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Figure 1. Nurse’s Uniform from St. Bartholomew’s Hospital, displayed at Worthing Hospital, 2018.  

Worthing Museum Accession number 1970/911. Photograph by Jade Bailey-Dowling. 

 

Within museum dress collections it is all too common to find that everyday and occupational 

clothing have been overlooked, not only for their importance to social history, but also in relation 

to debates about the relationship between form and function in dress. There are very few 

examples of workwear, occupational and everyday dress in museum collections, which is, as April 

Lansdell noted in 1973, ‘a sad omission’. She stated that, at that point: ‘the unfashionable clothes 

of working women have not been conserved and are not represented in the displays of either 
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costume collections or folk-life material’.1 While interest in everyday dress more broadly is 

growing in the field of fashion studies in the twenty-first century, Worthing Museum places unique 

emphasis on everyday womenswear, with particular focus on the homemade and shop bought in 

its twentieth-century collection. In a similar vein, successive curators of the collection have made 

efforts to accession occupational clothing, including a collection of shepherds’ and farmers’ wear.  

 

One particularly interesting occupational outfit in the collection is a 1910s nurse’s uniform, from 

St. Bartholomew’s Hospital, London. It provides an example of early twentieth-century medical 

wear in excellent condition [Fig 1]. This garment was displayed as part of the Worthing Museum 

Costume Trail (Phase Two: 2016-2018). This Heritage Lottery Funded project installed garments in 

display cabinets in public spaces around the town that are not usually associated with fashion 

history, including a Tesco supermarket, a car sales garage and Starbucks cafe. The nurse’s uniform 

was housed in a cabinet at Worthing County Hospital, a fitting setting for this garment.  

 

To fully understand the context of this uniform, it is important to first look at the broader history 

of nursing uniforms. The beginnings of increased recognition for nurses, and respect for nursing as 

a career for women, can be credited to Florence Nightingale, who transformed nursing into a 

viable profession in the mid-nineteenth century following her work in the Crimean war. She 

founded the world’s first professional school of nursing at St Thomas’ Hospital in 1860.2 Students 

enrolling at this new nursing school initiated the need for a standardised uniform, rather than 

occupational dress, and thus one was developed. The Nightingale Training School for Nurses was 

part of Florence’s campaign to transform nursing and health care and a perfect early example of 

an early nurse’s uniform is now on display at the Florence Nightingale Museum in London [Fig 2]. 

This uniform belonged to Helena Riddick, a probationer nurse training at the Nightingale Training 

School in the 1890s and is dated c.1896. The museum label states that the ‘striped cotton uniform 

and cap was much smarter than the plain dress worn by the first Nightingale trainees’.3  

 

 

 

                                                
1 Avril Lansdell, “A Guide to the Study of Occupational Costume in the Museums of England and Wales,” Costume 7.1 
(1973): 41.  
2 “Famous King’s People: Florence Nightingale,” Kings College London [n.d.].  
3 Museum Label, Florence Nightingale Museum, London.  

http://himetop.wikidot.com/florence-nightingale-museum
http://himetop.wikidot.com/london
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Figure 2. 1896 nurse’s uniform, Florence Nightingale Museum, London, August 2011. 

Photograph by Luca Borghi. 

 

As nurses advanced through their training to perform different procedures, their uniform needed 

to reflect this progress, requiring additional elements such as the cap and apron. While the basic 

uniform was worn across the nation, initially by student nurses, it was soon worn by all female 

medical professionals from students and qualified nurses to nursing teachers. Distinctions, 

however, were made between these areas in the use of coloured arm bands to denote rank. 

Coloured arm bands indicated status and were worn by senior nurses and teachers. Using medical 

uniform to signal occupational status still exists as a practice today although it has evolved from 

coloured arm bands to the colour of the uniform.  

 

 

 

 



4 

 

The 1910s uniform in the Worthing collection is typical of that of a nurse at St Bartholomew’s 

Hospital, also known as St Bart’s, a famous City of London institution founded in 1123. This is 

demonstrated by a very similar nurse’s uniform from 1918, belonging to Jess Gaunt, held at Platt 

Hall costume collection in Manchester Art Gallery [Fig 3]. In 1918, Gaunt enrolled for the four-year 

course in nursing at St Bart’s and wore this uniform, which was inspired by the nursing uniforms of 

the mid-nineteenth century, with its washable white cotton frock, full length apron and cap (not 

pictured).4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. St Bartholomew's Nurses Dress, c. 1918-25, Platt Hall, Manchester Art Gallery. Accession 

number 1983.579/1. 

 

The complete Worthing Museum uniform features a coarse blue-and-white striped cotton dress 

with long sleeves, a cotton apron with bib front and a large cotton cap with tape casing for 

drawing up. A stiff cotton collar and a pair of white cuffs completes the uniform. A closer 

inspection of the outfit reveals that the bodice fastens with four pearl buttons and metal shanks 

with original safety pins at the back. There is a small round pocket on the bodice and the sleeves 

                                                
4 Julia Scott, "St Bartholomew's Nurses Dress, Manchester Art Gallery". Manchester Art Gallery [n.d.]. 
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fasten with five buttons, with a further pocket on the skirt of the dress. At this time, as the 

exhibition panel noted, it was not thought necessary for nurses to wear gloves or masks during 

medical procedures. Instead their aprons were used to prevent the spread of infection. Masks 

were introduced in response to the 1918 influenza pandemic, and were worn by healthcare 

workers and the civilian population alike. Face mask wearing became law in many American cities 

in 1918, an interesting historical echo of the current UK ruling that face coverings are mandatory 

on public transport and in shops to stop the spread of COVID-19.5 

 

Comparing this to other surviving nurses’ uniforms from the 1910s, it becomes evident that this 

was a very typical example. The distinctive uniform for nurses in Britain and North America, 

featuring a cap and starched white collar, cuffs and apron, proved remarkably enduring. It was 

worn by most nurses, including by the British Red Cross from 1908 to 1960, with their only 

variation being in skirt length. Nonetheless, the 1910s nurse’s uniform in the Worthing collection 

takes influence from contemporaneous fashions in its A-line style and mid-length hemline. 

Elements such as pearl buttons suggest that aesthetic considerations as well as uniformity and 

utility played a role in its design.  

 

The Museum at Fashion Institute of Technology (FIT) notes that the early twentieth-century 

nurse’s uniform ‘blends elements of a maid’s uniform with ecclesiastical garb and a fashionable 

silhouette’.6 This appears to oppose Lansdell’s assumption that workwear is inherently 

unfashionable. That said, Lansdell notes that occupational dress can be defined as “clothes which, 

although the style of garments is dictated by the work, are the choice of the wearer as opposed to 

a uniform which allows no variation in colour or style.”7 Nurses’ uniforms may have referenced 

fashionable elements but they they were also standardized and thus decidedly different from the 

occupational dress worn by nurses previously. Nurses’ uniforms in the 1910s, such as the example 

in Worthing Museum, were not simply the product of form following function; they display 

hierarchies in status alongside the scientific knowledge and aesthetic concerns of their period.  

 

July 2020 

                                                
5 Rachel Hynes, “Bedside Fashions: Dress and Disease”, Costume Society. 19 April 2020.  
6 “#MuseumsThankHealthHeroes.”Museum at FIT. 
7 Lansdell, “A Guide to the Study of Occupational Costume in the Museums of England and Wales”, 44. 
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