and
Tailoring classes’ (Advertising, 1951a, p.39).
Margaret studied at Bradshaw’s College for three years, undertaking a night-course in
cutting and designing and making her own patterns, whilst at the same time working
during the day at the coat manufacturer Dominic’s coats in Flinders Lane. Margaret’s
43

Course notebooks belonging to Lorna Clarke are also held at the RMIT Design Archives. These
notebooks span the years 1940-1942 and contain detailed diagrams for pattern drafting and cutting with
pen and ink illustrations of the finished design.
44

Joan’s accomplishments in her first year of study can be seen in her results for ‘Dressmaking Grade
One: Theory and Practice examination (92-69) which appear in the Argus on January 1936, listed under
‘Emily McPherson College Examination Results’(Emily McPherson College, 1936)
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key motivation was her desire to make wedding dresses. She felt that if she wanted to
‘do’ weddings she would need to know how to make patterns:
You can’t buy a pattern. If you see a picture of a dress you not going to be able to
go and buy a pattern are you? You’ve got to be able to make the pattern yourself
(Margaret, 2012).

Throughout the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, a plethora of private courses were also available
for women wishing to learn or improve their home dressmaking skills, which also
presented the possibility of extending your skills to making money from home. Clearly
aimed at the home dressmaker, The French College of Dressmaking’s advertisements in
the Australian Women’s Weekly; ‘You can dress better by learning how to make your
own frocks’ promoted their courses as also being a means for ‘ensuring an income
whenever required’ (Advertising, 1940, p.61). Similarly, the Ross Hynes College of
Dressmaking advertised throughout the 1950’s, encouraging students to enrol in their
correspondence course by highlighting how they could:
Earn money at home: When you have made all the clothes you need for yourself you
will find many friends who will gladly pay for your services. Your spare time will
bring you extra money for dress materials, holidays and other pleasures
(Advertising, 1950b, p.7).

In 1961, the Sydney based International Correspondence School, advertised in the
Australian Home Journal:
Turn Your Spare Time into Money: Every spare minute in your day can become
profitable, full of interest when you begin preparing for a highly paid hobby or new
career (Advertising, 1961, p.47).

Ruby established her dressmaking career working in a smaller, privately run dressmaking
school. In 1936 at age fourteen she began working for her cousin at Mays School of
Dressmaking in the Melbourne suburb of Clifton Hill, where they largely taught women
who wanted to sew for themselves and their families. Ruby’s cousin ran the school from
her home where she had two rooms set up, one for machining and one for pattern
drafting:
We used to teach the girls how to do everything on a piece of material first. We’d
do French seams, flat seams, all the different seams they learnt to do, and how to
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sew a button on with a shank, and how to do different feather stitching, blanket
stitching and buttonholes. All this on one piece of material. That was the first stage
of teaching, and then she went right up to the drafting and cutting out of material
(Ruby, 2011).

Ruby continued working with her cousin for several years, after which time she decided
she, ‘knew enough about dressmaking’, choosing instead to take up a millinery
apprenticeship in the city.
Apprenticeships and ‘on-the-job-training’
As a key avenue into the clothing trades, ‘apprenticeships’ or ‘on-the-job’ training
offered an opportunity to be paid while learning a trade, thereby providing an appealing
choice for young school leavers. During the time when the dressmakers were acquiring
their knowledge and skills, ‘tailoring’ was a formally recognised apprenticeship trade in
Australia, whilst dressmaking was not.45 It appears however, that private firms and
clothing manufacturers offered dressmaking ‘apprenticeships’ of their own design.
Similarly, private dressmakers offered ‘tuition’ for a set period of time. In writing of the
regulation of the apprenticeship system in Australia in the first few decades of the
twentieth century, Thorsten Stromback (2006) notes how, as a private contract between
two parties, an apprenticeship does not traditionally require a special regulatory
framework. The absence of dressmaking from formal recognition does not, therefore,
negate it from the definition of an apprentice trade. Indeed, Marla Miller (2003) has
defined the term ‘apprenticeship’, in her work, as a process in which knowledge cannot
simply be explained, but must in some way be experienced. Dressmaking as a learnt and
an applied skill naturally fits this remit. Miller (2003) has developed her definition
further however, by recognising ‘an elasticity’ around the term ‘apprenticeship’. She
notes how male privilege in the eighteenth century meant it was largely men who were
formally recorded as apprentices despite many women undertaking sustained on-the-job
training. The recognition of apprenticeship training as ‘elastic’ is transferable to the
context in which the dressmakers were working, and significant in the way in which
45

Under the Apprenticeship Act of 1928 an Apprenticeship Commission was appointed to administer the
act and to supervise apprenticeships in trades proclaimed as apprenticeship trades – including hair dressing,
boot making, cooking bread making and baking (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1960). Dressmaking is
not identified as an apprentice trade. Subsequent Annual reports of the Apprenticeship Commission of
Victoria, throughout the years of 1939 to 1943, do not include dressmaking, sewing or clothing
manufacture.
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many of them identified their own training as ‘apprenticeships’. Their experiences
encompassed many avenues available for learning dressmaking within the ‘hierarchical’
order of the fashion manufacturing industry, from elite salons – society dressmakers
catering to the upper echelons of the rich and fashionable – through to machining on the
factory floor of a large clothing manufacturer (Maynard, 2001). Regardless of the
employer, most of the dressmakers who undertook ‘on the job training’ followed a
similar procedure, the usual starting age was fourteen or fifteen; the ‘apprenticeship’ ran
for the duration of three to four years, and the key method of learning was through
observation and practice. Elasticity in the defining of an apprenticeship is equally
applicable, when broadened to include consideration of the time put into informal
learning and practice by the dressmakers, within their community of interest; their
families, neighbours and communities. In the experience of the dressmakers in this
study, an ‘apprenticeship’ was defined as much by the process of progression through
learning, and the time put into training in the industry, as by a formal legal agreement.
Vivien started her apprenticeship at the Melbourne Fashion house, Lucy Secor at the age
of fifteen in 1936. At the beginning of our discussion Vivien unrolled a long photograph,
showing the staff of Lucy Secor in 1939. She is fifth from the right, seated on a chair, in
the middle row (Figure 4.1), a smiling young girl amongst her peers, all of whom are
smartly outfitted in the fashion of the day:
That’s where I did my apprenticeship. That’s where I started my dressmaking
(Vivien, 2011).

Established in Melbourne in 1922, Lucy Secor was a dominant force in ready-made
fashion in the Australian fashion industry. Lucy Secor produced quality ready to wear
women’s clothing in their own workrooms, which they retailed through their own outlets,
and a mail-order service (Figure 4.2). By 1950 there were stores located across Australia
(Jocic, 2010). Lucy Secor advertised regularly for ‘Juniors to learn’, promoting an
‘exceptionally high’ starting rate as enticement for young workers (Advertising, 1939).
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Figure 4.1

Lucy Secor staff 1939
(Photograph in possession of Vivien)

Figure 4.2

Display window, Lucy Secor, 280 Collins Street, Melbourne, 1941, with AIF recruiting poster display
(State Library of Victoria, 1941)
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Following standard workroom practice, Vivien started out sewing sleeves under the
watchful eye of a more senior sewer.

She gradually worked her way through to

mastering the more difficult tasks involved in dress construction:
When you start they give you a square like this, and you sew around it, and they get
a bit of an idea of whether you can sew straight or not. Then they decide, they put
you, you start with making perhaps sleeves, and then you graduate to perhaps, well
you proceed through to the dress from sleeves, and then you do something else, and
somebody else assembles it you see. You’d have your senior sitting here and you’d
be doing the sleeves, and that’s right, she would be sewing it all up. Well it takes a
while and after about six months, you graduate to doing other things on the dresses
(Vivien, 2011).

After an interlude to go and work for the war effort manufacturing gas mask bags at
Michaelis & Hallenstein – a tannery based business that handled the manufacture of
saddlery, leather, canvas and sports goods – Vivien returned to Lucy Secor. There she
worked at pattern cutting, and eventually graduated to being a sample hand, making
complete dresses.
Keen to leave school and work in dressmaking, Gloria also began her training at Lucy
Secor, ten years later than Vivienne in 1946, when she was fifteen years old. Like
Vivienne, Gloria recalled ‘learning on the floor’:
You’d learn how to put sleeves in and you’d be very well trained before you did
something else, and by the time you leave you’re doing sample work, like one of a
kind, and following it right through, you sort of learnt in stages, so you would call it
an apprenticeship (Gloria, 2010).

After working at Lucy Secor for a year or so, she moved to a smaller salon where she
worked with only one other ‘lass’. After her co-worker left to have a baby, Gloria moved
again, this time to Hartnell of Melbourne, located within the central Melbourne garment
district of Flinders Lane (Figure 4.3). By the late 1940s and early 1950s, Hartnell of
Melbourne had established itself as a prestigious fashion label, specialising in evening
gowns and after-five dresses. Lesley Rosenthal (2005) notes in her collection of oral
histories of Melbourne clothing manufacturers, how being one of the first Australian
manufacturers to import high quality textiles into Australia afforded Hartnell the claim of
being highly exclusive. The growth in clothing manufacturing provided aspiring
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Figure 4.3

Melbourne’s central fashion district, Flinders Lane, 1948
(Rosenthal, 2005, p.64)
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apprentices like Gloria with the opportunity to try their hand at a variety of jobs across
the clothing industry:
You could do piecework if you wanted to – that’s flat out at the machine all the
time, but when I was at Hartnell Garments I was doing samples, one off things that
were sold in their show rooms (Gloria, 2010).

While Gloria was at Hartnell she also tried other factories in Flinders Lane but:
It was more pressure with some of the other bosses [which] I didn’t like. I stayed at
one place for about two days and then I left, and I went back to Hartnell Garments
because I was more comfortable there (Gloria, 2010).

In 1945 at age sixteen, Betty left school and took a position in a suburban dressmaker’s
workroom, Delia Sheedy’s in Toorak.46 There she sewed up garments designed and cut
by the owner, ‘picking up’ different things by watching her. After three years of working
for little money and travelling between her home in Armadale and Toorak, Betty’s father,
whilst perhaps not quite understanding the technical details of dressmaking, recognised
the business potential for her to be self-employed. He proposed she establish her own
dressmaking business in the family home:
Dad said, “Look”, we had this big house and he said, “Look, why don’t you take the
front room and work from home?”, and I said, “Oh, I don’t know whether I could, I
don’t know if I’m capable or good enough”, and he said, “Look darling all you’ve
got to do is cut them out big and pin them in” (Betty, 2010).

Whether through parental faith in their off-spring’s natural ability, or the result of
specialised technical training, it was assumed that girls would have some relevant
needlework skills, although these were not necessarily always transferable to every job.
As a young girl Eileen wanted to be a ‘clothes designer’:
[I] taught myself in a sense, and I wanted to be a designer when I was young, I
fancied myself designing clothes, but I never learnt my tables at school, and you
know to be a designer you’ve got to be very good at fractions, and fractions of
fractions, and so it just was out of the question for me, I had a thing about maths.
46

Betty Malone (1984) notes in her history of Chapel Street Prahran the decline by the 1930s in the
number of professional dressmakers located in the street as compared to the turn of the century. Those
remaining were well-trained and skilful and could charged good prices for their work. It could be expected
that as a neighbouring suburb, the experience of the suburban Toorak dressmaker would be similar.
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My brother was an expert and I think I was overwhelmed by his being so good with
figures. I was better with words (Eileen, 2011).

Words were her ‘thing’ and it seems she used her gift to good advantage when, after
leaving school in 1939 at the age of fourteen, and after a short stint as an apprentice to a
tailoring firm in the city, she put her age up and talked her way into machinist positions
in various clothing factories. Much to her later amusement, this usually resulted in her
being dismissed for her lack of machining knowledge. Achieving speed and proficiency
in repeatedly assembling one component of a garment was a challenge:
I remember going into factories and saying I was a machinist, and they were doing
pyjamas, and you’d sort of – someone would do the collars, and somebody would do
the sleeves, and somebody would do the trousers, and somebody else would do the
elastic. I remember going in there and I think I lasted until about lunchtime.
Another place I went into and I said I was a ‘finisher’, and I remember sitting down
there and sewing on a press stud like we learned from school, and I had to sew on
one press stud and it took me hours (Eileen, 2011).

Eileen much preferred to make complete garments and she credited her time spent in
factories as teaching her the skills required to sew properly, skills which she later applied
to making up garments as an outworker and as a self-employed dressmaker.
Ruby’s and Bet’s ‘apprenticeships’ were served at somewhat different fashion
establishments to Eileen. Ruby entered the apprenticeship system in 1937, working in
the millinery department of the Melbourne drapery establishment Hicks, Atkinson &
Sons Ltd., which was located in Collins Street in central Melbourne. At the time of
Ruby’s employment it was known for its exclusive stock and stylish environment (Jocic,
2010). Ruby was the only apprentice in the millinery department, located alongside of
tailoring and dressmaking workrooms on the second floor above the shop.

Whilst

enjoying her time there Ruby decided she actually preferred dressmaking, so she
continued her training at the iconic Le Louvre, Melbourne’s first ‘French style salon’
opened in 1934 by Lillian Wightman. Le Louvre catered to elite Melbourne society,
‘selling luxury and the practice of custom-based couture’ (Whitfield, 2006, p.105). Ruby
recalled how, ‘at Le Louvre everything had to be perfect, the finish on it and everything
you know’. As was the fashion of the day amongst owners of department stores and
dressmaking establishments, Wightman copied the latest in European fashion by
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purchasing ‘toiles’(calico models of garments)

from representatives in Paris,

and

adapting these to suit the Australian seasons and the tastes of individual clients
(Whitfield, 2006, Mitchell, 2010). In order to do this a team of dressmakers were
ensconced behind the elite facade of the salon:
They only ever had one frock in their window. They had the window downstairs.
We were upstairs in the workroom (Ruby, 2011).

Ruby recalled how, as an apprentice ‘you did everything, used to run messages and get
the afternoon and morning tea, and that was to start with’.

One aspect of her

apprenticeship she particularly enjoyed was her involvement in the mannequin parades
they held at some of the top hotels around Melbourne. Her role was to help the girls get
dressed and to complete the various tasks associated with this. When asked if she learnt
a lot being there, Ruby replied she learnt more from her cousin through her school of
dressmaking. Indeed, reflecting differences between working on exclusive garments in
elite couture, and economical management strategies taught to home dressmakers, Ruby
was somewhat bemused by their approach to cutting:
I used to think, oh, they’re wasting material cutting out. They wouldn’t lay their
material out and place the patterns, you know. They’d have a little bit of material
and put a pattern on that and cut it out. It was a strange way to do it (Ruby, 2011).

On leaving school Bet initially worked in the alteration department at Myers department
store in Melbourne. She found the job ‘too slow’ however, and gave it up to work
instead for Louis and Madame Peltier’s Melbourne fashion house, which was located in
the Nicholas Building at the corner of Swanston Street and Flinders Lane in the centre of
Melbourne. It was 1928 and she was seventeen years old. Fashion historian Danielle
Whitfield (2006) identifies Louis and Madame Peltier’s salon as being modelled along
French lines in much the same way as, but preceding Le Louvre. Both salons ‘offered
Parisian styles as well as the cultural practices associated with French dressmaking
traditions’ (p106). However unlike Wightman, who relied on European representatives
for fashion direction, Madame Peltier would travel regularly to Europe herself, to bring
back the very latest fashionable garments which would then be copied in her workrooms,
Madame Peltier noting how:
Paris has become a sample card-nothing more – Fashion seekers flock to Paris but
they buy just enough to copy from.

As a result prices in Paris are raised
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exorbitantly. If only a little is bought then a lot has to be paid (People buy in Paris
then copy, 1933, p.2).

Indeed as Bet recalled:
I worked for a French woman and her husband and the war was on, and they’d go
over to Paris in a ship, and they’d go to Paris couturier (Fashion shows), and
everything was too dear so she’d go – the Boss Madame – and get a toile’, which is
a muslin copy, and I must have been good because she allowed me to, when she
came back, if I was a good girl, she’d let me copy this (Bet, 2012).

Apparently as Bet was a ‘good girl’, adept and keen to learn, she became a pattern maker
and cutter, entrusted with replicating the designs Madame Peltier would bring back from
her travels: ‘as I got better and better, more confident, I had my own table with five girls’
(Bet, 2012). The ‘table’ was extremely large, being able to take a fabric length of up to
50 yards. As a supervisor Bet was responsible for the successful accomplishment of
tasks set to her girls. Bet’s attainment of such responsibility, and her ability to oversee
the production of Madame Peltier’s exclusive frocks, would have required her to
successfully accomplish a very high level of skill, the standard of which is evidenced by
the types of garments Madame Peltier replicated, and designers from which she drew her
inspiration.
Being somewhat of a fashion doyenne, on returning from her European travels, Madame
Peltier would provide up to date information on Parisian fashion trends, which
newspapers and women’s magazines published for the Australian public. In 1936 the
Sydney Morning Herald reported her marvelling at the ‘amazing styles’ of Italian fashion
designer, Elsa Schaparelli, who used, ‘gold franc button trimmings, sealing wax buttons
and vivid Hungarian embroideries’, and the American couture label, Mainbocher, ‘whose
collections appeared to vie with Schiaperelli’s for extravagance – all of his dresses in
step lengths with cut out hems and slits and draped skirts showing the legs’ (People buy
in Paris then copy, 1933, p.21). She recommended however that it was the ideas of the
Paris based British designer, Edward Molyneux47 (Figure 4.4), and the French designer,
Jeannne Lanvin (Figure 4.5), that were most adaptable to ‘Australian types’. Molyneux

47

By the 1930s the established Molyneux style ‘included tailored day suits in coordinating fabrics, the
jackets often punctuated with white collars and cuffs and the skirts often pleated. His evening designs
evoked a restrained glamour even when embellished with sequins or feathers’ (Sorkin, 2012)
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was known for his exquisite taste based on the purity of line and cut (PHAIDON, 1998).
Lanvin was similarly known for her elegant design lines.48 It was in replicating the work
of designers such as these that Bet acquired the skills which she later applied to her own
home based dressmaking work.
Both Yolanda and Rose undertook dressmaking apprenticeships in their native European
countries. Yolanda was born in Yugoslavia, 1926. She left school in 1940 at the age of
fourteen, and went to work alongside of several other young people as a tailoring
apprentice making men’s suits.

All the work was done by hand, and to become

accomplished required four or five years of training. In this time they studied such things
as the theory of measurement, pattern drafting and cutting.

A high standard was

required, and Yolanda told how one young woman was sent away after several months
because she was unable to master overstitching. Yolanda lived in Trieste for several
years before immigrating to Australia in 1953. During this time she did some sewing for
women, adapting her knowledge of men’s tailoring to women’s garments, a skill she
continued to develop in her dressmaking business in Australia.
Rose migrated from Poland as a teenager after the Second World War. As a young
woman she began a dressmaking apprenticeship in her home land but left after a year,
disappointed by the fact she was spending most of her time doing housework for the
dressmaker, rather than learning the trade. Whilst after her marriage Rose chose to sew
soft furnishings at home for an income rather than dressmaking, she noted in her
reflections the standard of training and knowledge of European dressmaking and
tailoring apprentices:
[The] women who came here just during the war and with the skills, and I think
dressmaking skills going back to 1940-45, it was very valued here because there
were not enough home dressmakers. People came from Europe with really good
cutting skills, whereas a lot of the people here didn’t know how to cut properly, and
that applied I think also to tailoring (Rose, 2011).

48

In the 1930s Lanvin’s collections included, ‘black dresses decorated with gold, silver, coral, red or white
embroidery, the silhouettes as well as the colour schemes hinting at their inspiration in Japanese
lacquerware - silver lamé, which had been favourite materials for trimmings in the 1920s, were used for
entire dresses and for quilted, trapunto-stitched evening jackets and coats’ (Font, 2012)
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Figure 4.4

Molyneux Evening Gown, 1931
(Steichen, 1931)

Figure 4.5

Sketch of wool crêpe day suit with openwork
designed by Jeanne Lanvin, Spring 1932
(Lanvin, 1932)
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Indeed the skills of women like Yolanda and Rose who immigrated from Europe both
pre, and post, World War Two, have been recognised in Australian fashion history as
contributing to the high quality of garments produced by local commercial fashion
houses at this time (Rosenthal, 2005, Jocic, 2010). Such skills and quality of work also
benefitted the clients who used the services of these women in their home-based
dressmaking business.

‘Challenge and choice’ in becoming a dressmaker
It is clear that most of the dressmakers identified a preference quite early in their lives to
work in the field of dressmaking. They were largely facilitated to do so by an ideology
which accommodated this as a choice of work for women and, for those who so desired,
a form of ‘creative work’. Equally however, that same ideology presented challenges for
the dressmakers in pursuing their ambition. Significantly, the dressmakers who learnt
their trade as ‘apprentices’ or trainees, were subject to issues regarding pay and work
conditions as experienced by all women in the formal workforce. In the decade 1920 to
1929, the average female wage was between 50 and 66 percent of the basic or foundation
wage, according to occupation, and women generally received a lower margin for
comparable skill (Ryan and Conlon, 1975).

The rapid growth in the clothing

manufacturing industry, along with its ongoing unionisation throughout the first few
decades of the twentieth century, meant however, that variations in pay were available
across different sectors of this industry depending on the nature of the work undertaken,
and on the supply and demand of workers.
Raelene Frances’s (1986, 1993) study of the clothing trades in Victoria between 1880
and 1940 shows how the changes that occurred in the way that garments were made in
the dressmaking industry – resulting from the mechanisation, subdivision and mass
production of clothing in the first part of the twentieth century – led to an increase in the
number of positions available to ‘juveniles’ in the clothing trade. Young girls could be
employed to sew up individual components of a garment at a fraction of the cost of an
adult female wage, resulting in a shift in the ratio of juveniles to adult women in
dressmaking factories from 1:50 to 1:10 between the years of 1901 to 1933. With
subdivision, workers became proficient in their specific tasks, which often resulted in
juniors earning more than the relevant average wage for their age, affording them the
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opportunity for earning substantially more than their contemporaries working in other
sectors (Frances, 1986, 1993). These conditions persisted throughout the years in which
the dressmakers were learning their trade.
Dressmaking as ‘salon’ work – bespoke and individual designs – continued a tradition of
wages being set consistently low for apprentices and trainees, however work was neither
replicated en masse or sub-divided into components for which higher remuneration could
be gained through speed. The legacy of low valuing of ‘women’s craft’ persisted, as did
the long standing tradition where girls took up ‘informal apprenticeships’ with high-class
dressmakers or milliners, in the hope of learning their trade. In doing so, they were often
required to undertake menial and time-consuming tasks for which they received little
payment (Kingston, 1975). Frances (1986) also notes how women working in the craftbased sectors of dress, shirt and underclothing, had no tradition of craft unionism, and
when unions did form around the turn of the century to organise for wages board
representation for the clothing trades, they were industry rather than craft based.
It is not surprising that in her own experience, Ruby recalled very few girls doing their
training in dressmaking salons, preferring instead to work in factories where they got
more money. Ruby’s own efforts as a millinery apprentice at Hicks Atkinson in 1937
were rewarded at a rate of seven and six a week, or approximately twenty dollars in
today’s currency (The University of Melbourne, 2009); ‘barely enough to pay your tram
fees into town’ (Ruby, 2011). Betty similarly recalled her payment being ‘a pittance’
when she started out working for a small private salon in Toorak. Like Ruby, the time
and cost of travelling between Armadale and Toorak impacted heavily on her small
remuneration, and influenced her decision to establish her own business in her home.
For Ruby the allure of more money resulted in her trying her hand at piece work in a
factory:
Oh yes, you [got] much more pay in factories, then again you did everything, used to
run messages and get the afternoon and morning tea, that was to start with, and then
they’d give you something more to do, you know (Ruby, 2011).

However, Ruby’s trial only lasted half a day. She decided to leave, preferring instead a
workplace where she could take her time and produce good work:
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After I’d done good work–Hicks was a good place to work for too and Le Louvre–
you couldn’t [then] just go to a factory and chop! Oh! (Ruby, 2011).

Ruby’s decision expresses a tension between earning good money and satisfying her
drive to work more creatively on individual garments. The discrepancy in pay between
these two sectors of the fashion industry was a difficult, if not unfair, reality to negotiate
when considering becoming a dressmaker, whether through on the job training or formal
education. A concerned teacher drew attention to this situation in a letter addressed to
the Editor of the Argus in 1938:
Sir – I have just telephoned the Labour Department to find out what salary should be
paid to a girl of 19 who has learned dress designing thoroughly. She is capable of
sketching any design, cutting her own patterns and preparing any frock or coat for
the machinist. I am informed that there is no fixed salary but that she may be paid
according to the time she has spent in the workroom. If such is the case, why bother
about learning at all? Why try to better one-self if the result is that one will not
better paid than a ‘dud’? And why expect girls of 19 having spent say about 18
guineas in fees to try and earn 7 shillings a week (Dressmaker's Wages, 1938, p.4).

According to the recollections of the dressmakers interviewed, wages in factories and
large workrooms were also often open to the discretion of what bosses were prepared to
pay at a given time, this being a result of the effects of supply and demand in trade, and
in the availability of clothing workers. This situation appears to have been advantageous
for a number of the trainee dressmakers. When Vivien started her apprenticeship at Lucy
Secor in 1936 she was earning ten shillings a week49. By the time she graduated to being
a sample hand making complete dresses, she was earning 3 pounds seven shillings a
week:
They give you a rise every now and then, and again until you reach your full money,
and my full money – from what I can remember – was three pounds and seven
shillings (Vivien, 2011).

Ten years later when Gloria began her apprenticeship at ‘Lucy Secor’ in 1946, she was
earning one pound a week50 which at the time she considered a good starting wage:

49

Equivalent to $31.80 in 2001 (The University of Melbourne, 2009)

50

Equivalent to $46.80 in 2001 (The University of Melbourne, 2009)
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I remember we earned a pound a week and not everyone got a pound when they first
started work, you know, you got less sometimes so we were pretty happy about that,
I just think Mr.Cann the Boss was in a good mood that day! (Gloria, 2010)

Eileen worked at the clothing factory ‘Hildebrands’ during the war. When she started
she was being paid two pounds a week:
I remember during the war when I worked in a clothing factory and they were good
bosses actually, where I really learned to sew properly. It was during the war, and
during the war factories could do a percentage of civilian work providing they did
three quarters I think. It was for the army, army work, and they made ‘Great coats’
and jodphurs at Hildebrands, and they were able to do a small percentage of really
good work. I remember when I started I was getting two pound a week which was a
reasonable wage for somebody like me who knew bugger all about it! (Eileen, 2011)

During the war years the potential to increase their wages was particularly attractive to
many young women who chose to work in the clothing industry for this very reason.
Ryan and Conlon (1975) note in their study of the Victorian clothing trades, how in 1943
women working in these trades in Victoria were awarded a ‘flat-rate’ of 75 percent of the
male basic wage together with applicable loadings in a move designed to retain workers
in those industries. This was due to women leaving the clothing and rubber industries to
earn more working in war industries, these trades being considered women’s work. This
was a more favourable remuneration than that received by women working in the arms
and munitions or what was known as ‘men’s work’. These women received only 62.8
percent of male basic wage, but even this was an improvement on their fellow interstate
workers who earned only 60 percent of the male basic wage for doing ‘women’s work’
of the same nature (Ryan and Conlon, 1975).
Apart from offering women a chance to secure a reasonable income, the booming
clothing industry also presented dressmakers with the opportunity to try their hand at
various tasks across the clothing manufacturing sector, and to gain experience in the
different facets of the fashion industry. As previously shown, Eileen moved between
various clothing manufacturers whilst acquiring her dressmaking skills. Gloria tried both
‘salon’ training and factory work, as well as switching her training from millinery to
dressmaking. For Beth and Joan the acquisition of a higher education in the craft of
needlework and dressmaking broadened their choices of employment in the sector. Beth
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went straight into teaching needlework in schools as had been her intention in
undertaking formal education in needlework, only giving this up on the occasion of her
marriage. Joan spent some time after graduating working for a clothing manufacturer,
although in what capacity or position is unclear. However in the year prior to her
graduation in 1938, the positions obtained by students of Emily Macpherson College
were reported in the Melbourne newspaper, the Argus, providing some indication of the
types of jobs graduating needlework students might expect:
Eight of the senior dressmaking and needlework students have obtained positions as
teachers, designers, cutters, dressmakers, and makers of neckwear; and 28 junior
positions as dressmakers, neckwear machinists, and millinery assistants have also
been filled by students from the college (Training in the Domestic Arts Many
Opportunities for., 1937, p.13).

Both Ronda and Phyllis shaped the nature of their own home based dressmaking
businesses from an early age as the opportunity presented itself through the development
of their skills and knowledge, and in response to demand within their communities and
neighbourhoods.
Clearly the interrelationship between the social and cultural values and practices of both
the public and the private spheres provided an opportunity for the dressmakers to pursue
a creative career path. An environment was created which supported the extension of
their creativity – encouraged within aspects of their domestic work – to the development
of skills which could then be utilised within the formal workforce. However, like the
dominant ideologies that underpinned the structural conditions of the dressmaker’s paid
work, gendered beliefs regarding women’s roles and behaviour within the domestic
environment, had the potential to impact on the dressmaker’s experiences when pursuing
these pathways. This is particularly visible with regard to the amount of autonomy or
self-determination was involved in the choices they made about becoming a dressmaker
and the type of work they wanted to do.
When I asked Vivien if dressmaking ‘for money’ – as opposed to dressmaking for
enjoyment – was something she had decided she would like to do whilst still young, she
answered with a laugh; ‘no, mother just said, you know, “You’ve got to go out and earn
some money”, [and] I started on 10 shillings a week!’ Ronda similarly told how despite
achieving good grades, she left school at age thirteen to work for a family who ran a
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mixed business in a nearby town. She recalled her father’s reasoning as being; ‘what
good is educating girls in a war, nope, no future. You’ve got a job, go and work!’ Eileen
spoke of her experience in starting an apprenticeship at a tailoring firm in the city, a
position she enjoyed, and in which she started developing her sewing skills.

Her

apprenticeship was interrupted however when she was sent to the country by her father to
help a recently widowed immigrant friend manage her young family:
My father had a friend in Shepparton, they were a Czech couple and the husband
died and left his wife. She was pregnant and had a little girl, so Dad just sent me up
there to stay with her for a while, so that was the end of my apprenticeship which
was really a terrible thing for him to do. But of course these days what kid would
put up with that, [but then] you just did what your father said or your mother said
(Eileen, 2011).

These experiences demonstrate how the demands of managing everyday life often
determined the decisions made for, and by, these women. In turn these decisions were
subject to the influence of the dominant social and cultural beliefs pertaining to women’s
roles. In this sense dressmaking as ‘women’s work’ could constrain the work choices of
young women as easily as it could create them, for it presented an easy avenue by which
to secure a girls wage earning capacity, regardless of whether its creative potential was of
value to them or not.
Conversely it can be argued that for those women seeking a creative outlet, employment
in this field worked in their favour. The main proposition of Roszika Parkes’ (1996)
investigation of women’s embroidery work is that as a traditional field of women’s
creative work, it was employed to inculcate femininity in women, whilst paradoxically it
also enabled them to negotiate the constraints of femininity by providing a ‘covert’
source of support and creative satisfaction. It can be equally said that dressmaking
provided many of the dressmakers with a source for negotiating the constraints of social
expectation, whilst at the same time being a means for ‘feeding their creative spirit’
(Tulloch, 1999). In the words of Rose; ‘designing clothes and talking about designing
clothes well, it’s a soul thing’. Bet’s delightful description of being asked, as a student,
to make her first wedding dress is a particularly evocative example capturing the notion
of creativity emanating from the very essence of her being:
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I remember coming home from Tech one night, mother was in bed and I was
thinking, is she awake? I wonder if she is still awake? You know I was so excited
because I had been asked to make the office girls bridal frock. Oh, to make a bridal
frock, the very first one! I’d never made one. She had the material and she said to
the teachers at the Tech, “Have you got someone who can make this frock for me
because you know, I must get it ready, he’s coming home” [from the war], and they
asked me, could I make it? Ah, I was so excited! Well then I realised mother was
awake. Then I said, “You awake?” “Yes, what is it?” “I’m going to make a wedding
frock. I’m going to make a wedding frock!” (Beth, 2010)

That the dressmakers’ work was creative is beyond question, as is the alignment of the
dressmaker’s training and acquisition of skills with that of an artisanal trade as defined
by Miller (2003); the learning of a trade in a workshop setting, completed over a defined
period of time, and resulting in the acknowledgement of the trade person as a craft
specialist within their community. However, as young women learning their trade, was
the idea of an ‘artisanal identity’ – a public measure of their personal creativity –
important to them in the choices they made about becoming a dressmaker?
A contemporary view of dressmaking, located within the context in which they were
training and acquiring skills, and defining dressmaking within the perimeters of
‘women’s craft’ and ‘women’s work’, was more often expressed by the dressmakers.
This is not to say the dressmakers acknowledged the defining of their ability as a natural
skill inherent in women and tied to the domestic arena, as demonstrated in feminist
proposals of ‘women’s work’ being traditionally defined within a patriarchal context
(Buckley, 1986). Nor was it necessarily considered in these women’s choice to become a
dressmaker. Joan’s daughter Christine, for example, pointed out, she felt the defining of
dressmaking as a ‘job for women’ simply didn’t come into Joan’s decision to be a
dressmaker rather it was just what she wanted to do. How it was viewed by the public
world was merely incidental to her satisfaction in doing it. Indeed, rather than
articulating a drive to be formally recognised as an artisan – to bridge the divide between
domestically based creative production and the public world of professional artisanal
craft – the dressmakers placed emphasis on the personal importance of creativity in their
lives and how, through their work as a dressmaker, they were able to satisfy their creative
spirit, whilst at the same time meeting the expectations and responsibilities associated
with their domestic role.
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Nonetheless, what is important in assigning artisanal identity to the dressmaker is that it
provides a focus for increasing the visibility of their craft, and for raising the status of
their creative work in the public eye, thereby providing an additional avenue for
identifying more thoroughly the extent of their social and cultural contribution. This in
turn establishes a basis for considering how traditional conceptualisations of women’s
creativity contributed to defining notions of women’s skill and, significantly for the
dressmakers, what this meant in relation to the visibility and recognition of skill in their
work.
Creative women, creative work
Documenting the processes the dressmakers went through in learning their trade, and
acquiring their skills, has demonstrated the close connection between creativity and the
development of skills required in the work of the dressmakers.

This analysis has

demonstrated how a ‘creative spirit’ was an important part of the dressmakers’ identity,
and although formal recognition of their creative skills was not at the forefront of the
dressmakers’ motivation in undertaking their work, their creative aptitude was a critical
component of their craft, underpinning their orientation to dressmaking, and directing
and motivating them in the acquisition and development of the skills necessary for its
practice.
A range of factors have been identified which enabled or challenged the dressmakers’
choice to take up their craft. An environment that endorsed women’s sewing work as a
creative outlet certainly supported the dressmakers’ pursuit of training in this field, but
also restricted the boundaries and shaped the conditions within which this took place.
The personal enablers that assisted the dressmakers in their choice of occupation – the
role and influence of family, friends and community in sharing and passing on
knowledge and practices, also restricted the dressmakers’ autonomy when gendered
beliefs regarding the family and women’s role within it took precedence over their
personal desires.

This analysis has demonstrated however that the complex inter-

relationships between the values and practices of the public and private spheres could
often be negotiated on the basis of the agency afforded by virtue of dressmaking being
accepted as a form of women’s ‘creative’ work. In this way, their creativity provided the
dressmakers with a level of agency in managing these expectations, and a means by
which to transcend the ideological boundary between the public and private spheres.
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Chapter Five

Being a dressmaker: ‘It’s just something I do you know’

Everybody used to say, ‘Gee you’re a lovely dressmaker’; it’s just something I do
you know (Ruby, 2011).

Despite variations in the ways in which they came to dressmaking and acquired their
skills, the dressmakers were practicing a craft involving common methods and ways of
working.

The dressmakers’ recollections in the previous chapter have provided a

valuable insight into how they gained the skills necessary for undertaking the
technicalities of dressmaking. The examination of their actual work processes in this
chapter identifies what these were, and how they were utilised when making up a
garment for a client. It also points however, to a more complex relationship between the
dressmaker and the notion of skill. Significantly, in order to maintain the essential
emotional connections with their clients, they drew on skills encompassed within the
‘emotional labour’ traditionally expected of women in the care and nurture of the family.
In this chapter I explore the nature of this work, and demonstrate how, through their
business transactions, these skills were transferred from the sphere of intimacy and
personal relationships across to the public realm of their paid work.
I begin by acknowledging how women’s expression of life experiences, particularly
those associated with intimacy and personal relationships, are often captured within ‘soft
data’, this being difficult to measure, quantify or define with specificity. Drawing on
academic scholarship which recognises emotional experience as embedded within
material objects, I focus specifically on the tools of the dressmaker’s trade as a physical
representation of the emotional aspects both invested, and practised, in their work.
Doing so provides an alternative source through which to understand the depth of
intimacy linking their work, their clientele, and their sense of identity.
This is followed by an examination of the dressmakers’ recollections of the tasks and
work processes required in the making of a garment. As with the recording of the
acquisition of the dressmakers’ skills, the collective documentation of the work practices
of a group of women participating in a shared occupation – yet largely in isolation from
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each other – is critical for increasing the visibility and recognising the expertise of the
home based self-employed dressmaker. It is a significant task in itself, and to my current
knowledge something that has not been done before.

The dressmakers’ own

recollections of their work processes also reveal the less visible skilled emotional labour
required for the success of their business. This work is examined in the last part of this
chapter, in light of the dressmakers’ unique positioning and the nature of their work.

Tools of the trade
Dressmaking within the home for paying clients required much the same tools used by
women when dressmaking for themselves and their family, as part of their domestic
work. As previously noted, the extension of home dressmaking tools to their use in a
commercial enterprise comprised part of the appeal of undertaking such a venture;
needles, scissors, pins and so on, were inexpensive and easy to acquire (Matthews, 1984
a, Miller, 2003). As the key aid to the ‘modern’ dressmaker’s trade, the sewing machine
required the largest capital outlay. The burgeoning popularity of the domestic sewing
machine during the first half of the twentieth century meant that it was often a part of the
standard range of domestic tools acquired in the course of setting up a household
(Fernandez, 1999, Putnam, 1999). Alternatively, the ease with which these tools or
resources could be acquired was noted in a 1933 feature article in the Australian
Women’s Weekly advising on careers for girls:
The capital required to commence in dressmaking is practically nil. All that is
required is to set up a workroom at home, or rent a small shop or portion of a shop.
The sewing machine which is a necessary adjunct of the business can be secured on
almost any terms form one of the numerous firms dealing in these useful
commodities (Dressmaking and Designing, 1933, p.9).

Additional workroom items mentioned by the dressmakers included such things as pins,
pinking shears, tape measures and scissors. Beth especially mentioned her wooden ruler,
‘the good old L square, which I’ve still got of course, yes for drafting’. Margaret
similarly highlighted how she continued to use her Singer sewing machine which she
bought while still living at home with her parents.

Ronda spoke of her original tape

measure which, unlike Beth and Margaret, she was forced to replace after she had
measured a ladies coat to be shortened using one tape measure, and then on transferring
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the measurements using her own very well worn cloth tape measure at home, realised she
had shortened the coat too much.
Recollections like these capture and record memories, offering valuable insights into the
daily lives of the dressmakers. Anthropologist, Janet Hoskins (1998), has written of the
‘biographical properties’ of objects, noting how objects are an integral part of the telling
of an individual life history; a ‘companion’ in our daily experiences, a witness to our life
story. Hoskins (1998) proposes that people invest aspects of their own biographies into
things. In this way personal storylines can be traced through the entanglement of objects
in people’s lives, their physical presence, and the marks that are left behind. Writing of
material culture within our homes, Daniel Miller (2001) proposes that important things
take on their value from their association with events that are constitutive of the person
or the person’s history. The worn stretched tape measure marked an event, a moment in
Ronda’s dressmaking career when her confidence was shaken by a mis-measurement, but
later re-instated when the flaw in her tool was identified. Ronda’s reflection on her
sewing machine marks both figuratively, and literally, a longer association with her life
history:
I had a Necchi. Firstly I had a Worthine sewing machine but that was a treadle one,
you know. My husband bought [it] for me, and then, well his Mum had a machine
that had a knee control on it, you know, without the foot, and he was a bit sort of
thingy you know, “We can get a bit more modern than this treadle sewing machine”,
so then he got me a Necchi. Well, oh, it was wonderful, absolutely wonderful
because it had a self threading – you know a little screw that you turned around,
providing you had your balance wheel right, and your little stroke where you needed
the little bar came up, and that all met – and all you had to do was just flick this
thing around and your needle and that little eye shot through the needle. But when
that one broke I couldn’t get that replaced. But I took that machine, that Necchi, to
Adelaide one time to have it repaired, and the people there — when I went to pick it
up – they were gobsmacked. They said, “Gosh has that machine had millions of
metres of cotton through it”, because it had worn out the enamel where it come
down and went around like the, oh, what is that part called? [ JL: Tension?]
Tension! The tension, yes the tension disc, and then sort of went up and then come
down, and just before it went into the needle, it sort of, you know, the draped over
part there, and there was a groove in that back to the metal (Ronda, 1954).
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The sheer magnitude of Ronda’s life work was imprinted upon her machine, or as
Caterina Albano (2007) notes, with regard to the narrative function of objects in
biographies, it was, ‘invested with the relationship that exists between the subject and the
object, bearing traces of use and/or belonging’ (p.16). In creating ‘a mark’, the sewing
machine can be attributed with a life of its own, similarly so, Ronda’s tape measure; both
objects recording their own experiences on themselves in interaction with their users.
Christine Wall (2010) has investigated the place of mementoes in women’s oral histories
of work. In doing so she has demonstrated how objects can emerge as ‘personalities’ in
the telling of their stories. In recounting her experiences, Ronda’s machine and tape
measure are both portrayed as significant personalities, ‘anthropomorphized,’ or assigned
attributes of agency.
In the course of being interviewed, many of the dressmakers also spoke about their
measurement books or notebooks. Record keeping was an integral part of running a
business, and whilst the informality of the dressmaker’s home based business freed them
from many of the strict formalities required of a business owner, the nature of their work
required some very specific and accurate records be kept, first and foremost with regard
to customer measurements and their personal contact details.

Despite many of the

dressmakers’ notebooks having been lost or disposed of, several of the dressmakers were
able to produce them, and with additional information from their children in some cases,
they provided explanations of how they were used and of the information they contained.
Observing Hoskins (1998) recognition of the ‘biographical object’, the notebook – as an
object central to the work of the dressmaker, or a constant companion in her work – is
assigned biographical properties, with the potential to offer rich perspectives regarding
the experiences of the dressmaker when accompanied by explanations, anecdotes and
stories. Ronda, again, illustrated such connections when speaking about her notebooks.
These were small almost pocket size books, one dated 1954, and one with the date 1962.
The books contained largely client measurements, phone numbers and contact details. In
some instances there were sketches, and several examples of the ‘reckoning’ of costs.
Ronda explained the measurements recorded in the book noting how ‘primitive’ they
were:
That would have been my first one I think, yeah, and my measurements were very
limited, front across, down; back across, down; shoulder, waist, hips and length, and
that was about all I took (Ronda, 2012).
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Ronda’s further reflections demonstrated how her notebooks had been working
documents, an active part of her work which anchored her to a particular time and place:
It’s not to say I measured the same. I put different measurements in each time.
Sometimes I went back to the same measurements, I may have altered them, but
how in the hell I ever made sense of that book I’ll never know! (Ronda, 2012)

While explaining the measurement process she went through with her clients, Ronda
reminisced about the friends, neighbours and everyday experiences linked to each set of
measurements. Sociologist Sherry Turkle (2007) has noted the ‘evocative’ aspects of
objects in her work on psychology of human relationships with technology. As with
Ronda’s notebooks, Turkle (2007), like Hoskins (1998), recognises how objects are a
companion in life experience, a witness to our life story, exerting holding power in the
lives of their owners because of the particular moments or circumstances they represent.
In recording family, friend and neighbourhood relationships, the measurement book
belonging to Bet (Figures 5.1&5.2) stands out as a marker of relationship and emotional
connection (Miller, 2001).

Bet’s book is very much a working document, a tangible

record of her work (see Text 5.1).

Calculations, sketches, associated notes and

reminders, all extend well beyond the neatly ruled columns and headings initiated by her
husband. Sometimes birthdays or anniversaries are noted alongside of the measurements,
indicating a more intimate relationship with her clients. Amongst the last few pages
containing mostly addresses appears a recipe for ‘Lamb Shanks with Claret’ 51 perhaps
passed on to her by one of her customers at a fitting and recorded on the nearest paper at
hand, that being a page in the measurement book. The book also includes a list of
birthdays and anniversaries, presumably of her nearest and dearest written inside the back
cover. Perhaps it was because this book was so central in her life that it made a good
place to record these not-to-be forgotten dates. Reflecting Turkle’s (2007) observations
of how thought and feeling are often enmeshed in our relationship with objects, Bet’s
measurement book can be seen as a physical object that engenders intimacy. Both of
Bet’s sons noted the significance of the measurement book in their lives as they grew up.
They recalled poring over the pages as young teenagers, reading and comparing

51

One of Joan’s notebooks similarly contained an apple dessert recipe, noted in lead pencil next to one of
her client’s measurements.
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Figure 5.2

Bet’s measurement book

Figure 5.1

Bet’s measurement book
(in possession of the author)

Bet’s measurement book was a large hard cover ledger type book, alphabetically divided. It appears the
measurement book was initiated in 1956 and utilised by Bet until at least the end of the 1960’s. A receipt for
cosmetics slipped in amongst its pages is calculated as totalling $6.00, and a newspaper clipping of a wedding
gown shows a date of 1969.
Bet’s son Greg recalls how his father, apparently frustrated with his wife’s inability to retain some order in
her work – pattern pieces not kept together, unlabelled and stored in various places – initiated the layout of
the measurement book. The book begins with several pages which record the patterns used by Bet in three
columns with a number, a name, and a pattern description. The handwriting is that of her husband, careful
and precise perhaps a reflection of his work as a bank clerk, and the number of entries reaches seventy two
before Bet has taken over the records, after this time the entries for patterns dwindle out.
Bet’s husband also recorded her current customer’s measurements in pen and ink. His entries appear at the
start of each letter division; name, year (1956) and measurement columns. The type of measurements are
standardised across the clients and include bust, waist, top hips, lower hips, shoulder/waist front,
shoulder/waist back, shoulder, sleeve length (3/4, short, width), skirt length day, skirt length night, skirt
length ballerina, across back shoulder, across back bust. Bet adds other measurements to these as required
and various notes and calculations. These records are much less ordered. Written in pen, lead pencil,
coloured pencil, hinting that she used whatever was quickly and readily available. She uses abbreviations to
describe the measurement; ‘T/hips’, ‘L/hips’, ‘Sh t W. F’ (Shoulder to waist front), sometimes hand drawn
columns, but often none, client’s phone number or address on top right hand corner, just enough information
for what she needed. There is the occasional quick sketch of a garment to indicate areas of specific
measurements , a piece of lace, a slip of fabric and several magazine cuttings of frocks which one could
assume were the inspiration for the frock being made for the customer with whose measurements the samples
were found. Bet’s notes show relationships between her clients, presumably mothers and daughters, sisters
and aunts grouped together on one page under their common surname. Greg verified this it was often the case
that his mother sewed for several family members, utilising the word-of-mouth network from which much of
her custom was gained.
Text 5.1

Bet’s measurement book explanatory notes
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measurements between the ladies, a source of some amusement or satisfaction depending
on the appeal of the client in question. For Bet’s husband the book represented a gesture
of assistance for his wife, and an attempt to control the mayhem of sewing in their family
life. In this sense, Bet’s measurement book is significant, for it not only provides an
example of the intimate nature of the relationship between herself and many of her
clients, but it also in captures a sense of the relationship between her work and emotional
expression within her own family. As such it indicates the close alignment, or
interrelationship, of the skills required for the management of emotional bonds in and
across both contexts.

Making a business from making a frock
Building a clientele
I just put a notice in the window, and there was a bus that went from Sydney Road
to well past Pearson Street. There were a lot of factories. There was a factory there,
and the women going up and down in this bus, and I put a notice in the window and
before I knew it I had lots of customers (Eileen, 2011).

Attracting an ongoing clientele was the first task for the dressmakers in establishing a
sustainable dressmaking business. A ‘sign in the window’ was a successful strategy
employed by both Eileen and Yolanda. In line with this informal approach, ‘word-of
mouth’ was the favoured way the dressmakers made their business known, and through
which their clients were subsequently acquired. Word of mouth networks grew between
friends, family and neighbours. Ruby explained how she:
Never ever advertised, it was all just by word of mouth. Oh one girl, if you’d make
a bridal frock, one girl would tell all the bridesmaids and then they’d tell the others.
Oh one, two families had two daughters that married and I made both their dresses.
Another one had four daughters. I made all their wedding dresses. Families like
that, that had big families, would come back and have their wedding dresses and
bridesmaids you know. They’d let other people know and just book their wedding
in and that was that, I never ever did advertise (Ruby, 2011).

Betty recalled, ‘never spending a penny on advertising’, an approach echoed by most of
the dressmakers. The use of informal routes as a means for the dressmakers to advertise
their business, and for their clients to acquire their services, meant that the dressmakers
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remained largely unsurveyed and unregulated (Matthews, 1984 a).

Several of the

dressmakers did however, recall incidents involving tax agents calling on their homes to
assess their earning potential. Eileen told of the time when, after seeing the dressmakers
sign in her window, the ‘Taxman’ came around asking questions:
I remember he came and he asked me, you know, “How much was I earning?” you
know, and “Was I avoiding tax?”, and I said, “How can I avoid tax if I’m not
earning any money?” (Eileen, 2011)

Whilst unsettling for the dressmakers who experienced such scrutiny, the informality of
their work structure and record keeping, coupled with their low charges, was usually
enough to dissuade any further inquiries. For the client however, the dressmaker’s
business set-up was largely beneficial. It provided personalised service at unregulated
cost.

Despite the benefits of this arrangement, a concern for the lack of formal

regulations for home based, self-employed dressmakers surfaced occasionally in
discussion within women’s magazines, journals and correspondence pages. Mrs. A.
Thornton for example, wrote to the Australian Women’s Weekly, ‘What’s on your mind?’
column in February 1945:
Before any woman is allowed to set up business as a dressmaker she should be
obliged to prove to some competent authority that she really is capable of making
dresses satisfactorily (What's on your mind?, 1945, p.12)

‘Doubtful’ similarly asked in the ‘Letter Box’ column in the Women’s Weekly, in
November 1961:
Should dressmakers be made to pay the price of the material if a dress has been
spoilt? I know many dressmakers blame the style and your figure and usually the
matter is forgotten. But surely one has the right to redeem any expenses if the work
done is unsatisfactory? (Letterbox, 1961, p.34)

In all, the dressmakers recalled very few incidents with customers complaining about
their service or the quality of the clothing they produced. In the absence of formal
measures, it appears it was the dressmakers’ ability to work within the cultural mores,
and social etiquette governing traditional practices of service provision, that regulated
their work practices, and shaped the expectations of their clientele. For the benefit of
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aspiring self-employed dressmakers, The Women’s Institute of Domestic Arts and
Sciences (1942) explained how:
A close adherence to the rules covering good form and politeness as practiced in our
social life, tempered with due regard for conscientious business principles and
procedure will be found not only a good policy for the dressmaker to follow, but a
most necessary one if the dressmaking business is to be a success (The Women's
Institute of Domestic Arts and Sciences, 1942, p.38).

Within a business transaction, the respectful acknowledgment of the boundaries between
the customer and the service provider was viewed as a natural extension of polite social
etiquette for both parties involved. At times however, the reality of this transaction was
quite different. Rose recalled how:
I can’t remember them being grateful to you. Occasionally you’d get someone that
was thrilled to bits with what you made for them, but a lot of people just accept that
that’s what the dressmaker does and you’re paying them to do a job (Rose, 2011).

Such indifference may well have emanated from pre-existing ideas about the relationship
between the customer and the service provider. In exploring gender and sexuality at
work, Game and Pringle (1983 b) have examined the notion of class in relation to the
development of the role of shop assistant around the turn of the nineteenth century.
Highlighting the preference of many women for taking positions in retailing over
domestic or factory work, they note the irony in the fact that the work of service
provision was in fact very much like ‘domestic service’; requiring an extraordinary
degree of servility and obsequiousness. Gail Reekie (1993) similarly notes in her study
of the development of the Department store in Australia, how the ‘customer’ had licence
to treat an assistant as a servant employed to respectfully meet their wishes. As Diane
Kirkby (1997) demonstrates in her historical study of barmaids in Australia, these
attitudes merely reflected broader social expectations that class divisions would be
maintained in such interactions:
[I]n meeting the customer’s expectations, the service worker is also bringing about a
state of affairs that conforms to certain general values and codes, that are acceptable
to the customer and that (re)produce the social structure (p.11).

As part of a larger group of women working in the same profession, albeit in differing
circumstances, it could be expected that the dressmakers would be subject to the same
154

class attitudes that required these expectations be met in the relationship between
themselves and their clients52. It must be noted however, that such experiences were few
in the recollections of the dressmakers I interviewed. Whilst this may be attributed to the
dressmakers’ skill in successfully negotiating social etiquette and mores when setting the
boundaries for the business relationship, by virtue of their positioning, the dressmakers
were often closely connected to their clientele. In drawing clientele from within their
neighbourhood or community, the dressmakers often shared a similar, if not the same,
social positioning as their clients. In these circumstances, there was less of a focus on
meeting broader social expectations of class relationships, and more emphasis on
managing the relationships and the personal connections between themselves and their
clients.
Inspiration and design
An important first step in establishing that relationship was deciding on the styling and
design of a garment. Along with their own design skills, the dressmakers drew on a
variety of resources for inspiration when working with a client. Fashion magazines and
journals were a popular starting point (Figure 5.3). Perusing fashion shop window
displays was another practice for collecting style ideas for dressmaker and client alike.
Beth ‘whispered’, when recalling how she would look in the shop windows and copy
garments on display. Margaret likewise told how:
I’ve often gone and met the bride in the city and gone into Patches, and Rene Rose.
They were all along Swanston Street, opposite the town hall in Swanston Street. I
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It is interesting to see such attitudes, with particular regard to the dressmaker, reflected within women’s
media, most notably in women’s Australian magazine fiction. The negotiation of power dynamics between
the dressmaker and client is illustrated in stories such as Marjorie Barnard’s (1943) short fiction story, ‘The
Dressmaker’ in which Barnard (1943) portrays a dressmaker having to submit to the challenges of class
privilege in her client’s attitude and manner towards her. Other examples imply an on-going air of
servitude with regard to the dressmaker, often played off against the flippant and self-indulgent remarks to
which their clientele are seemingly entitled; and the portrayal of the dressmaker in slightly condescending
terms, as someone who knows her station in life (The Gardenia Case, 1946, Train Time, 1946, Marriage is
a dangerous sport, 1951). Alison Rice (2000) demonstrates the weight that can be given to this medium
being an accurate representation of the dynamics between service provider and client, in citing 1950s
American women’s magazine Editor, Wade Nichols, who promoted women’s magazine fiction as offering
women; ‘a chance to identify and compare personal, moral and social attitudes with those of the story’s
characters and indeed often to mentally catalogue useful information about the nature and content of
human relationships which prosper and of those which fail’ (Nichols, 1967 in Rice, 2000).
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Figure 5.3

Selection of bridal magazines used for design inspiration, from Ruby’s collection
(in possession of the author).
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used to meet them and they’d go and try this dress on, and I’d have a look at it.
Then I’d have to try and get outside and sketch what they were going to have
(Margaret, 2012).

Regardless of where the dressmakers drew their inspiration, what is significant was their
ability to turn these ideas into a finished garment to the liking of the client. Requests
could be quite ambiguous at times. As Ronda recalled, ‘they’d come and they’d say, “I
just want a flared skirt, or one that whizzes out”. It took the skill of the dressmaker to
interpret the design, the cut, and the fabric requirements which would produce the
desired result. Other clients knew the specifics of the styling they wanted. Ronda
explained how:
There were books called the Home Journal, the Australian Home Journal, that had
the patterns in it as well. Sometimes they’d look in the pattern book ‘cause it also
had several pages of designs of dresses you know, and they’d say, “Oh that one on
the front cover, that part’s alright. I like the neck on that, but I don’t like that bit
down the skirt, but I like the back. You know, but it was never, ever you know, that
they’d want a whole pattern of something (Ronda, 2012).

Beth similarly recalled how:
They’d bring their material in and say, I want a frock, a skirt, a blouse; whatever it
was. They wanted made out of this, and you would have a look at the material and
say, well yes, that will make up nicely, how do you want that made? [I had] lots of
books, fashion books that they could look at (Beth, 2010).

An ability to work with the client, to be able to negotiate the particulars of design and cut
to the satisfaction of the client, was paramount in this task. Indeed, Cheryl Buckley
(1986) recognises how in relation to the numerous craftworks produced collaboratively
by women in their own homes, the meaning of ‘design’ is more often determined by the
interaction of individuals or groups than assigned solely by the designer or creator. This
type of interaction is, however, not without challenges. At times the negotiation and
creative skills of the dressmakers were tested in the management of customer
expectations. Gentle persuasion was commonly employed. Beth recalled how:
[I] sort of encouraged them if they were on the wrong track, and I might suggest
something else, or they might like this plain piece of material. In those days we did
a lot of beading (Beth, 2010).
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Christine spoke of her mother’s diplomacy in dealing with customers:
Well people would sometimes come to her with a picture from a bridal magazine,
and then she’d adapt it or suggest that – perhaps given their figure – not so many
frills or whatever (Christine, 2011).

Ruby recalled the nature of negotiations that went on in appeasing the aesthetic
sensibilities of all parties involved:
Some mothers are pushy you know, and want their daughters to have this and that. I
used to say, “It’s your wedding dress, you know, you make up your mind. I can
advise you but it’s your wedding dress” (Ruby, 2011).

Rose identified more with the challenges of such negotiations:
They’d bring a pattern, or they’d bring a book – she‘d want to look like that – and
you’d look and think, no, I don’t think that will be right for them, but you couldn’t
talk them out, that’s how they wanted to look. You may even make the dress and
then they don’t like it, you may not get paid for it (Rose, 2011).

Ronda similarly recalled how:
This one lady used to say, “Oh, I wouldn’t mind such and such”, and I’d say
“alright, OK”, and look I had the merest amount of material left you know. Oh my
God, she said, “well next time I won’t get so much, you can see if you can squeeze it
out of less than that!” (Ronda, 2012)

Quibbling by customers, over amounts and costs of fabric, was a factor which the
dressmakers were at times required to negotiate with good faith, when accepting a
commission. There were however, a number of work processes in the making up of a
garment which relied on the dressmakers technical skills largely to the exclusion of
interactions between the dressmakers and their clients, affording some respite to such
demands on the dressmakers’ good nature. As such, these work processes demonstrate
the extent of technical knowledge and skill the dressmakers drew on when making a
garment to order.
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Pattern drafting and cutting
A thorough knowledge of pattern drafting is integral to the successful cutting of cloth.
Indeed, the cutting of garments has been the longest held defining factor of technical skill
in the clothing trades53:
The key to understanding the role of artisanal skill in the production of clothing is
the distinction between cutting a garment and sewing it. It was the ability to cut,
whether for male or for female clients, that separated artisans from amateurs (Miller,
2003, p.750).

Pattern drafting is a technical process which follows a basic procedure of drawing up a
pattern using specific body measurements. Using mathematical calculations based on
standardised measures and specific increments of the individual measurements, the basic
pattern ‘block’ is manipulated to create the desired design. Whilst there are key steps to
be followed in the process of pattern making, there is however, not one universal
approach employed. Variations can be found across different training institutes and
manufacturers. Ruby for example, spoke of learning to draw up her own ‘charts’ during
the time she spent at her cousin’s dressmaking school.

Vivien recalled a ‘French’

method of pattern drafting which involved ‘squares and marks’. Studying dressmaking
at a technical school or college provided both Joan and Beth with a solid grounding in the
finer points of patternmaking.

Joan’s first year dressmaking notebooks contain

handwritten notes and diagrams outlining the patternmaking process, as taught at Emily
McPherson College in Melbourne.

Joan’s notes show a carefully calculated and

measured process, applied to drafting up a wide range of basic styles, which could then
be individualised according to the depth of the dressmaker’s subsequent pattern making
knowledge and experience. (Figure 5.4)
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As highlighted in chapter one, historically the act of cutting has been closely guarded and protected by
men through craft guilds, resulting in the politicisation of the roles of men and women in the production of
clothing, and the reinforcement of class status with regard to who could and could not undertake the task.
Long established clothing industry codes and practices were replicated in Australia. Hierarchical systems
of manufacture were established which likewise relegated cutting to male employees. Over the first two
decades of the twentieth century major developments took place in the Australian clothing industry which
led to changes in formalised work structures not least of which being increased regulation through the
establishment of Wages Boards and the Arbitration Court. With particular regard to patternmaking and
cutting the advent of new training methods in technical colleges, combined with a healthy demand for
manufactured clothing throughout the early 1920’s, meant that these tasks slowly became more accessible
to the female workforce (Ryan and Conlon, 1975)
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Margaret spoke of loving the challenge of drafting up patterns for her designs, utilising
skills she acquired through her training in pattern making at night school. The cutting
skills learnt by Bet and Vivien and apprentices were such that Bet was put in charge of
her own work table, whilst Vivien, in later years, went on to work at an upmarket fashion
boutique where she was in charge of patternmaking and cutting in the workroom.
After the Second World War the ever increasing availability of commercial patterns
offered an alternative to drafting a pattern from scratch. A basic frock pattern in the
client’s measurements could be adjusted and manipulated to individualise the style or
design. The dressmakers provided a mix of responses when asked if they had ever used
commercial patterns. Eileen commented how:
I never became a designer, but I did learn to fiddle around with patterns – Butterick
and Vogue patterns – and you know, change them around to make things I wanted to
make (Eileen, 2011).

Beth on the other hand did not like commercial patterns:
I never used commercial patterns, never ever. I can’t get on with commercial
patterns. I don’t like them. I don’t know, to me they don’t fit as well as your
drafted patterns (Beth, 2010).

Pattern making and cutting are however, more than just two-dimensional technical
processes. The dressmaker must also be able to recognise qualities of fabric, nuances of
design, and to accommodate particularities of the client’s body shape.

A common

method used to achieve this, involved the making up of a toile to correctly fit the pattern
before cutting out the actual fabric. Christine described the process her mother Joan
went through when designing and pattern making:
She used to do a really professional job. She could make her own patterns, but she
used to make a toile, and make sure that everything fitted because if you cut into
fabric which was at the time one hundred and something dollars a metre, you don’t
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Figure 5.4

Example of pattern drafting method, Joan’s notebook, 1939
(Dugan 1939 – 1940)
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want to just go cutting into it carelessly. She was always scrupulous about looking
at the way the fabric lay, and which was the best way to place the patterns, you
know, if it was going to drape a certain way then the skirt patterns had to follow the
flow of the fabric (Christine, 2011).

Phyllis likewise liked to ‘mock up’ a design prior to the final cut:
[E]specially with wedding gowns, I’d make them up in something else first, and the
same with evening gowns, make them up in a light material of some kind and then if
you didn’t like it you’d change it and make it the way they wanted. It was a
wonderful way because no one ever got anything they didn’t like (Phyllis, 2010).

Margaret described a similar process:
Quite often I’d make a bodice in calico first, and most skirts those days were all
gathered on, so they were just panels, and then you’d just graduate for your train
because they all had long trains on them. So I’d make a calico up and get that to fit
properly before I cut the top out of the material. It was a much better way of doing
it because once you cut it, well I have fixed up a lot of wedding dresses that people
have made that have been messed up (Margaret, 2012).

For others the technicalities of pattern making were combined with a more free-form
style of patternmaking and cutting.

Beth recalled cutting straight from her drafted

pattern; ‘I often think about that, and it was jolly game!’ Betty was similarly amused
when reflecting on her own pattern making and cutting methods:
I used to just draft my own patterns although I hadn’t really had any training in it,
but I managed to do it, and sometimes I’d draw it just straight onto the fabric, but
with chalk, but it was a bit, well then you got something different every time! (Betty,
2010).

Ronda followed the dressmaking traditions of her mother who preferred to cut without
using any patterns at all:
It’s surprising when you’ve seen it done and you’ve done it yourself, you get quite
confident, you know. If this part was straight here and this part had to be gathered,
well you know, you’d just cut it down here, and ‘sprish’ this open a bit, and then
gather it down here. Oh yeah, that fits, yeah (Ronda, 2012).
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Drawing on these observations of her mother’s work, Ronda made her first garment for
money when she was thirteen:
Well the first thing I made, a lady had a beautiful piece of navy blue serge, and she
paid two guineas which was 42 shillings a [yard] for this material. She wanted me
to make her a pleated – with an inverted pleat back and front – fitting skirt, and you
see you didn’t have zips then, you just had to put plackets in, you know, and I was a
bit ‘gallied’ about cutting into this material. “No, no”, this lady said, “You go ahead
I know you’ll do it, I know you’ll do it”, and I think, yeah [I was] thirteen, and then
from then on I was always doing something for somebody (Ronda, 2012).

Ronda attributed this experience with giving her the confidence to ‘put the scissors into’
whatever fabric was requested, ‘no, that didn’t worry me from having started with that
very, very expensive piece of material’. Ronda’s approach can be described as a type of
‘free-form’ dressmaking, aligned with the idea of ‘free-design’ or ‘designing while
making’. Carol Tulloch (1999) writes of these methods with regard to the work of the
Jamaican born dressmakers in the 1950s. She describes ‘freehand dressmaking’ as the
creation of individualised designs, which may be inspired by a variety of sources, not
pre-determined by a bought paper pattern.

To work in this way requires the

accumulation, through experience, of extensive knowledge and skills. By drawing on
these, the process of making becomes one of ‘synchronisation between creative thought
and creative action’ (p.114), an immediate translation between thought and form,
unhindered by technicalities which can otherwise delay the process. The success of freeform dressmaking therefore relies upon the competence of the maker, their extensive
knowledge and a range of procedures and ideas (Tulloch, 1999). It is important to note
that throughout their years of sewing, many of the dressmakers actually employed a
combination of approaches which, to various degrees, encompassed the same techniques
as those in Tulloch’s (1999) study. Whether more closely aligned with ‘free-design’
approaches or the accomplishment of refined technical skills, the dressmakers illustrated
a range of approaches in their practice of pattern making and cutting, which encompassed
both creative practices and the utilisation of specialised skills and knowledge.
Sewing
The dressmakers spoke of largely working alone with regard to the actual sewing up of a
client’s order. Exceptions were Beth, who shared the sewing with her sister; ‘she would
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do the straight sewing and leave me to set in the sleeves, then she would machine them
in’, and Phyllis who for a period of time, had one person working with her. As they were
working alone, the dressmakers undertook the many various sewing tasks required for
constructing a complete garment. Beyond the work of the ‘straight sewing’ necessary to
put the garment together, many of the dressmakers brought specialised needlework skills
to their work, including; embroidery, lace work, white work, hand sewing buttonholes
and closures, and invisible stitching. Ruby undertook a lot of embroidery and beading:
There was a lot of work in some of the lace frocks that had to be embroidered with
the lace right round the bottom, and that you know was a lot of work, and beading
you had to bead it all (Ruby, 2011).

Beth was able to provide a comprehensive service for the bride-to-be. In addition to
sewing outfits for the complete wedding party and their families, Beth recalled how:
Because of my tuition I could do everything for the bride. I could do a veil, mount a
veil, [and] make a head piece (Beth, 2010).

The fact that nearly all of the dressmakers worked alone can be attributed largely to the
nature of their work; home based and self-employed. In working alone the dressmakers
were able to retain some level of autonomy in practising their craft. Several of the
dressmakers noted their preference to work this way, attributing this to traits in their
personality, or to the standards they set regarding the quality of their work. Joan’s
daughter Christine, for example, noted that the likely reason her mother’s intention of
setting up her own label never eventuated, was because she didn’t think other people
would work to her standard:
She realised she would have to delegate to other people the finishing off of
garments, and that would not be good enough (laughter) (Christine, 2011).

Fitting the garment
The practice of fitting can be a complicated, delicate process. The ability to fit a garment
well hinges not only on the quality of the pattern making and cutting, but also on the
dressmaker’s technical skill in transferring two dimensional calculations to the three
dimensional form of the body, and her ability to communicate this process to the client.
All of the dressmakers spoke of fitting a garment twice, sometimes three times before
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completion, depending on the complexity of the design they were working with. Beth
recalled her approach which involved:
Two fittings, yes, except for weddings, weddings you want more than two. You’ve
got your basic fitting to start with, and then a fitting to see that everything is almost
alright before you finally finish the frock. Then the last fitting – making sure
everything is alright – do the hem, particularly the train. Yes, so it went into three,
unless something had gone wrong, then you would say you need to try this on again,
hmmm, mostly three (Beth, 2010).

Like patternmaking and cutting, fitting was approached in a variety of ways by the
dressmakers. Vivien for example, liked to measure up for an accurate pattern first,
thereby requiring less work when fitting:
Well, I always gave them two fittings. Well, I liked to cut them so that they fitted
them. It’s better to take more measurements and cut a pattern that fits the figure.
It’s no good trying to pin things on because, well, pins fall out and it’s not the same.
You need to cut something that’s nearly perfect. Well that’s what I did anyway
(Vivien, 2011).

Margaret on the other hand, preferred to fit and adjust the pattern on the body:
I always made it first – the bodice – and got the fit, and cut it out off the calico. It
was the easiest way to do it really, ‘cause you could stick in pins to fit properly, and
when you’re cutting it out, and then I’d tack those bits so you could cut it out with
that bit out of it (Margaret, 2012).

Yolanda faced additional challenges when managing fittings due to her limited English.
Her God-daughter Grace explained:
Even though [Yolanda] couldn’t speak English she got her sister-in-law who had
been in Australia before her, about a year, she knew a little bit of English to
translate, and she had two clients come in for a fitting and they were speaking to her
sister-in-law and trying to translate, and the next time these ladies came for a fitting
[Yolanda] said, did they want the sister-in-law to come and translate? And the client
said, “No, no, no”, because the sister-in-law knows nothing about sewing so she
wasn’t any help at all, so [Yolanda] and the client communicated through drawings
(Yolanda and Grace, 2010).
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For the client, after the conceptualisation of the initial design, the fitting of a garment is
the next visible step in the development of their desired garment. For those less familiar
with the process of sewing a garment, what they see in this fitting is not necessarily how
they envisage their completed design. A necessary part of the fitting process is being
able to explain and assure the customer that the garment is progressing as it should, as is
the ability to display diplomacy and a level of sensitivity throughout this process. While
there was an existing expectation that this would be the case in the relationship between
the dressmaker and the client, (Figure 5.5), Vanessa Maher’s (1987) work demonstrates
the extent and depth to which this situation needed to be managed. Maher (1987)
identifies how, through the client being required to face the dressmaker in a state of
‘undress’, the process of making and fitting a garment ‘establishes a ‘private’
relationship between the client and the dressmaker similar in its secrecy and intimacy to
relationships among family members or between sexual partners’ (p.140).
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Apart from

acquiring knowledge of her client’s body, the dressmaker also often came to understand
and share her client’s emotional and relational concerns generating a sensitivity for the
circumstances for which the client is dressing and for the way her client wishes to appear
in them (Maher, 1987).

This is not to say however, these demands always sat

comfortably with the dressmakers themselves. Their ability to tolerate customer nuances
was sometimes duly tested in their interactions with clients. Beth recalled how:
The less people knew about sewing the more they wanted. It was incredible what
some people would say, “If I turn my arm here it creases!” (laughter), all these silly
things, “I switch around this way – Oh it drags” (laughter). Yes, you’ve got to
contend with all this (Beth, 2010).

Vivien likewise told how:
They could be funny! [One] came, and she was most difficult, but she came and she
said, “I’d like that hem taken up an eighth of an inch”, she says. Well I hadn’t
touched it and she had called back and I think Mum attended to her, and she looked
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Reflected in the portrayal of the clients relationship with her dressmaker in popular women’s magazine
fiction as being familiar and intimate (see Chapter Two).
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Figure 5.5

The dressmaker’s diplomacy as a means for advertising soap (The
Australian Women's Weekly, 1947)
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at it and she said, “Oh, that’s fine”. I hadn’t done a thing to it! An eighth of an
inch, just across the front of the skirt. Well, see, they could be difficult (Vivien,
2011).

Christine recalled her mother’s challenges:
Mum used to sort of cross her eyes and make rude noises if somebody said they’d
just like this jacket taken in. Mum said they don’t realise it means dismantling the
whole thing. They think you can just take a lump out of the side and cut it off, you
know, but it means dismantling the whole thing, resetting the armhole, re-doing the
lining, and she would rather – I mean she did alterations for friends – but normally,
she would like to start from scratch (Christine, 2011).

Such demands on the dressmaker’s good nature were at times highlighted in the women’s
pages in the popular press. ‘Isis’ writing in the Western Australian (January 1950)
warns: ‘some women by thoughtlessness or carelessness, cause extra work for
dressmakers’ (p.6).

In making suggestions as to how clients might ‘assist the

dressmaker’ when using their services, Isis recognises how ‘some women change their
ideas at each fitting’ (Assisting the Dressmaker, 1950, p.6), the recommendation being
that once a style is decided on it should be left to the dressmaker to follow out
instructions. The tendency for women to ‘wriggle’ whilst being fitted, brings the caution
that they risk testing the patience of the dressmaker, and undoing the tacking or marking
of their half-completed frock. The inclination to ‘skimp’ on the amount of fabric they
purchase is met with the reprimand that they consult with the dressmaker or risk
unnecessary difficulties for the dressmaker, and subsequent delays in completing the
frock. Women’s pages columnist Dorothy Drain similarly identified customer behaviour
as a common challenge for women working in the business of fashion. Dorothy Drain’s
column ‘It seems to me’ was a regular feature in the Australian Women’s Weekly
throughout the 1950s. In one article Dorothy writes:
Milliners like dressmakers need strong nerves if they are not to be bowed down by a
customer who after jamming one expensive model after another on her head
assumes an increasingly disconsolate expression (It seems to me, 1953, p.18).

The fact that these incidents warrant mention in women’s popular press, suggests their
prevalence in the experiences of dressmakers in general. In light of the demand on the
dressmaker to manage these situations, it is not surprising that Beth recalled once
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thinking how, despite her love of dressmaking, ‘I hope I never have to earn my living by
dressmaking it’s a thankless job, it really is’.
Securing a reputation – ensuring a business
The successful completion of the garment works to ensure the client’s continued
patronage of a dressmaker, whilst also providing a form of public acknowledgement for
the dressmaker’s work. The client being satisfied with the dressmaker’s work takes it into
the world where it is assessed against formal measures of design, aesthetic and skill. A
positive reception benefits both the client and the dressmaker, ensuring return patronage
and securing the reputation of dressmaker. Ruby reflected on her clientele noting when
asked about customer satisfaction how:
They used to travel. Yes I used to have girls from Preston. Oh well, when I was in
Richmond they’d travel from all around different parts there. Well most of those
girls who I did those weddings for, they were local girls, but when I was in Preston,
well they drove up from right up the other side. [There were] quite a few local, but
most of them were by word mouth.

As I say, they’d be over the other side

somewhere, but they’d still come (Ruby, 2011).

Ronda also acknowledged a steady flow of customers; ‘I wasn’t short of customers, put it
that way. I’m not praising myself no, no, no. But I was never short of customers’.
Vivien likewise told how:
The clients that I had were all pretty well, you know, pretty wealthy, and you see
one tells another. That’s what I say, you see I didn’t charge enough, and of course
they all flock to you, “Oh, go to her, she doesn’t charge that much” (Vivien, 2011).

However, when asked if she thought it was the money that attracted clients back to her
rather than her skill as a dressmaker, Vivien replied:
Well a lot of them were Jewish people, and they want their work to be good. They
don’t want, they won’t buy rubbish even if, even if it’s cheap. They want quality.
Oh no they were pretty fussy, yeah (Vivien, 2011).

Betty recalled a similar experience with one of her clients:
Well I think, because I was reliable, sounds like I’m blowing my own trumpet, but I
did a very good job. I know some people would say to me, “Betty I’ve had this dress
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for five years and not even a buttons fallen off”, so they knew I did good work. I
know I had one customer and she was, you know, the sort of person who wanted to
beat you down, and she’d say, “now Betty how much is this going to cost?”, and I’d
say, “the same as the last one cost you”. It was the same style, she always had
similar styles. “Oh, you can’t do it any cheaper?” “No I can’t do it any cheaper”
and it was really cheap anyway. So I didn’t see her for a while and then she came
back with this parcel, and she said, “Oh Betty, I wonder if you’d alter a dress for
me?” and I said, “Did I make it for you?” and she said, “No, I went to another
dressmaker who was really cheap”. So I looked at it and she said, “Oh it’s not up to
your standard” and I said, “Look you pay for what you get. I’ll fix it this time but
not again” and so then she came back to me (laughter) (Betty, 2010).

These experiences illustrate what appears to have been the case for all of the
dressmakers; demand for services was largely driven by the client’s recognition of the
dressmaker’s expertise and skill across all tasks involved. Tracing the process of making
a garment through the dressmakers’ recollections has demonstrated how they drew on a
combination of technical and creative skills learnt, or acquired, in the orientation and
practice of their craft. Significantly however, in describing the experience of working
within these technical and creative processes the dressmakers also provided an insight
into the emotional labour required for negotiating relationships, personal connections and
the sometimes intimate situations between themselves and their clients; skills which were
equally important in ensuring the success of their business.

The role of emotional labour in the dressmakers’ work
From the initial point of contact, the process of making a garment required the
dressmakers to instil in their clients a sense of being listened to, their ideas valued and
their desires prioritised. The dressmakers described engaging in careful negotiations
around the process of developing a design with a client; finding inspiration, synthesising
ideas, and discussing design options whilst seeking to meet the expectations of the clients
and their families. In a most literal sense, they were replicating work processes closely
aligned with the caring work undertaken by women within families, in which negotiation
skills are used in efforts to understand and connect with family members’ situations,
assessing their needs and then acting strategically (Seery, 1996 in De Vault, 1999).
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The fact however, that this labour was undertaken in a business transaction between a
service provider and a paying client, dictated that emotional labour also involve the
formal management of their own emotions in performing the labour, and the emotions of
their clients to whom these emotions were addressed (Steinberg and Figart, 1999). This
has been shown to have been particularly significant when fitting a garment, the
dressmakers describing their efforts in diplomacy and reassurance when undertaking this
task. Maher’s (1987) identification of the depth of intimacy involved in this task
demonstrates the extent of such labour required. Her observation of this process as
requiring an ability to generate a sensitivity for the circumstances for which the client is
dressing, and for the way her client wishes to appear, reflects Paula England and George
Farkas’ (1986) definition of emotional labour as involving ‘efforts made to understand
others, to have empathy with their situation, to feel their feelings as part of one’s own’
(p.91).
Adhering to formal expectations of a business relationship also required the dressmaker
to at times manage personal emotions in difficult situations. Presenting a pleasant
demeanour in the face of ‘irritation’ is a well practised art in service provision.

In

dealing with challenging client behaviour, whether with regard to the client’s lack of
knowledge regarding the technicalities of making a garment, or negotiations over charges
and payments, it was expected that the service provider would contain their own
emotional responses in these situations, to practice in effect, the ‘self-regulation of
emotional exhibition’. In this sense, Hochschild’s (1983) definition of emotional labour
as involving practices which ‘induce or suppress the outward countenance that produces
the proper state of mind in others’ (p.7), or Rosenbergs (1990) similar recognition of
emotion management as, ‘producing intended effects on others’ minds’ (cited in
Wharton, 1999, p.160), captures the dressmakers’ efforts in maintaining a pleasant
countenance when dealing with difficult situations. It is worth noting however, that in
the same way that dominant conceptions of the emotional care of the family tend to
overlook ‘the intentional, crafted qualities’ (Ruddick, 1980 cited in De Vault, 1999, p.
54) involved in such efforts, popular conceptions of politeness within business
interactions underestimate the skilled emotional labour required of the dressmaker.
Whilst this situation is not unique to the dressmakers – other occupations have been
shown to have encountered the same challenges – the dressmakers’ situation, by virtue of
her location, is itself unique.
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Amy Wharton’s (1999) investigation of the common elements of emotional labour,
distinguishes between emotional labour and ‘emotional expression’, that is linked to the
emotional ties that exist between people as a consequence of social interaction in relation
to work. Wharton (1999) notes, that the expression of these ties does not necessarily
constitute emotional labour. This presents something of a conundrum when attempting
to understand the dressmakers’ emotional labour, as it was not uncommon for there to be
pre-existing emotional ties between the dressmakers and their clients; friends, neighbours
and community acquaintances which carried over into their business relationship. The
snippets of information recorded in the dressmakers’ notebooks indicating relationships
of a personal nature in their work, provide a salient example of these connections.
When recalling the types of activities involved in his mother’s work, Bet’s son Greg
provided a particularly evocative example of how the dressmakers’ emotional labour
challenges these distinctions. Greg highlighted the close connections between Bet and
her clientele, many of whom were friends and neighbours. Others resulted from personal
interactions in the course of her work, which he recalled as being ‘a social event, not just
a dressmaking session but a party’. Greg described Bet’s efforts in negotiating and
improvising designs, coordinating accessories, and scouring the shops with her ‘clients’
for just the right materials as, ‘the social glue of her interactions’. The significance of
Greg’s observation is apparent when considered in light of Marjorie De Vault’s (1999)
conceptualisation of ‘conversation’ in the context of family relationships as being a form
of emotional labour.

De Vault (1999) describes conversation as a ‘medium of

mothering’, encompassing all in the nurture and care of the family. She proposes that in
the making of plans, emotional caretaking, assurance and encouragement of family
members, it is the mother’s ‘conversation work’ which acts as the ‘glue that holds
families together’ (p.55). De Vault’s (1999) description of this aspect of emotional
labour in the family, replicates – if somewhat uncannily – Greg’s conceptualisation of the
activities involved in maintaining the emotional connections within his mothers work;
interactions which were equally experienced by Bet as part of her own social life. This
example demonstrates that for Bet, emotional expression as a consequence of social
interaction in the workplace, also constituted emotional labour in the maintenance of
more personal relationships. In turn, the dressmakers’ have illustrated through their
collective experience how the expression of connections secured within personal
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relationships, often intermeshed with the emotional labour involved in maintaining the
business relationship between themselves and their clients.
In considering how the dressmakers experienced this ‘fluid’ emotional labour, it becomes
clear that their intrinsically creative work reflected broader aspects of women’s
experiences of the links between creative expression and emotional labour in the family.
In studying the dressmakers of Turin, Vanessa Maher (1987) has applied an
understanding of how ‘prescriptive altruism’ associated with the passion driving
voluntary artistic or creative work is also expected of women in their performance of
family roles. Maher (1987) has demonstrated how it was expected that this attitude,
learnt for family use in the domestic sphere, would be applied to the work of the
dressmakers in the dressmaking salon; most visibly played out in their relationships with
their clients, in which they drew on the types of skills required to maintain emotional
connections to other people. Like the Turin dressmakers, prescriptive altruism was a two
way exchange between the creative work of the home based self-employed dressmakers
and the emotional work expected in their domestic life. For these women however, it
was more securely enmeshed in their work by way of their place of work being located in
their own homes; the very seat of family life and the emotional labour that was required
to maintain it. The recognition of the creative work of the dressmakers therefore requires
a conscious effort to make it visible beyond the altruism often exercised in the
management of family relationships; for as Sally Reis (2002) has demonstrated with
regard to the realisation of creative potential in women, the centrality of relationships to
women’s lives means that women’s creativity is often diverted and hidden within the
ongoing work of maintaining these relationships.
‘It’s just something I do you know’
As with the documentation of the processes the dressmakers went through in learning
their trade, tracing the process of making a garment has demonstrated the close
relationship, in this case, between technical skill, and the skills required for managing the
emotional labour associated with the dressmaker’s work. Clearly, both were necessary
for ensuring the on-going success of the dressmakers’ business. The analysis has also
demonstrated the complex relationship between these skills that reflected the
dressmakers’ domestic location, the nature of her clientele, and the fact that she was
undertaking often highly creative work. The negotiation of these circumstances required
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particular skill in managing the cross-over of emotional labour from the realm of private
relationships to the formalities of a market-based association. This became a keystone
of personal identity and pride: Ruby’s description perhaps best captures the experience of
maintaining connections, relationships and intimacy of everyday life; ‘it’s just something
I do you know’.
In light of these dressmakers’ experiences, it also seems likely that they may also have
sacrificed the monetary value of their work in the greater pursuit of maintaining their
creativity and what it meant to them. The tension reported by the dressmakers concerning
how to gain fair recompense for their services, suggests that limited recognition of their
creativity and skill was a key factor in their dilemma. The following chapter focuses on
this aspect of the dressmakers’ work in more depth.
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Chapter Six

Reckoning time and money: ‘Some things went ‘swish’ and
other things were a bit longer’

The previous chapters have analysed the dressmakers’ experiences in traversing the
public and private divide. An examination of the value assigned to the dressmakers’ work
highlights, however, the difficulties in seeking to transfer measures that assess the value
of work carried out in the public sphere – in which it is largely financial remuneration
that both measures skill and defines worth – to the work undertaken by the dressmakers
in their homes. Feminist scholarship has broadened definitions of work, and provided a
range of theory and frameworks with which to identify the contribution and value of
women’s work, undertaken both within, and outside of, the formal workforce. These
have been shown to be useful for enhancing an understanding of both the technical and
emotional skills utilised within the work of the dressmakers. The fact remains however,
that work has been historically defined, favouring a male-centric view, in which
recognition of the value, and status of skill, emphasizes the accomplishment of technical
competencies and the outcomes of their application, to the detriment of the recognition of
the wide range of skills that women utilise in their work.
In this chapter I investigate the monetary value assigned by the dressmakers to their
work. In doing so, I demonstrate the potential for the relationship between women’s
skilled emotional labour and creative expression to impact on the dressmakers’
confidence when assigning value to their work.

This is argued within a broader

understanding of how the work of the home based self-employed dressmakers – whilst
undertaken for paying customers – remained essentially contained within the private
realm of the home, thereby limiting acknowledgement of the dressmakers’ work skills
beyond the immediate environment in which the work was undertaken. In light of their
positioning outside of the formal sphere of public recognition, the dressmakers own
interpretations are used to explore alternative understandings of the value attributed to
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their work by themselves, and by their clients, effectively bringing the dressmakers’
personal investment in their work to the forefront of discussion.

Calculating charges
The dressmakers offered mostly verbal accounts of how they went about setting what
they charged for their work. Ronda and Beth did however, present several examples of
written records of the costing of garments; Ronda in her measurement book, and Beth on
a slip of paper found amongst her sewing things. In all, a variety of answers were
provided in response to questions about how they calculated their charges. Eileen for
example would, ‘work out what I thought was good money for per hour’. Ruby would
similarly, ‘work it out by the hour. I’d say what rate they were getting and work it out’.
Betty recalled:
I used to sort of reckon out how many hours it took me, and sort of do it that way,
and like, some dresses wouldn’t take very long, so I wouldn’t charge as much for
them of course, and then other times it would be a lot of work, so you’d charge a
bit more for that (Betty, 2010).

As noted in chapter three, some of the dressmakers found it difficult to charge by the
hour, preferring instead to assign value to the completed garment, rather than to the hours
of time taken to make it. Ronda explained her reason for employing such an approach as,
‘some things went ‘swish’, and other things were a bit longer’. The dressmakers who
used this approach drew on their accumulated knowledge and experience to estimate how
long, on average, a particular garment would take to complete. Whether calculating set
charges, or an hourly rate, both methods involved measuring against market values. As
Christine highlighted with regard to her mother’s approach to charging:
Her argument was, ‘it was what the market could bear’.

It was early 1950s

Rosanna/late 1940s Fairfield, and people didn’t have a lot of money to throw
around, and so that was Mum’s argument; if she charged by the hour it would have
mounted up considerably. I don’t really know what she used to charge. That was
between her and her client and Mum kept notably silent about that (Christine, 2011).

All of the dressmakers were conscious of the fine line between ensuring demand and
receiving a fair remuneration for their work. Eleven of the thirteen dressmakers
mentioned that they never charged enough for their work. Bet’s son recalled how his
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mother would work out her charges based on market value, and then discount the figure.
He believes his mother did this because she feared that people wouldn’t continue to use
her services if she charged too much. Bet also expressed a concern that her dressmaking
would not be good enough for her clients, despite her own confidence in her work.
Eileen, on the other hand, felt she lacked confidence, worrying if her work was going to
be right, ‘whether they were going to like it’. Phyllis was the only dressmaker who
openly expressed confidence when it came to setting charges for her work, no doubt
assisted by her access to a wealthy clientele:
You would work accordingly and try to do the best you could.

Either they could

afford it or they couldn’t; ‘whatever’! (Phyllis, 2010).

Sally Reis’s (2002) work on creative women offers one explanation as to why the
dressmakers may have lacked assertiveness in assigning monetary value to their work.
She proposes:
[T]he way women have been raised and the cultural messages they encounter result
in internal barriers and failure to develop the belief in self necessary for a
commitment to highly creative work, they tend to take the back stage or undertake
lower profile work and do not place importance on what they produce (p.307).

Rose’s reflections demonstrate the coming together of these factors in her experience of
sewing from home:
[Sewing] wasn’t considered – there were higher things in life. Sewing doesn’t need
much brains I suppose. You see women’s jobs were never appreciated. You go
back and think of the craft work that women have done. They still call it ‘craft’, all
these amazing weavings. I can’t believe how it’s done but it isn’t called art. I think
that’s the influence on yourself (Rose, 2011).

In speaking of their own work, concepts such as professional, skilled, artistic, and
designer, were most often used by the dressmakers in relation to what they perceived
their work not to be. The meaning of these terms also tended to be interpreted differently.
Margaret compared herself with ‘more professional’ dressmakers – the defining of which
appears to have been based on the size of the enterprise – noting how they could have
four or five weddings on the go at once, whilst she only took on one at a time. Many of
the dressmakers did regularly work on several weddings or commissions at the same
time, however they did not see themselves as professionals in this sense. Vivien for
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example, spoke of working on seventeen dresses at once, yet when asked, she declined to
identify as a professional; ‘well, I didn’t class myself as a designer that had a really good
name. I was just a dressmaker’. It was the artistic elements of designing and making
clothes that Vivien highlighted in relation to ‘professional’ dressmakers, noting how she
herself was not an artist, despite following this admission with a detailed description of
the intricate design work she had undertaken when making a particular wedding dress.
Ruby’s response indicated some delineation between ‘natural’ skill and ‘professional’
skill. When asked if she thought of herself as a skilled person Ruby replied, ‘no, not
really. Everybody used to say, “Gee you’re a lovely dressmaker”. It’s just something
that I do you know’. Ronda identified another dressmaker as not ‘professional’, based on
her reputation and the small amount of work she did. When asked if she herself had a
good reputation for her work she replied, ‘Oh, I don’t know’, before conceding that she
always had plenty of customers, yet she declined to recognise herself as ‘professional’.
These slightly confusing responses raise questions about what the dressmakers were
measuring themselves and their work against. Given they were located within their
homes, it could only be expected that they would be isolated from others working in the
field. Indeed, many were unaware of the work of other dressmakers operating at the
same time, and in the same manner as themselves, either in their neighbourhood or
further afield. Betty told how:
I didn’t know anyone in my area when I was in Armadale. There was another one
in Kew round the corner but she did more knitted things. She used to make things,
and also knit things, but there was no one else down there. When I was in Seaford
there was another lady who used to sew, but she was quite elderly then and she just
did people of her own age, but I didn’t know her. I’d just heard of her. So no, there
weren’t a lot, and I think lots of dress shops used to make to order, you know they’d
have things on display and you’d go in and say, “I love that”, and they’d make it
your size you know. So I think there was a lot of that going on, that doesn’t go on
now (Betty, 2010).

Eileen’s reasoning as to why she was unaware of other dressmakers illustrates the
pervasiveness of managing her work in the domestic environment:
You didn’t have contact with other people, you know. You were flat out doing what
you were doing. It was enough that you were working and had your family and
relatives, you know, all the stuff that was going on in your life (Eileen, 2011).
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Certainly, being isolated in the home could create a lack of perspective when it came to
the dressmakers’ self-assessment of the worth of their work. It is interesting to note
Joan’s daughter’s observation of her mother:
I think working in isolation at home, plus with a sick husband and a daughter at
High School, and working for your brother in his shop during the day, and sewing at
night, it would have been very easy to lose track of market values, if you see what I
mean. It was only in later life when she came to be employed at the Performing Arts
Museum, that she was surrounded by people – she wasn’t making things, she was
restoring garments and mentoring young women who wanted to do the same, people
with degrees in curating and museum studies and so on – I think it was only then
that she started to really, really appreciate how very talented she was (Christine,
2011).

The range of factors the dressmakers had to negotiate in setting charges for their work
may be equally challenging to an investigation of a fair measure of the worth of their
work.

The first task however, in attempting to do this, is to determine if any accurate

picture can be gained of the dressmakers’ charges.

A fair price: the dressmakers’ dilemma
Whilst able to speak of their financial ‘reckonings’ and their low remuneration, the
dressmakers found it difficult to recall actual amounts they charged. This is hardly
surprising given the passage of time, along with changes in currency and value over the
years.

Prompted by notes in the back of one of her measurement books, dated 1954

(Figure 6.1), Ronda was however, able to explain what was included in her charge for
making a dress:
I think in the back of one of these books I noticed – now where – I’d only charged,
oh not much more than two pounds to make a dress; one pound, eight and six or
something55, but then they’d have to bring their own cotton see, because you
couldn’t even get cottons and that very much you know.

They’d bring their own

cotton and buttons too you know (Ronda, 2012).

55

A charge of £2 in 1954 was the equivalent of $46 in 2001. Ronda’s records show she also charged 7
shillings 6 pence for a skirt which converts to $8.50 in the same time frame (The University of Melbourne,
2009).
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Figure 6.1

Ronda’s notebook showing calculations of her charges for the making of various items
(in possession of Ronda).
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Given that the amount of time taken by Ronda to make the garments is unknown, it is
impossible to ascertain an hourly rate for Ronda’s work,56 making it difficult to compare
with wages paid in the clothing industry. Eileen on the other hand calculated her charge
by the hour. She recalled several sets of charges as a result of remembering specific
incidents with clients regarding payment. In relating the story of a friend’s frustration
with her lack of confidence in setting charges, Eileen was able to recall asking an hourly
rate of 4 shillings57:
I was always so cheap, but I didn’t really have the confidence in myself.

I

remember, I think, I think at the time if my memory serves me correct, I worked out
that 4 shillings an hour was a good amount of money to get, and so I would charge
on the basis of that. I remember this particular model with all these skirts, and how
long it took to go around, and I think – if I remember – I think I might have charged
15 shillings. I thought 15 shillings was a lot of money you know, but when I told
Coral about it she nearly hit the roof. She said, “You’re mad, you’re mad you
know! You’ve got to charge more, that’s ridiculous!” (Eileen, 2011).

In telling the story of how a factory colleague found working from home more lucrative
than the factory floor, Eileen was also able to provide an indication of the potential
earnings of a skilled dressmaker:
She was just a superb sewer and I remember the ones that she did, they were
reversible camel, camel hair, it was a fawn and a brown inside, a coat that you could
reverse; beautiful coats. She did four a day, five days a week, and she got four
pound a week, which was a lot of money in those days. She also did dressmaking at
home. She lived in South Yarra and she was a brilliant, brilliant dressmaker, very
quick. So one day she asked Abe for a rise, and he refused to give it to her. She
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Some perspective may be gained with regard to Ronda’s charges by looking at the average cost of
buying ready-made clothing. Despite wide variations in fabrics and designs, popular press and women’s
magazines provide a general indication of garment prices. The Australian Women’s Weekly’s 1957 feature,
‘A Woman and her Clothes’, asked a ‘fairly typical girl’ to estimate cost of clothing across the year; six
summer frocks £42, one cocktail dress £18, one evening dress £22, one suit £15(A Woman and her
Clothes, 1957, p.13). In the year previous, The Australian Bride reviewed smart honeymoon wear
including; a Sphinx Apparel afternoon dress, full skirted and fitted waist priced at £6:15:0; and an upmarket cocktail dress, De Brett models princess line, priced at £14:7:6 (The Australian Bride, 1956).
Ronda may have reckoned her charge against the additional cost of fabric and trim to match, or to slightly
better the estimated cost of buying a similar dress ready-made.
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Eileen’s charge of four shillings an hour when she was working from home in the early 1950s is
approximately $4.84 on conversion from 1952 figures to 2001. Her total payment of fifteen shillings
equals approximately $18.15 (The University of Melbourne, 2009).
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said, “Alright then that’s your problem” so she said, “I’m not coming in”. She
stayed home for a week and he was desperate for a sample hand you know, you
couldn’t get one for love nor money, certainly no one with her talent. So anyway,
she didn’t have a phone in those days, so he went over to see her and offered her – I
forget what she had asked for a rise, it might have been four shillings, it might have
been 10 shillings, I don’t know – and he offered her this rise, and she said to him –
and I’ll always remember this – she said, “You know what you can do with it! I’ve
been home a week and I’ve finished all of the work that was piling up” – you know
she did wedding gowns and bridesmaids things, and race going clothes and
everything for all these women in South Yarra – and I remember she said, “I made
16 pound this week” and she said, “You know what you can do with your job!”
(Eileen, 2011)

Eileen did not date this incident however she did mention it was ‘during the war’58. Prior
to 1950 the basic wage set for women was 56% of the male basic wage, which in 1944
was £4.18 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1960).

For women this amounts to

approximately £2/11/6. Considering however, the adjustment made to clothing industry
awards – due to the loss of workers to war industries – which resulted in women’s wages
being set at 75% of the basic male wage, this figure would then have been £4/3/6.
Earning £16 for a week’s work was certainly a lot of money by comparison.
Beth’s hand written invoice (Figure 6.2) provides a more comprehensive example of the
costing out of a dressmaker’s commission. The invoice records the making of a wedding
dress, bridesmaid frock and mother-of-the-bride ensemble. Beth’s explanation of the
process involved in making the garments provides an insight into the amount of work
required to complete the commission, and the monetary value assigned to it (Text 6.1).
The work recorded on Beth’s invoice represents one week of work for two women, Beth
being assisted in her business by her sister. Like Eileen, Beth was unable to recall the
date of this commission however she did agree it would have been in the 1950s or
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If 1944 is used as a conversion date to value in 2001, £4 equalled approximately $190; £16 equalled
approximately $764.50 (The University of Melbourne, 2009).
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Figure 6.2

Beth’s hand written invoice, outlining charges for making a wedding dress, a bridesmaid frock and motherof-the-bride outfit.
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Beth: I’ve got something to show you...I found this and I don’t know why I kept it but I
thought it could be interesting, it was the bill for Heather’s wedding frock and bridesmaids that was Heather the bridesmaid, this was Nancy her mother, this was Jennifer the wedding
frock
JL: Oh look at that – so what’s the total, this is in pounds so I don’t know?
Beth: Yes, well let’s see we made the bridesmaids frock for eight pounds, which would be
sixteen dollars, oh that was frock and Vilene, for Vilene under-slips to hold them out and
then the zip fastener and the ‘silko’, see how we used to — see eight pounds seven and four
pence. Nancy had a brocade gown and all the bits that went with it then she had an organza
lined coat that went over it you see, four pound that would be eight dollars, six dollars,
seven dollars you see. Making of the bridal frock now, that was French satin...
JL: French satin?
Beth: Yes, and you couldn’t put a pin in it -that marked it
JL: Oh my goodness, so was that silk?
Beth: Yes very silky, but very heavy — very, very heavy — it was a shocking thing
JL: But how did you work with that?
Beth: You used needles, and it was a plain satin frock and we had the most glorious lace
that was re-cut and appliquéd in parts on it you know, yes, so yes I charged her to make the
wedding frock and the under-slip and the cutting and mounting the veil thirty dollars-fifteen
pounds with the zip and everything and stiffened lawn two and eleven, Rosebud trimming to
trim all the underneath and everything and yes, so the bill actually came for all of those
things to thirty two pounds seventeen that would be about sixty-six dollars (laughter)
Text 6.1

Transcript of Beth’s explanation of the making of the wedding outfits recorded in her handwritten invoice.
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early 1960s

59

. In 1956 the female base wage was set at 75 percent of the male base

wage, this being £12 per week The base female wage would therefore have been £9 per
week (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1960). Beth’s half share of £32 being £16 was well
above this figure60. In 1960 women earned a base rate of approximately £12 per week in
the clothing trades (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1962) so by comparison Beth’s £16 is
still a good amount.
These comparisons are however, unable to account for differences in the nature of the
dressmakers’ work, and the conditions in which they were working. As demonstrated in
the previous chapters, ‘bespoke dressmaking’ requires skills across many specialised
areas, making it markedly different from the experience of working in a clothing factory
or large workroom. There were, however, women who produced clothing in a similar
manner to the dressmakers in this study – asking commissions for made to order
garments – albeit they were working in their own small dressmaking shops or premises,
and they often employed several staff. Trading results recorded by the Prices and
National Security Regulations in South Australia, include records 61 of dressmakers
operating in the years between 1939 and 1947. These records include examples of yearly
wages paid to employees across this time period. In 1943 for example, Misses R.M &
P.E. O Brien, paid their two employees, Mrs. D. Purling £122/18/0, and Mrs. D. Lickett
£129/9/0 (Deputy Prices Commissioner, 1944b). This compares favourably with the
average yearly wage for women working in clothing factories, which in 1943 was
£123/1/3 (State Library of Victoria, 2013). However as a business owner, a Miss Celia
Wharmby drew only £64 after expenses, as income from her own business in 1944
(Deputy Prices Commissioner, 1944a). In that same year a Mrs Pearce worked full-time
in her business as a dressmaker, and drew £158 as income, increasing to £268 in 1947
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Using 1956 as a base for conversion the total bill of £32 19.2 was worth approximately $702.50 or $350
each in 2001. With a date base of 1960, the total bill is worth $642.50 or $321 each (The University of
Melbourne, 2009).
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The Australian Women’s Weekly presented findings in 1952 on a job survey for new career girls, in
which a dressmaker’s rate of pay is reported to be £9/16 per week. In this same article an apprenticeship
in the clothing trades is reported to pay from £3/13/ to £9/16/ in the fourth year (Job Survey For New
Career Girls, 1952).
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Price control was introduced by the Commonwealth Government to slow down inflation trends created
by wartime profiteering. In 1939 the Prices Branch of the Department of Trade and Customs was
established in each state with the power to enforce price regulation orders on commodities and to warn or
prosecute traders for overcharging under National Security Regulations. As a result the trading results
documented through this process are more detailed than those normally published in annual reports
(National Archives of Australia, 2011).
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(Deputy Prices Commissioner, 1946). The Misses O’Brien’s business appeared most
lucrative however, with them both receiving £238 in 1944 (Deputy Prices Commissioner,
1946).
Whilst these records provide some perspective on the amount of income that could be
made from a dressmaking business, they do not account for the actual earnings of home
based self-employed dressmakers.

Although limited, some information can be found

within the popular press in news articles, advice columns and social commentary. In
being located within social networks and relationships in the private sphere, it is not
surprising that references to the work of the home-based dressmaker appear in the types
of information that were easily accessible within it. In 1950, for example, a reader of the
Adelaide Advertiser’s, ‘Readers are asking’ correspondence column, asked how much to
charge for ‘household’ sewing for friends and families. The reply she received stated:
It is difficult to suggest a reasonable scale of prices for such work as so much
depends on the standard of work, the cost of the material used, the intricacy of
design and the hours involved in actual work. Perhaps you could seek the advice of a
dressmaker (Readers are Asking, 1950, p.11).

Difficult indeed; such a response is justified however, given the range of information
regarding charges for dressmaking found throughout the popular press in the 1940s,
1950s and 1960s.

In 1945, Brisbane’s Courier-Mail investigated ‘black market’

dressmaking charges resulting from coupon rationing. They reported how, of twenty
dressmakers interviewed, only three charged less than £5/5/ to make a frock, compared to
an average pre-war price of £2/2 (£70 No coupons Paid for Frocks, 1945). Two years
later, the same paper presented an article which included recollections from a 1938
notebook in which a dressmaking bill for an afternoon frock was recorded at £1. The
author of the article noted how, ‘today, in 1947, it is hard to get an afternoon frock made
for less than £1/15/-‘ (Diary tells of Bargains, 1947, p.6). In the same year it was noted
in the column, ‘The Argus Shopper’, how:
A dressmaker who will make up the customer’s own material promptly or provide it
if required, and who likes to give two or three fittings, unusual in these days, will
make a long-sleeved dinner frock for £7/7 (The Argus Shopper, 1947, p.25).
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In 1950, ‘Ann Page’s Personal Problem’s’ column in the Perth newspaper, the Western
Mail, responded to a reader’s question about how much she could charge for home
dressmaking:
The Prices Control Branch give a general idea ‘you are permissible to charge 4/an
hour, plus 33 1/3 percent which equals your selling price. That applies to any
garment at all (Personal Problems, 1950a, p.38).

Again it is difficult to determine the exact nature of the dressmaking enterprises referred
to and hence, whether these prices fit with the work being undertaken by the dressmakers
interviewed. Closest perhaps, is the recommendation by the Prices Control Branch as it
specifically refers to ‘home dressmaking’.

It seems Eileen was accurate with her

estimate of 4 shillings an hour when she was sewing in the early 1950s. What can be
ascertained from these records is however, that it would have been difficult for the
dressmakers to gain an accurate representation of the value assigned to their work, given
there was no consistent remuneration across the varying dressmaking enterprises, and a
lot of ambiguity in setting amounts. It is therefore also difficult to assign value to the
dressmakers’ work using a traditional measure of financial recompense. There is a need
to look at alternate measures, significantly those articulated by the dressmakers’
themselves.

‘See I was an expert’: self-recognition and appraisal
A number of the dressmakers acknowledged their skills directly when reflecting on their
own work practices, and experiences of working with clients in their business. Phyllis for
example, identified her own personal fitting expertise:
I think the challenge of something that you made, or you saw it made, and then
trying it on and fitting it. See I was an expert, although I say so myself, but I was an
expert (with emphasis) at fitting. It had to be right (Phyllis, 2010).

Others like Vivien spoke of dressmaking in general, ‘well, it’s time consuming, and it’s
skill. You’ve got to have skills for something to look really good’. It was not until she
was prompted by her daughter Caroline however – who sat in on the interview – that
Vivien admitted that she, ‘never really had any trouble with anything’. Caroline went on
to identify her mother’s skill in cutting, and being able to copy anything, noting also
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how, if there had been some sort of career structure in her work, her mother would have
progressed up through it. Similarly it was Bet’s son who highlighted her skill in cutting
and fitting women of all shapes and sizes, and Yolanda’s God-daughter, Grace, who
identified Yolanda as an ‘artisan’. Self recognition by the dressmakers of their own
specific skills remained muted.

There were however, some areas where they

acknowledged their own skills or the quality of their work by measuring against the work
of others.
First, in the delineation apparent in the way the dressmakers viewed their work, and that
of clothing factory workers or pieceworkers. Whilst acknowledging the different skills
required of these jobs, a number of the dressmakers expressed an inability to work in this
way. Ruby for example, spoke of lasting only half a day doing piecework in a factory
before returning to salon work. Similarly she expressed no desire to have ever taken up
outwork:
They used to give you a bundle and you’d have to do it, and then they’d come and
pick it up, you know. My sister in law did a bit of that at one stage, but as I say it
was hard work. You had to go like mad, and there was no cutting off cottons or
anything like that. At Le Louvre everything had to be perfect, the finish on it and
everything you know, mmm, a different type of work (Ruby, 2011).

Margaret similarly disliked piecework:
Oh no, I couldn’t do piecework. When I first left Dominic’s I got a job at a
manufacturer in Swanston Street, and they said, “Here’s the bundle, now you make
the dress up”, and I’m watching the others, and they’ve got their heads down and
they’re going ‘zoom, zoom’ you know, and I’m pinning and I’m tacking, and at the
end of the day I’d made two dresses and they’d made twelve (laughter). I came
home in tears and said to Mum and Dad, “I can’t go back there!”, and I’d left my
scissors behind. The guy said to me, “I don’t know if you’re cut out for this kind of
work, but come back tomorrow”. But I couldn’t work like that. It’s not the way I
was trained (Margaret, 2012).

Several of the dressmakers also mentioned the quality of work being produced by other
dressmakers, setting themselves apart from work that was not up to the standard of their
own workmanship. Ronda recalled having to ‘fix a few things from other dressmakers’.
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Margaret likewise told how she had fixed up a lot of wedding dresses that people had
made and messed up. Beth expressed her own opinion of sub-standard work:
People would set up a dressmaking business when really, they never should be
dressmaking. They were ruining material and things, you know absolutely ruined,
and beautiful material, and I‘d think, why call yourself a dressmaker? (Betty, 2010)

In the process of interviewing Beth, I commented on my own tendency to often use
safety pins to secure waistbands rather than completing a buttonhole, a confession that
was met with distinct disapproval. Indeed, it was in discussing the quality of clothing
today – the workmanship in garment construction – that many of the dressmakers
acknowledged their own skills, setting themselves apart from what they viewed as
inferior work. Beth commented:
I think dressmaking today has forgotten the good rudiments of dressmaking,
completely forgotten. It’s slap-happy. I don’t like it. No, things are thrown
together quickly. No-one worries about things like the cut, the fabric, the hang of
the fabric, you know (laughter). Yes all of these things. Fabrics are different these
days that is the thing, they are different, they are very, very different. So of course
you know they need to be treated differently I suppose. But I do long for good
dressmaking, yes (Beth, 2010).

Eileen echoed Beth’s sentiments:
Oh they’re rough as guts! (laughter). I’ve been with Rosie, you know, and I laughed.
Went up to David Jones years ago, went up to the very expensive department you
know, where they sold all these fancy evening things and you know, we both talk
about it. You’ve still got to look inside, and they’re as rough as guts. They
wouldn’t last five minutes, and we couldn’t, there’s no way we could make anything
like that (Eileen, 2011).

Ruby spoke of the differences in the quality of work she did at Le Louvre and the way
clothing is made today, noting how, ‘the dresses you pick up now have got half the
cotton hanging off them’. Vivien similarly commented with regard to current practices
in the clothing trade; ‘well they don’t put the work into them today. Well they send them
all over to China anyway’. These responses show that despite being modest when
speaking out about their own skill and expertise, the dressmakers placed great emphasis
on their own ability to achieve a high standard of workmanship. In seeking to achieve
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this they adhered to their own personal measures of skill and quality, set against their
evaluation of like work whether undertaken in the private or the public sphere.
The clearest expression by the dressmakers of the valuing of their work centred however,
on their personal experiences; first in relation to what the money from their dressmaking
was used for, and secondly in the way they expressed satisfaction or pride in what they
made.

Nearly all of the dressmakers noted the significance of their income in

contributing to the running of their household. What this meant in their family life
differed, however, across their individual life experiences.

Whilst Beth’s dressmaking

supported her studies in Sydney as a young woman, after her marriage she was not reliant
on it to help support the household earnings. Rather Beth’s dressmaking income, and
later her earnings when she returned to teaching, provided money for additional family
expenditure – largely holidays for the family – noted by Beth as being a significant
contribution to the quality of their family life. Beth recalled her daughter’s response
when asked by her husband what she remembered most about her childhood, being, ‘the
wonderful holidays we had!’ Vivien and her daughter Caroline similarly identified
Vivien’s earnings from dressmaking as providing for additional family activities such as
holidays, and helping towards the cost of buying their house; a contribution to the overall
security and quality of their family life.

Margaret’s dressmaking ventures prior to

getting married, and then as a newly-wed, also contributed towards the cost of building a
new home. Margaret recalled how she would:
[D]o alterations in a shop on a Saturday. I used to work in the shop and then bring
all the alterations home and do them of a night. Plus I was doing weddings as well,
and that’s how we got the money to build this house, and I was still working at
Sharenes’ (Margaret, 2012).

After her marriage Margaret’s dressmaking income gave her family, ‘a little bit extra’
which was used to, ‘maybe buy the kids clothes and things like that’. Gloria similarly
spoke of using her income from her alteration work for, ‘anything I might want to get for
the children’, noting how it, ‘saved her a lot of money’. This observation may be linked
in part to Gloria’s initial description of her income providing, ‘just sort of extra for me’.
Gloria explained how she and her husband were involved in the Masonic Lodge, for
which Gloria made a new dress for every social occasion, and the local Golf Club which
Gloria noted as requiring, ‘more dresses for me [to wear]’; an obvious reflection of
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Gloria’s self confessed love of colour and clothing. It appears her work provided a
monetary resource for enjoying this aspect of her personality. Phyllis’s daughter Sharon
spoke more specifically of her mother’s enjoyment in using her earnings to support her
love of clothing and fashion. Sharon noted how, as a family, they were never reliant on
Phyllis’s income, rather Sharon described her mothers work as being not so much a
money making venture as a hobby, a creative outlet, and an opportunity to socialise and,
‘show off her artistic ability’. She believed the money her mother made was, ‘stashed
away’ and spent largely on her own wardrobe and fabrics.
Bet’s dressmaking was also driven by her love of clothing and fashion as a creative
medium. Bet’s son Greg largely referred to his mother’s income as ‘housekeeping’
money used for buying clothes, presents and knick-knacks for the house, although he did
recall that she always had some money aside for herself. On reflection however, Greg
noted how the money she earned largely supplemented the family income.

When

recalling challenging times for the family, he commented that at times it could have been
all they had. A number of the other dressmakers similarly commented on how their
dressmaking income supplemented the family income during difficult or challenging
times. As previously noted, additional income-earning in the home was a common
practice for many housewives at this time. Eileen made comment of her sewing work at
home, ‘you did it because it was something you could do’. She explained:
In those days, I mean if you did have a job there were people saying, women didn’t
work before you know, but that’s not true. Women always worked, but it was
usually housework for somebody else. It had to be work that you could do after
your children went to school, and you could stop when they came home (Eileen,
2011).

Margaret similarly noted:
I’ve never regretted [dressmaking] because it was good. It’s like a hairdresser, you
can always earn some money when you’ve got small children. A lot of professions
you can’t do anything, but there are some professions you can always earn some
money at home (Margaret, 2012).

Working in this way offered a level of fluidity which was able to accommodate changes
in family circumstances and need.

Although Yolanda’s income was critical in

establishing herself and her family in Australia, the long hours she worked at
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dressmaking concerned her husband, and when they no longer needed her financial
assistance he told her she should stop. Yolanda noted how the money she earned at his
time was spent on supporting and raising her family. Eileen’s dressmaking was similarly
responsive to changes in family circumstances and needs. Across the years she was
sewing, her family income was supplemented through her sewing in a number of ways;
dressmaking at home, outwork, and factory work.
When they first married, Ronda’s husband worked as a carpenter. The irregular nature of
his work and payment meant that Ronda’s income provided some consistency in family
income. Joan similarly ‘stopped the gaps’ in her husband’s income, when due to his ill
health, his earning capacity was reduced. Both Ronda and Joan’s situations changed,
with the death of their husbands in the early 1970s, after which time they had sole
responsibility for their family income. Ronda noted how, in these years, this meant she,
‘simply had to work, I simply had to sew’. Reflecting on her longer association with
sewing, Ronda recognised the income of her work as ‘keeping the house going’. Betty
was similarly positioned after losing her husband, however, she experienced her loss
earlier in life while her two children were still young:
Whilst I was in Seaford my husband died and so I really had to start work then
because we had a mortgage on the house, and the kids were at school, and we’d sort
of been struggling to pay things. I really had to work. I think the widow’s pension
was something like two pound a fortnight or something stupid. It didn’t even cover
the mortgage, so I had to do it or lose the house. I lost the car, I couldn’t keep the
car. So I really had to start working then (Betty, 2010).

In explaining the significance of her work in providing money for her family, Betty
identified an additional aspect of the value she personally attributed to the earnings of her
dressmaking:
I knew that if I didn’t do it, I knew that ‘A’, we were going to lose the house, and
‘B,’ we were going to go hungry. So I was more desperate then, but it didn’t change
my feeling about doing it. It was just that I had to do more you know. So I feel
quite proud of myself that I was able to do it you know (Betty, 2010).

While the emphasis on what the money was used for may have differed, the autonomy or
independence afforded by earning an income was significant for many of the
dressmakers, whether, like Betty, this was in ensuring the survival of the family, or in the
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case of Beth and Vivien, through expenditure on children and family extras, or as for Bet
and Phyllis, by providing some money for themselves to be spent how they wished.
It is hard however, to assess the value assigned to the monetary contribution of the
dressmakers’ work in their lives, apart from what the actual ‘doing’, or being a
dressmaker, meant to them.

As evidenced in the previous chapters, the creative

satisfaction derived from their work was a significant motivator for most of the
dressmakers. Personal satisfaction and pride was apparent in their expression of the
worth of their work within their own lives, often subtle, but present nonetheless, in the
way they displayed, spoke about, and recalled the making of garments. Ruby’s flat, for
example, housed a gallery of family photographs. Bridal gowns figured predominantly
amongst the pictures hanging on the walls, many of which were made by Ruby. During
the interview she showed me a collection of photographs that had been given to her over
the years by appreciative clients, and recounted details about the weddings; how the
frocks were made, the styling, fabrics, colours and accessories. Amongst the keepsakes
she showed me, were the wedding albums of each of her children, still containing fabric
samples from the bridal party, mother of the bride and any other outfits made by Ruby
for the occasion. Ruby showed an affinity with the tactile and aesthetic values of her
work, commenting on how she could still remember the fabrics, textures and colours of
the garments she made, and musing how it was funny that she could still do that.
Indeed it was the descriptions of garments – the details of styling and the processes
involved in making them – that elicited the most evocative expressions of satisfaction
and pride in the dressmakers work, highlighting the potency of memory, their depth of
association with the medium of clothing. At one hundred years of age, and despite her
failing memory, Bet was still able to recall how she went about making a particular
frock:
Conti’s – the one I made – that was organza, that. Another one I made – a girl
called Agetha – hers was very elegant, fitted (indicates with gestures the fit of the
dress). She was very slim and she didn’t like puffs, and she didn’t like satin. So we
covered the satin with the organza, and it slips. It was hard. The train was a width
of the organza split down, and joined there, but to make it, keep them together all
around the edge of the train was very, very hard. [I put] on-the-cross binding, about
that wide (indicates width), so it made it look as though it was the material. She
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went up to Elsternwick to a milliner and they made a little cap. Not a round one, a
cap. She looked lovely! (Bet, 2012)

Rachel Moseley (2001) writes of the ‘emotionality’ inherent in the appreciation of
clothing. In the context of women reflecting on sewing clothes at home for themselves,
she notes how it is not only the memory of the clothing that brings pleasure, but also the
garments themselves; their design, construction, texture and colour is a deep source of
pleasure. For many of the dressmakers, an ‘emotionality’ reflected in the act of creating
a garment, also encompassed a satisfaction seated in the accomplishment of something
beautiful, and the achievement of the workmanship required. The value assigned to her
work by the dressmaker herself, was often measurable in the depth of her emotional and
creative investment in her work. Beth for example, spoke of an experience which she felt
compromised her creativity and confidence in her own work, affecting her so much that
she decided never to sew for money again:
I had a very nasty experience. It was a beautiful frock, and I put an enormous
amount of work into it. Organza, a big full thing, and we cut lace and re appliquéd it
on. A beautiful frock, [we put it] down onto the train and oh, hours and hours of
work you know, and nerves got her, I suppose about a week before the wedding.
She came in one day to pick it up, and she said, “I hate it, I hate it, it’s awful! Cut it
up!” I thought I would die! I had never had anything like that, and I really sat down
and cried, I really did, and I said then, I will never sew for money again,

and I

didn’t. I made wedding frocks, I made a lot after that but always for friends. No,
definitely not (Beth, 2010).

When asked if her feelings were tied to the work and creative effort she put into it, Beth
answered, ‘yes, yes, that’s what it was. I put so much into it you know, to have it just,
oh, absolutely beautiful, and it was a beautiful frock’. Such emotive or emotional aspects
of dressmaking can be linked to what can only be described as a ‘passion’, expressed by
many of the dressmakers when speaking about what their work meant to them. Joan’s
daughter Christine noted how despite her mother being blind in one eye from birth, it was
all she ever wanted to do. In musing over, ‘how a one-eyed girl decided that the thing
she most wanted in life to be was a dressmaker’, Christine described her mother’s
motivation to become a dressmaker as, ‘more of a passion’. Christine understood that at
one point in her life her mother told a close friend that, ‘if she couldn’t do sewing
anymore then she wanted to die then. Life wasn’t worth living if she couldn’t sew’.
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Phyllis described herself as being ‘mad’ about dressmaking; ‘I just adored it!’ She stated
that she would still be doing it if she hadn’t moved into the retirement home. Despite her
limited memory, Bet’s face lit up, expressing an animated joy when she was reminded of
the beautiful dresses she had made for people, leading her to enthusiastically declare, like
Phyllis; ‘I’d still be sewing if I could!’ Ruby also emphasised how; ‘I’ve loved it all
along, always loved dressmaking’.

Similarly, Margaret spoke of her love of

dressmaking, explaining the satisfaction she derived from it in, ‘seeing the finished
articles and the girls being happy’. Beth told how; ‘I just loved sewing and I still love
sewing’ and then went on to highlight how she felt dressmaking had given her,
‘everything I have achieved. I have achieved what I wanted to, what I thought I’d never
really do’.
Far surpassing any attempt to capture the worth of her dressmaking within a monetary
value, these statements encapsulate the personal satisfaction derived from dressmaking as
an apt measure of worth. Indeed, as the discussion in this chapter has shown, the
dressmakers’ work fitted poorly with formal measures of worth. By contrast the personal
aspects are at the forefront of the dressmakers’ self-evaluation of their work; skill is
visible in the high standard of work they aspired to and produced, and value is linked to
pride in their work and to the intimacy of their creative experiences. In effect their work
was ‘self-defining’; a critical part of their identity. Not only did they define themselves in
many ways through their work, but as the following chapter will explore, their skill and
emotional investment carried over into the construction of their clients’ identities.
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Chapter Seven

Making the self: ‘Just the usual suits and frocks’

The practice of fashion and dress is where the intimate experience of the body, meets the
public realm. The body is prepared in private to enter public social spaces (Woodward,
2007). In doing so, decisions are made about appearance in order to accommodate a
particular situation, occasion or interaction. Clothing is chosen and arranged depending
on personal perceptions, and physical feelings about the body. In turn, judgments are
made and opinions are formed based on how others present themselves in dress and
appearance. In this way dress a recognisable part of a sense of ‘self’; ‘the story one tells
one’s self of who one is’ (Jersild, 1978 cited in Rowland, 1999, p.10). As such, it
comprises part of the characteristics with which identity is formed. ‘Dress’ as an activity
is also embedded in the social relationships existing within a specific culture, time and
space. In making clothing for a largely female clientele, the dressmakers were working
therefore at the interface between the gendered individual and their contemporary social
world.
Accordingly in this chapter I investigate the relationship between their work and the
formation and presentation of feminine ‘selves’ in the context of mid-twentieth century
Australian society. How feminine identity was defined through dress is explored in the
first part of this chapter, setting the context for considering the role of the dressmakers’
work in constructing this. The relationship between the dressmaker and the client is
examined more closely, building on discussion in previous chapters. I demonstrate how,
for both the dressmakers and their clients, the formation of personal identity in relation to
dress was bound up with the interdependencies of their relationship with each other; each
assisting the other in the presentation of self, ‘their story’. The portrayal of ‘glamour’
through dress, and the presentation of feminine identity in ‘the wedding dress’, are used
to demonstrate how the material goods the dressmakers produced, along with the social
interactions their making entailed, reinforced gender and class structures due to their
close association with the creation of identity through dress, and the purposes for which
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the clothing was made. In concluding I focus on the dressmakers’ strategies in the
presentation of self, and consider how their location within the home shaped their
expression of identity.

Dress and feminine identity Post World War Two
In the years immediately before these dressmakers were working, traditional ideas about
femininity had been affected by the social upheaval of World War Two. Many women
moved out of the traditional roles of housewife and home-maker to take over work
previously done by men (Game and Pringle, 1983 a, Murphy and Probert, 2005).
Femininity in itself did not disappear during the war years, however, the austerity caused
by strict rationing drove authorities to warn women to ‘be sensible’ in their display of
femininity through appearance and dress. As Margaret Maynard (2001) points out, it
was at all times a delicate balance between utility dressing and the maintenance of a
feminine look. With the warning that every yard of fabric saved might mean a quicker
route to victory (Walford, 2008), skirts were slimmed down and shortened, and dress
silhouettes simplified, creating a more ‘masculine’ silhouette of squarish shoulders and
narrow hips – albeit it at the same time retaining an emphasis on a narrow waist – and
finished with a minimum of embellishment.
The postwar arrival of Christian Dior’s New Look in 1947 was the antithesis of the
austere styling of the war years. It was extravagant, indulgent and, as demonstrated by
Alexandra Joel (1984) in her historical study of Australian fashion, ‘embraced by
Australian women eager to be rid of any feelings of war or deprivation’ (p.121).
Maynard (2001) describes Dior’s designs as offering ‘a style of dress whose
iconographic features were supposedly natural to all women; very tight waists, smooth
rounded hiplines and very wide skirts, full bosoms and high heels’ (p 44). The new look
assisted the shift from attractiveness being about a unity in purpose, in serving the social
good, to presenting a feminine desirability defined in terms of the dynamics of
heterosexual attractiveness (Maynard, 2001).

Joel (1984) notes how the change in

fashion encouraged men to look at women in a different way, a protective way, for above
all it was ‘ladylike’. A strong emphasis on femininity, and on lack of practicality,
encouraged women to give up mannish activities, and just look decorative instead. In
many regards not such a ‘new look’ as a replication of earlier historical representations of
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the feminine form through dress, which encouraged like ideals.

In reality the

extravagance of Dior’s styling required adaptation to everyday wear. Following its
initial introduction, a more practical, comfortable interpretation was tailored to the needs
of the housewife. Shirtwaist dresses, gently pleated and gathered, became representative
of a softer domestic femininity linked to women’s identity in the home. Australia was
also subject to the influence of more conservative British fashion, which continued to
emphasise restraint and utility in the display of good taste.
These developments in fashion mirrored greater changes occurring in the structure of
Australian society. In writing of the development of the Australian family, Ann Game
and Rosemary Pringle (1983 a) note how capitalism matured in the postwar period,
resulting in a break down in class structure. The view that capitalism would provide for
everyone, was eagerly adopted by the working class. An ideal of middle class life was
aspired to, and middle class ideals of domesticity and family structure became dominant.
Angela Partington (1992) notes the duality of 1950s femininity with regard to working
class women’s interpretation of popular fashion at this time; ‘the utilitarian definition of
the housewife co-existed with a notion of femininity drawn from the bourgeois ideal of
womanhood as decorative’ (p 154).

Partington’s (1992) observation highlights the

intersections between dress, gender and class. This nexus has been explored at length in
Beverly Skeggs’ (1997) examination of how women negotiate social and cultural
relations in the formation of identity. Skeggs (1997) notes how, by the end of the
nineteenth century, white middle class femininity was defined as the ideal and always
coded as ‘respectable’. Writing of Australian dress in the fifties, Kylie Winkworth
(1993) demonstrates how fashion was a powerful construct throughout the 1950s and
1960s, and a key means to reinforcing these notions; as an ‘arbiter and for those who
cared, its rule was absolute’ (p.60). Dress codes for particular occasions and outings
were widely observed.

Correct dress indicated the wearer’s observation of social

protocols, and enabled their fit within popular notions of respectability and social
position. The formality of dress codes meant that essential pieces of clothing included
formal and ‘domestic’ day wear, cocktail dresses for socialising before eight, and
evening or ball gowns for later. These trends in formality persisted into the early 1960s,
with subtle shifts in styling and fabrics. It was not until the end of the decade that the
mass production of fashion, in hand with a greater diversification and informality in dress
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linked to social changes of the 1960s, brought increasing fragmentation of the established
popular ‘look’, and a subsequent relaxation in the rules regarding appropriate attire.

The work of the dressmaker
It was within these formalities of fashion and dress that dressmakers made the clothing
desired by their clientele. Accounting for the significance of this work is difficult
however, particularly if seeking to attribute it only to the material outcomes of their
labour. As previously noted, items of clothing are perishable; they tend to be used and
discarded, or sometimes remodelled. The work of dressmakers is commonly unlabelled
and as such remains anonymous. It was largely the dressmakers’ recollections that
provided the primary source of information about what they had been making. However,
in addition to the records provided in Bet’s, Joan’s and Ronda’s notebooks, many of the
dressmakers were also able to present visual evidence of their work in the form of
photographs and, in several cases, actual garments they had made.

These sources

revealed the wide variety of individual items being produced by the dressmakers, ranging
from children’s and babies wear, through women’s skirts, blouses, frocks and suits, to
formal and special occasion wear, and even costuming.
Betty explained how her work included:
[E]verything from pants – not that there were many pants then – but skirts, and I did
wedding dresses, and I did evening dresses, because a lot of people had, you know,
formal dresses then which seem to have gone by the board now unless you go to the
Logies or something like that . So it was just everything, coats, suits and all that,
although I wasn’t a tailoress as such but I managed to do that (Betty, 2010).

Ronda similarly recalled tailoring jackets, blazers, ladies’ skirts and little boys’ pants and
overcoats, along with:
[F]ormal wear, you’d say dresses like silk dresses that ladies would wear to church,
you know, like going out clothes. Never anything for just ‘knock around’ stuff you
know. Mostly like, well you know, like a dress to dress up and go out, you know,
on a visit to somebody or to church or something like that (Ronda, 2012).

Joan’s notebooks provide a thorough documentation of the range of garments she made
over a three year period (1940-42 inclusive). Despite these records being slightly earlier
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than the time period under investigation, they set a precedent for the type of work that
could be expected of Joan in subsequent years. Across the entire year of 1940, Joan
completed: sixty-six day dresses in linens, cottons, wools and silks; twenty-five special
occasion dresses, including six debutante and one wedding dress; six skirts, five blouses,
and three tops; nine coats or jackets; ten women’s suits; six office uniforms; six pieces of
sportswear; eighteen pieces of children’s clothing; twenty-nine dance costumes, and
eighteen alterations (Dugan, 1940).
Without doubt however, the most frequently spoken about item of work was the wedding
dress and associated wedding outfits (Figure 7.1, 7.2, 7.3). Beth told how, in her years of
operation, she made more wedding dresses than she could remember:
I liked the weddings you know, the very beautiful frocks. I sat down once to try and
work out how many wedding frocks I’ve made, and I don’t think I ever [did]. I’d
think, ‘Oh that’s right I made hers too’, and I’d put that down, but in the end I gave
up (Beth, 2010).

In reference to the volume of work her sewing machine had done Margaret similarly
recalled:
It’s done many, many, many weddings. I couldn’t tell you, look I couldn’t tell you
how many I did. I used to do dresses and all as well, and the occasional coats, but I
just loved doing the weddings (Margaret, 2012).

Several of the dressmakers avoided large projects like wedding dresses, preferring
instead to concentrate on altering or remodelling existing garments brought to them by
their clients. Gloria built her home business on alterations. Her busy family life and
involvement with her husband’s business largely determined the nature of her work
which involved altering, ‘lots of things; taking in and letting out, zips being replaced and
all that sort of stuff’. Her clientele included ‘men, women, old and young’. Gloria
enjoyed her work:
I did like a challenge. I remember one day a lady had a beautiful pure silk blouse,
and she’d put the iron on the pocket, and she said, “Oh I don’t want to tell my
husband. Can you do something for it?” Anyway I ended up, I think I took the
pocket off the other side and put it there, and she was able to wear it without it being
an obvious mark. I loved doing things like that. If someone cut a hole in something
I liked to fix it (laughter) (Gloria, 2010).
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Figure 7.1

Bridal party, circa 1950s. All gowns made by Joan.
(Photograph in possession of Joan’s family).
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Figure 7.2

Bridal party, circa 1950s. All gowns made by Ruby.
(Photograph in possession of author).

Figure 7.3

Bridal Party, circa 1940s. All gowns made by Bet (standing on right)
(Photograph in possession of Bet’s family).
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Eileen’s work in her home business also consisted largely of alterations, which were
brought to her by the local women working in the nearby factories. Eileen recalled
altering frocks and evening gowns. The fashions of the time meant that alterations were
often complicated. Styling and fabrics could be difficult to work with. Layers of
underskirts, detailed finishing, and precision fitting could frustrate even the most
accomplished dressmaker:
I remember one woman bought a dress, and it was sort of a ‘Hartnell’62 imitation, or
something or other and it didn’t [fit]. She had very little bust, and this thing was
sticking out like this (indicates with hands). It was sleeveless too, oh, strapless!
And there were sort of pleated panels across the front. Oh that was a bugger of a job!
(Eileen, 2011)

A ‘middle-ground’ appeared to exist with regard to the work of the dressmakers
comprising smart day wear and formal wear, predominantly for women. Most of the
dressmakers undertook such work either consistently throughout, or interspersed amongst
their areas of specialisation, across the length of their careers. It represented the ‘bread
and butter’ of dressmaking, or as Ruby described it; ‘just the usual suits and frocks’.
Joan’s records indicate a prevalence of smart day wear and formal dress amongst her
commissions. In the month of January 1940 for example, she recorded making; a navy,
white, green and red floral dress for Mrs Croft; one white and navy jumper suit in a self
stripe for Mrs Fowler; a navy and white diamond stripe silk dress for Mrs MacNamara;
one powder blue and white organdie dress with powder blue silk shift for Mrs O’Carroll;
a grey georgette dress and taffeta slip and an old rose satin back crepe suit for Mrs
Yelland, and; one blue lace and linen dress for Mrs Miller. For Mrs Gleeson she made;
one powder blue ‘cloque’ dress; one sage green, orange and white paisley silk dress,
along with, a grey, yellow, red and green striped ‘bemberg’ (rayon) dress. Joan also
completed two alterations, one of which she details for a Miss Butler, for whom she put
covered buttons on a blue linen suit, shortened the belt and covered the belt buckle,
rounded the corners on jacket hem, shortened all round, shortened skirt ½ -1 inch,
tightened waist, and stitched back pleat all the way down. One school uniform is also
included in her work for the month, along with a fully lined, light grey woollen coat with
two piece sleeves, which she made for herself. Whilst the accompanying sketches are
62

See description of Hartnell Fashions in Chapter Four.
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evidence alone that the clothing Joan was making was smart and fashionable for the time,
the inclusion of fabric descriptions makes it possible to identify with some surety the
purpose for which the garments were being made; silks, organdies and cloques63, being
often used for special or formal wear (See Figure 7.4, 7.5).
Less detail is contained within Bet’s notebook which covers the years 1956 to 1969,
however the list of patterns entered by her husband on the front pages of the volume on
its initiation identify amongst her early commissions; red clutch coat, brocade and blue
lace suit, tailored suit, pink brunch coat, blue floral cocktail dress, grey and white floral
(dress), and ‘Mary’s wedding dress’. From a total of seventy-three entries, twenty-seven
are identifiable as dresses, five suits, eight coats, six tops or blouses, and ten skirts or
slacks.64 The fabric descriptions accompanying these notes include, cream lace, black
tulle, brocade, crepe, Italian quilting, jersey, taffeta and woollen tweed. Like Joan’s
notes the descriptions of the garments and the fabrics recorded indicate a purpose of
‘smart formal wear’ (Figure 7.6).

The dressmaker and her client
Communicating identity, communicating class
The clothing the dressmakers were creating for their clients supports a notion of women
participating in a shared visual representation of feminine identity, one specific to the
time and place. The range of garments they made reflected the popular styling or ‘look’
of the day sought after by their clients. In turn, whilst Joan’s and Bet’s records identify
the work of individual dressmakers and should be considered as such, it can be argued
that at the same time they are representative of the work of a specific cohort of women,
whose identity was linked to the practice of creating clothing in their homes for paying
clients.

63

Fabrics with surface irregularly raised in blistered effect or similarly imitated with designs stitched or
embossed (Picken, 1999).
64

‘Stock’ is used to describe some of the patterns in Bet’s book, presumably meaning pre-existing patterns
or those not needing to be drafted. Descriptions do not accompany this designation.
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Figure 7.4

Sketch of Evening Dress, Joan’s notebooks
(Dugan, 1939 -1940)
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Figure 7.5

Sketch of Day Dress, Joan’s notebooks
(Dugan, 1939 -1940)
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Figure 7.6

Bet’s measurement book showing customer orders
(in possession of author)
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Psychologist Efrat Tseelson (1995) recognises how, in relation to appearance and dress,
cultural clichés regarding women’s relationship with fashion become part of common
feminine psychological make-up. The internalisation of clichés, such as women care
about their appearance and fashion is a feminine affair, supports the view that feminine
identity is not only represented through dress, but also through the work of making,
buying and caring for clothes (Winkworth, 1993). This consideration has a particular
potency with regard to the dressmakers, for whom the work of making clothing for other
women was enmeshed within the formulation and presentation of their own identity:
I only ever wanted to make lovely dresses, and I used to say I’m going to be a
dressmaker, and I’m going to make beautiful dresses, and my mother said, “But you
won’t have the beautiful dresses if you’re a dressmaker, you will make them for
other people”. Oh, but I will have beautiful dresses! But no, you do make them for
other people! (Laughter) (Beth, 2010)

Beth’s mother’s observation of her daughter’s early dressmaking aspirations provides an
indication of how the interdependency in the relationship between the client and the
dressmaker might realistically play out, in the construction of the dressmaker’s own
presentation of ‘self’. Beth later commented she never did have enough time to make the
‘beautiful dresses’ she dreamed of for herself. The client’s request however, initiates a
transaction, a process potentially sympathetic to both the client and the dressmaker’s
personal desire to express their identity through the medium of clothing:
“I’ve got this piece of material. I want a frock. How will I have it?” (Client quote,
Beth 2010)

While the interaction between dressmaker and her client was based primarily on an
exchange of services for money, the making of a personalised garment has been shown to
involve an association closer than that found in a simple monetary transaction. The
creation of a material vehicle for the presentation of self to the outside world requires a
level of sharing through which the quintessence of an individual character may be
captured. The extent to which this involved personal input by the dressmakers varied
between them, and their particular client. Beth recalled, at times simply replicating
designs presented to her by the art teacher from the college where she was studying:
She’d bring in little diagrams with her material, and she’d say, “Beth I want you to
make that for me”, you know, and it was all drawn out (Beth, 2010).
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Ruby found that many of her customers already had their minds set on a particular design
or ‘look’:
Well you see, I used to draft the patterns at that time. Yes they’d ask me my advice,
but they’d have most of it. They’d have it in their own head. Some things wouldn’t
work out and you know they’d suggest things. Anyway I think everyone was quite
happy, well I don’t think I had any complaints (laughter) (Ruby, 2011).

In these instances the dressmakers’ skills were a technical tool for the straight-forward
transferral of the client’s ideas and designs into material representation. More often
however, and usual to the practice, was the creative input of the dressmaker into the
process. As Vivien explained:
Well I was creative in a way, well I had to create the patterns and styles, you know,
you sort of makeup styles. You see one bit here, and another bit somewhere else,
and put things together. Well I was a designer, but I was my designer! But you
know, I’d tell people what to have, what materials to buy, what went with what,
because you know a lot of people don’t know do they? (Vivien, 2011)

The input of the dressmaker’s own creative aesthetic as a ‘designer’ provided a hallmark
for distinction in dress, and was often sought after and valued by their clients. Phyllis for
example, was described by her daughter Sharon as a glamorous woman and ‘a bit of a
leader when it came to fashion’.

Phyllis loved working with beautiful materials and

colour to create flamboyant dresses and spectacular gowns.

Bet’s son Greg, likewise

recalled his mother as loving glamour and society, her taste reflected in her own
appearance; well dressed and always fashionable. Bet’s vivacious personality made her
well loved by many, and her natural ability to improvise with styles, and indeed ‘body
shapes’, ensured that her services were in demand.

Both Phyllis and Bet were able to

offer their clients individuality and exclusiveness by interpreting the client’s perceptions
of ‘self’ ‘through their own particular aesthetic. Carol Tulloch (1999) similarly
recognises this being an aspect of the dressmakers’ work in Britain during the 1950s. In
proposing that having clothes made by a dressmaker often had far more ‘cachet’ than
ready-made clothes, Tulloch (1999) demonstrates that, in addition to the personal
attention and the creation of a garment that fitted well, the attraction of having a garment
made was that the process ‘alluded to glamour and social status’ (p. 116). As with the
emotional labour invested in the making of the garment, it was therefore important that
209

the dressmaker was skilled in the practice of negotiating the emotional and evocative
aspects of ‘dressing’ her client. The success of the dressmaker relied to a large extent on
her ability to make her client ‘feel their best’. Popular Australian Women’s Weekly
columnist Dorothy Drain (1959), drew particular attention to this in her women’s column
‘It seems to me’, by highlighting a well-known cosmetic advertising mantra, ‘you’re
selling hope’ in her advice to those wanting to make a living from adorning women:
If she can sell optimism and confidence along with a dress (or a hairstyle) she is way
ahead of a competitor whose face betrays the thought ‘Well that’s the best I can do
for you’ (It seems to me, 1959, p.10).

Reflecting the observations of ‘Ms Drain’, Betty spoke of her own skill in creating
individual designs for her clients, recalling how:
Oh, I could just look at them and picture what I thought they should have. I was
really honest with people and I think they appreciated this. Some would come in
and say, “I want that” and I’d think, this is not going to look good, and so I’d say,
“Look if you don’t mind me saying, I don’t think this is quite for you. What about
this, this and this?” and so I’d get them round to what I wanted them to have in a
subtle sort of way because there’s no satisfaction in making something that’s not
going to suit someone. They’re eventually not going to be happy and so, you’re not
going to be happy making it. You know a lot of people would say to me, “Betty, at
least I know you’re honest”, and I said, “Well it’s no satisfaction making something
that’s not going to be right” (Betty, 2010).

Clothing can, however, be an ambiguous tool for communicating identity.

People

interpret clothing symbols, or practices, in different ways (Wilson, 1985, Tseelson, 1995,
Entwistle, 2000). The presentation of self may be misread by the viewer, presenting a
challenge for those involved in the technical processes underpinning the visual
interpretation of dress. Art historian Anne Hollander (1978), provides a means for
understanding the role of dressmakers as an aide in their clients presentation of ‘self’.
Focusing on art to explore the relationship between clothes and the body, Hollander
(1978) recognises the function of clothing being – in the tradition of western dress – to
‘contribute to the making of a self-conscious individual, an image linked to all other
imaginative and idealized visualisations of the body’ (Hollander, 1978, p.xiv). From her
perspective the success of the artist – in this case the dressmaker – is based on their skill
in capturing, through ‘a filter of artistic convention’; the image people have of
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themselves, both physical and sartorial. Dress is in effect, ‘a creation of images with the
visible self as it’s medium’ (Hollander, 1978, p.311).

To dress, or to create dress, is

therefore more than just a technical exercise. A skilled dressmaker provides the client
with a visual representation of ‘self’, which is read by the public and attributed meaning
accordingly.
Noting the significance of the public and ceremonial aspects of dress as a dominant
symbol in the social system, Vanessa Maher (1987) has demonstrated how the
accumulated personal knowledge of the dressmakers in her study, enabled them to
negotiate the symbolic aspects of dress more successfully than their clients. The client,
in turn, acquires from the dressmaker, social and cultural knowledge pertaining to the
etiquette of dress and fashion; or the ‘wearing’ of the garment. To this, I would add, the
opportunity also to acquire social and cultural capital.

For some clients this was

facilitated through the social connections of the dressmaker herself. Phyllis for example,
established her clientele drawing on the society circles associated with her father’s work
as a horse trainer, for the elite of Melbourne society. Phyllis’s daughter Sharon recalled
it being ‘a fairly exclusive group of people’ that her mother operated in, and people were
recommended within this.

She also knew, and associated with, people operating

businesses in the Melbourne fashion precinct of Flinders Lane. These connections would
have assisted her professional profile and social status, and been desirable to clients
seeking likewise.
More often however, social or cultural capital could be acquired through the
interpretation, and presentation, of popular dress in the making of the clothing. Beverly
Skeggs (1997) explores the idea of ‘glamour’ in her examination of feminine identity and
class, in which she demonstrates how the recognition of oneself as glamorous, enables
femininity to operate as a form of cultural capital. To be glamorous was a characteristic
of postwar fashion images, and presented as part of feminine identity. It offered a
sophisticated feminine allure, a desirability illustrated to effect by Dior’s Postwar ‘New
Look’. Advertised as a style that indulged ‘women’s sensuous dreams’, the new styling
was both high class and provocative, openly encouraging women to engage in the key
elements of glamour; fantasy, desire and longing (Maynard, 2001). Carol Dyhouse
(2010) notes, in her study of the relationship between glamour, femininity and fashion,
how in the 1950s and 1960s, glamour represented a more assertive and powerful form of
female identity, one which provided agency, strength and worth to the subject, as
211

opposed to a demure and dainty femininity. By extension, the dressmaker’s ability to
interpret the etiquette and mores regarding glamour and high fashion provided an avenue
through which her clients might secure a share of this cultural capital, a resource equally
desirable to women across class and social borders and filtered through to the context of
their daily lives.
Eileen recalled how many of the alterations brought to her by the women working in the
nearby factories involved re-modelling off-the-rack dresses to replicate the look of
popular high fashion:
You know they’d buy a dress for 2 and 6 at Rockmans65 or something and want it
turned into a Hartnell model or something like that (Eileen, 2011) (see Figure 7.7,
7.8)

The aspirations of these working class women are hardly surprising.

Glamour

represented an ‘audacious refusal to be imprisoned by norms of class and gender or
expectations of conventional femininity’ (Dyhouse, 2010, p.3). Indeed Partington (1992)
shows how, rather than adhering to pre-ordained rules of fashion, those which delineated
between restraint and practicality in domestic dress and glamour as reserved for ‘high
fashion’, working class women exercised their power as consumers in the mass
marketing of fashion in the 1950s. Many sought to combine elements of glamour with
everyday wear, in the articulation of their own distinctive style and class identity.
Partington’s (1992) observations about dress reflect Game and Pringle’s (1983 a) broader
assessment of working class responses to the social developments resulting from the
maturing of industrial capitalism in the post-war decades. They demonstrate how the
working class did not simply adopt middle class ideals in what can be perceived as
‘embourgeoisement’. Rather, through their own adaptation they created a new working
class, one which then became incorporated into ‘bourgeois hegemony’ through the
emerging commercial culture (Game and Pringle, 1983 a, p.81). The postwar boom in
employment, wages, and standard of living, meant increased access to a wide range of
consumer durables. Game and Pringle (1983 a) note the significance of this for working
class life as ‘directly link[ing] economic changes with changes in the lived experience of

65

Rockmans fashions were a popular Melbourne based, budget priced, ready-to-wear clothing business –
refer to Figure 7.4.
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Figure 7.7

Newspaper advertisement for Rockmans, 1953. (Note advertising slogan
‘Best for Less’) (Advertising, 1953)

Figure 7.8

Hartnell of Melbourne, full length evening
gown, circa 1950s, photographed by Athol
Shmith (Rosenthal 2005) p.39
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the working class’ (p. 87). This is apparent in Lesley Johnson’s (1993) work exploring
the achievement, by ‘emerging’ young women, of fashionable notions of the ‘essential
feminine’. Johnson (1993) shows how the commercial

culture of the 1950s and

1960s, made visible and emphasised forms of training in personal standards that were
previously class differentiated and primarily taught within the privacy of the home:
All young women were now expected and provided with the appropriate information
and technologies through the consumer culture to make their bodies according to a
single set of norms – the norms of the fashion industry and its associated agents, the
beauty consultants and charm schools (p. 131).

Like Partington (1992), Johnson (1993) notes a ‘democratisation of glamour’, which she
attributes, in part, to these developments. Both Skegggs (1997) and Dyhouse (2010)
draw attention however, to the delicate balance between glamour and respectability.
They caution that the sexual element of glamour can be easily equated with ‘degrading’,
unless protected and defended by marks of middle-class respectability; glamour being
‘the mechanism by which the marks of middle class respectability are transposed onto
the sexual body’ (Skeggs, 1997, p.110). Reading the subtleties was important, especially
when aspiring to transcend class delineations and prejudices. Rachel Moseley’s (2001)
examination of respectability, dressmaking and the influence of film stars in the 1950s
and 1960s, demonstrates how women often favoured particular movie stars, in their selfassessment of the appropriateness of dress and acceptable British working class
femininities. Audrey Hepburn for example, was viewed as being ‘classy’ and stylish’.
Doris Day was seen as dressing ‘smartly and respectably’. Moseley (2001) proposes the
ability to ‘fake it’ through the replication of high fashion or movie star style in the 1950s,
might have been extremely important to women disadvantaged by economics or class.
She notes the significance of home sewing in providing a means for women to achieve
this. Eileen’s experience demonstrates how home based self-employed dressmakers –
through the making, altering and remodelling of garments – similarly provided an avenue
for working class women to present a feminine identity, fitting popular notions of
respectability and class.
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The wedding dress: ‘Culturing’ the feminine ideal
More than any other piece of clothing it was the ‘wedding dress’ that provided an
opportunity to display the successful accomplishment of the feminine ideal.

As a

mainstay of western culture, weddings were an equaliser providing a very public, and
accessible, avenue for women of all classes and social standing to present a desirable
femininity. Jill Matthews (1984 a) recognises marriage as ‘the cornerstone of femininity’
in mid-twentieth century Australian society. Karen Hutchings (2009) similarly notes, in
relation to beauty mythology in Australia in the 1950s and 1960s, how the ‘wedding day’
was the one occasion when a woman could confidently feel they had fulfilled every
requirement in the achievement of femininity. In assuming the identity of ‘the bride’,
Hutchings (2009) proposes:
The desire to become a bride was supposedly the motivating factor behind striving
to be beautiful, the wedding day can be seen as the symbolic pinnacle of post-war
feminine ideology. The bride was the most supremely feminine icon, with the bridal
doll a popular gift and coveted possession for little girls needing a model for present
and future feminine behaviour (p. 50).

If the bride was the supreme female icon, then the wedding dress was the communicator
of her status as such. For many girls their identity as ‘the bride’ was pre-empted by their
experience as a ‘debutante’, a tradition recognised by Lesley Johnson (1993) as, ‘a story
of feminine achievement’. Johnson (1993) highlights how, as a major cultural institution
of the 1950s and 1960s, the Debutante Ball was viewed as a precursor to marriage. It
gave public visibility to a young woman’s declaration of readiness for womanhood, and
was the traditional ritual of declared readiness for marriage. Ruby recalled making a lot
of ‘deb frocks’ when she first set out dressmaking on her own. Joan’s notebooks record
entries for six debutante dresses in 1939 -1940. Amongst them is a sketch for her own
debutante dress (Figure 7.9), which can be seen in its completed form in a photographic
portrait of Joan wearing the frock (Figure 7.10). Miss V. Mannings’ debutante dress,
also completed by Joan, shows a similar styling, both dresses reflecting the popular look
of the day (Figure 7.11). Beth also included debutante dresses in her range of work,
along with frocks for girls participating in ‘Queen Competitions’, this being another
practice highlighted by Johnson (1993) as drawing attention to a sense of ‘femininity as
achievement’. Such occasions celebrated feminine qualities of glamour, poise and
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Figure 7.9

Sketch of Joan’s debutante dress from her notebook,
1939 (Dugan, 1939 -1940)

Figure 7.10

Joan as debutante, 1939
(Photograph in possession of Joan’s family)
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Figure 7.11

Sketch of Miss V. Manning’s Debutante dress from Joan’s notebook (Dugan, 1939 -1940)
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charm, whilst also constituting social spaces of visibility to show the achievement of
such (Johnson, 1993). A quick scan of Beth’s home-town newspaper the Broken Hill
Barrier Miner, identifies the popularity of these competitions for fundraising across a
range of organisations; The Lodge queen competition 1947, Miss Red Cross competition
1945, Technical College Queen competition 1941, Woolworths Queen competition 1944,
High School Queen 1950, and the Anglican Queen competition 1953, were just some of
the competitions featured in the social pages.
In making gowns for these occasions, the dressmakers were assisting the replication of
cultural practices aimed at reinforcing, and idealising, popular beliefs regarding
femininity.

Joanne Entwistle’s (2000)

recognition of dress as a ‘situated bodily

practice’, draws attention to the ways in which ‘the social system imposes itself upon the
body, and constrains it to act in particular ways; the body becomes the symbol of the
situation’ (Entwistle, 2000, p.15). In this sense, the wedding gown, debutante dress, or
Queen’s frock are symbols of the context in which they are found.

They convey

information about that situation and therefore support, in their wearing, the cultural
traditions regarding the rites of passage and rituals surrounding the achievement of
feminine identity in a time specific context. For those wearing them however, these
dresses harnessed the transformative power of clothing for display of the self. Above
and beyond all, the wedding dress meshed glamour with the attainment of respectability,
as the feminine ideal.

Descriptions of wedding dresses in contemporary bridal

magazines promised the bride, ‘ethereal loveliness’; a ‘rhapsody of romance’; ‘glamour
galore’; and ‘a vision of radiance’ (Lobell, 1960, pp.2-22); ‘You will truly be a queen for
a day’ (The Australian Bride, 1956, p.23), and ; ‘Heads turn...eyes follow. On this day
an aura surrounds one woman leaving all others in shadow’ (Brides, 1967, p.4).
It could be said that the inclusion of bridal gowns in the dressmaker’s remit was merely
an extension of social mores which demanded the observation of correct feminine
etiquette. However, for the dressmaker who enjoyed this work, the wedding dress
provided a field of specialisation. Ruby, Beth, Margaret, Betty and Phyllis all identified
the wedding dress as being the key focus of their work. Whilst they found it difficult to
put a number on the amount of commissions they completed, they were able to recall
many of the details of particular frocks, including fabrics and trims, styling and design
features, and the construction methods they employed. Beth recalled making her first
wedding dress during the early 1940s:
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It was a heavy crepe material and it was cut around there, and gathered, and fell into
this lovely full skirt, you know, and lovely big train, and this very plain part here
(gestures to bodice), we beaded it from an old piece of beading –unpicked it – and
had these clusters of pearly bead that then shot out like a part of a star, coming out
into this cluster. They were in silver. I copied the design and put it on this piece,
and then those we put on the train; three groups of them. It was a lovely frock
(Beth, 2010).

Beth described a gown which captures the styling of war-time wedding dresses. Her use
of beading was a means of embellishment at a time when fancy fabrics and laces were
difficult to obtain. Vivien similarly explained how in making her own wedding frock
during the war years, she exchanged ration coupons for net, and then embellished it with
lace, carefully cut from the one yard she could afford. By using the cheaper net for the
body of her gown she was able to produce a fuller, feminine looking gown.
Ruby was able to provide photographs of bridal gowns she made for clients in the
1950’s. Ruby regularly made frocks for the whole bridal party. A stylish wedding group
is captured in one of the photographs (Figure 7.12). Ruby explained:
That’s about 1952, they were all sisters. [The dresses] were pink velvet with grey
shoes and grey headdress. They were beautiful. [The wedding dress] had one of
those collars that draped around and stood up at the back (Ruby, 2011).

Another of Ruby’s photographs (Figure 7.13) shows a less traditional bridal gown. Ruby
commented how it, ‘was an unusual dress that she had for that time, and with a short veil
too’. Commentary in fashion advice columns and bridal magazines in the 1950s, refer to
the short or ballerina length wedding dress as appropriate for less formal, smaller
weddings; for the younger bride, and as ‘pleasing for the budget’ (The Australian Bride,
1956). In reviewing the trend towards short wedding dresses, one commentator noted
how; ‘Modern tendencies to comfort in action and freedom of movement find expression
in the short wedding gown which is gaining popularity overseas’ (Bridal Gown Short vs
Long, 1952, p.12). However, expressing a concern for the appropriate representation of
‘the bride’ the commentary continues;

‘As most girls prize dignity as one of the

important qualities for the bride the ground length gown with or without a train will still
be favoured for many ceremonies’ (Bridal Gown Short vs Long, 1952, p.12).
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Figure 7.12

Bridal party gowns made by Ruby 1952
(Photograph in possession of author)
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Figure 7.13

Bridal gown made by Ruby, circa 1950s
(Photograph in possession of author)
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Margaret described the dress she made for her own wedding in 1957, recalling how she
saw it in a magazine where it was named; ‘Crowning Glory’. As with the previous
descriptions of wedding gowns, the name captures the allure in being ‘the bride’; the
promise of achieving feminine perfection. Margaret told how:
[L]ace came down panels on each side and all that was beaded and pearled. The
gathering was on the hips, it wasn’t on the waist, and there were buttons right up
here (sleeves,) and buttons all the way down the back, buttons and loops. It was
made in delustered satin, which is a dull satin. It was very heavy (Margaret, 2012).

While the bridal gowns the dressmakers produced largely replicated contemporary
popular styling, the dressmakers often expressed individual preferences for the type of
styles they liked working on. Bet for example, preferred the simple elegant lines over
frills and fullness. Ruby on the other hand expressed her longing early on to be able to
spread out and work on the ‘big wear’ associated with weddings. In this sense, the
wedding dress was both a vehicle for identifying oneself with the making of a particular
garment that carried connotations of glamour, excitement and beauty, and an opportunity
for the dressmaker, to exercise, or indulge their own creative aesthetic, setting them apart
from making ‘just the usual things’. Indeed, Bet identified herself not as a dressmaker
but as ‘the maker of wedding dresses’.

The dressmaker’s identity
The transformative power of clothing was used to effect by the dressmakers themselves
in the presentation of their own identity. Not unlike the experience of presenting a
professional workspace within the domestic environment, the dressmakers were subject
to both contemporary perceptions regarding women’s domestic identity, and the need to
present a professional working identity. It was a contradiction to be managed in the
dressmaker’s presentation of ‘self’ to the outside world. Betty’s recollections illustrate
how this played out in her circumstances:
I’d get up, have my shower, and get dressed as if I was going out. I was very strict
with myself like that, because I didn’t want to be a work at home housewife that
didn’t look after herself, you know. I’d put my make-up on (Betty, 2010).
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Betty went on to explain the importance of adhering to these rules, recognising how her
personal ‘presentation’ might impact on her work:
It was important, and you never knew, like today, when someone was going to pop
in.

If you were scruffy looking they’d think, ‘Oh, I don’t want her to make

something’, so you had to be on the ball. Often I’d have something on and they’d
say, “Oh, did you make that?” and I’d say “Yes”. “Oh I wouldn’t mind something
like that.” (Betty, 2010)

Pride in appearance was similarly noted by Phyllis as important in the portrayal of her
own identity as a maker of fashion, and ultimately bound up with the presentation of her
work. When I interviewed Phyllis my initial impression was that of a petite, smartly
dressed woman. The aqua-blue in her earrings and necklace matched the colours in the
top she was wearing, and contrasted neatly with her white slacks and shoes. Phyllis
confided in me however, that she didn’t feel well dressed that day:
Every day they [fellow residents] say, “Well what is she wearing today?” I’ve got to
have things coordinating you know. People will have something odd, and I’ll think,
oh I don’t know how they could wear it. It would irritate me (Phyllis, 2010).

Margaret also spoke of maintaining a particular standard of dress, asserting that despite
making most of her clothes for herself she would never wear garments that looked homemade: ‘I wouldn’t have worn them. I mean people probably knew because those weren’t
the sort of things you could buy in a shop you know’. There is a subtlety in the
delineation expressed by Margaret with regard to ‘how’ they might be recognised as
home-made. The recognition of ‘individuality’ in dress appears more acceptable when,
rather than carrying connotations of sub-standard work produced out of necessity, the
making of one’s own clothes is aligned with care taken in the presentation of the
aesthetic self.
The dressmakers’ display of identity, through their aesthetic, provided a vehicle for
representing the quality and nature of their work. Their ability to undertake this work
was, in turn, representative of their identity.

It can be argued the dressmakers’

themselves were in effect, the physical embodiment of their work; the ‘self’ being
realized and actualised through particular activities and practices (Entwistle, 2000), in
this case the act of dressmaking. The dressmakers’ imagination, their creative intellect
and their business aptitude were resources for her work, their physical ability ‘a tool’ for
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use in constructing a garment. The dexterity required for manipulating fabrics, pins,
needles and threads determined the dressmakers’ success in accomplishing fine quality
work. Physical abilities were heavily referenced by the dressmakers as being critical for
their work. Joan’s daughter Christine recalled the poetic labelling of her mother’s hands
by her French tutor, ‘les doights de fee’; the fingers of a fairy, noting how her mother’s
concern for her hands led her to stop gardening:
[S]he didn’t like wearing gardening gloves and she was finding gardening was
spoiling her hands for finer fabrics, and she did graduate from, you know, your
everyday dressmaking to really exquisite wedding gowns, things in chiffon and so
on (Christine, 2011).

The impact on hands and eyesight were frequently mentioned by the dressmakers in
reference to their work, along with the regret that they could no longer manage the
intricate tasks required of dressmaking, a reflection perhaps of their age, but highlighting
the importance of their physical bodies in being able to undertake the work of
dressmaking. Beth chose not to pursue dressmaking in later years:
I don’t do much of it now. I have arthritis and my fingers don’t pick up pins and
needles very well now, and that sort of thing, and it’s frustrating so you tend to
think, I’m not going to do that (Beth, 2010).

Ronda was able to address the challenges of her failing eyesight and continue sewing:
Since my eyes started playing up, I was told then that you could get self-threading
sewing machine needles. That is an absolute Godsend! If it wasn’t for them I don’t
know where I’d be. I wouldn’t be able to sew. Yes, everything else comes quite
simple, except threading a needle (Ronda, 2012).

Ruby however, expressed frustration in telling how:
My hands won’t work now, I can’t even hold a needle properly. When I do it, I look
at it and think, Oh Gosh is that my handiwork? When I think of some of the work
I’ve done (Ruby, 2011).

The dressmakers’ expression of identity, as linked to their physicality, continued to be
evidenced in the display of creativity in the lives of these women beyond their work as a
dressmaker.

Gloria spoke of always enjoying colour and clothes, and her artistic

endeavours in oil painting, china painting and craft work. Beth continued to teach within
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local craft groups, passing on her skills in embroidery and fancy stitching. Sitting in her
room surrounded by crochet hooks and knitting needles, sketch pads and pencils, Bet’s
son Dennis recalled how she always had; ‘drawings all over the place at home and its
now bits of paper, backs of envelopes, never any cohesion it was always a spur of the
moment thing’. Joan’s daughter recalled her mother’s diverse artistic skills, highlighting
how she could turn her hand to drawing, designing, knitting and crochet as well as loving
gardening; ‘there was just this creativity waiting to break out in one form or
another’(Christine, 2011).
As has been shown in Chapter Five, a dressmakers’ creativity was an important part of
her identity; it was both identifying and self-defining. It has been demonstrated, however
that women’s other roles in life, and expectations of what those roles entailed, could, at
times, place limitations on the full expression of creativity within their lives. Similarly,
any interpretation of the dressmakers’ portrayal of identity must be considered in light of
their role, and responsibilities, within their families.

Not all of the dressmakers

experienced the same level of agency in expressing their identity through their work, and
what they made. This was particularly difficult when personal or family circumstances
limited their autonomy in the choice of what work they would, and would not, take on.
Joan, Betty and Ronda all experienced the illness, or loss, of a spouse, leaving them the
sole responsibility of providing the family income. In managing the situation Ronda and
Betty both recalled making a wide variety items for clients. In reflecting on her mother’s
situation, Joan’s daughter felt her mother did a few jobs she’d really rather have not
done; ‘you know, left to herself she would have rather gone for the creative and elaborate
jobs, but if money was short...’ (Christine, 2011). Joan’s situation changed after she
began working with the Performing Arts Museum in Melbourne. She continued to do
dressmaking, but now with a burgeoning career at PAM she was able to ‘pick and
choose’ the ‘exquisite’ wedding gowns and formal attire which became her signature
(Christine, 2011).
As a migrant Yolanda was similarly bound by circumstance when it came to deciding on
what she would make for her clients, albeit in her case this was largely related to culture
and language barriers. To establish oneself as a private dressmaker would have been a
challenging prospect for any female migrant from an ethnic minority. Ellie Vasta (1991)
has demonstrated, in her exploration of the experiences of Italian female migrants
between 1949-1966, how as a result of the Australian labour market being segmented
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along axis of ethnicity and gender, migrant women were often located in low paying
manual and manufacturing jobs, despite bringing with them skills gained in previous
occupations. Yolanda, however, was able to continue using her skills to earn an income,
and by virtue of her location in a wealthy suburb, her associations with clients of status
enabled her to negotiate class and social positioning to successfully establish an identity
within her new community making wedding dresses and bridal party wear. For others,
this could be more difficult. Rose, also a migrant, identified her reasons for deciding not
to take up dressmaking for a living:
[B]asically having to deal with individual people and their attitude to the
dressmaker. The attitude to the dressmaker was ‘the little dressmaker’. I’m paying
her. It came from, I think, well it came from other women who wanted to put
themselves a little higher than the dressmaker (Rose, 2011).

Rose’s recollection reflects class attitudes often expressed towards service providers in
business transactions, and it is important to acknowledge that migrant women often had
to grapple these attitudes alongside of the prejudiced interpretations of their identity
which persisted in mainstream society.
In conclusion then, it is clear that to varying degrees, all of the dressmakers were
required to negotiate social, cultural and class relations in the portrayal of their own
identity, and in interpreting that of their clients, through dress. In effect therefore,
through interpreting social and cultural discourses and practices that shaped women’s
personal and collective experiences of their bodies and their identity, the dressmakers
were active at the nexus of the intersection between dress, gender and class. By adhering
to social protocols regarding appearance and fashionable dress set within dominant
notions of social position and class distinction, they provided a visual representation and
interpretation of a feminine identity particular to their time, place, and local social or
cultural context. The fact that this activity took place within their homes meant they were
supporting these distinctions still further; by remaining outside of the formal workforce,
they also upheld the dominant gender and class structures that assigned women to the
domestic sphere. Significantly, through their actions and their physical location then,
they were interpreting, reinforcing and transferring identity from the realm of private
activity to the social world.
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Conclusion

‘Like pin marks in satin’

In 2012 The Bendigo Art Gallery in Victoria hosted an exhibition of the clothing,
accessories, and costumes worn by Grace Kelly throughout her life both as a Hollywood
actor, and later as Princess Grace of Monaco. On visiting this exhibition one particular
sign, located next to one of her many splendid evening frocks, caught my attention.
Recorded alongside details of the fabric from which it was made, the trims used, and the
date and the event for which it was worn, were the words ‘Dressmaker Unknown’.
Poignant in that the work was unable to be attributed to a particular creator, this
description reflected my own experiences in seeking to make visible the dressmaker, and
to attribute recognition to her work in the context of this Australian study.
Not unlike the spectacle of Grace Kelly’s story overshadowing the detail of her gowns’
creator, the work of home based self-employed dressmakers is too often subsumed in the
presentation of the overall story of fashion, dress, and style in postwar Australian society.
The dressmakers are largely absent from historical accounts of the development of
fashion. The garments they made are missing from public collection and display, and the
visibility of their experience of working in this occupation is limited. Their presence is,
however, discernible when the ‘informal’ sources that document the development of
Australian society and culture are more closely examined. Notably, these are ones most
closely linked to women’s social location – women’s magazines, journals, and popular
press, and the ephemera associated with the practice of home sewing and dressmaking.
These sources reveal how like ‘pin marks in satin’66 they have left an impression, made a
mark on, the formation and presentation of identity, style and social relationships in postwar society.
Through exploring the stories of a group of women who worked as dressmakers within
their homes, this study has contributed to a body of work which, in the tradition of
feminist oral history, has made visible women’s experiences contained within the ‘secret’
66

In recalling the process of making a bridal gown, Beth noted how pins left marks in the heavy satin from
which the gown was made (see explanation in Chapter Six, Text 6.1).
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areas of life; family life, motherhood, housework (Reinharz, 1992). Significantly, the
dressmakers’ recollections and stories have provided an understanding of how the
experience of ‘dressmaking’ and ‘being a dressmaker’ were closely linked to the
positioning of their work at the interface between these areas of private life and the
public sphere. As one of a number of services linked to women’s domestic role, their
paid work in an informal market economy merged with the unpaid work of family life.
Whilst their strategies were often formulated in response to the immediate demands of
every-day life, to assume that these were simply ad hoc arrangements, is to
underestimate the complexity of the ways in which the dressmakers managed their work
to fit their circumstances, and the significance of their location in doing so.
Examining the physical location of their work, the spatial and temporal boundaries of the
domestic realm, has demonstrated how the dressmakers were able to combine the
management of domestic responsibilities in the home, with the generation of household
income. Exploring what they chose to do in this space, the nature of their work and what
they made, has identified the significance of the personal and social dimensions of their
work. For many of the dressmakers their work was an avenue of rich personal creativity,
in which specific skills were practised in the pursuit of their craft. By locating their work
within their homes they were afforded some agency in fulfilling their creative expression.
Investigating the process of skill acquisition, and the making of a garment, has
demonstrated that their work was more than just the practice of technical skill
competency. It also involved aspects of the skilled emotional labour present within the
close relationships between family and friends, and transferable to the work of
maintaining relationships with their clientele. Together these factors made it difficult to
assign value to this work using traditional monetary measures. It was the location of
their work that largely influenced how they recognised, and valued their own work and
skills, focusing more on personal aspects as measures of value rather than on financial
recompense. This does not, however, lessen the social contribution they made while also
exercising their personal creativity in the choices they made about their work; where they
did it, how they did it and through what they produced.
In the postwar years the dressmakers were a significant part of ‘the fabric’ of Australian
society, and their work largely reinforced dominant middle class practices and
ideologies. The ideological conceptualisation of separate spheres was paramount in
setting the boundaries that shaped popular beliefs regarding men’s and women’s roles in
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the public and private spheres, and the subsequent formation of middle class identity. To
dress fashionably was to display outwardly, adherence to the rules governing
membership of this class, and for women, a designated requisite for the portrayal of
feminine identity. Together these factors shaped a particular experience for women, one
in which the making and wearing of clothing was a widely utilised strategy in the
portrayal of class and gender identity. Situated at the interface between the individual
and the social world, there was a role for the dressmakers in interpreting social and
cultural discourses, and associated practices, in order to provide a visual representation
and interpretation of feminine identity.
To revisit therefore, the question posed at the beginning of this investigation; was
working as a home based self-employed dressmaker a middle class occupation? Not
necessarily. It was however a ‘practice’ that supported the maintenance of middle class
ideals. As such it was one of many strategies utilised by women in the acquisition of
fashionable clothing. Home dressmaking for oneself and family, and bartering of goods
and services between friends and neighbours were practices very close to the work of the
dressmakers. Indeed, various forms of these practices were identified throughout the
course of this study, often by the dressmakers themselves. To explore these avenues of
exchange further in subsequent studies would deepen our understanding of the forms of
agency accessible to, and exercised by, women in the presentation of class and identity,
and in turn, the extent to which the work, and the nature of what was being exchanged,
replicated these constructions. Significantly the act of exchanging goods and services in
a personal, domestic setting mitigates the power dynamic present within an economic
transaction. Differences in women’s experiences of both gender and class relations
through participation in these practices would be a further route of productive
investigation.
Certainly, dressmaking at home for paying clients represented and replicated aspects of
middle class practices and relations. Indeed, the distinctive factor with regard to the
work of home based self-employed dressmakers was that, in its ‘true’ form – a business
exchange in which bespoke clothing was made through the provision of personalised
service – it was more accessible for some than others. The dressmakers were themselves
distinguished by the types of clothing they were making and the particular clientele they
were servicing. The work itself was linked to a middle class ideal of femininity as being
expressed through creative needlework. This in turn, enabled the dressmakers to better
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negotiate the contradictions between middle class domestic ideology and the fact that
they were working for money: their work was intrinsically tied to the home by its very
nature, seen to be serving the domestic ideal, and supporting the portrayal of the middle
class ideal of a male bread-winner. The dressmakers’ positioning within this ideological
representation of family life, along with the physical location of their homes within
respectable neighbourhoods, helped to facilitate their work.
Accessibility was however, not only dependent on the physical closeness of the
dressmakers to their clientele. It was also reliant upon the nature of the relationships
connecting the dressmakers to their clients, more often friends, neighbours and
community members.

The identification and exploration of these connections has

emerged as a significant aspect of this study.

The dressmakers’ stories reveal the

complexity of their work and how it was not easily contained within the boundaries
which defined and separated the formalities of business practices, or social and class
relations, from the intimacies of personal and family life: rather it transcended both. In
the same way that relationships intersected across the dressmakers’ experiences of
personal and public interactions, other aspects of their work – how they used time and
space, exercised their creativity, utilised skill, and constructed identity – demonstrate
complex interconnections between the two spheres. Indeed, studying the experiences of
a group of Australian dressmakers has shown that any conceptualisation of public and
private life as separate spheres is quite inadequate for understanding the reality of the
lives of these women, and many others, and their social significance.
Miriam Glucksmann’s (1995) TSOL framework has provided a means for identifying
analytic strategies with which to conceptualise, and understand, these types of
experiences.

The application of this approach within this study demonstrates how

Glucksmann’s (1995) framework can be extended beyond the original intent of analysing
the interactions between the demands of the production system and the responses of the
social reproduction system, to consider also the interrelationships between intimate
aspects of personal, and social life. This is particularly relevant for exploring women’s
experiences of identity, creativity, agency and social relations, which are often bound up
in the intricacies of family and domestic life, and increasingly pertinent within the
current work climate in which women continue to engage in a range of home based work
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practices, and for whom ‘the kitchen table’, and ‘3 o’clock in the morning’ still resonate
as management strategies. 67
As a case study of women working in a specific occupation at a particular time in history,
this study has contributed more broadly to existing scholarship regarding women’s
experiences of work. In exploring dressmaking as a form of paid work undertaken in the
home I have demonstrated how the interaction between women’s domestic role and the
structure and practices of the social world shaped a particular experience of work for the
dressmakers. Dressmaking as an occupation was subject to cultural ideologies and
beliefs that viewed sewing work as a natural extension of inherent female qualities.
Fashion was seen as trivial because of its association with women; a ‘marginal’ design
activity catering to women’s constructed needs and desires. Being defined as a domestic
craft meant it was also compromised through its close association with home
dressmaking. Traditionally, lower monetary value is assigned to items which are created
and largely used within the home rather than being exchanged for profit in the formal
market. The dressmakers were also working largely in isolation from others working in
the same field, and participation in the informal economy in which exchange and
bartering occurred, impacted on how the dressmakers felt about assigning a monetary
value to their work, and the recognition of their skill as specialised. Such perceptions
and experiences were often reflected in contemporary culture, setting the context in
which the dressmakers designed, created, and evaluated their work.
To conclude that these aspects were the sole determinants of the dressmakers’
experiences is, however, to disregard the dressmakers’ deep personal investment in their
work: the motivations and desires underpinning their choice to become a dressmaker; the
needs and responsibilities they sought to accommodate through their work; the agency
they were afforded in the practice of their craft; and the personal value they assigned to
it. In postwar Australian society, the dressmakers’ desire to manage and synchronise
these aspects of their work with the responsibilities associated with their domestic role,
determined the location of their work within the private sphere of the home. Opening the
door to this space has shown how the work of the dressmaker extended beyond domestic
definition. It was instead a unique construction, a reaction to the complex interactions of

67

Much of this thesis was written in spaces and periods of time both fitted within, and re-claimed from, the
every-day demands of family life.
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private and public life within the dressmakers’ own lives, and the result of their
commitment and persistence in managing these whilst also creating a ‘space’ in which to
satisfy their own needs and desires.
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PS...
A Dressmaker’s dinner

Lamb Shanks with Claret
(from Bet’s measurement book, circa 1950s)

8 shanks (2 for each person)
2lbs tomatoes, clove garlic
1 ½ teaspoons sugar
2 cups water, 1 cup claret
1 bay leaf, parsley, pinch dried herbs
........................................................
Brown shanks in copha
Simmer 2 hours

Apple Pudding
(from Joan’s measurement book, 1942)

1 cup SR flour
½ cup butter
½ cup brown sugar
1 egg
Pinch salt
....................................................
Mould on board. Cut into three parts and bake in slow oven.
Cook apples until dry. Mash with sugar and cinnamon.
Cover with whipped cream.
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APPENDIX I
Publicity Flyer

‘A Good Occupation for a Girl’:
The dressmaker in post-war Australian Society

Have you ever worked as a Dressmaker?
 Did you work as a dressmaker in the 1950’s or 1960’s?
 Were you self-employed?
 Did you operate your business from your home?
I am conducting oral history interviews for a research project on the history of
women working as self-employed dressmakers in Australia in the 1950’s and 1960’s.
This research will focus specifically on dressmakers using their home as the base for
their work. The main aim of the research project is to investigate the personal
experience of the dressmaker and what it meant to be a dressmaker in Australian
society at this time.
Your participation in this research project will involve one or two interviews at your
home (or a location you prefer) during which you will talk about your past
experiences. The interviews will take approximately 60 minutes. You will be asked
questions about your own personal experience of working as a dressmaker, and of
operating your business from your own home. I’m also interested in asking you
about how you managed your paid work alongside of any family or domestic
responsibilities.

This is an opportunity for you to contribute to expanding the body of knowledge
about the social and cultural history of women, work and family in Post WW2
Australian society.

If you are interested in participating please complete the attached form or contact
Jenny-Lynn Potter on: 0413 979 475 and I will arrange a suitable time for the
interview.
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APPENDIX II
Recruitment Avenues
Organisations:
Home Economics Victoria
Larnook Old Scholars Association
Country Women’s Association
Australian Sewing Guild
Rural Women’s Network
Union of Australian Women
Embroiderers Guild Victoria
Businesses- sewing and craft shops
Clegs fabrics, Melbourne
GJ’s Fabrics, Brunswick
The Fabric Shop, North Fitzroy
Fashion/Craft Blog sites and Events
Circa Vintage Clothing

http://circavintageclothing.com.au/

You Sew Girl

http://www.nicolemdesign.blogspot.com.au/

The Way We Wear Fair

http://www.frockupaustralia.com/

Personal Contacts/ Word-of-mouth
The following is a selection of avenues through which potential participants were
identified, facilitated by particular individuals and/or the distribution of information
fliers:






Personal associations with family and friends in Victoria, South Australia and
Tasmania (urban and rural)
Work Colleagues from Deakin University and LaTrobe University
Local Primary school and linked groups
Retirement Village and associated social groups
Church contacts and associated social groups
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APPENDIX III
CONSENT AND CONDITIONS OF USE FORM

‘A Good Occupation for a girl’: The dressmaker in Post-war
Australian society
Project:

‘A Good occupation for a girl’: The dressmaker in post-war
Australian society

Chief Investigator:
Supervisor:

Jenny-Lynn Potter (PhD candidate, School of Sociology, La Trobe
University)
Associate Professor Kerreen Reiger (LaTrobe University)
Professor Dianne Kirkby (LaTrobe University)

FHEC No:

#842-09

CONSENT

I, .......................................................................... (Interviewee’s name) agree to
participate in the interview for the research project on ‘A Good occupation for a
girl’: The dressmaker in post-war Australian society.
1.

3.
4.
5.

I have read (or have had read to me) and understood the information
sheet provided by the researcher about the interview and the project.
Details of procedures have been explained and any questions I have
asked have been answered to my satisfaction.
I have been provided with a copy of the Information Sheet and Consent
Form and I am aware that I should retain them for future reference.
I agree to the interview being recorded on digital audio.
I understand that:




I am free to decline to answer particular questions.
I may ask that the recording be stopped at any time.
I may ask for any section of the recording or details from it to be
deleted during or after the interview.

236






I am free to withdraw from the project at any time, without prejudice
to myself.
I will receive a copy of the audio recording of the interview on CD,
and any transcript that is made.
I may not directly benefit from taking part in this research.
While the information gained in this study will be included in project
publications, I will not be identified, and individual information will
remain confidential, unless I give my written consent to be
identified.

CONFIDENTIALITY
6.

I give/do not give (DELETE AS APPROPRIATE) permission to be
identified and for my name to be attributed to extracts from the recording
or transcripts. I require/do not require a pseudonym (DELETE AS
APPROPRIATE) to be used in any material. This name will be:

………………………...……………………................................................
COPYRIGHT
7.

I, ................................................................. (Interviewee’s name) assign to
Jenny-Lynn Potter (La Trobe University) any copyright owned by me in the
interview recorded on ................................. (date) by the ‘A Good
occupation for a girl’: The dressmaker in post-war Australian society
research project on the understanding that Jenny-Lynn Potter will use the
interview, or allow others to use it, only on the following conditions:
8.

I do not require Conditions
OR

9.

I require Publication Conditions: That the interview may be listened
to or read for research purposes but anyone wanting to edit,
reproduce, publish (including electronic publication on the internet,
broadcast, transmit, perform or adapt the interview either during my
lifetime or before ...................................(date) must get my written
permission first, unless reasonable attempts to contact me are
unsuccessful. [I understand that I may send change of address
notices to Jenny-Lynn Potter, La Trobe University.]

10.

I require other conditions:
…………...……………………...………................................................
............................................................................................................
............................................................................................................
............................................................................................................
........
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11.

I understand that the audio recordings and/or transcript will be held at La
Trobe University and then at an appropriate library, such as the National
Library of Australia, where it will be used for research, publication or
broadcast by the public under the same conditions.

12.

I also understand that I am granted a licence (permission) to reproduce,
publish (including electronic publication on the internet) broadcast,
transmit, perform or adapt the interview myself.

Interviewee’s Signature……………………..……………..Date…………….…
I certify that I have explained the study to the interviewee and consider that she
understands what is involved and freely consents to participation.
Researcher’s Name

……………………………………….

Researcher’s Signature………………….…...……………..Date…………………
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APPENDIX IV
Interview Schedule
Project: ‘A Good Occupation for a Girl’: The dressmaker in post-war Australian society
Chief Investigator:

Jenny-Lynn Potter (PhD candidate, School of Sociology, La

Trobe)
Supervisor:

Associate professor Kerreen Reiger (LaTrobe University)
Professor Dianne Kirkby (La Trobe University)

1. Background
Contextual questions relating to:






Time period in which they operated and for how long;
Where they living at the time of operating the business;
Age and marital status when operating business;
i. Married: husband’s occupation, children, etc.
ii. Single: living at home, family members and occupations, and;
Any additional paid work commitments/other fields of employment.

Personal orientation questions including such things as:







Why they became a dressmaker/ why they did dressmaking;
The acquisition of skills: education, training, previous work experience,
passing on of skills, etc;
Motivations;
Expectations;
Any other linked activities, and;
What they liked/disliked about being a dressmaker?

2. Business operation
Questions relating to the logistics of running the business:





Where was the business physically located (in the home);
Hours of operation/hours spent doing the work;
Establishment of client base; Publicity, advertising, word of mouth,
and;
Machinery, tools, resources used.
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Describe/ or a discussion of the process of completing a garment for a client:




Types of garments produced, design aspects and materials used;
How they were produced, for example did they use commercial patterns,
drafting patterns, number of fittings and so on, and;
Rates charged, additional costs, reimbursements etc.

Who were the clients?




Age range, gender, social status;
The nature of the relationship between themselves and the client for
example, was it ongoing, sporadic, friends or business clients, and;
What were some of the reasons people came to them specifically/used a
dressmaker.

Links to the broader fashion industry:




Inspiration?
Status/rewards?
Contribution of the dressmaker to the fashion industry.

3. Managing family life and work
Questions relating to how business responsibilities were managed alongside of
family responsibilities, for example:





The nature of their family/domestic responsibilities (organisation of
tasks);
When these chores/responsibilities were undertaken;
The role/duties of other family members, in relation to both household
management and contributions to the dressmaking business.
How/what did the business contribute to the family?
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