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One · PRELUDE


KID GLOVES

In the dim storeroom we laid the dresses on beds of tissue and placed them in shallow wooden drawers. The drawers sat inside mahogany cupboards that reached up to the ceiling; each had a metal holder and card identifying it by number. There were hundreds. Some of the doors were warped, and we had to lean in hard to close them. The locks were old-fashioned too and we were forever dropping the heavy brass keys onto the tiled floor as we fumbled trying to turn them in their fixtures. The museum was not built for storage, but for the display of exhibits from the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations in 1851. Its fashion included ribbons from Coventry, silks from Lyons, footwear from Nottingham and shawls from India. Ever since then, the museum has accrued and garnered, harvested and gleaned, its walls creaking and straining with the mass of history.

Clutter has built up on the tables. We try to keep them clear in order to perform inspections of the curatorial kind. We draw out the velvet wings of an opera cloak bought from Liberty & Co. over a century ago. We spread out a lace veil, slowly disentangling its soft barbs, and cautiously unfurl a parasol, releasing a faint puff of perfume. We are fighting for space with stacks of trays full of objects waiting to be studied, or photographed, or put on display. A framed medieval chasuble leans against the table, draped with white tissue paper like a badly wrapped present. It was put there several years ago, until somewhere better could be found. We will get around to moving it one day.

We were choosing dresses and accessories for the permanent display. Permanent and temporary are words we use to describe gallery displays and exhibitions, although rarely in their true sense. Permanent can mean anything from a decade to a lifetime, while temporary, in museum time, often goes on for years. When we acquire, we say it is in perpetuity, like a sacred bond between building and object, holder and held. So it is on one level. Sorted, categorised, catalogued, numbered, the collective collections represent the gathering together of excellence; of history, taste and skill. We are caring for high-quality detritus of the past in order to understand who we are.

We employ the term ‘objects’ because it covers everything, large or small, modest or spectacular, and because it is distant and professional; respectful. We treat the objects with kid gloves, avoiding sudden movement, and think through the steps we take from cupboard to table as, for example, we airlift a massive crinoline weak with age. We settle its folds, form rolls of tissue to support its boned struts, and pass our hands over the creases like mediums intent on resurrecting the dead. We make our notes in pencil (pens are forbidden), observing every detail, counting every button, notating every anomaly, inside and out. It is called a condition report.

Our language is frequently of devastation and disintegration. We talk of shattered silks – when the brittle fabric splits, often down an old crease; fugitive dyes that have faded through time, leaving behind a curiously unbalanced palette where blues become green and reds become brown. We notice signs of erosion, where a fabric has rubbed against a stronger element such as a metal buckle, and isolate perished objects that reek of chemical degradation (we have a collection of mackintoshes with rigor mortis). We remove tired pieces from display, speaking of their need to rest. We undertake emergency measures against infestation (moth, carpet beetle and woolly bear), rush to the museum from our beds in the event of flood and enclose our objects in glass cabinets against malicious damage and theft, bright light and heat, damp and sudden chills.

Today, we are looking at printed cotton dresses from the 1830s. They are charming – the tiny patterns scattered over the fabric giving unity to the complex anatomy of the garment. The necklines are wide. For day, a soft cotton fichu would hide shoulder tip and collarbone, but for evening, such an unveiling of flesh would be perfectly acceptable. A whole infrastructure once held things in place. Puffed sleeves were held proud by down-filled pads tied onto the upper arm; full skirts were supported by ribbed and pleated petticoats, and a coiffure was laboriously bulked up with coils of others’ hair. To provide a convincing display, we group things that have never been grouped, create a unified ensemble from clothes that have had multiple owners. We hold things up for scrutiny, try them out on a dressmaker’s form. We become distracted by a never-worn green dress that we think might be a maternity gown.

We are composing a display case in our minds. We know how many mannequins it will take (three) and that we will have a number of tables at the front for smaller things – a straw bonnet, some fashion plates, a purse, a pair of kid gloves – satellites to the real stars of the show. We look inside the bags, although know they’ll be empty; bags are such a mystery, they always arrive in the museum cleared out, as if absolved of personality. We are composing labels in our mind as we regard the objects, and offer up thoughts for consideration, saying, perhaps … if we put this with this … Our curators’ hands are there not just to handle and hold, but to gain tacit knowledge of our objects, to feel their history through stitch and thread.

We have decided to arrange the display chronologically. But it will always be a three-dimensional puzzle with the majority of pieces missing. We know that for each fretted, painted and beribboned fan in our possession, a million will have been lost, as they swirled around house clearances, vintage stores and salerooms, with only the best and rarest finding refuge in the museum, like exhausted migratory birds. Sadly, our fans won’t be fluttered again, nor will a swelling belly fill the green dress. Corsets won’t be strained to the limit, nor kid gloves distended with stretchers to receive the hand of a lady. But to look on the bright side, rough hands will never wash the clothes carelessly again, scorch them with an iron, remodel them, or rip them up for rags.

At one time, we wore surgical gloves to avoid inflicting further damage through sweat or the snagging of a thread on wedding ring. But these blotted our feelings and made us clumsy. Now, we revert to bare skin, accepting that we will leave particles of DNA like invisible calling cards. We trust the thousand sensors in our fingertips to authenticate and explore the dresses through touch: the tiny ridge where a dressmaker’s pin has been left in a hem; the slightest textural change where a seam has been altered; the presence of dirt trapped in a cuff that will damage (for dirt particles are sharp); the weight of quality in a dress that spurs us on to keep searching for an haute couture label (often hidden in the folds to avoid export tax). Our selection of dresses for the permanent display (intended duration: seven years) has relied on touch as well as sight, for we have learnt much from the delicate kiss of fabric on skin.
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