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Dressing Downtown Exhibit Summary 

Exhibit Goals 

 Expand the Rosson House Museum beyond its role as a historic house to become a backdrop for 
expanded interpretation of the themes of the American West – specifically as they manifested 
themselves in Phoenix;  

 People can easily relate to clothing. Use this accessibility to cultivate a creative, inclusive, 
diverse public audience;  

 Drive membership  

 Provide visitors with a reason to visit and revisit;  

 Introduce a popular theme that can be carried through all operations of the Foundation, 
including education, Museum Store sales, development, and collections; 

 Create partnership opportunities through loaned artifacts that lifts the Foundation’s reputation 
as a bona fide repository of significant artifacts 

 Grab the attention of followers of entertainment icons like BBC period dramas, literary 
enthusiasts, and pop culture fans through social media   

Where did the exhibit name come from? 
This concept for this exhibit is based on the international travelling exhibit, “Dressing Downton,” which 
uses fashion from the popular “Downton Abbey” television show and puts it into historic context for 
interpretation.  

Exhibit Description 
Victorian fashion; Phoenix style. “Dressing Downtown” will showcase dynamic period costumes against 

the backdrop of the 1895 Rosson House. This new display gives visitors insight into the elaborate outfits 

that shaped wardrobes, defined gender and class, and influenced politics in territorial Arizona. This 

exhibit explores the clothing of 1895 through WWI of Phoenicians from all walks of life, men, women 

and children. It illustrates the Victorian sensibilities of high morals, cultured manners, and excess and 

how they changed rapidly with social and technological advances. Drawing from photos and news 

clippings, “Dressing” will represent actual family members and local occasions as often as possible.   

What does this exhibit mean for docent interpretation 
Your typical tour will change to highlight new themes and objects. Please use the attached materials to 

learn about the objects on display and the themes they embody.  
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Clothing on display 
The route through the house remains unchanged.  

Location Piece, date, style Lender 

Foyer Ivory gown, 1909 with shoes, worn to Taft’s inauguration in 1909. Taft 
signed Arizona into statehood in 1912. Signature piece of the exhibit.  

Black Cat 
Vintage 

Parlor Teal evening gown with silver sequins (c1913-14) AHS 

Parlor Cutaway tuxedo with white vest, top hat and gloves (1910-12) AZ 
provenance. Positioned as if an affluent couple were greeting their guests 
in the most formal room of the house.  

AHS 

Dining 
Room 

Blue watered silk skirt and bodice with leg o’ mutton sleeves (c1895). An 
example of vibrant color popular during the Victorian period. AZ 
provenance 

AHS 

Dining 
Room 

Black velvet and lace gown with red accents (1900-1915). Highlights the 
dramatic change in women’s fashion over less than 20 years.  

AHS 

Sewing 
Area 

Pink walking dress – displayed inside out so that the stays, velvet dust 
trim on the hem, workmanship and construction details are visible. 

Heritage 
Square 

Master 
Bedroom 

Blue wedding suit, 1910. Shows that women wore a new or best dress for 
their wedding, not a once-worn white gown as today. 

AHS 

Master 
Bedroom 

Lobster tail bustle. (c 1890) Using the bed room as dressing room to show 
what people wore under their clothes.  

Heritage 
Square 

Master 
Bedroom 

Batamonte Ranch Dress (1910) worn by a rancher’s wife (Jesusa Salazar 
Proctor) from S.E. Arizona. Daytime dress. 

AHS 

Nursery Maternity dress (c1910) Maternity was a constant, yet rarely discussed 
topic and few examples of clothing exist. This dress is thread-bare and 
patched many times indicating hard use over many years. 

Heritage 
Square 

Nursery 3 piece blue velvet boy’s suit with knickers, vest and bib, c 1902-04. This 
is a best suit for a boy who would be in knickers until a pre-teen.  

Sharlot 
Hall 

Nursery Christening gown shows another aspect of baby’s clothes. Both boys and 
girls wore dresses while in diapers. 

 

Girl’s 
Room 

3-piece cream color boy’s linen suit, c 1898. More rare examples of 
children’s clothing.  

Sharlot 
Hall 

Girl’s 
Room 

Girl’s sailor suit. Undated. Sailor suits were popular for boys and girls 
alike.  

Sharlot 
Hall 

Back 
Bedroom 

Black and grey pin-striped silk dress (c1910). Probably a middle-class day 
dress, more simple and less expensive than other dresses on display.  

AHS 

Bathroom Tbd  

Doctor’s 
Office 

White & yellow striped tea dress with black velvet accents (c1910s) with 
black lace hat (1916-18). Much later style, more modest than the 
“flapper” style we often associate with this era.  

AHS 

Family 
Parlor 

WWI U.S. Army Officer coat and breeches (c1917-19), with cap (c1918-19) 
and boots (1918, AZH). In honor of James and Thomas Higley who fought 
in WWI. James was killed in action. His Distinguished Service medal and 
some trench art are also on display.  

Sharlot 
Hall 

Family 
Parlor 

Ivory day dress (c1915-18) with black hat (HS). Dress is similar to one 
worn by sister Jessie Jean in a photo taken with James in uniform.  

AHS 

Kitchen Flour sack dress, c 1920s. We did extensive research to determine what AHS 
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Mary Johns might have worn and found nothing. This is a simple house 
dress, the latest dress in the exhibit, probably made from a flour sack 
recycled into clothing. 

AHS:  Arizona Historical Society      HS: Heritage Square 

Exhibit themes 
Transitions from Victorian to modern society and territory to statehood 

Victorian sensibilities of high morals, cultured manners, and excess can be seen in the elegant clothes 

and sumptuous fabrics on display. Limited freedom of movement and health concerns created demand 

for dress reform.   

Statehood meant more than signing a paper in Washington. Institutions and the economy changed 

which would impact what people wore.  

Clothing tells us about the people who wore them 

Clothing is more than a covering for our bodies: it speaks for us.  It tells the world who we are, our age, 

what we do, and how much money we have. This was as true in the past as it is today. In this exhibit, we 

have included men, woman and children, high class and low, servant and master, soldier and civilian to 

understand the broad outlines of Phoenix society, not just the wealthy ones who are most likely to leave 

their objects behind.  

Technology drove some fashion trends  

Advances in fabric dying made bright colors popular in Victorian times. Dresses were often updated by 

changing a neckline, sleeve or trim.  

At the beginning of the Victorian era, most working and middle class people owned just two sets of 

clothes: one for every day wear and one for Sunday and important occasions. Mechanization at mills 

and the sewing machine decreased clothing costs which made it more affordable to own more than 2 

sets of clothing.  

People bathed and changed their linen, but automated washing machines and running water changed 

the way we bathed and made washing more clothing practical. Your shift no longer had to serve as a 

night dress or your shirt as a night shirt. Outer garments could be laundered so that fewer layers were 

required to keep them clean.  
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Exhibit Security 

Strategies for making sure people don’t touch, bump or steal 
We have tried to place all pieces behind stanchions, benches or furniture to limit casual access to the 

clothing. However, it is still tempting!  

 Be sure to set the ground rules at the beginning 

o No touching 

o No flash 

o No wandering around 

 Set an example for how you want our visitors to behave. If you tell them not to touch, then 

don’t touch it yourself.  

 Don’t go around the stanchions or move around the room.  

 Don’t adjust shades to let in more light. 

The loaning institutions took careful note of the condition of every piece of clothing before we 

borrowed it, and they will look at it again on its return. So, they will know if any damage has been done. 

They are trusting us to be good stewards of their collections, and we have put both our reputation and 

money on the line by taking out extra insurance.  
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Themes 

 For each theme – any articles or resources to give more background 

 How does the clothing fit with the house? 

 What do we know about what our families wore?  

 Sample script 

1. Fashion touches every aspect of life – it is intrinsically linked to society.  Dressing 
Downtown references a key moment in Arizona’s history, a moment when the region 
was growing rapidly and positioning itself for statehood.   The stiff and overstuffed 
Victorian age was coming to an end, and with it, out went the fussy crinolines, 
exaggerated bustles and abundant frills that had defined fashion for decades.  Fashion 
in the new century bowed to more simplicity, and though details were still elaborate, 
excessive trimmings and unnatural lines were gradually abandoned.   The dynamic 
period costumes on display illustrate the Victorian sensibilities of high morals, cultured 
manners, and excess, as well as the new attitudes manifested in the freedom and 
convenience of Edwardian style.   We hope you enjoy it as much as we have enjoyed 
bringing it to you! 

 

2. The front parlor was a formal space used primarily for evening entertaining and special 
events.  Clothing worn in this space would have been more formal and more expensive.  It was 
common at the time to change clothes several times daily.  For a woman, a day dress was first 
to be donned in the morning, followed by a more comfortable teas dress at 5 pm to receive 
guests.  Evening dinner wear was put on at about 8 pm.   
 

Evening dresses of the Edwardian era were flamboyant and provocative, with low-cut 
bodices allowing an overt display of jewelry and bosom.  In contrast to day dresses and 
afternoon tea gowns, evening wear was made of luxurious, sensual fabric and 
embellished with beading and sequins.   

 

Gentlemen's evening dress of this era is fairly similar to modern formal wear consisting 
of a black tail coat or tuxedo jacket. White formal shirts can have wing tip collars; vests 
and bow ties should be either white or black (cummerbunds are not appropriate). White 
gloves add the final touch of formality for ballroom wear.  

 

3.  

 

4.  
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5. In textiles, a moire is a fabric with a wavy or watered appearance produced mainly 
from silk.  The pattern is usually created by the finishing technique called calendering. Moire 
effects are also achieved by certain weaves, such as varying the tension in the warp and weft of 
the weave, or by running the fabric through engraved copper rollers. Silk treated in this way is 
sometimes called watered silk.  
 

6.  The dining room continued the look and feel of the formal, public space of a Victorian 
house.  When dinner was announced, guests were led in procession from parlor to dining room, 
the host escorting the honored  lady of the evening.   Here, the hostess could not only show off 
her gentility, grace, and ease of polite conversation, but demonstrate her household 
management skills as well.   Meals were served in multiple courses. Describing the affair, author 
Chris Kimball wrote, “A Victorian diner party displayed the plumage of high society while 
underlying the rigid rules of proper social intercourse.  It was tails for the gentlemen and full 
dress costume for the ladies.   
7. Dressmaking by 1900 had become the third most important occupation for women.  
Ready-to wear was still an emerging concept, leaving women to either stitch their own frocks or 
hire someone to custom-make pieces for them. 

This pink silk day dress is displayed inside out to show the detailed construction of the 
fitted bodice.  This two-piece suit features individual half-inch boning strips at every 
seam.  Darts further accentuate a tiny (22”) waist and add structure to the shape.   The 
bustle and “mermaid’s tail” or “demi-train” skirt are also details making this a princess 
style dress.  The bulk of the dress was sewn by machine, although many of the finished 
edges were done by hand.  The skirt consists of ______ gores, or sections.  The hem of 
the skirt is reinforced with velvet to add weight and stiffness.   

 

The engineered construction and delicate fabrics used for outerwear could not 
withstand to the rigors of regular laundering.  Instead, people relied on multiple layers 
of underwear and detachable pads to soak up soil and sweat.  Notice the soiled areas of 
the velvet at the hem of this skirt and the sweat stains under the arms. 

 

 

8) and 9)  

The act of getting dressed each morning was akin to running a marathon by today’s standards. 
  Multiple layers of clothing and intricate fastening devices took time and effort to apply.  On 
average, the middle and upper class woman of the period wore up to thirteen undergarments 
that weighed as much as ten pounds.  Layering went like this:  a woman woke up in her 
chemise, and pulled on bloomers underneath.  Stocking came next, with black being for 
daytime and white for evening wear.  Shoes wear often put on early, as bending own to button 
or lace them was impossible once corseted.    The corset was next, and many were pre-laced 
with the strings being pulled and secured in front.  A corset cover (similar to a camisole) was 
worn over the corset to protect outerwear from snagging on the corset.  A bustle may be tied 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Textile
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Textile
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silk
about:blank
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Calendering
about:blank
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Weft
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around the waist next, depending on the shape of the skirt, and then covered with multiple 
petticoats.   
 

 

 

10)  ??? 

 

11) and 12)  Children’s clothing during the period mirrored what adults wore with little 
exception. Girls’ dress lengths were shorter for young girls, and progressive lengthened; to mid-
calf by the age of ten, and to full length by 16.  Well into the late 1800s, young girls wore 
training corsets as early as age 8, preparing their bodies for the rigid boning that lay ahead.   
 

By modern standards, young boys dressed like girls.  They wore frocks and pleated skirts until 
the age of three or four.  Older boys often wore short pants with their suits in the summer and 
knickerbockers, or knee-length pants in the winter. At puberty, they graduated to long pants 
year-‘round.  
 

The sailor or nautical theme in children’s clothing was very popular throughout the period, for 
both boys and girls.   
 

 

 

13)  Although motherhood was a revered position during the period, the topic of pregnancy 
was strictly off-limits.  Women of means used carefully engineered clothing and even maternity 
corsets “for the suffering woman,” to disguise their delicate situation as much as possible. 
 Maternity corsets often had extra lacing on the sides that could be let out as the abdomen 
grew.  The Ladies Home Journal January 1907 contained an article describing how a woman 
could alter her clothing for maternity.  It reads, “It is important that maternity clothes be 
comfortable, but that does not mean that they may not be good-looking as well, for with 
careful construction good lines may be preserved.”  This elegant maternity dress 
+++++++++++++++++  Compared to non-maternity wear, it has a very loose-fitting form, but still 
bears the high neck and long sleeves necessitated for propriety. 
 

14) 
 

15) 
 

16)  The United States Military established very early the impact standardized uniforms had on 
unit discipline and esprit de corps. However, it wasn’t until the turn of the century that other 
considerations like efficiency, comfort, and durability became important. As with many 
innovations, necessity dictated change.  In 1898, lightweight khaki became standard during the 
Cuban invasion, and in 1902, the military’s famous olive drab was designated as practical for 
blending in with one’s background and a color was born.  The uniform became a battlefield 
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tactic.   This World War I officer’s uniform is similar to what James Higley wore as an 
infantryman in France.  It has a tunic-style coat, adapted from the British, with appliquéd 
pockets and high collar.   The trousers were tapered at the knee to fit snuggly into high leather 
boots.  A service cap like the one displayed or an overseas cap completed the uniform.   
 

17) 
 

18)  Dresses of the 1920s are often thought of as flapper-style, extravagant, heavily beaded and 
adorned with rising hems and dropped waistlines.  What you may not imagine is the more 
common day dress, worn by most women at some point during their busy days.  The simple 
1920s house dress or "any time of day" dress was a colorful light-weight frock with a simple 
shape and minimal trim. Extremely loose and comfortable, it was ideal for the labors of 
housework. It was a dress so easy to make women often sewed their own. Too poor for fabric? 
Many women would up-cycle cloth flour sacks into dresses and aprons.  
 

19)  We believe the families that owned and resided in the Rosson House employed domestics 
to take care of housekeeping and childcare chores.  Unfortunately, they did little to document 
who these caretakers were, where they came from, or what their duties were.  We also know 
little about what domestics working in the house would have worn.  Much research has been 
done on a woman named Mary Johns who appears on the 1910 Census as living in the House. 
 She was a Maricopa woman who had attended the Phoenix Indian School.    We assume Mary 
Johns may have been unformed in a simple black dress with white apron, as described in this 
article from the 19---  
 

The photo above is of Phoenix Indian School graduates from roughly the same time Mary Johns 
would have attended.   
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Clothing details 

Foyer, Taft Inauguration Gown,  1909 
 date  

 description 

 materials  

 designed and made by whom and where 

 provenance & lender 

 what is the style called? Where does the style fit in clothing history? 

 what kind of person wore this and on what type of occasion? 

 how does this piece reflect the exhibit themes? 

 Anything else we know about it  

 photograph 

From owner’s files: 
Year: 1909 

Medium: Silk jacquard, duchess, taffeta and chiffon 

Designer: Unknown 

Origin: United States 

A poet and daughter of US Department of Education librarian Col. Isaac Edwards 

Clarke, Ednah Procter Clarke married doctor Henry L. Hayes in 1899. The 

newlyweds immediately relocated to Hilo, Hawaii where Dr. Hayes was appointed 

Secretary to the Commission that worked to annex Hawaii to the United States in 

1898. 

When William Howard Taft won the Presidency in 1908, Clarke-Hayes was invited 

to the inauguration as the guest of her brother, John P. Clarke, who attended Yale 

University with Taft in 1874. She was 53. 

Though the tour of the Ballets Russes incited fervor for “Orientalist” fashion 

among the avant-garde in America, the more traditional silhouettes of the Belle 

Epoque remained popular, especially among older women. This dress, a cutaway 

evening gown of four different types of silk, features the trained and bustled skirt, 
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off-shoulder sleeve and detailed ornamentation typical of late 19th-century 

England. 

Its color, decoration and neckline bear some resemblance to the gown worn on 

the same day by First Lady Helen Taft, whose donation of the piece to the 

Smithsonian began the institution’s collection of First Lady apparel in 1912. 
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Parlor Teal evening gown with silver sequins (c1913-14) 

 

Parlor Cutaway tuxedo with white vest, top hat and gloves (1910-

12)  
AZ provenance. Positioned as if an affluent couple were greeting their guests in the most formal room of 

the house.  

Dining Room Blue watered silk skirt and bodice with leg o’ mutton 

sleeves (c1895).  
An example of vibrant color popular during the Victorian period. AZ provenance 
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Dining Room Black velvet and lace gown with red accents (1900-

1915).  
Highlights the dramatic change in women’s fashion over less than 20 years.  
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