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Description and Interpretation 

 

 In October of 1969, Alice Abercrombie Merriam (1891-1986) of Greenfield, MA donated a 

fabric swatch diary to the Heritage Foundation, now known as Historic Deerfield. 1 A handwritten 

note from Mrs. Merriam states that her aunt, Mrs. Martha Anna Abercrombie (1839-1923) of 

Lunenburg, MA, collected the fabrics and compiled the book, complete with many penciled 

inscriptions. 2  

 The book itself measures 8 inches tall by 6 7/8 inches wide and about 3/4 of an inch deep. It 

consists of thirty-one pages of lined paper, with two thicker pieces forming the blue marbled covers 

(Figure 1). All but three pages are filled with fabric swatches. Although the pages of the book appear 

to have yellowed over time, most of the swatches are in good condition. In total, there are 104 

swatches in the book and one piece of ribbon trim. Thirty-five swatches are dated and range from 

1840 to 1896. The two years with highest representation are 1856 and 1858, with five and six 

different swatches respectively. The fibers in the book are cotton, wool, and silk, while the weaves 

represented are plain, twill, satin, taffeta, open, and fancy weaves.3 A large variety of vivid colors 

can be seen in the book including shades of red, blue, black, pink, brown, purple, green, gray, orange, 

yellow, and white. While some of these hues were likely produced with natural dyes, Sir 

William Henry Perkin invented aniline dyes in England in 1856; it is likely that both kinds 

of dye are represented in the book. 4 Finally, both woven and printed designs are present. 

Although small printed patterns are the most prevalent, the book also includes examples of rainbow 

                                                 
1
 "Alice Merriam: United States Social Security Death Index," last modified June 4, 2012, 

https://familysearch.org/pal:/MM9.1.1/J51W-V6L. 
2
 "Martha Anna Abercrombie: Massachusetts, Births and Christenings, 1639-1915," last modified June 4, 2012, 

https://familysearch.org/pal:/MM9.1.1/FZ9K-831. 
3
 Object File, accession number HD V.050, Historic Deerfield.  

4
 Lucy Johnston, Nineteenth-Century Fashion in Detail (London: V&A Publishing, 2005), 124.  
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printing and chiné patterns (Figure 2).5 The swatches have been cut to fit together on each page, 

where they have been adhered to the paper with glue. The book was originally bound with thread, but 

was recently disarticulated in order to facilitate high-definition scanning. Regarding the writing 

within the diary, Mrs. Merriam’s note is written in pen (on a separate piece of paper and adhered 

with glue), whereas all other inscriptions in the book are in pencil. The name “Abercrombie” is 

signed in ink on the last page.  

 Jules Prown urges material culture scholars to consider senses beyond sight when describing 

objects. 6 The assortment of weaves and fabrics in this swatch book exemplify the usefulness of other 

senses. When running a hand over the fabric samples, it becomes clear that some are thicker and 

more robust, while others are lighter, softer, and airier. Prown also states that objects incite an 

emotional response in viewers.7 In the case of this swatch book, one is struck by the vividness of the 

colors within, and delighted by the whimsy of the florals and small printed designs. 8 Overall, there is 

a feeling of wonder and an appreciation of beauty that comes from looking at this object.  

 Yet this object should not be appreciated solely for its aesthetic value. Karen Herbaugh has 

noted that fabric diaries are a unique genre of commemorative craft that exemplify the human desire 

to collect and preserve memories, particularly in the Victorian Era.9 Because most 19th century 

American women were more intimately involved with the design and production of their clothes than 

many people are today, Herbaugh argues that they viewed clothing and fabric with a deep sense of 

value and personal expression.10 Thus, these diaries were tools that allowed 19th century women to 

                                                 
5
 Rainbow—sometimes called ombre—printing was invented in France in 1822. Chiné is a woven pattern that gives 

images a blurred affect. Susan W. Greene, Wearable Prints, 1760-1860: History, Materials, and Mechanics (Kent: 

Kent State University Press, 2014), 402, 90-91.  
6
 Jules David Prown, “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory and Method,” Winterthur 

Portfolio 17(1982), 9. 
7
 Ibid. 

8
 Technical advances in printing and dye technology in the 1830s made floral prints mass-producible. Johnston, 

Nineteenth-Century Fashion, 192.  
9
 Karen J. Herbaugh, “Needles and Pens: The Sewing Diaries of American Women, 1890-1920,” The Dublin 

Seminar for New England Folklife Annual Proceedings 1(2006/2007), 99. 
10

 Ibid., 95. 
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collect physical representations of themselves and their memories, which could then be organized 

and preserved. Susan W. Greene has noted that surviving diaries of this nature are rare, and only one 

has been fully published.11 The Abercrombie swatch book fits well into this grouping. According to 

the donor, Mrs. Merriam, her aunt, Martha Anna Abercrombie, compiled the swatches of fabric from 

her own dresses and from the dresses of her mother, Dorothy Lovina Putnam Abercrombie (1807-

1886).12 Although many swatches do not have notations, those that do are linked to a time, and 

sometimes, a place. For example: on page fifteen there are three fabric samples, two different green 

and purple silks and one green and purple ribbon trim (Figure 3). Between the two samples is written, 

“‘Class Day Dresses’ 1858.” The mostly green swatch is paired with the initials “M.A.A.” for Martha 

Anna Abercrombie, whereas the mostly purple swatch is marked “D.L.A.” for Dorothy Lovina 

Abercrombie. Another pencil inscription is written on the top-right of the page: “(Harvard (Otis 

Putnam Abercrombie.” Otis Putnam Abercrombie (1836-1904) was the son of Dorothy Lovina and 

the brother of Martha Anna. He graduated from Harvard University in 1858.13 Each year before 

commencement, Harvard celebrates a special “Class Day” for its graduating seniors.14 This example 

shows how special occurrences could be commemorated through tangible remnants of a time and 

place, and how one woman chose to create meaning out of scraps and to arrange those scraps into an 

album of memories.  

 This object also offers insight into the economic struggles of the American Civil War. On 

page twenty-two, one large printed cotton swatch is paired with this inscription: “Mother Aunt 

Martha [???] and I all had dresses like this during The War (1862) We bought the whole piece to get 

it at lowest price and then gave 40 cts per yard, and they were our Evening Gowns, that winter,” 

                                                 
11

 Greene, Wearable Prints, 10. Barbara Johnson, A Lady of Fashion: Barbara Johnson’s Album of Styles and 

Fabrics, ed. Natalie Rothstein (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1987). 
12

 George A. Cunningham,  Cunningham’s Genealogy Record of the Town of Lunenburg (Lunenburg: 1875).  
13

 Ibid.  
14

 “Graduation Information,” last modified 2014, http://alumni.harvard.edu/college/undergraduates/graduation-

information#FAQs. 
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(Figure 4). At Otis Abercrombie’s Harvard graduation, Dorothy and Martha Anna Abercrombie had 

different, color-coordinated, silk dresses. Now, just four years later, they share very similar dresses 

not only with each other but with a third relative as well. Printed cotton, in addition, was generally 

not a choice fabric for evening gowns.15 Martha Anna Abercrombie also notes that an effort was 

made to purchase the fabric at the lowest price, perhaps alluding to the problems produced by 

inflation and economic upheaval during the War Years.16 Indeed, a swatch on the next page is 

labeled, “1861 — cost 90 cts War Price.” These notations represent the hardships that the Civil War 

imposed on many Americans. 

 Finally, this book also provides modern audiences with a glimpse into the colorful world of a 

19th century American woman. From florals and polka dots to black figured silks (possibly for 

mourning), fashionable society of the past could be joyful, colorful, and patterned, or somber, simple, 

and subdued (Figures 5 and 6). A far cry from the deceiving monochrome of 19th century ambrotypes 

and tintypes, this swatch book demonstrates the wide variety of options in fiber, weave, and design 

women had to choose from throughout the mid to late 19th century.  

 

Interpreting the Object in a Museum Context 

 An object often provides its own unique insights into history, but when thematically grouped 

with other pieces and displayed in an exhibit setting, objects can help to tell part of a bigger story. 

The Abercrombie swatch book can be interpreted from a number of different angles and incorporated 

into a variety of exhibition themes. Some possible exhibit ideas are as follows:  

1.)  “Pause in Life’s Pleasures:” Civil War Struggle and Perseverance on the Northern 

Homefront: One exhibition possibility would be one that focused on the experience of the 

Civil War on the New England domestic front. While the exhibit as a whole could touch on 

                                                 
15

 Ned Lazaro, conversation with curator, June 23, 2014. 
16

 Phyllis G. Tortora and Keith Eubank, Survey of Historic Costume: A History of Western Dress (New York: 

Fairchild Publications, Inc., 1989), 309.  
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many facets of homefront life during the War, a few specific pages of the swatch diary could 

illustrate wartime decline in fabric and fashion choices. Page twenty-two, that shows the 

polka-dot printed cotton swatch, could be used to show the ways in which three New England 

women might have made sacrifices during the War years. Pairing this example with the page 

showing the two swatches from the 1858 Harvard Class Day gowns might provide an 

interesting point of comparison for visitors. It might also be useful to showcase some of the 

pages bearing black swatches of figured silk. Although these swatches bear no notations, 

these are the kinds of fabrics that would have been used for Victorian mourning dress, a 

common sight during the Civil War years.  

2.) Made by Hand, Made by Machine: The Technology of 19th Century Fabric 

Manufacture: Another exhibition to which this swatch book could contribute would be one 

detailing the manufacture of various 19th century fabrics. This book is filled with swatches 

depicting different kinds of weaving, dyeing, and design processes that could serve as good 

visual examples for audiences. It would also be valuable to emphasize the vividness of many 

of the swatches, so that modern viewers could better understand the fact that, in addition to 

subtler tones, bright colors and designs were available and popular in past centuries.  

3.) On Trend: The Fashionable Lifetime of a 19th Century American Woman: A third 

exhibition idea for this object is one that is based entirely around the Abercrombie swatch 

book. Using the dated swatches in the book, an exhibit could be designed that traced the 

evolution of fashion in the United States from 1840-1896. The heart of the exhibit would be a 

swatch timeline, in which each dated swatch would receive its own space in the exhibit. 

Enlarged high-definition images of the swatches, with dates clearly noted, would lead visitors 

through time and illustrate changing trends in style and technology. Each swatch could be 

paired with a dress made of reproduction fabric that exemplified the popular styles of the 

various years from 1840-1896. The exhibit could highlight the social implications of various 
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fashion styles throughout history. For example, the large sleeves and cumbersome petticoats 

of the Romantic Period (1820-1850) were intended to convey that a woman was active inside 

the home, where far-reaching movements and easier mobility were generally not required.17 

By the 1890s, the movement of women into the working world and more public spheres 

facilitated changes to less burdensome attire.18 Throughout these eras, different fabrics were 

also associated with different occasions and levels of formality.19 It might also be interesting 

for visitors to see how such vibrant fabrics and patterns translated into 19th century 

ambrotypes, tintypes, and early paper photography. Each swatch could be photographed with 

latest photographic style of its day, which would allow visitors to see how bright colors and 

patterns translated into monochrome. Real 19th century images showing women in patterned 

dresses could be displayed on a large wall with signage that encouraged visitors to think 

about the colors they might have been wearing. 

4.) Forget Me Not: Women and Memory Making in 19th Century America: This swatch 

book could easily be included in an exhibition that focused on women’s memory making in 

the 19th century United States. Other genres of commemorative material culture could include 

written diaries, scrapbooks, and quilts. The exhibit would serve to educate visitors on the 

variety of ways women created meaning in their lives and the avenues in which they sought 

to preserve memories. The swatch diary would serve as an example of one woman attaching 

significance and memory to physical items that were tied to noteworthy events in her life.  

 

Expanded Exhibit Model 

Exhibit Title: Forget Me Not: Women and Memory Making in 19th Century America. 

                                                 
17

 Tortora and Eubank, Survey of Historic Costume, 281. 
18

 Ibid., 329. 
19

 Ibid., 309.  
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Big Idea: Explore the different ways in which American women created meaning and preserved 

memory through craft in the 19th century. 

 

Label:  

 This fabric swatch diary was compiled by Martha Anna Abercrombie (1839-

1923) of Lunenburg, MA as a repository for memory and physical relics from her 

life. She is reported to have gathered the samples from her own dresses as well as 

those of her mother. The pieces have been cut to size and glued to the pages of the 

diary. The swatches range from 1840 to 1896. A number of swatches bear 

inscriptions that link them to memorable events in Ms. Abercrombie’s life. Some 

events commemorated in fabric include her two brothers’ Harvard graduations, her 

first silk dress that she bought in Montréal, and the trying years of the American Civil 

War. This diary reveals how some women attached meaning and memory to tangible 

pieces of their realities. Do you associate memories with your clothes?  

 

Programming and Interpretation 

 Not every display of this artifact would have to be in the traditional exhibition setting. It 

would be interesting to place the object in a contextual scene, perhaps in a house museum focused on 

the late 19th century. The diary could be displayed open on a desk or table, with some scissors and a 

glue vessel beside it. Reproduction fabric could be cut into swatches and laid out on the table as if the 

diary was in the process of being compiled. Another idea would be to showcase the swatch diary as 

inspiration for a public scrapbooking program put on by a museum or historic site. Just as with a 

traditional exhibit, these methods of interpretation would provide museum professionals with the 

opportunity to discuss the larger themes of memory making and the variety of fabric styles in the 19th 
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century. These themes can be made relevant to modern times by encouraging visitors to think about 

what present-day fabrics and garments they associate with value and sentimentality.    

 When interpreting this object to a museum staff, it would be critical to stress the human 

agency and emotion imbued in this object. Although this book boasts a wide variety of 19th century 

fabrics, it was not designed or produced for textiles manufacturers as a pattern or sample book. 

Someone personally crafted this object because they desired to, out of a need to arrange and preserve 

the physical evidence of their life associated with memories of good and bad times. The swatch book 

exemplifies the greater human tendency to remember and reflect on our pasts.  

 It would also be important to make sure that docents were aware of the true variety of fibers, 

weaves, designs, and colors present in the swatch book. For visitors who might have preconceived 

notions of past centuries as “simpler” times, the variety and vivid color seen in the swatch diary 

could be a good visual tool for showing that 19t century Americans had a significant amount of 

choice regarding fabrics. It would help visitors understand that people living in the past were not 

expressionless, black-and-white photographs; they were people with taste and preferences, people 

who appreciated variety and brightness in their fabrics, as well as in their lives.  
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