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In Paris, 1783, Élisabeth Vigée-Lebrun’s scandalous painting of Marie Antoinette (figure 1) 

was exhibited at the Salon.1 The portrait was met with indignation, the simple white dress she 

wore appearing to the public as if they were seeing the queen in her undergarments. Likely 

made from British cotton muslin, the gown was also seen as a snub to local French silk 

industries.2 The dress was designed by Marie Antoinette and her dressmaker, Rose Bertin, to 

wear at Marie Antoinette’s estate, Petit Trianon - personifying pastoral simplicity through its 

unlaced structure, ruffled neckline and ruched sleeves.3 Although a very similar style of 

chemise gown had been worn by elite French women since at least 1781, the queen saw herself 

as the creator of this garment, which over the next decade became widely popularized across 

Europe.4 In 1784, the Galerie des Modes et Costumes Français printed an engraving of Vigée-

Lebrun’s portrait, describing the dress as a “chemise à la reine,” thereby making an indelible 

link between the queen and the garment, and henceforth how the dress was widely known.5  

 

Located on the other side of the Atlantic, a tiny (16.8 x 12.4 cm), delicate watercolour by 

William Hay (figure 2) dated 1798, depicts two women engaged in work. One sits, stitching a 

bundle of white cloth on her knee, whilst her companion watches on. The title of the 

watercolour: Seamstresses, St. Kitts, Caribbean, tells us the nature and location of their labor - 

the tools of their trade also shown in the scissors that hang from the waist of the standing 

woman, and the thimble on her middle finger. They wear simple, high-waisted sets of garments 

and the lightness of Hay’s palette works to create a sense of the warm, hazy climate, their white 

cloth gleaming in the sun. On the doorframe, Hay has labelled the location as ‘No. 23,’ and on 

the verso of the watercolour inscribed that the likeness was ‘taken at 6 o'clock in the morn'g’ - 
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suggesting that these were real women, in a real location, at a real moment in time.6 There is 

an ease about the watercolour, as though we are catching the women in an unmediated moment; 

they do not acknowledge the presence of the viewer, both absorbed in the product of their work, 

the very opposite of Marie Antoinette’s poised display in her portrait.7 Yet, despite its small 

size and intimacy, the watercolour situates these two women within a global network of textile 

production and consumption at the end of the eighteenth century - from the checked kerchiefs 

that the standing woman wears on her head and round her shoulders, to the white cloth they 

both wear and sew. What might be the connection between Marie Antoinette and these women, 

and their sartorial fashionings?  

 

This question spurs the focus of this article, which explores the Caribbean origins, makers and 

wearers of the white muslin gown, or the robe à la creole, in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. Marie Antoinette’s chemise à la reine, despite its association with the 

French female elite, was initially an adaptation of dresses worn by the white wives of plantation 

owners in the French Caribbean, who returned to the French metropole and brought with them 

their fashions, described by Marie Antoinette in her diary as a “robe à la creole.”8 Although 

female creators, such as Vigée-Lebrun, Bertin and Marie Antoinette herself, are recognized as 

instrumental the representing, making and wearing of the chemise à la reine in Europe, its 

“Creole” origins have been often overlooked. This article therefore aims to explore the 

“Creole” connections of the so-called robe à la creole through two facets: firstly, through 

exploration of its Caribbean makers and secondly, the adoption of the garment by non-white 

wearers in the Caribbean. Focusing on the British and French Caribbean, it argues that the robe 

à la creole was not only the product of the labors of enslaved and free Caribbean people, and 

particularly women, of color, but that their parallel interactions with the garment also worked 

to disrupt and subvert the racist Neoclassical connotations that came to surround the dress in 
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Europe. This article moves back and forth between Europe and the Caribbean, further asserting 

that the dissemination of fashion was not a one way flow from metropole to colony, but rather 

part of a wider network of circulation and dialogue between the two.  

 

The robe à la creole, under many different names and variations, has been studied extensively 

by fashion and art historians.9 Many of these do discuss the garment’s Caribbean origins - most 

significantly Amelia Rauser’s recent publication, The Age of Undress (2020), which aims to 

resituate the dressing of women in the robe à la grecque as an artistic expression of 

Neoclassicism.10 Rauser’s chapter on whiteness discusses the Creole origins and significance 

of the garment and, in particular, its color in relation to Black bodies. Considering the garment 

in both styling and production she argues that “the abjection of the enslaved body and the 

plantation culture it inhabited stalked neoclassical dress.”11 Jane Ashelford’s article 2018 

article, “‘Colonial livery’ and the chemise à la reine, 1779–1784”, too unpacks the 

development of Marie Antoinette’s chemise à la reine amongst the white Creole elite in the 

Caribbean, tracing how this fed into the French metropole and the subsequent impact on French 

cotton production.12 This article builds on the work of Rauser, Ashelford, among others, but 

ultimately aims to shift from the focus on white women to prioritize non-white Caribbean 

makers and wearers.  

 

As a white British woman, I share an identity with those who have perpetuated colonial power 

and appropriation discussed throughout this article. Yet, my aim is to contribute to ongoing 

efforts to destabilize whiteness and Euro-centricity within fashion and art history. Similarly, it 

must be caveated that the visual and material culture explored here is produced predominately 

by European men, focusing artworks like Hay’s Seamstresses, alongside the work of other 

artists such as William Berryman, Agostino Brunias, Edward Pelham Brenton, and written 
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accounts of the period. In fact, much of the uncovering of Caribbean makers and wearers is 

based on speculation. This is due to the fact that the work and identities of many enslaved and 

free Caribbean women of color is largely lost and untraceable to individuals. As Glenn 

Adamson examines, a major issue in studying material culture is the “phenomenon of loss,” 

where a historical object no longer exists or has little presence in the historical records.13 

Clothing is a particular victim of this as worn objects subject to body odors, washing, general 

wear and textile re-purposing. This “loss” is particularly poignant in attempting to study 

enslaved women, where records of their very existence is fragmented, let alone preservation or 

recognition of their creative endeavors. To counter material loss, Adamson suggests we must 

“look at the edges of the perceived gap, in the hope of delineating its precise contours.”14 

Saidiya Hartman, in the context of trying to recover enslaved female voices from the archive, 

also speaks of this gap, similarly suggests that “the loss of stories sharpens the hunger for them. 

So it is tempting to fill in the gaps and to provide closure where there is none.”15 Although it 

is difficult to determine exactly what and how enslaved and free women of color in the 

Caribbean created and wore, we can similarly look at the edges of the gap, in an attempt to find 

traces of the identities of the women who made the dresses of white plantation owner’s wives 

that inspired Marie Antoinette, and who later subverted its European connotations.  

 

  
Defining the robe à la creole 
 

Before moving to these makers and wearers, it is first necessary to define the robe à la creole. 

The term ‘Creole’ is a slippery one, but was primarily used in the eighteenth century to describe 

any permanent settler in the Caribbean - white or Black, free or enslaved - especially if the 

individual had been born there.16 It was is a term that implied hybridity: a mixing between 

African and European cultures, uniquely tied to the Americas, and especially the Caribbean.17 
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The inspiration for Marie Antoinette’s robe à la creole was the dresses of white Creole women 

in the Caribbean colonies, known as gaulles.18 Ashelford suggests more specifically that Marie 

Antoinette was perhaps influenced by a ballet performed for her in 1779, ‘Mirza, Ballet en 

action par M. Gardel,’ set in the French Caribbean and in which the lead dancer wore a muslin 

‘”Creole” style gown.19 The thinness and simplicity of dress that was so scandalous to French 

viewers in the Salon in 1783 was a necessity for women living in the hot Caribbean climate. 

Contemporary commentators in the French Caribbean particularly stressed the lightness and 

looseness of the garb of white women. French nobleman Alexandre-Stanislas Wimpffen, for 

instance, remarked in the late 1780s that the white women of Saint-Domingue wore for 

everyday use: “a single petticoat and a loose gown of the finest muslin.”20 Médéric-Louis-Elie 

Moreau de Saint-Méry, a white Martinique-born slave-owning politician, similarly described 

white women “wearing clothes of a lightness demanded by the hot weather.”21 The work of 

Agostino Brunias, an Italian painter predominately working in Dominica and St. Vincent (both 

of which switched between British and French governance throughout the eighteenth century) 

provides a further visual representation of this. In View of Roseau Valley, Island of Dominica, 

showing Africans, Carib Indians, and Creole Planters (figure 3), two of his female “Creole 

Planters” on the bottom right wear stark white dresses, ornamented with ruffles around the 

neckline and the hems of their sleeve and skirts. The skirts of their dresses are tinted with pink 

and blue hues, perhaps revealing colored petticoats under the thin white material which match 

the colors of the ribbons tied at their chest.22  

 

“Creole” dress also appeared in European fashion plates as early as 1779. A plate in the Galerie 

des Modes et Costumes Français (figure 4) features an ensemble described as:  
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Creole clothing…worn by our French women in America: it is a long muslin dress with 

sleeves that tighten at the cuff. The dress is a little altered at the waist and open at the 

neck in the style of a shirt…open at the front, where it attaches to the top with a pin, 

and with a ribbon belt like the Lévite; over the top a caraco without sleeves. This figure 

is wearing a hat said to be from Granada.23  

 

This engraving shows a garment quite different to Marie Antoinette’s 1783 ensemble, although 

both are made from muslin material, feature a ruffled bodice and sleeves, and a ribbon sashed 

waist. Notable, also, is the description of this garment being tied “like the Lévite” – a sashed 

gown influenced by the Ottoman kaftan – thereby demonstrating the myriad of global 

influences on French fashion at this time.24 The three-quarter length open caraco-style jacket 

and underskirt still also retains elements of earlier European eighteenth-century garments, such 

as the mantua or sacque dress. Marie Antoinette’s desire for simplicity, however, did away 

with these accoutrements, with the only ornamentation on her garment in figure 1 being a 

colored sash and ruffles on the neckline and sleeves.  

 

The popularization of robe à la creole dresses in France, largely fueled by Marie Antoinette’s 

fashioning of the garment as the chemise à la reine, had diffused into wider Europe by the end 

of the eighteenth century. An English variety of the robe à la creole appears illustrated in a 

German fashion magazine Journal des Luxus und der Moden in 1790, where it was described 

as a Fourreau à la Creole (figure 5). The plate is captioned: “two young ladies, one from 

London and one from Paris,” one wears a “Fourreau à la Creole” and the other “a Caraco und 

Jupe Trainante.”25 The woman from London on the left wears the Fourreau a la Creole, which 

is described as being made of muslin and having “English ruffles,” featuring full-length sleeves 

with frills at the cuffs and a fichu covering the breast. This “London” variation, with full-length 



 

 

7 

sleeves with frills at the cuffs and fichu covering the breast, largely resembles Georgiana 

Cavendish, Duchess of Devonshire’s styling of the dress (as represented in her portrait by 

Thomas Gainsborough). Georgiana first wore this style garment in 1784, having been given it 

by Marie Antoinette herself.26 This plate in a German magazine, displaying an English 

variation of a French fashion aptly demonstrates the circulation and dissemination of the gown 

across Europe by the last decade of the eighteenth century.   

 

Materializing Caribbean Makers 

In its various iterations in both European and the Caribbean, the defining features of the robe 

a la creole were its long sleeves, ruffled adornments, and, crucially, its muslin materiality. 

Muslin was a thin translucent textile produced from finely-woven cotton, the production of 

which was originally dominated by the Bengal region of India where it had been made since at 

least the fourth century BCE.27 By the end of the eighteenth century, however, Britain had 

overtaken India in the production of muslin, largely due to new technological innovations that 

allowed for its mass production.28 Marie Antoinette and Rose Bertin frequently used imported 

British cloth for the Queen’s wardrobe, and it is speculated that the muslin for Marie 

Antoinette’s robe à creole was specifically of Scottish manufacture.29 

 

For the increased production of not only muslin but also other Indian-imitation textiles, Britain 

needed cotton from its Caribbean colonies. The late eighteenth century therefore represents a 

brief but important period of dominance of the Caribbean in textile production, as by the 1810s, 

the islands could no longer meet the demand for cotton, and the southern United States rose to 

become the chief producer of the nineteenth century.30 The main cotton-producing islands were 

the British governed Jamaica and Barbados.31 In his 1793 History, Civil and Commercial, of 

the British Colonies in the West Indies Bryan Edwards, a pro-slavery British politician, 



 

 

8 

reported that 11,380,338 lb of cotton was imported into Britain from the Caribbean in 1784 

alone, which by 1787 had doubled to 22,600,000 lb.32 There was similarly a mass demand for 

cotton in France. In 1785 the import of foreign (including British) cloth was restricted in order 

to protect French industry and, hence, cotton production the French colony of Saint-Domingue 

also greatly increased.33 To produce more cotton, more labor was needed, and so between 1784 

and 1790 the number of enslaved laborers transported to Saint-Domingue almost doubled.34 

And not only was cotton vital, but indigo - mainly grown in Jamaica, Saint-Domingue, 

Guadalupe and Martinique - was needed to bleach muslin and create its intense white 

appearance.35  

 

Behind the elegant façade of white muslin, therefore, was the exploited agricultural labor of 

enslaved peoples. For cotton production, large areas of land would have been cleared, soil hoed, 

seeds planted and then, ten months later, the raw cotton from pods harvested.36 The cotton 

would then have to be ginned (a process to remove seeds) and hand-picked to remove any 

debris.37 Indigo, similarly, was produced through hoeing trenches on cleared land, hand-

sowing seeds and later picking the indigo branches.38 These were then placed into large 

cisterns, mixed with water and fermented for twelve hours.39 After this, enslaved laborers 

would walk naked in the tank, beating it with paddles to make the indigo oxidize.40 This was 

unpleasant work, and the fumes from the process were highly toxic. As Edwards callously 

remarked, one of the main “inconveniences” of indigo production, alongside bad weather and 

insect pests, was “the mortality of the negroes from the vapor of the fermented liquor.”41  

 

This raw cotton and indigo was then exported to Europe where much of the textiles produced, 

particularly in Britain and France, were then exported back to the Americas.42 As can be seen 

represented in another of Brunias’s paintings, Linen Market, Dominica (figure 6) there was an 
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abundance of textiles for sale in the French and British Caribbean. The composition depicts a 

bustling panorama of market exchange and an array of products for sale in the Dominican port 

town and capital of Roseau. The harbor setting and boats in the background of this painting 

further speak to the Atlantic crossing of these exported and imported textiles. In the center right 

of the composition a light-skinned woman is depicted. She wears a white dress with ruffles 

very similar to that of Brunias’s Creole Planters (figure 4) and is being offered up a length of 

white fabric by a seated, darker-skinned woman, who is also wearing a simple white garment. 

At first glance, it might be assumed this standing light-skinned woman is white, however, as 

Mia L. Bagneris has problematized, determining the precise racial positioning of many of 

Brunias’s figures is very difficult, and his seemingly white women could also be light-skinned, 

mixed-race “mulatto” women.43 What is clear, however, is that this central woman has agency, 

able to choose what she is buying and how she is styling herself.  

 

In both Brunias’s View of Roseau Valley (figure 3) and Linen Market (figure 6), behind the 

light-skinned women wearing robe à la creole-style dresses, is a darker-skinned figure holding 

a parasol.44 Although we do not know for certain that these attendants are enslaved, we can 

assume they are in some form of servitude. Perhaps the woman in the Linen Market might be 

tasked with sewing into a garment the cloth her mistress is buying; perhaps she even sewed the 

robe à la creole that she is wearing. As established, the inspiration for Marie Antoinette’s robe 

à la creole was the dresses of the wives of European plantation owners. It was often the role 

of enslaved women on plantations to make clothes for their white mistresses.45 Enslaved 

seamstresses were sometimes even sent to Europe to learn fashion trends and upon return 

recreate them, as well as copying European styles from magazines – further evidence of the 

circum-Atlantic interchange of fashion.46 Working as a seamstress was considered a skilled 

profession for an enslaved woman and this was reflected in their prescribed monetary value. 47  



 

 

10 

An account book for the Frontier Plantation in Jamaica in July 1773, for example, records the 

valuations of two enslaved seamstresses named Jean and Jeany. These women are each valued 

at £100, whereas the enslaved field women’s values range from between £30 to £90.48  

 

Despite the economic worth of such seamstresses, there are surprisingly few surviving artistic 

representations of them. Potentially, more representations might still be uncovered. For 

example, the London Society of Artists catalogue for 1777 records an oil on canvas painting 

by Philip Wickstead, who worked under the patronage of the plantation owner William 

Beckford in Jamaica, named Mulatto Woman Teaching Needlework to Negro Girls.49 This 

painting is now lost, but the fact that it was exhibited at the Society of Artists suggests that 

these seamstresses were considered appropriate pictorial subjects.50 Moreover, from the title 

alone, the skills of this “mulatto woman” are revealed in not only her ability to sew but also 

teach others. Hay’s Seamstresses (figure 2) is perhaps one of the best surviving depictions of 

seamstresses at work, although much less grand in scale and medium. The seated woman 

depicted here is very light-skinned, but her African ancestry is suggested in her tightly curled 

black hair peeking out from under her headwrap. She wears a high waisted white jacket, a 

patterned chintz cotton skirt and a white apron. She sits stitching a piece of white fabric - which 

we might even speculate is part of a robe à la creole-style garment.  

 

William Berryman, an English book-keeper and artist working in Jamaica during the early 

nineteenth century, similarly depicts two seamstresses at work in his Portraits of two native 

women, one black and one light-skinned, Jamaica (figure 7). Even though the sketch is 

unfinished, the dark-skinned woman on the left can clearly be seen sewing, eyes downcast 

towards her project, whilst her lighter-skinned companion looks out towards us. Berryman does 

not give us much indication of what they are creating, instead focusing on the faces of the 
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women and their checked headwraps in delicate watercolour.51 Both Berryman and Hay’s 

representations also reveal the collaborative nature of these four women’s interaction with 

textiles, working in commune and, in the case of Hay, assisting each other with their projects. 

The soft smiles of Hay’s seamstresses further suggests a friendship between the two women, a 

kinship found even within a system of potentially forced labor. 

 

The role of laundresses can similarly be considered alongside the work of seamstresses in 

maintaining the whiteness of the robe à la Creole-style garments.52 The Caribbean sun and 

water gave muslin a distinctly brighter color which was essential for the stark whiteness of the 

robe à la creole, unlike in Paris where the dirty water left cloth with a yellow tinge.53 Women 

in Bordeaux and Nantes even sent their white dresses to Saint-Domingue to be specially 

laundered.54 An eighteenth-century visitor to Nantes remarked that: 

 

What must be admired most is their fine linen and the resplendence of their shirts which 

they send to be washed... in the mountain streams of Saint-Domingue, where water 

whitens clothes much better than in French rivers...55 

 

This method is represented in Brunias’s View of Roseau Valley (figure 3), where the majority 

of the composition is taken up by women washing white cloth. The various stages of laundering 

are shown here: from beating the cloth against the rocks with wooden paddles to wringing it 

out and carrying it back in baskets. This is juxtaposed with the finished product of their labors 

- the luminescent whiteness of the dresses of the female “Creole planters.” Brunias depicts this 

same river again in View on the River Roseau, Dominica (figure 8), where the sweeping 

landscape is broken up by the various figures washing white cloth in the river. On the right of 

the composition, large swathes of red and white fabric are lain across the rocks to dry in the 
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bright sun. A lone woman stands slightly off-center, with her mountain of stark white laundry 

beside her, observing her fellow laundresses stooped over in the river.  

 

Neoclassical Appropriations  
 
 
The labor of indigo growers and these laundresses, in particular, was fundamental to creating 

one of the key features of the robe à la creole: its whiteness. This was essential to the 

connotations that the robe à la creole took on in Europe at the end of the turn of the nineteenth 

century, where it heavily influenced and became conflated with a very similar garment known 

as the robe à la grecque, which was in vogue from around 1794 till 1815.56 Likewise made of 

white muslin, this garment drew inspiration from the ancient Greek peplos and thin drapery of 

classical statues.57 One of the defining difference between the robe à la creole and the robe à 

la grecque was its high waistline, which was tightened with drawstrings to make the lower half 

of the body appear like a classical column or caryatid.58 Rauser’s extensive study into this 

garment credits its invention to a range of sources, including the muslin dress worn by Vigée-

Lebrun to paint, and the Neoclassical performances of Emma Hamilton (for which Vigée-

Lebrun also took credit) -  therefore still very much in dialogue with the robe à la creole’s 

introduction amongst the elite in France.59  

 

The ancient Greek influence of the robe à la grecque was utilized in Europe, and particularly 

France, to further Neoclassical discourses, where it featured in a vast array of visual culture. 

One such example of this can be seen in a c.1798 painting from the circle of Neoclassical artist 

Jacques-Louis David, titled Portrait of a Young Woman in White (figure 9). Here, a woman is 

depicted wearing a high-waisted stark white robe à la grecque. The gown tapers below her 

breast, with folds of fabric cascading down her lower body like a fluted column shaft. The 
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upper part of her body is largely exposed, with short sleeves and the thin fabric covering her 

shoulders and breasts almost completely translucent, revealing a glimpse of her nipples. 

 

This portrait, with its tantalizing conflation of white fabric and white flesh, might be read in 

terms of Angela Rosenthal’s suggestion that in Europe at this time there was a conscious artistic 

construction of female whiteness coinciding with rising anti-slavery sentiment.60 She links this 

concept with the increased interest with the Greek mythological figure of Pygmalion in the 

same period, where white ivory metamorphosizes into white skin.61 The Pygmalion myth is 

also adopted by Rauser, where her overarching argument is that white muslin dresses made 

women appear like “living statues”: embodiments of Neoclassicism.62 Joachim J. 

Winckelmann, the leading proponent of eighteenth-century studies on Classical art, in his 1764 

History of Ancient Art wrote on marble that “a beautiful body will…be the more beautiful the 

whiter it is,” and ideal beauty was, like water, “free from all foreign admixture.”63 Rauser 

suggests that the donning of the robe à la grecque, therefore, allowed a female wearer to “align 

herself with the most elevated and prestigious aesthetic discourses of her era.”64  

 

The robe à la creole, in its later iteration as the robe à la grecque, was appropriated to 

exemplify these Western Neoclassical ideals that revered pure whiteness, thereby erasing 

Caribbean origins. The racist implications of the robe à la grecque are further made overt in a 

pastel by John Raphael Smith, A Lady Holding a Mask (figure 10), which mobilized the 

garment in a direct binary to blackness. Here, a white woman looks out at the viewer; her white 

dress translucently rendered in soft pastel. From her shoulders slips a domino (a thin black 

masquerade cloak) and she holds a mask with the caricatured features of a Black person’s 

profile.65 The white and black juxtaposition of race and material here is explicitly opposing, 

used to emphasise the supposed beauty of white European femininity.  
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Caribbean Re-appropriations   

Despite these discourses which aesthetically excluded non-white women from wearing the 

robe à la grecque, the garment was still worn by women of color in the Caribbean. The modish 

associations that the robe à la creole took on in the metropoles of Europe had been remarketed 

into the Caribbean colonies even from the initial adoption of the garment by Marie Antoinette. 

In the late eighteenth century, several advertisements for chemises à la reine featured in the 

Saint-Domingue newspaper, Affiches Americanes, which emphasized their links to the Queen. 

In February 1783, for instance, a “Madame Joly” advertised her services, selling “muslin, 

taffeta” and other fashionable items. Originally from Saint-Domingue, she claimed to be 

“newly arrived from Paris” where she was “a pupil of a Miss Berthin [Rose Bertin – Marie 

Antoinette’s dressmaker and credited designer of the chemise à la reine]…marchande de 

modes to the Queen.”66 In January 1785,  a “Madame Paul” similarly advertised her services 

as a “fashion merchant and maker of chemises à la Reine.”67  

 

This ongoing exchange between metropole and colony can be seen to continue into the turn of 

the nineteenth century. Returning again to Hay’s Seamstresses (figure 2) from 1798, we can 

see the fashionable high-waisted silhouette of the robe à la grecque has been adopted by both 

women. The standing seamstress in particular exemplifies this, with her stark-white high-

waisted bodice tapering just under her breasts, ruffled on the hem, accompanied by a straight 

column-like skirt.68 A further example is revealed in the sketchbook of Edward Pelham 

Brenton, a British naval officer and historian who served in the Caribbean in the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries and whose sketchbook (dated c.1802-8) features various 

illustrations of people and landscapes in Barbados and Jamaica.69 In a sketch titled Portrait of 

a West Indian Lady (figure 11), he depicts an elegantly posed woman swathed in white fabric. 
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She wears the familiar white, high-waisted robe à la grecque, adorned by a white shawl and 

white necklace. On her head she dons a man’s beaver hat, ornamented with white fabric which 

flows out artfully behind her. Markedly, Brenton has made a clear distinction between the white 

of her ensemble, simply accented with gray watercolor wash, and the light brown of her skin. 

He uses only two colors in total to differentiate between skin and clothing - notably unlike the 

blurring between white fabric and white flesh in the Portrait of a Young Woman in White 

(figure 9). 

 

Although the precise racial positioning or free or enslaved status of Brenton’s West Indian 

Lady and Hay’s Seamstresses is difficult to determine, it is likely that they are mixed-race, or 

so-called “mulatto” women. Hay’s seated seamstress in particular, along with Brenton’s West 

Indian Lady, are notably light skinned.70 As has been noted by Kay Dian Kriz, “while not all 

mulattoes were free people of color, nor all of the latter mulattoes, there was a slippage in 

colonial discourse” between the two.71 Self-presentation through clothing was key to this 

“slippage,” with Kriz further commenting that a “mulatto” was seen as someone “who 

disdained physical labor and possessed the financial resources for luxuries such as fine 

clothing.”72 This is demonstrated in a further sketch by William Berryman (figure 13), 

depicting a light-skinned female figure, elusively captioned as “La Duchesse.” Berryman 

represents this woman sitting on a window ledge, wearing a checked headwrap and another 

robe à la grecque style gown - characterized by its low cut, high waist, short fitted sleeves, and 

(we might assume) white color. Crucially, her idleness is juxtaposed with the manual labor of 

darker-skinned women depicted “digging corn holes” in the adjacent sketch. The woman in the 

window is presented by Berryman as a seductive fantasy, anonymized and exoticized as a 

mysterious “Duchesse,” and dressed finely in a fashionable robe à la grecque.  
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The fine dress of such “mulatto” women was frequently remarked upon in written accounts of 

the Caribbean, where they were often depicted as objects of desire and exotic pleasure for the 

enjoyment of white men.73 Médéric-Louis-Elie Moreau de Saint-Méry in Saint-Domingue 

commented on “That Seductive Mulatto Woman”, who dresses in: “valuable muslins, 

kerchiefs, and stuffs and cloths…”74 She is later presented by Moreau as nothing more than a 

doll, as he describes how “the favored lover dresses up his conquest…”75 Although accounts 

such as Moreau’s generally condemned “mulatto” women’s showy and frivolous adornment, 

they also reveal the skills of such women in styling and displaying their bodies. In his 

Description topographique Moreau (here specifically speaking here of enslaved women), 

describes how: 

 

It would be hard to believe how far the expense of a slave negress can go; she puts all 

her glory, and one of her sweetest pleasures, in having a lot of linen…The greatest 

token of love that one can give to a negress is to…take her or send her to a merchant, 

to choose superb muslins, and Indian and Persian fabric, from which she makes herself 

skirts.76 

 

He goes on to remark how these presents are often futile and do not allow male “lovers” 

“rights” to the woman.77 Although relations with white men such as this subjected enslaved 

and free women of color to horrific sexual abuse and power imbalance, they did also mean that 

these women may have had more means by which to accrue textiles and thereby fashion 

themselves.78 Moreau’s “negress” can be seen here to use her sexuality in order to gain 

materials, notably including muslin, in order to gain commodities to craft her own clothes, 

thereby enhancing her social identity. 
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“Mulatto” women were widely recognized as trendsetters, and as such were much envied by 

white women.79 In Leonora Sansay’s novel Secret History (1808), a fictional account of the 

days leading up to the Haitian Revolution, “mulatto” women are described as “the hated but 

successful rivals of the [white] Creole ladies.”80 The account of Mrs. A.C. Carmichael, a white 

wife of a Scottish plantation owner residing in St. Vincent and Trinidad during the early 1820s, 

further reveals the expertise of women of color when it came to fashion. Commenting on the 

attendants of a “public ball”, she proclaimed that she: 

 

 …was very much amused by observing what connoisseurs the negro women are of 

dress – standing near me, at one time, I heard them criticise every thing I wore, both in 

the materials and make.81  

 

Although written with an air of scorn, Carmichael’s description of these women as 

“connoisseurs” undoubtably divulges their knowledge of fashion and taste which is clearly far 

more on-trend than her own. 

 

The donning of the robe à la grecque, which had been integral in furthering Western 

Neoclassical discourses in Europe, by women of color, might therefore be read as an act of 

sartorial mimicry and subversion. In Homi Bhabha’s discussion of colonial mimicry, he uses 

the phrase “almost the same but not white” to describe the ‘“partial” presence’ of the colonized 

Other mimicking the colonizer’s modes.82 Applying this to the context of wearing these white 

muslin dresses, the statement becomes even more significant. Whether done consciously or 

not, the wearing of the robe à la grecque by Caribbean women of color, which had been 

appropriated in Europe to revere an unadulterated whiteness, could be viewed as subversive in 

its destabilization of the conflation of white material and white flesh. Although many of these 
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women, undeniably, were only able to dress in such a way due to their light-skinned proximity 

to whiteness, the very fact that most or many were mixed-race disrupts, and creolizes, the 

notions of purity associated with Neoclassicism, which, to return to Winckelmann, should be 

“free from all foreign admixture.”83 Accounts such as Sansay’s and Carmichael’s demonstrate 

that not only not only did these women become procurers and wearers of fashionable dress, 

they also became authorities of it, as visually represented in the works of Hay, Brenton and 

Berryman. 

 

Further re-creolization of the robe à la grecque might be seen through its pairing with non-

European forms of dress, such as the headwrap. A form of headwrap is represented in almost 

all of the visual representations of Caribbean women discussed throughout this article, often 

worn alongside white muslin dresses. Headwraps in the Caribbean had a practical function – 

used to defend the hair against lice and the sun, covering up unwashed hair, or protecting hair 

that had recently been styled.84 They were also used to ornament the head, and could be tied in 

various expressive and innovative ways, as has been shown in the work of Steeve O. 

Buckridge.85 Looking once again at Hay’s Seamstresses (figure 2), we can see how both 

women have tied their headwraps in similar ways on the top of the head. The African-American 

headwrap varies from a European-style handkerchief head covering (which is usually tied at 

the nape of the neck) by its tying near the crown of the head, and where hair is gathered up to 

elevate the effect of the headwrap – as can be seen by both of Hay’s subjects.86 The standing 

seamstress wears a headwrap made of checked cloth which is matched by a similar red, white 

and blue Madras neckerchief ornamenting her white bodice. Significantly, these headwraps 

were also adopted by white women in the Americas, and, as with the robe à la creole, made 

their way into fashions in Europe.87 The appropriation of these headwraps by white women 

can be read as further evidence of the fashionable ingenuity of Caribbean women of color, 
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demonstrating, as with the robe à la creole, how their creations were able to influence fashion 

on the other side of the Atlantic.  

 

This article has sought to find the “creole” origins, makers and wearers of the robe à la creole. 

It has speculated on the potential Caribbean makers of white muslin dresses whose 

collaborative labors likely made the garments that so inspired Marie Antoinette. Even as the 

robe à la grecque in the later eighteenth century celebrated the conjoining of white cloth and 

white skin, women of color in the Caribbean can be seen to destabilize this through their 

fashioning of the garment and their knowledge and command of wider sartorial trends. The 

robe à la creole can be used more widely as a vehicle for visualizing the interconnections 

between Europe and the Caribbean in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

exemplifying how fashion styles were continuously adopted and adapted between metropole 

and colony, fundamentally problematizing where and who we might see as the center of 

fashion. Although we might never uncover the identities of Hay’s Seamstresses, we should 

certainly consider women like them alongside Marie Antoinette, Élisabeth Vigée-Lebrun and 

Rose Bertin as makers, wearers and popularisers of the epochal white muslin dress.  
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