
The third version (Fig. 5) consists of a minor 
change on one line where "...CABINET and 
UPHOLSTERER" becomes "...CABINET & 
UPHOLSTERER." 

The wording in the third label (1834-48), 
used after Thomas Jr. joined his father's busi
ness, was as follows: 

THOMAS NISBET & SON, 
Cabinet Makers & Upholsterers, 

PRINCE WILLIAM STREET, 
SAINT JOHN, NEW-BRUNSWICK, 

WHERE MAY BE HAD, 

MATTRASSES various kinds; Sofas and Sofa Beds; 

Chairs; Tables; Sideboards; Portable Beds and Writing 

Dusks; Bod and Window Cornices and Curtains; and every thing 

in the CABINET & UPHOLSTERY Line, made on moderate terms. 

Mahogany in Boards. Planks and veneers. 

Old FURNITURE Repaired or exchanged Foi New, 

The M in MATTRASSES again is two lines 
in height. 

While the labels have been discussed 
according to what appears to be the most 
logical sequence, the versions of the second 
label could have conceivably been used in a 
different sequence. Further study is now re
quired whereby the labelled furniture is 
grouped based on which label or variation of 
label is attached to them. Based on these 
groupings, the sequence for the labels and 
their versions will allow a more accurate 
dating of Nisbet's labelled and attributed 
furniture. 

NOTES 
Charles II. Foss, Cabinetmakers oj the East-
em Seaboard (Toronto; M. F. Feheley, 1977); 
Huia G. Ryder, Antique Furniture l>y .Yen 
Brunswick Craftsmen (Toronto: McGraw-Hill 
Ryerson, 1905); Donald Blake Webster, 
English-Canadian Furniture of the Georgian 
Period (Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 
1979): Antiques (April 1989): 942-949; T. G. 
Dilworth. "Thomas Nisbet: A Reappraisal ot 
His Life and Work," Material History Bulletin 
15 (1982): 77-82; New Brunswick Couriei 
(Saint John). 26 April 1834, 7 (une 1834. 

Fig. 5 
The third i ersion o) 
Nisbet's second label. 

Clothing the Past: 
Costume Research at the Canadian Parks Service 
GAIL CARIOU 

The costume section of the Interpretation 
Branch of the Canadian 1'arks Service head
quarters office in Ottawa was established in 
1972 and since then has undergone a num
ber of changes which reflect the changing 
focus of the branch as a whole. 

Originally, the in-house curators and de
signers undertook not only site-specific cos
tume research and planned costume pro
grammes, but produced the costumes worn 
by interpreters at some national historic 
sites. By 1979 the number of sites using cos

tume had increased to the point thai the re
sources of the costume unit were stretched to 
the limit. The increased demand for cos
tumes resulted in the creation of a costume 
resource centre at the headquarters office. 
At present, there are approximately 1000 
costumed interpreters at 57 historic and 
national parks across the country, represent
ing periods and themes that range from 
eighteenth-century French military establish
ments to an early twentieth-century prairie 
farm. 

72 



Between 1984 and 1986 three of the re
gional Parks Service offices hired costume 
curators. The responsibility for conducting 
site-specific research and for monitoring the 
production of costumes by independent con
tractors was gradually decentralized to the 
regional level. In addition, military curators 
in each region are responsible for costume 
matters related specifically to military cos
tume. Fortress Louisbourg, with a costumed 
staff of over 100 military and civilian inter
preters, is the only site with its own costume 
curator. 

At the headquarters level, our staff in
cludes two costume curators, a costume de
signer and a costume resource coordinator. 
Occasionally, contract researchers and de
signers are hired for specific projects. 
Though we are no longer directly involved 
with site related matters we provide guid
ance on national concerns, including the de
velopment of costume standards and guide
lines, the operation of a research resource 
centre, and the compilation of interpretive 
activity resource manuals and source lists of 
costume reproduction suppliers and contrac
tors. We also respond to hundreds of in
quiries each year from outside agencies, 
researchers and members of the public. 
In addition, the costume unit continues to 
initiate and conduct a variety of research 
projects.1 

The changes in the direction of the branch 
are reflected in the nature and focus of these 
projects. Though our research is no longer 
site specific, we focus on broader social and 
historical themes and provide "deep back
ground," which, in the hands of the regional 
curators, can be applied at site level. For ex
ample, our research on protective foul-
weather clothing has application to sites 
throughout the system offering winter 
programmes. 

Another example of one of our recent 
major projects is our ongoing work to pro
duce basic patterns, prototypes and research 
reports for a broad range of nineteenth-
century men's and women's garments which 
can be used at appropriate sites across the 
system or as new costume programmes are 
initiated. Our intention is to represent fully 
the range of garment styles worn during the 
nineteenth century with patterns adapted to 
modern standard size ranges. The accompa
nying prototype garments set the standards 

for the construction methods used in the 
production of these costumes. 

Due to the practical limitations of clothing 
hundreds of interpreters, individual original 
garments are seldom copied stitch-for-stitch, 
except for display or education programmes. 
Instead, principles and methods of clothing 
construction consistent with established 
practices of nineteenth-century tailors, dress
makers and home sewers are applied to au
thentically styled and cut patterns. Rather 
than focusing exclusively on changes in 
style, our recent research has emphasized 
the technical aspects of garment cut and con
struction, which has been given surprisingly 
little attention in the literature. Often, re
search on garment construction and produc
tion is limited to descriptions of individual 
garments, or is focused on the labour move
ment within the garment industry, not on 
garment construction. 

This specific goal of producing authenti
cally cut and constructed garments necessar
ily directs our attention to original garments. 
Our costume documentation files, which 
currently include information on several 
hundred garments in collections throughout 
Canada, England and the United States, as 
well as in the Parks Service collection, de
scribe the garments in detail, from both a 
stylistic and technical perspective. These 
details are analyzed to establish the predom
inance of specific styles and the use of par
ticular construction techniques. This infor
mation has also been useful in developing 
dating chronologies. Unfortunately, everyday 
working class garments and those with 
known provenance are more rare than we 
would wish, and costume collections are 
consistently weighted toward the middle 
and upper classes. As a result, written and 
visual documentary evidence plays an 
equally important part in our research strate
gies, especially when original garments are 
lacking. 

These sources include paintings, draw
ings and photographs, inventories, letters, 
trade and mail-order catalogues, travel litera
ture, journals and memoirs, newspaper ad
vertisements, business records, registered 
designs, periodicals, and dressmaking and 
tailoring construction manuals and pattern-
drafting systems. 

Though some public repositories are rich 
in resources most are weak in some fields, 
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notably in the area of fashion and garment 
trade periodicals. Fortunately, in recent years 
the Parks Service has assembled a large 
collection of original nineteenth-century 
women's fashion, needlework and home-
making periodicals which enjoyed wide
spread Canadian readership. A network 
of devoted men's costume historians in 
England and the United States has provided 
us with copies of rare British and American 
tailor's periodicals subscribed to by Cana
dian tailors. In addition, we have a good col
lection of nineteenth-century trade cata
logues and dressmaking and tailoring 
construction manuals. 

The costume research conducted by the 
Interpretation Branch differs from that done 
in either a purely academic or a convention
al museum setting in one very specific way: 
in a sense our "conclusions" are already 
drawn for us. No matter where our research 
might lead us, our research strategies and, 
consequently, the methods and sources we 
use must always conclude with the same 
end product: period clothing to be worn by 
the interpreters at the historic sites. We can
not limit our methods to prove a method
ological point, nor can our sources be re
stricted to those which can be neatly 

manipulated. Source limitations must be 
compensated for by consulting as wide a 
range of sources as necessary to provide the 
required answers. In some respects our ap
proach tends to be closely allied with that of 
historical and experimental archaeologists. 
We are concerned not only with conducting 
costume research but with applying it. 

Within the context of a re-created historic 
environment, costumes are expected to con
tribute to the interpretation of the site in the 
same way as other objects. Since a costumed 
interpreter is often the first point of contact 
for the visitors to a site, the relative impact of 
costume may be disproportionately great. 
The same stringent standards that apply to 
the reconstruction, restoration and furnish
ing of historic buildings apply to the cos
tumes worn in those buildings. Our costume 
research reflects the contribution period cos
tume makes to our interpretation of the past. 

NOTE 
1. For more information about the costume re

sources of the Canadian Parks Service con
tact the Interpretation Branch, Canadian 
Parks Service, 2630 Sheffield Road, Ottawa, 
Ontario, K1A 0H3. 

74 


