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Scissors, Embellishment, and Womanhood:	
The Material Culture of Acadian Sewing to 1755

HILARY DODA

Des recherches archéologiques portant sur quatre établissements acadiens ont révélé 
la présence d’un nombre curieusement élevé de paires de ciseaux de couture et de 
broderie dans les fermes familiales. Le présent article examine ces artefacts et constate 
que la proportion élevée d’outils pour travaux délicats et le caractère décoratif d’un grand 
nombre de ces travaux révèlent un intérêt culturel pour la broderie et l’ornementation, et 
un lien avec l’évolution des conceptions européennes de ce qu’une femme distinguée doit 
accomplir. Ces signes de statut étaient interprétés de façon différente dans le contexte 
colonial acadien, ce qui a peut-être contribué à donner aux observateurs de l’extérieur 
l’impression que les Acadiens étaient indolents et ne respectaient pas la structure de 
l’autorité coloniale.

Archaeological investigations of four Acadian settlements have revealed a curiously high 
number of pairs of sewing and embroidery scissors present at the homesteads. This 
article examines those artifacts and finds that the high ratio of fine-work tools and the 
decorative nature of many of the examples reveal a cultural interest in embroidery and 
embellishment, and a connection to changing European conceptions of genteel feminine 
accomplishment. These status signals read differently in the Acadian settlement context, 
which may in turn have contributed to outside observers’ impressions of the Acadians as 
indolent and without respect for the structure of colonial authority.

In that bit of white rag with the invisible stitching, lying among 
fallen leaves and rubbish that the wind has blown into the gutter 
or street corner, lies all the passion of some woman’s soul finding 

voiceless expression.1

THE ACADIANS LIVING IN NOVA SCOTIA PR IOR TO THE 
DEPORTATION of 1755 developed a rich textile culture, one originally 
based on the aesthetics of France and New England, but which, by the early 
1750s, was in the process of developing localized, regional variations. Very 

1	 This article draws on research supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council, and the Killam Trust. The quotation is from Olive Schreiner, From Man to Man, or 
Perhaps Only (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1927), 301.
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little documentation exists that describes the ways in which textile and 
embellishment work intersected with family and community life, but an 
examination of the tools used in the production of clothing can give insight 
into the ways in which the material culture of Acadia helped to define a 
community. In examining a tool like the simple scissor, we can see the 
emergence of new patterns of social hierarchies, gender relations, and division 
of labour. Cultural expectations from France associated leisure activities such 
as embroidery and decorative sewing tools with women of high status. The 
presence of decorative scissors and tools associated with embellishment and 
needlework suggest that some of the women living in Acadia were engaging in 
those activities along with garment production and basic maintenance. This 
subversion of expectation, for a group often described by contemporaries as 
low-status peasants, contributed to anxieties felt by colonial leadership over 
the ways in which Acadian culture was beginning to diverge from that of the 
metropole.

Acadian society functioned on a social hierarchy, even if there was less 
differentiation between status levels than those in larger population centres. 
Naomi Griffiths and Maurice Basque disagree on whether Acadian society 
was levelling over time or stratifying, based on occupational statuses and 
the frequency of marriages with French officials.2 Anne Marie Lane Jonah 
and Elizabeth Tait find evidence for both takes, suggesting that there was a 
consistent social elite, but one which was far more permeable than in other 
regions. The material culture Jonah and Tait examined suggests little difference 
in wealth and belongings between the elite and non-elite, finding some 
stratification but few extremes on either end.3

Status was often conveyed through possessions, and material culture 
studies provide a valuable window into that mechanism. James Farr describes 
status signalling through possessions as a “primary characteristic” of the early 
modern period. The clothes someone wore, the kinds of food they ate, and 
the types of vessels used for food and drink would have been expressions of 

2	 Naomi Griffiths, From Migrant to Acadian: A North American Border People, 1604-1755 
(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), 182-3; Maurice Basque, 
“Family and Political Culture in Pre-Conquest Acadia,” in The ‘Conquest’ of Acadia, 1710: 
Imperial, Colonial, and Aboriginal Constructions, ed. John Reid et al. (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2004), 61-2.

3	 Anne Marie Jonah and Elizabeth Tait, “Filles d’Acadie, Femmes De Louisbourg: Acadian 
Women and French Colonial Society in Eighteenth-Century Louisbourg,” French Colonial 
History 8, no. 1 (2007): 24-5.
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standing as well as individual preference.4 Lewis Binford made one of the early 
arguments for using material culture as a lens for the examination of social 
systems, in that the primary function of objects’ stylistic properties was the 
creation of a consistent visual identity with which a group could identify.5 Types 
of decorations and embellishments on objects, in other words, were a means 
of projecting both status and community membership. Arjin Appadurai places 
similar intrinsic value on the entire object, calling culturally valued items 
“guardians for the status systems.”6 Belongings, in this sense, are gatekeepers 
that help distinguish between those who have access to social power and those 
who do not.

Decorative sewing equipment can often help provide status, and 
archaeologist Mary Beaudry has found several examples of sewing tools 
used for the projection of status and influence in colonial-era New England 
settlements.7 Like New Englanders, Acadians – even in distant agricultural 
settlements – had access to both necessary and luxury items thanks to a 
combination of trade and local manufacture. Decorative scissors and other 
small goods such as silk embroidery thread were available first through traders 
like Henri Brunet and later through the port at Louisbourg, as were dyes like 
indigo and vermillion.8 Fine sewing and its associated toolkit played a crucial 
role in the definition of early modern elite European womanhood, and the 
presence of embroidery scissors in pre-deportation Acadia sheds new light on 

4	 James Richard Farr, The Work of France: Labor and Culture in Early Modern Times, 
1350-1800, Critical Issues in World and International History (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2008), 26. 

5	 See Lewis Binford, “Archaeology as Anthropology,” American Antiquity 28, no. 2 (1962): 220 
as well as Ailsa Craig’s discussion of the use of objects as foci for community creation 
and identification in her “When a Book Is Not a Book,” Journal of Material Culture 16, no. 1 
(2011): 47-63.

6	 Arjin Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 25.

7	 Mary Beaudry, Findings: The Material Culture of Needlework and Sewing (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2006), 84-5.

8	 Henri Brunet, “Voyages of Henri Brunet” (shipping logs, 1673), Collection Clairambault, vol. 
864, MG 7 IA5, Bibliothèque et Archives Canada-Library and Archives Canada (BAC-LAC), 
Ottawa; Donald F. Chard, “The Price and Profits of Accommodation: Massachusetts-
Louisbourg Trade, 1713-1744,” in Seafaring in Colonial Massachusetts: A Conference Held by 
the Colonial Society of Massachusetts, November 21 and 22, 1975 (Boston: Colonial Society 
of Massachusetts, 1980), 133; Margaret Coleman, Acadian Social Life, Manuscript Report 
Series 35 (Ottawa: National and Historic Parks Branch, 1968); List of Supplies Brought for 
Refugees in Beausejour, 1 May 1751, cited in Coleman, Acadian Social Life, 35.
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some of the Acadian value systems and means of navigating complex social 
structures in the colonial environment.9

Sewing is commonly associated with women’s work in the modern 
eye, though it has never been an exclusively gendered activity. Sewing tools 
including scissors, pins, and thimbles were part of soldiers’, farmers’, and 
sailors’ regular kits from the medieval period to the modern day.10 Embroidery 
and fancy work specifically became more closely associated with performative 
femininity in the 17th and 18th centuries, and artifacts associated with women’s 
labour and, more particularly, labour and the body, gained a particular kind 
of importance during the same period.11 Personal artifacts like bodkins and 
embroidery scissors were worn visibly among the clothes, were focal points in 
portraits, and became objects of social display and status negotiation.12

Visual symbols of textile labour carried a great amount of social meaning 
in the early modern period. The accoutrements of sewing and fine work – 
scissors, needles, bobbins, and lacemaking pillows, for example – appear 
frequently in depictions of both elite and non-elite women.13 Images of women 
engaging in needlework abound in continental portraiture of the time, their 
tools focal points of the scene. The young embroiderer in Jean-Etienne Liotard’s 
painting Jeune fille brodant (c. 1740-1760), for instance, has been captured in 
a moment of preparation, her large tapestry needle threaded and poised, her 
scissors attached to her apron by a blue silk ribbon that matches the colour of 
the thread – likely also silk – in her lap. Stephen Daniels described the use of 
sewing tools like these in portraiture as “emblems of activity” – markers of 
the sitter’s industry and skill.14 She is engaged in decorative needlework rather 
than plain sewing, and the ribboned scissors with decorative handles become 
a symbol of her elevated status. The luxuries of silk ribbons and threads, fancy 
embroidery snips, and the tapestry in her lap show that she spends her time on 
refined labour instead of subsistence work – a pastime acceptable for women of 

9	 Rozsika Parker, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine 
(London: I.B. Taurisr, 2010), 113; Beaudry, Findings, 71.

10	 Jacob Grimm, Archaeological Investigation of Fort Ligonier 1960-1965 (Pittsburgh: Carnegie 
Museum Institute, 1970), 97.

11	 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 81-2.
12	 Beaudry, Findings, 85; also see Mary Beaudry, “Artifacts and Personal Identity,” in 

International Handbook of Historical Archaeology, 2009 ed., ed. Teresita Majewski and 
David Gaimster (New York: Springer, 2011), 218-19.

13	 Beaudry, Findings, 133.
14	 Stephen Daniels, Joseph Wright (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press and Tate 

Gallery, 1999), 13; Joseph Wright, Portrait of a Woman, c. 1770, 1986.264.6, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York.
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higher socioeconomic status but perceived as misused time for those of lower 
status unless the items were being produced for wages or for sale.15

Tensions between conceptions of productive time versus misused time 
are apparent in the way in which the term “luxury” was transformed during 
the 18th century in France. John Shovlin has found that, prior to the 1750s, 
the word “luxury” referred almost entirely to the unearned use of elite goods 
by those of lower status. Concerns revolved around the blurring of social 
boundaries, much as earlier concerns about the poor usurping the clothing 
of the rich, led to sumptuary legislation in previous centuries. Rising access 
to consumer goods and non-subsistence items confounded pre-existing 
categories of those who could afford elite goods and those who could not, an 
entanglement that changed the meaning behind women’s use of luxury sewing 
tools.16 Embroidery and sewing scissors found at some Acadian settlements – 
Melanson, Beaubassin, Belleisle, and among the Acadian residents at French 
Fortress Louisbourg (see Figure 1) – indicates that Acadian women were also 
engaging in this kind of symbolic negotiation.

Scissors
Scissors are a commodity – an object with both use and exchange value – once 
they leave the manufacturer and as they pass through the hands of traders. 
They become a tool when they reach the first user, with decorative versions 
also becoming status symbols and reflections of idealized domesticity. All of 
these scissors have the potential to become symbols of generational bonding 
when given from mother to daughter, grandmother to grandchild.17 As such, 
they move smoothly between Kopytoff ’s separate spheres of object life – a 
theoretical framework wherein a physical item acquires and develops specific 
meanings across its lifespan, accumulating different culturally constructed 
roles as it passes through multiple hands. In this case, scissors moved from 
subsistence items necessary for basic tasks, to prestige items, to markers of 
relationships and social exchange.18 Decorative tools associated with women’s 
labour added a layer of prestige to regular chores, items such as silvered scissors 

15	 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 10.
16	 John Shovlin, “The Cultural Politics of Luxury in Eighteenth-Century France,” French 

Historical Studies 23, no. 4 (Fall 2000): 576-8.; see also Alan Hunt, Governance of the 
Consuming Passions: A History of Sumptuary Law (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 1996). 

17	 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 11; Beaudry, Findings, 4-5.
18	 Appadurai, Social Life of Things, 5; Kopytoff, “Cultural Biography of Things,” in Appadurai, 

Social Life of Things, 68, 65. 
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and decorative snips translating a subsistence activity into an elite one.19 In her 
book Findings: The Material Culture of Needlework and Sewing, Mary Beaudry 
sets out a framework with which to classify handwork and sewing tools. She 
separates practical work from the primarily decorative, and creates a separate 
category for work intended for sale which may be of either sort. In this schema, 
the types and quality of the tools used for production give clues as to which 
category of work was being produced, and the social standing and display 
practices of the needleworkers. The ways in which sewing tools are embedded 
in different forms of labour provide a launching place for discussion on gender 
roles, status, and community.20

There are no images of scissors that can be directly related to Acadia, and 
scissors only appear a handful of times in inventories of Acadian households 
from the Louisbourg archives. Records of imports appear slightly more 

19	 Clare Haru Crowston, Fabricating Women: The Seamstresses of Old Regime France, 1675-
1791 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2001), 129-31.

20	 See Beaudry, Findings, 5-6 as well as Adam Smyth, “What We Talk about When We Talk 
about Scissors,” in Ornamentalism: The Art of Renaissance Accessories, ed. Bella Mirabella 
(Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011), 293-307. 

Figure 1 – Map of Nova Scotia showing locations of selected Acadian settlements.
Source: This base map is a free vector map from Free Vector Maps (Striped Candy LLC) and the 
author modified it by adding the locations and all text.
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frequently in merchants’ invoices and traders’ inventories.21 The rest of what we 
can learn must be derived from analysis of the physical artifacts. Scissors are 
an artifact type almost predestined to be some of the rare surviving evidence 
of sewing work in colonial Nova Scotia; while the wet and acidic soil of the 
Maritimes consumes textiles rapidly, the iron, copper, and brass used to make 
scissors survives much longer.22 The collection of pairs of scissors and scissor 
fragments recovered from Acadian sites make up one of the largest diagnostic 
populations of sewing tools in these assemblages, and every household 
engaged in any kind of domestic textile or garment production – that is, the 
vast majority of settler households – would have possessed at least one pair. 
Beaudry’s examination of colonial-era sites in New England found that the 
predominant ratio was a single pair of utility scissors per site.23 The numbers 
are intriguingly different, and much higher, in pre-deportation Acadia.

The collection
Scissors are standard domestic tools, but the variety and quantity of scissors 
owned by a given family was not solely based on practicality. Some of the 
pairs of scissors found during archaeological excavations at the Acadian 
settlements of Beaubassin, Belleisle, Melanson, as well as Acadian households 
at Fortress Louisbourg were decorated prestige items, and the assemblages 
contained many more pairs than would have been necessary for general 
survival activities.24 The number of scissors found at these Acadian sites to 
date is equal to or larger than the number of adolescent and adult women living 
at each, a ratio that remains consistent regardless of the reason the site was 
abandoned. Only the quality and embellishment levels of the scissors differ, 
which reveals something about how the women living in each space considered 
and performed femininity and leisure. The majority of the artifacts found were 
embroidery or fine-work scissors, and a high proportion of scissors associated 
with embroidery and other non-subsistence-related embellishment work 
is another marked difference from the assemblages Beaudry describes from 
colonial New England.

21	 Griffiths, From Migrant to Acadian, 176; Brenda Dunn, “L’inventaire de La Veuve Plemarais, 
1705,” Les Cahiers, journal of la société historique acadienne 25, no. 1 (1994): 27.

22	 Gordon Fader, “Marine Archaeology Offshore Digby Neck, Bay of Fundy” (Halifax: Atlantic 
Marine Geological Consulting, March 2005), 3. 

23	 Beaudry, Findings, 133.
24	 Appadurai, Social Life of Things, 38.
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Excavations at Belleisle revealed seventeen partial scissors or scissor 
fragments, adding up to a potential thirteen or fourteen pairs. Fifteen 
fragments and pieces may add up to anywhere from nine to sixteen pairs of 
scissors at Melanson. Five have been found so far at Beaubassin, and Fortress 
Louisbourg’s collections contain ten artifacts which may add up to eight pairs 
of scissors associated with pre-expulsion Acadian occupation. One further 
fancy set was listed in a probate inventory for Jeanne Thibodeau, a resident 
of Louisbourg from 1713-1741. Some of these items were undoubtedly designed 
and used for sewing and tailoring, while others may have been general-use 
domestic scissors.

Table 1 – Scissors Found at Acadian Sites

Type	 Size / Features	 Beaubassin	 Belleisle	 Louisbourg	 Melanson

	Snips / Embroidery	 < 12 cm long,	 3	 6	 8	 4
scissors	 narrow, tapered

blades, often
decorated

	Domestic scissors	 10-15 cm, thin	 –		 –
blades, plain

Sewing scissors	 12-20 cm, decorated	 2	 5*	 1	 4*

Dressmaking/	 20-30 cm,	 –	 1	 –	 1
Tailoring	 offset bow,
scissors	 broad blades

Fragments	 Not enough	 –	 2	 –	 7
survived to tell

	 Total		 5 13-14 9 9-16

* Merged cells indicate that the artifacts listed cannot be sorted with confidence into one or
the other category, usually because the surviving fragment is missing diagnostic features. The 
numbers “5” and “4” represent a combined total of domestic and sewing scissors in Belleisle and 
Melanson respectively.

Studies of scissors recovered from various colonial and post-colonial sites 
have enabled the production of a typology and chronology of scissor styles, 
with size and blade-to-handle proportion the key factors in the identification 
process.25 Types of scissors can often be directly associated with specific 
activities, depending on size and certain diagnostic features of the blades and 

25	 J. Cowgill, Margrethe de Neergaard, and N. Griffiths, Knives and Scabbards, vol. 1, 
Medieval Finds from Excavations in London series, ed. Geoff Egan and Frances Pritchard 
(Woodbridge, UK: Boydell Press, 2008), 58.
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handles.26 The Ministère de la Culture in France categorizes cutting tools 
found in the early modern and modern period by length, a quality that we can 
extrapolate even from partially damaged artifacts.27 The differences between 
standard multi-purpose domestic scissors and tailor’s shears or lace-makers’ 
scissors are easy to list, but more difficult to discern in practice. And as anyone 
with a sewing-box is well aware, scissors originally intended for one task are 
often borrowed for others by incautious members of the household and general-
use scissors can be repurposed for sewing tasks in turn.

Domestic scissors in the middle-size range are the most difficult to 
specifically associate with sewing, but their presence around other items 
used for garment and textile work is a strong indicator of their purpose. 
Decorative details, such as silvered plating or handles with carved or moulded 
embellishments as well as the width and style of the blades, become useful 
secondary indicators of function. Scissors of similar style and different 
size categories are found together more often than not, including a set of 
silver-plated scissors and snips from Beaubassin, and the pairing of sewing 
scissors and snips found together in the Blanchard house in Belleisle.28 The 
combinations, sometimes found in conjunction with pins and other sewing 
tools, likely indicate the presence of a sewing kit, or huswife, and potentially an 
area of a home or exterior space used for textile labour.29

Five pairs of scissors have been found during archaeological excavations 
at Beaubassin, three of which were silver- or tin-plated to give a silvered 
appearance.30 The Belleisle scissor assemblage contains a broad mix of plain 
and fancy scissors, about half of the items small enough to be embroidery 
snips. Two of the pairs of larger domestic scissors were found in association 

26	 Sarah Josepha Buell Hale, The Workwoman’s Guide: Containing Instructions to the 
Inexperienced in Cutting out and Completing Those Articles of Wearing Apparel, &c. Which 
Are Usually Made at Home: Also, Explanations on Upholstery, Straw-Platting, Bonnet-
Making, Knitting, &c. (London: Simpkin, Marshall and Co., 1838), 15.

27	 Catherine Arminjon et al., Objets civils domestiques: vocabulaire (Paris: Imprimerie 
Nationale, 1984), 580.

28	 Borden numbers – identification numbers under Canada’s Borden system for site and 
artifact identification – for the scissors from Belleisle are BeDi:2-232 and BeDi:2-240, with 
BeDi:2-2274 as the other handle from BeDi:2-240. Found at House 1, unit D, level 2 (and 
2E for BeDi:2-2274). All are in the collections of the Nova Scotia Museum. 

29	 “Huswife” is a term for a small portable sewing kit, often wrapped in fabric. Also called 
‘hussif’ or “hussy.”

30	 Tinning or plating of iron involved sprinkling an iron surface with tin filings and applying 
heat, a process known in some form in Europe for hundreds of years; see E.M. Jope, 
“The Tinning of Iron Spurs: A Continuous Practice from the Tenth to the Seventeenth 
Century,” Oxoniensia 21 (1956): 37. 
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with snips, suggesting they were used for sewing rather than kitchen chores, 
and one larger pair has an extended rivet, of the type seen in contemporary 
illustrations of tailors’ shears (Figure 2, far right). Excavations of the Melanson 
settlement on the Annapolis River revealed many small, corroded pieces of 
larger scissors and snips, most of those apparently plain in design.31 Lot 2E 
at Fortress Louisbourg, the home of the Widow Dugas, provided one pair of 
mid-range scissors and four pairs of snips of varying sizes, one pair with fancy 
decoration similar in style to the snips recovered from Belleisle.

It is difficult to judge the original size of the sewing tool collections during 
the pre-deportation period, as only a small portion of identified Acadian 
features have been tested or excavated, and the artifacts that have been 
recovered may only be a small percentage of the original. It is possible that 
many pairs of scissors were owned by members of the Savoie family in Belleisle, 
for example, but were removed over the years or packed and taken during the 
deportation. We also have few chronologies available for the finds at these 
sites, and only the Melanson settlement offers up one house with very clearly 
delineated occupational time periods; so any evidence for changes in ownership 
patterns over time has also been lost. These snapshots in time nevertheless give 
us a glimpse into status signalling and the use of domestic spaces during the 
build-up to 1755.

Beaubassin
Beaubassin, a large Acadian settlement founded on the Chignecto isthmus 
c. 1671-1673, was destroyed by fire in 1750. Sections of the site were disturbed 
thanks to construction activities associated with Fort Lawrence (c. 1750) 
as well as later use by farmers, which has made it difficult to associate 
artifacts with specific households.32 Beaubassin’s scissor collection comprises 

31	 Brenda Dunn, Sally Ross, and Birgitta Wallace, Looking into Acadie: Three Illustrated 
Studies, in Curatorial Reports, Nova Scotia Museum Publications, Report No. 87 (Halifax: 
Nova Scotia Museum, 1998), 27 (Figure 38), https://museum.novascotia.ca/curatorial-
reports. See also Crépeau and Dunn, The Melanson Settlement: An Acadian Farming 
Community (ca. 1664-1755), Parks Canada Research Bulletin 250 (Ottawa:  Environment 
Canada, Parks Canada, 1986)

32	 Marc Lavoie, Beaubassin Revisited: History and Archaeology (proceedings of the 2003 
Spring Heritage Conference, 2003), 1; Pierre Nadon, The Isthmus of Chignecto: An 
Archaeological Site Survey of Acadian Settlements, 1670-1755, Manuscript Report Series 
143 (Ottawa: Parks Canada, 1968), 9. Bona Arsenault dates this to 1671, but Bourgeois was 
present at a meeting in Port Royal in 1673, possibly making his move later than originally 
assumed. For a description of the destruction, see Griffiths, From Migrant to Acadian, 392, 
395. 
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styles predominantly associated with fine work and precise dressmaking. 
Two pairs, one pair of sewing scissors and one pair of snips, were found 
together in the same lot, both plated – likely with tin – and were retrieved 
and conserved mostly intact (Figure 3). The scissors are mid-17th century in 
style, the combination of wrapped loops and rectangular cross-section of the 

Figure 2 – Detail, Tailleur d’habits et tailleur de corps.
Source: Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert, eds., Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné 
des sciences, des arts et des métiers, etc., ed. Robert Morrissey and Glenn Roe (Chicago: 
University of Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project, Autumn 2017 Edition), plate 1 (figures 2, 3, 4), 
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.did2222.0000.178.
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hafts confirming an early manufacturing date. The fancy embroidery snips 
have shaped hafts with distinctive curves and separate, symmetrical loops, 
indicative of later 17th- into 18th-century manufacture.33 These plated snips 
show an attention to detail and a level of luxury expense that elevates them 
above basic workhorse domestic scissors.

The two pairs were found together with other household artifacts beneath a 
burned layer of earth outside a domestic structure. The close spatial association 
and the location in which they were found can tell us much about the use of 
space. They were discovered along the south wall, the side of the house which 
would receive the greatest amount of sun.34 The house door was not found 
in the south wall during excavations, indicating that the sewing kit was not 

33	 Noël Hume, A Guide to Artifacts of Colonial America (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2001), pp. 267-9, esp. Figure 87, #2, p. 268. 

34	 Pierre Nadon, “Field Journals for Digs at Beaubassin, Fort Beauséjour and Fort 
Cumberland” (unpublished manuscript), 68-57-405 (using Nadon’s personal page 
numbering scheme in his field notes).

Figure 3 – Plated scissors and snips 7B7D8.10 and 7B7D8.11 found at Beaubassin.
Source: Photo by author, with thanks to Parks Canada.
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secreted beneath the front stoop as has been seen in other locations.35 It is 
likely that the scissors were discovered where they had been used, the owner 
sitting in the afternoon sun with her handwork and her mending. This use 
of public space for domestic work was common, turning an intimate activity 
into shared experience.36 The prime loci for sewing work prior to the advent of 
electric light were the hearth in the evenings and by windows in the daylight, 
spaces designed for the availability of light and heat. Moving to the outdoors, 
a practical solution in geographies and seasons where weather permitted, 
removed the action from the closed world of the family and into communal 
space.

The other pairs of scissors from Beaubassin are smaller, two with blade 
shapes associated with embroidery scissors. All three were found in proximity 
to beads, two in association with glass beads and a bead in the process of 
being made, and the last with both glass and stone beads and a small sewing 
awl.37 The groupings of sewing tools suggest they may have been remnants 
of abandoned sewing kits, the small snips likely used for fine handwork and 
embellishing clothes – possibly using the beads found nearby. Embroidery 
snips in general indicate the presence of feminized aesthetic work, while the 
extra expense of plated tools adds a layer of prestige and social display. These 
scissors were badly crushed and bent at some point before the process of being 
discarded and interred, perhaps by fire (Figure 4). The damage incurred makes 

35	 Marc Lavoie, personal communication with author, 20 August 2017.
36	 Anselme Chiasson, Chéticamp : histoire et traditions acadiennes, 2e éd. (Moncton, NB: 

Éditions des Aboiteaux, 1962), 245-6. 
37	 See identification numbers for artifacts, which describe the location in which each 

object was found; see compiled Parks Canada records for Beaubassin, Woodside Parks 
Canada Archaeology Lab, Dartmouth, NS. In Parks Canada’s official provenience system, 
citations of artifacts – such as “7B16F6.06” – follow a particular order. The first two 
alphanumeric characters comprise the Site Number, unique to every archaeological 
operation in Canada. “7B” denotes Beaubassin – the seventh site (“7”) to be identified in 
Nova Scotia (B). The second numeric code is the Operation Number, designating one of 
potentially multiple areas of cultural significance at a given site (“16”). The third segment, 
a letter of the alphabet, defines the specific Sub-operation within an Operation. These 
are often colloquially referred to as “trenches” – horizontal divisions which can be 
excavated in layers. The number following the Sub-operation designation is the Lot 
Number, designating a discrete vertical slice of a Sub-operation which correlates with 
a stratigraphical feature (soil differences, artifact clusters, etc.). The number following 
the period is the Object Catalogue Number, usually assigned chronologically in order 
of discovery. In terms of a specific example, the following list is informative: bead – 
7B12V4.01, scissors – 7B12V4.02, awl – 7B12V4.04, and bead – 7B12V4.06. The two beads, 
awl and a pair of scissors, were all found together at approximately the same time, in Lot 
4, Sub-operation V, in Operation 12 at Beaubassin (7B). This juxtaposition suggests the 
artifacts were deposited together, or at least within a metre of one another, during the 
same time period.
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it difficult to tell if there was once a maker’s mark or ornamentation on the 
handle, but the high placement of the rivet, approximately a third of the way 
down the blade, indicates an early manufacturing date.38

The surface is plated with a silvered coating, most likely tin, which makes 
these small scissors a luxury item. Silver plating was a common 18th-century 
method used to make brass items look like solid silver, and both brass and 
silver scissors had a distinct advantage over iron ones in that they were 
protected from rust.39 Those who could afford to do so would sometimes 
indulge in an upgrade from wrought iron to actual silver, as did one successful 

38	 Hume, Guide to Artifacts of Colonial America, 267.
39	 Peter Cameron, “Anthony Christian and the French Plating Trade in Eighteenth-Century 

London,” Journal of the Antique Metalware Society 20 (June 2012): 264-71.

Figure 4 – Plated scissors 7B16F6.08, Beaubassin.
Source: Photo by author, with thanks to Parks Canada.
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French seamstress in 1770 – purchasing silver scissors along with a matching 
silver thimble.40

The prioritization of expensive scissors – possibly a second fancy set, if 
this pair was part of one of the two sewing kits found nearby – indicates an 
emphasis on gendered tasks alongside socioeconomic status playing part of the 
owner’s sense of self. Wealth could be displayed through gems and buckles, 
through expensive fabrics and fancy stockings, but to go to the expense of 
purchasing silvered sewing tools incorporated embroidery and fine work as 
an expression of feminine identity. In The Subversive Stitch, Rozsika Parker 
separates the categories of plain sewing and embroidery on both practical 
and ideological levels. While plain sewing was a requirement to furnish a 
household, embroidery during the 18th century signified a higher socio-
economic status – a refined and aristocratic lifestyle where access to leisure 
time for art was proof of gentility and economic privilege. The art of fine work 
was intrinsically connected to the status of a household, and part of the way in 
which a genteel family maintained its social position.41 In the first half of the 
18th century some activities considered appropriate and legitimate pastimes 
for the elite were in turn considered illegitimate for those of lower status, and 
became known – derogatorily – as luxury when indulged in by those of lesser 
socioeconomic status. The notion that those of lower status could usurp the 
privileges of the elite, and so confound the natural hierarchies, caused tension 
and anxiety among commentators. The problem lay not in the activity itself, 
but in the nature and entitlement of those who engaged in it.42

Silvered scissor sets and fancy snips found at Beaubassin reveal the presence 
of a system that may have considered non-subsistence sewing as one of these 
markers of elite womanhood. This is not the kind of activity commonly 
associated with the archetypical “outpost” or “border” labels often used to 
describe Beaubassin.43 Rather, it speaks to an investment in social norms that 
separated subsistence living from leisure crafts and used the latter as a venue 
for conspicuous consumption. The large settlement furthest away from the 

40	 Crowston, Fabricating Women, 129-30.
41	 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 11.
42	 Shovlin, “Cultural Politics of Luxury,” 576-7, 2. 
43	 John Bartlet Brebner, New England’s Outpost: Acadia before the Conquest of Canada 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1927); David R. Jones, “From Frontier to Borderland: 
The Acadian Community in a Comparative Context, 1605-1710,” Journal of the Royal Nova 
Scotia Historical Society 7, no. 1 (2004): 521-30; Jared Smith, “Acadia’s Outpost: Beaubassin 
before the Deportation” (Honours thesis, Acadia University, 2014).
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concentrations of European power at Fort Anne and Fortress Louisbourg, 
Beaubassin is also the location where the highest number of fancy scissors 
have been found to date. Those living there appear to have been in the process 
of developing their own social elite – beyond the malfunctioning seigneurial 
system or ranks of the deputies – one reflected in their dress accessories and 
the tools used to produce that dress.

Louisbourg
The Acadian-owned lot that revealed the bulk of the scissors in Louisbourg 
was lot 2E, one of four excavated houses known to have been inhabited by 
Acadians. The family in residence there immediately prior to the British 
occupation consisted of Marguerite Richard (the Widow Dugas), her second 
husband Charles St. Etienne de la Tour, and four daughters. Most of the pairs 
of scissors are of the size associated with snips designed for fine work and 
embroidery, and all but one can be dated prior to 1750, when the original house 
was destroyed and the assemblage caught in the surrounding debris.44 The 
other is of unknown date but in a style common to the early 1700s.45 It must be 
noted that there is a chance that some items found there could be from the brief 
period of the British occupation, from 1745-1749. Any remains from that brief 
occupation would have been mingled in the rubble from the house’s demolition 
in 1750, a common problem with multiple-use sites.46

Of the four pairs of mostly intact snips recovered from the site, three are on 
the larger end of the category, and one much smaller (see Table 1). They range 
from standard sewing scissors to delicate snips of a size appropriate for clipping 
threads and other extremely fine detail work. Two of the larger pairs of snips 
are plain-handled with no decoration, and the third has a haft decorated with 
geometric cast iron designs (Figure 6) – a type of decoration most frequently 
found on embroidery scissors.47 The fancy snips are not unique to the Acadians, 
as an identical scissor handle was found across the street in Lot 2I, residence of 
the de la Vallière family (Figure 7). These pieces are so similar that they could 

44	 Stephen White, Dictionnaire Généalogique Des Famillies Acadiennes (Moncton, NB: 
Centre d’Études Acadiennes, Université de Moncton, 1999), 1437. See also Donald Harris, 
“Louisbourg – In-House Report on Site Histories” (1982). This manuscript is among those 
held at Louisbourg, many of which are available online; see http://www.krausehouse.ca/
krause/FortressOfLouisbourgResearchWeb/LaunchResearchingFortressLouisbourg.htm. 

45	 Hume, Guide to Artifacts of Colonial America, 269.
46	 Harris, “Louisbourg – In-House Report on Site Histories.”
47	 Hume, Guide to Artifacts of Colonial America, 269.
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easily be two halves of the same pair, except that they are both designed for 
the same side. An increasing number of decorated scissors were being mass-
produced by the mid-18th century, and these finds may represent two different 
pairs cast from the same mould.48 A similar pair of decorated snips has been 
found at Belleisle, suggesting that they may have purchased their scissors from 
the same source – or at least that someone in the Blanchard family had an 
eye for the current fashions of France. Louisbourg itself was part of Atlantic 
trade routes, and, while fashions were delayed getting to Île Royale from Paris, 
those living in the fortress were still aware of and interested in following the 
fashions of the empire. The variety in size indicates a variety in the tasks being 
performed, the presence of sewing scissors indicating engagement in either 
dressmaking, tailoring, or both. The emphasis was still on fine-work tools and 
the attendant Eurocentric marking of feminine-coded tasks.

A 1741 probate inventory of the possessions of Jeanne Thibodeau, an 
Acadian woman living in Louisbourg, includes a description of scissors with 
a cover.49 The Musée le Secq des Tournelles in Rouen has a large display of 
sheaths of the sort most likely described in the inventory, and Wright’s Portrait 
of a Woman (c. 1770) shows a metal sheath for the gentlewoman’s scissors on 
the table (Figure 8).50 Thibodeau’s scissors and cover were likely similar – small 
tools meant for both use and display as status objects. The contents of her 

48	 Massimiliano Mandel, Scissors (Wigston, Leicester, UK: First Glance Books, 1990), 5.
49	 Jeanne Thibodeau, 1741 inventory, G2, vol. 197, dossier 151, Centre des Archives d’Outre-

mer (CAOM), Aix-en-Provence, France; see also Jonah and Tait, “Filles d’Acadie,” 40.
50	 Wright, Portrait of a Woman.

Figure 5 – Scissors 2L81D4-79, Louisbourg lot 2E.
Source: Photo by author, extrapolation by Richard Morris, and thanks to Parks Canada.
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sewing basket listed in the same inventory provide more information about 
her habits, including 151 skeins of linen thread, six skeins of colourful silk 
thread, and ribbons, taffeta, and braid.51 By all indications she was engaging 
in handwork appropriate to a genteel woman rather than purely practical or 
subsistence sewing.52

51	 Jeanne Thibodeau, 1741 inventory, G2, vol. 197, dossier 151, CAOM.
52	 Jonah and Tait, “Filles d’Acadie,” 40.

Figure 6 – Scissor handle from 2E, 2L80T11-77.
Source: Photo by author, with thanks to Fortress Louisbourg.

Figure 7 – Scissor handle 2I37-2L29P24-4.
Source: Photo by author, with thanks to Fortress Louisbourg.
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Belleisle
Belleisle was an older community than Beaubassin and survived a few years 
longer; it was destroyed in 1755.53 As many as 13 or 14 pairs of scissors may 
be represented in the Belleisle assemblage, at least half directly connected to 
dressmaking and fine work rather than kitchen or general household use. 
Unlike Beaubassin, surviving property records mean that we can directly 
associate the homesteads with their residents, and many of the artifacts with 
their owners.54 Belleisle lies up the Annapolis River a few kilometers from Port 
Royal, the region that Clark described as “liv[ing] in the same bucolic fashion 
as their cousins in Grand Pré and Beaubassin,” without marks of European 
“elegance.”55 This has since been proven both true and untrue at the same time 
– those in Belleisle lived in similar fashion to their cousins at Beaubassin, but 
with access to and use of similar sorts of luxury goods and status markers as 
those in urban areas like Louisbourg. The inverse of Clark’s statement is also 

53	 Marc Lavoie, Belleisle Nova Scotia, 1680-1755: Acadian Material Life and Economy, Nova 
Scotia Museum Curatorial Reports 65 (Halifax: Nova Scotia Museum, 1987), 50-2.

54	 Marc Lavoie, “Un nouveau regard sur le monde acadien avant la Déportation. 
Archéologie au marais de Belle-Isle, Nouvelle-Écosse,” in Rêves d’Amériques: regard sur 
l’archéologie de la Nouvelle-France = Dreams of the Americas : overview of New France 
archaeology (Québec: Association des archéologues du Québec, 2008), 70-95.

55	 Andrew Hill Clark, Acadia: The Geography of Early Nova Scotia to 1760 (Madison, WI: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1968), 212.

Figure 8 – Detail, Portrait of a Woman, Joseph Wright, c. 1770.
Source: Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, acc. # 1986.264.6.
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true as far as sewing tools and linens are concerned: the fanciest scissors and 
pins for the finer linens were found at Beaubassin, farthest from the fort, and 
the goods found at the Gaudet, Savoie, and Blanchard houses in Belleisle were 
plainer. The trend continued, as will be seen in the following section, with the 
plainest sewing tools of all found at Melanson, a site in the old banlieue of Fort 
Anne.56

The Blanchards, the family who owned the property where most of the 
sewing tools were found, were among the wealthier residents of Belleisle. 
Brothers René and Antoine held four separate plots of land, sharing 
maintenance with brother-in-law Pierre Gaudet.57 Pierre Blanchard was listed 
as a deputy for Belleisle in 1740, empowered in a letter from Mascarene to 
organize road building around part of the marsh and arbitrate fence disputes 
between neighbours.58 The Blanchards’ wealth in the earlier censuses and 
Pierre Blanchard’s later status as a deputy makes the Blanchards a nominal 
part of the so-called “elite” Acadian families – mostly defined as including the 
wealthiest and most politically connected families, often centered around the 
Melansons and de la Tours.59

The most complete set of scissors to date was uncovered at Belleisle, at 
the house of Germain Savoie and his family (Figure 9). The intact scissors 
are heavily corroded but in otherwise good condition and bear a striking 
resemblance to snips on display in an image of a peddler’s sale case from 1742 
(Figure 10). Physical details confirm a likely manufacturing date in the first 
or second quarter of the 18th century, and, as with all these examples, bear 

56	 The term “banlieue” refers to the space surrounding a fort or city, considered to be the 
area of influence of the central power – usually put at about 5 kilometres in the early 
modern period. The modern “equivalent” would be the “suburbs.” The boundary of the 
banlieu of Port Royal is shown in Delabat’s 1708 map: Plande le Banlieu du Port Royal a 
l’Acadie, 1708, H3/240/Port Royal, 1708, BAC-LAC.

57	 Lavoie, “Un nouveau regard,” 78-9.
58	 It is uncertain, though, whether this was Pierre Blanchard (Gougeon), Guillaume’s son, 

or Pierre Blanchard (Savoie), Guillaume’s grandson through René. See Order for Road 
Making, Mascarene, 12 May 1740, and Order to Deputies to Enquire, Mascarene, 2 June 
1740, in Archibald MacMechan, A Calendar of Two Letter-Books and One Commission 
Book in the Possession of the Government of Nova Scotia, 1713-1741 (Halifax: Herald 
Printing House, 1900), 235, 240. This was probably Pierre Blanchard (Gougeon) by virtue 
of age – the elder Pierre was 45 in 1740, making him a long-term adult member of the 
community, while his nephew Pierre was only 27; see White, Dictionnaire Généalogique, 
147, 152.

59	 Basque, “Family and Political Culture in Pre-Conquest Acadia,” 61-2; A.J.B. Johnston, “The 
Call of the Archetype and the Challenge of Acadian History,” French Colonial History 5, no. 
1 (2004): 73; Jonah and Tait, “Filles d’Acadie,” 24; Gregory Kennedy, Something of a Peasant 
Paradise? Comparing Rural Societies in Acadie and the Loudunais, 1604-1755 (Montreal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014), 13.
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no visible maker’s mark. The second set from the Savoie house were found in 
conjunction with domestic waste, including pottery sherds and pipestems.60 
The likelihood, given the size, shape, and context, is that these were domestic 
scissors used for kitchen and other household tasks. Germain’s wife Marie 
Breau dite Vincelotte died in 1749, so it is possible that one or both of the pairs 
of scissors began life in her sewing kit, moving to that of her daughter-in-law 
or into the kitchen following Mme Savoie’s death.

60	 See Lot 1C7, as per inventory from primary investigator Marc Lavoie. This lot contained 24 
bone fragments and six clay shards, including the edge of a plate.

Figure 9 – Scissors BeDi-2-2A7-6096 from Belleisle.
Source: Photograph by author, with thanks to Marc Lavoie.
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Figure 10 – Detail from Peddler of Knives, Scissors and Combs by Anne Claude Philippe de 
Tubières, comte de Caylus, 1742. The peddler carries his wares for display in an open box 
along with reading glasses, shoe buckles, buttons, and other items related to domestic life.
Source: Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 1953. acc. num 53.600.588(39), Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York.

Figure 11 – Snips from Belleisle, BeDi-2:1955 and handle BeDi-2:256, found together in the 
Blanchard house, unit A, level 1.
Source: Photo by author, with thanks to the Nova Scotia Museum.
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Across the path, about 400 metres away at the Blanchard residence, some 
more decorative items have been found. The overall collection here includes 
at least four pairs of snips, a possible pair of tailoring shears, and at least one 
set of small sewing scissors out of group of, at minimum, nine separate pairs. 
Most are relatively plain, though one pair of snips was found with ornate hafts 
and blades similar to those found in Louisbourg (Figure 11).61 These snips 
are ornate, cast in a decorative style suggesting a mid-18th-century date of 
manufacture.62

The presence of three different kinds of sewing scissors at the Blanchard 
house suggests activities beyond basic garment production and repairs, carried 
out by more than one individual. Assuming one owner for a set consisting of a 
pair each of shears, scissors, and snips, and the fancy snips as a gift or a special 
pair, we are left with enough variety and quantity for up to three members of 
the household to be actively engaged in textile labour. Each woman living there 
would have had her own sewing basket with an assortment of tools, including 
needles, thimbles, scissors, and other assorted tools such as bodkins and awls.63 
René Blanchard’s wife Marie Savoie – daughter of neighbour Germain Savoie, 
discussed above – and their unmarried daughter Marguerite Blanchard are 
the probable owners of the sewing equipment found in association with the 
Blanchard home.64

The assemblage is suggestive of a craft culture in Belleisle where ornate 
tools were less valued than in Beaubassin. They were by no means cut off from 
luxury goods, but they may have been less able to access the kinds of trade 
goods that f lowed through more connected communities. The fancy plated 
scissors and snips found in Beaubassin have no equals in Belleisle, though 
the similarity of the fancier snips found at the Blanchard house to those at 
Louisbourg open the possibility that the Blanchard snips were purchased there. 
While Acadian women at Belleisle certainly valued fine work enough to own 
tools designed for its execution, the simpler designs and material composition 
of the scissors suggest either a lessened ability to access the fancier silvered and 

61	 See artifact BeDi2-1955, Archaeology Collection of the Nova Scotia Museum (Halifax: 
Nova Scotia Museum). 

62	 David Christianson, Belleisle 1983: Excavations at a Pre-Expulsion Acadian Site (Belleisle 
BeDi-2), Nova Scotia Museum Curatorial Reports 48 (Halifax: Nova Scotia Museum, 1984), 
52.

63	 Hale, Workwoman’s Guide, 15.
64	 Lavoie, “Un nouveau regard,” 84.
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decorated pairs, or somewhat lower priority placed on this particular form of 
feminine-coded status display.

Melanson
The Melanson settlement was established c. 1664, with the marriage of 
Charles Melanson dit La Ramée, son of Pierre Laverdure, and Marie Dugas, 
the daughter of Port Royal armourer Abraham Dugas. The pair settled on a 
large piece of land in the District of Kespukwitk, on what is now known as the 
Queen Anne Marsh on the Annapolis River, approximately six kilometers west 
of Annapolis Royal.65 Melanson remained small, with only nine households at 
peak occupancy, but the relative affluence of the residents along with surviving 
maps that identify the ownership of specific residences contribute to making 
Melanson a useful window onto earlier Acadian settlements despite the low 
population. Most importantly, unlike Beaubassin and the Acadian houses 
in Louisbourg, the Melanson site remained undisturbed by later settlement 
activity following its destruction in 1755. The preserved site allows for a more 
accurate archaeological record of domestic life.

One of the features excavated at the Melanson settlement was the homestead 
of Anne Bourg and Charles Melanson, son of the founder Charles Melanson. 
Structures on the site were demolished on four different occasions between 
1700 and 1755, each incident leaving its own evidence behind. A fire in 1707 and 
another in the late 1730s were the most destructive events, and the inhabitants 
of the 1730s structure – the third on the site – capped the ruins with clay and 
rebuilt, leaving some damaged artifacts of domestic life beneath the layers. 
A midden on the property has been associated with all four occupations of 
the site, and fragments of either one or two pairs of scissors discovered there 
appear to be associated with materials from the earlier occupations, c. 1690-
1730.66 Unfortunately not enough remains of these artifacts to make specific 
identifications as to type, size, or purpose. Two pairs of scissors survive in 
better condition from the fire in the third structure, c. the late 1730s-1740, 
found beneath the clay used to reseal the building’s cellar following the fire. 

65	 Dunn, Ross, and Wallace, “Looking into Acadie,” 38; Crépeau and Dunn, “Melanson 
Settlement,” 3; White, Dictionnaire Généalogique, 1:562. The “Melanson” surname appears 
to have originated with brothers Pierre and Charles, with no obvious source. All Acadian 
Melansons are descended from these two. 

66	 Crépeau and Dunn, “Melanson Settlement,” 10; Stephan Noël, “Inventory of 
Archaeological Records of the Melanson Settlement National Historic Site, Nova Scotia,” 
private internal report (Parks Canada Mainland Nova Scotia Field Unit, 2011), 19-29, 35-6.
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The remaining seven pairs of scissors and snips were found above the burned 
layer, indicating that they were either undamaged by the fire, or were acquired 
following the rebuilding of the house between 1741 and 1755.

A pair of broad-bladed tailoring shears speak to the wide range of 
dressmaking tasks taking place in the house. The blades are a similar width 
almost all the way along before narrowing to a point, a curve similar to the 
shape and proportions of tailors’ scissors portrayed in 15th and 16th century 
artwork.67 The other pairs associated with Bourg’s household are small, sharp-
pointed, fine snips with a strong taper and general proportions that suggest 
that they were ciseaux à broder, used for fancy work.68 Features of these 
scissors correspond with various types that Noël Hume dates to the middle of 
the 17th century, earlier than the styles uncovered at Belleisle and Louisbourg 
but similar to the large snips found at Louisbourg and Belleisle.69 Despite the 
family’s association with a supposed elite social group, no ornamented snips 
were found at the Melanson site. The scissors all had plain hafts, and the 
surviving loops were equally undecorated. These may have been older pairs 
rescued from the house before or during the fire, perhaps along with a sewing 
basket, as no thimbles, pins, or needles were found in the charred layer – 
though a handful were found in various layers of the midden.70

Labour was distinctly gendered in Acadia, with men doing the bulk of the 
travel, field labour, and engagement in public life while leaving the women to 
run the dairies, gardens, and domestic sphere.71 A married couple created the 
minimum economic and labour unit required to run a farm settlement, and 
Charles’s sister Madeleine, the Widow Belliveau, would have been relying on 
her brother and sister-in-law for assistance on the homestead.72 In 1710, Anne 
Bourg had an eight-year-old son and a toddler girl underfoot and the widow 
Belliveau had four children ranging from four to thirteen years old. The 
relatively close proximity of the houses would have given the sisters-in-law the 

67	 See, for example, Moroni’s painting The Tailor (1565-1570) and Francesco Cossa’s Allegoria 
del mese di Marzo (c. 1470).

68	 See Dunn, Ross, and Wallace, “Looking into Acadie,” 27, Figure 38 as well as Arminjon et 
al., Objets civils domestiques, 580.

69	 Hume, Guide to Artifacts of Colonial America, 268.
70	 Noël, “Inventory of Archaeological Records of the Melanson Settlement,” 35-6.
71	 Griffiths, From Migrant to Acadian, 284; John Mack Faragher, A Great and Noble Scheme 

(New York: W.W. Norton, 2005) 182-3.
72	 Suzanne Desan, “Making and Breaking Marriage: An Overview of Old Regime Marriage as 

a Social Practice,” in Family, Gender, and Law in Early Modern France (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009), 3-4.
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ability to task-share and divide the labour of running the homes and raising 
the children.

It is easy to picture Belliveau and her young daughter Marie walking across 
the grass to Anne Bourg’s house, their sewing tools and mending tucked 
into the baskets they carried beneath their arms. The women would have sat 
and sewed on the stoop in the summer sun, taking advantage of the light to 
complete their fine needlework and mending before having to move inside to 
sit by the fire. Trestle tables would have made space to lay out lengths of wool 
for cutting, the heavy shears slicing through homespun and imported strouds 
alike. The design of the shears made for easy balance and the ability to estimate 
seam allowances by eye, making sewing up of the pieces simple enough for 
even those daughters still learning the task.

By 1740, during the period of the house’s final rebuild, Melanson and 
Bourg would have needed space only for themselves and sons Pierre, Joseph, 
and Claude. The household, depending on the exact date of the fire, may still 
have included son Jean, who married in 1742.73 With fewer people for whom 
to sew, we might expect Bourg’s need for tools to drop and yet we find her 
in possession of a very well-appointed array of scissors, shears, and snips in 
the final 15 years of her residence in Acadia. The ratio of three pairs of snips 
to two pairs of scissors and one pair of specialty shears is similar to others 
seen across the Acadian settlements, suggesting general interest in fine work, 
embellishments, and embroidery. Overall, the predominance of small scissors 
may indicate smaller-scale production aimed at dressing an individual family 
rather than a production or putting-out system. Bourg had no daughters 
at home during these later years to teach or do her finishing work, but she 
did have her sister-in-law. The Widow Belliveau’s son Charles and his wife 
Marguerite Granger may have moved in with her after they married in 1717, or 
possibly taken up residence in a larger house located almost directly north of 
them at the settlement, as seen on Delabat’s 1708 map of the site.74

Three pairs of basic scissors served for lighter fabrics or smaller cuts, 
clipping curves for well-fit seams with much greater control than the heavy 
shears. There were enough there for each woman to have had her own, nestled 
in her sewing kits beside pairs of snips to cut the finely spun sewing threads. 

73	 Brenda Dunn, “History of the Melanson Settlement: An Acadian Settlement” (Annapolis 
Royal, NS: Parks Canada Agency, 2007).

74	 White, Dictionnaire Généalogique, 99. The other two Belliveau sons moved away, but a 
story from the time of the deportation puts Charles at the settlement upon the arrival of 
the Pembroke in the last week of November 1755.
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The fine-tipped snips would also have been useful to unpick tangles, and trim 
the threads and cords used to sew on the kinds of round glass beads found in 
a few places on the site. Buttons discovered in the yard might have been lost 
from clothing but could also be lost from mender’s fingers, or a sewing basket 
accidentally spilled into the longer grass.

The fancy scissors and snips found at Beaubassin and to a lesser degree 
at Belleisle are nowhere to be found at Melanson. The plain nature of the 
scissors suggests a more utilitarian intent rather than display, an intriguing 
distinction. It may have been a question of replacement cost, tied to the need to 
put assets into rebuilding the home that had been destroyed by fire. Association 
with aristocracy did not in and of itself guarantee wealth – Anne Melanson’s 
daughter Agathe, for instance, sold the seigneurial rights she had inherited 
to the British in 1734 for the grand sum of £2,000.75 The Melansons, on the 
other hand, were not poor and other status-carrying items including sleeve 
buttons and a spur buckle have been found around the family’s homesteads at 
the settlements, suggesting that cost was not necessarily the issue.76

Conclusions
What we see when comparing data from excavated properties in Acadia with 
existing occupation records and inventories is a fairly consistent ratio of 
one pair of utility scissors per adult woman per settlement, and at least one 
pair of snips for every female adolescent and adult. Where there are multiple 
adult women and a traumatic departure, as with Belleisle or Melanson prior 
to the fire, archaeologists have found at least one set of plain-work and fine-
work scissors for each adult woman. Locations that may have allowed slightly 
more time for packing prior to departure, such as Louisbourg, have revealed 
primarily broken embroidery scissors, with little evidence of more utilitarian 
scissor sets left behind. Marie Savoie and Marguerite Blanchard at Belleisle 
had a minimum of five sets of scissors between them, three of a type dedicated 
to fine work and embroidery, including decorative snips of good quality. This 
suggests that embroidery was a passion and a pleasure for at least one of the 
residents. The fire at Melanson left one pair of large scissors and three or four 
fine-work pairs in the rubble, suggesting one main garment worker and a 
handful of others associated with finishing and embellishment. At Louisbourg 
we are left with one pair of larger working scissors for the adult woman in the 

75	 Dunn, “History of the Melanson Settlement,” 17; Melanson, Melanson Story, 98-9.
76	 Noël, “Inventory of Archaeological Records of the Melanson Settlement.” 
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house, and five pairs of snips, enough to make sets for the adult Marguerite 
Richard – the Widow Dugas – and her four young daughters, who were 
between the ages of eight and fourteen when they left the property in 1745.77

The distinctions between the styles of scissors found at the different sites 
may reflect a similar distinction in the presentation of women’s identity within 
the different Acadian communities. The main status-bearing objects found 
at Melanson were associated with male clothing, other than a series of fine 
straight pins and a heart-shaped badge from the midden at Anne Melanson’s 
homestead.78 With their proximity to Annapolis Royal, the Melansons were 
never far from the eyes of power; yet, at the same time, the women living at 
the Melanson settlement had little to gain by presenting themselves as elite. 
The Melanson family and their allies were described by the English as being 
“aw’d by the Garrison [and] are the most, if not the only tractable Inhabitants 
in the province.”79 This close relationship, their relative wealth and access to 
imports, and the Melanson site’s close proximity to the official presence at the 
fort shaped their material culture. Anne Melanson, first married to Jacques de 
Sainte Étienne de la Tour, a member of the local nobility, had returned to her 
birth family and taken a local man as her second husband.80 She brought her 
connections, status, and the rights to administer the La Tour estate with her as 
resources for Alexandre Robichaud at their marriage, at least until her children 
came of age.81 She had no need to display her status to those at Fort Anne, and 
indeed may have been better off keeping to the simpler lifestyle permitted to 
Madame Robichaud.

Beaubassin, at the other end of Acadia, was on a vitally important portage 
route and, as a trade centre, hosted varied groups of travellers. Traders from 
New France came down the Northumberland Strait and through Baie Verte, 
while New England merchants sailed in through the Bay of Fundy and 
Mi’kmaw travellers circulated along their millennia-old portages and trails. 

77	 Harris, “Louisbourg – In-House Report on Site Histories.”
78	 Hilary Doda, “‘The Acadian of Our Fancy’: Clothing, Community, and Identity among the 
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79	 Little, State of Trade in the Northern Colonies Considered, 54-5.
80	 Dunn, “History of the Melanson Settlement,” 17-18.
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Geographically more distant from centres of imperial influence than Melanson 
and Belleisle, Beaubassin was outside of the radius of territorial control of both 
the French and the English, and, as such, had more social freedom to establish 
new practices.82 Some women in Beaubassin chose to make their pride in their 
sewing tools visible in silvered plating, and that performance of a high-status 
feminine identity would have been readily understood by many who came 
through the settlement – a dramatic contrast to the descriptions of women 
with clothing “pitched on with pitchforks & . . . yr stockings down about their 
heels” made by Robert Hale in 1731.83

That contrast presents something of a conundrum for the modern 
researcher. Many comments on Acadian productivity appear in letters both 
from French and English officials. Called lazy and indolent, the official ire 
was primarily directed at Acadian men with claims that they had left the 
uplands uncleared and unfarmed.84 Governor de Brouillan, replacing Villebon 
in 1701, wrote on arrival that he had discovered the Acadians of Minas to be 
living “en vrais républicains, ne reconnaissant ni autorité royale ni justice,” 
an expression of frustration at a people apparently chafing at his assertion 
of imperial control.85 Women’s work is mentioned in these reports only in 
positive praise for their industry, but there may be an issue of perception at 
play. Where Villebon and Dièreville saw the products of women’s work, they 
did not look too closely at the details. Acadians were described as being “in no 
way distinguished by new styles,” a statement which archaeological finds have 
proven incorrect.86

82	 Kurt A. Jordan, “Colonies, Colonialism, and Cultural Entanglement: The Archaeology 
of Postcolumbian Intercultural Relations,” in International Handbook of Historical 
Archaeology, ed. Teresita Majewski and David Gaimster (New York: Springer Science + 
Business Media, 2009), 36.

83	 Robert Hale, “Journal of a Voyage to Nova Scotia Made in 1731: By Robert Hale of Beverly,” 
Historical Collections of the Essex Institute, vol. XLII (Salem, MA: Essex Institute, July 1906), 
199.

84	 Clark, Acadia, 158-60. Also see Diereville quoted in François-Marie Perrot, “Relation de 
l’acadie envoyée par le Sr. Perrot,” Correspondance générale; Acadie, 1686, sér. C11D, vol. 
1, f. 19, pp. 40-1, BAC-LAC as well as John Clarence Webster and Joseph Robineau de 
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85	 Brouillan to Minister, 6 October 1701, RG1, vol. 3, doc 6, p. 218, Nova Scotia Archives (NSA), 
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The work required to run an Acadian homestead in the period was 
significant, and followed a seasonal round.87 While the majority of the evidence 
and testimonials on the subject stem from studies from the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, evidence suggests that the seasonal rhythms of life were similar 
in the earlier years of the settlements.88 Brook Watson describes Acadian 
women working collectively in textile manufacture, primarily in the summer 
months, a pattern corroborated by Perrot in 1686.89 Adrienne Hood’s work 
on Pennsylvania weavers indicates that carding and weaving were often done 
outdoors or in outbuildings, thanks to the quantity of dirt coming off of the 
wool as it was being cleaned as well as the noise levels created by a functioning 
loom.90 Outbuildings found at Acadian sites – as with one structure currently 
identified as a barn on the Blanchard property at Belleisle, for instance – were 
large enough to hold a loom or two, opening up the possibility that we could 
be looking at weaving studios in among the barns and storage structures as 
well as in residences.91 Contemporary accounts from writers like Villebon 
and Dièreville describe Acadian women as making much of their family’s 
clothing at home – processing and weaving f lax and wool – but do not 
describe whether the women worked together or in solitude, more during 
one season than another, or even the general rhythms of their day.92 During 
the seasons when materials were readily available, daylight lingered longer 
and travel between homesteads and settlements was easiest. Maintenance and 
production of clothing items, however, including all stages of pattern making, 
cutting, and sewing, would by necessity happen throughout the year.

The material evidence suggests that some of that sewing time at Beaubassin 
and Belleisle took the form of genteel pursuits, women there splitting their 
time between subsistence sewing and weaving and embroidery and other 
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decorative fine work. They sewed in public spaces with the potential for social 
engagement, using decorative tools as a means of displaying status and further 
pride in their work. This correlates with ways in which fine work was associated 
with higher status for European women. The presence of fancy tools at Belleisle, 
Louisbourg, and Beaubassin suggests the growth of a new, local elite engaging 
in the cross-class disruption of what was “luxury,” which triggered anxious 
commentary from officials concerned about a subtle usurpation of colonial 
authority by settlers engaging in activities inappropriate for their station.93

The fancy embroidery scissors and the silks and ribbons found in 
Jeanne Thibodeau’s sewing equipment, and in Marie Savoie and Marguerite 
Blanchard’s home at Belleisle, indicate ways in which women were able to 
define themselves through the use of high-status tools.94 Fancy work and the 
attendant idealized domestic femininity stands in contrast to the descriptions 
of simple Acadian farmers given by English travellers, who described only 
“clothes pitched on with pitchforks,” and the practical reuse of English “scarlet 
duffil” recycled into homespun skirts.95 Acadian women did whitework 
and embroidered with colourful silks, and both extant lace bobbins and 
contemporary testimony confirm that lace was in demand.96 The geometric 
stylings on the hafts of the decorated embroidery scissors at Belleisle and 
Louisbourg mirror the simple geometry of weaving and stitching, crosses, 
curves, and squares, thus turning both handles and fabric into works of art. 
Jules Prown describes artifacts as “artistic signs articulating a climate of belief” 
– the forms of objects reflecting and personifying cultural subtext – here, the 

93	 For an older take on the notion that Acadians were recreating/creating a form of 
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Amérique (Paris: Didier, 1877), 112.
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specialized tools for fancy work are marked as fancy work themselves.97 The 
social importance of decorative work is doubly underlined in the scissor design, 
a privileging of artistic expression.

The question of the unusual quantities of scissors and snips at Acadian sites 
can be answered in correlation with household population information. The 
snips found at Acadian sites correspond with the number of young women 
living in their mother’s households. Girls would learn sewing at their mother’s 
knees, beginning with simpler tasks such as hemming and sewing long seams. 
A young woman’s textile skills were of paramount importance, the ability to 
“weave a web of cloth” considered as fundamental to the proper running of 
a household as a young man’s abilities in carpentry and farming.98 Sitting at 
the fire and on the front stoops of their houses with their mothers, aunts, and 
sisters, the girls of Acadia learned the skills they would need for their own 
households and gave their communal labour to textile production and fancy 
work.

The scissors and the needle cases they used were items meant to be seen 
both in context of sewing work and social life. Finely pointed and decorated on 
the handles, silver-plated or steel, scissors played an important role in Acadian 
women’s structuring and consideration of their roles as creators. Distinct – 
and yet not entirely divided – from the scissors used by the women round her, 
Jeanne Thibodeau’s covered scissors reveal something about her preferred 
leisure activity alongside her beliefs about her place in Louisbourg society. The 
plain scissors found at the Melanson settlement tell us, however, that status 
signalling is not the only force at play. Analysis of socioeconomic differences 
between the “elite” Acadian families and the poorer settlements also found 
limited differences in the kinds of goods owned regardless of family income.99 
This difference is heightened when the Melanson settlement is compared to 
Belleisle, where the rural farms were supposedly less sophisticated, but the 
sewing equipment was fancier.

This dichotomy disturbed cultural expectations associated with European 
gentility, which paired high status and elite femininity with leisure sewing. The 
disparities between supposed status, social presentation, and coded activity 
of the women in the different Acadian settlements would have been a source 
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of tension. It was the kind of mismatch that may have increased the general 
perception of Acadians as moving away from the manners and mannerisms 
which were so much a part of continental French social understanding. It is 
that growing distance from imperial expectation and changes in social cues 
that suggests a forming perception change, and more justification for those on 
the outside to begin to see Acadian culture as something distinct and other.
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