The Supreme Court Judicial Robe of Chief Justice John Marshall
Conservation Request for Proposal
Organization: Preservation Virginia
Contact person: Jennifer Hurst-Wender
Title: Director of Museum Operations and Education
Address: 204 West Franklin Street, Richmond, VA 23220
Email address: jhurstwender@preservationvirginia.org
Phone: 804-648-1889 ex. 315
Web URL: www.preservationvirginia.org
Summary:
Preservation Virginia seeks proposals to conserve 1) the judicial robe of John Marshall; 2) design
of a storage and display case to house and preserve the robes and 3) production of exact
replicas for regular display and to be worn as appropriate.
The only existing Supreme Court robe belonging to Chief Justice John Marshall is a national
treasure. After descending through family lines, the artifact was acquired by Preservation
Virginia for its John Marshall House in 1929. The original silk fabric has been compromised by
the dye and mordant used to make it black, resulting in a textile that is brittle and delicate. A
conservation and storage strategy is needed to preserve this important piece of American
history. Preservation Virginia worked with Loreen Boyle Finkelstein, to develop a treatment
proposal to conserve and stabilize the robes so that they will still exist for future generations to
study. Loreen Finkelstein has retired and we are seeking updated treatment proposals.
Physical description of artifact:
The Supreme Court Judicial Robe of Chief Justice John Marshall is constructed from a black
warp-faced silk satin fabric, brown glazed cotton (on the interior lining), thread covered buttons,
and metallic braid. The style of the garment consists of a curved open front, deep vertical pleat
at the front neckline, a 3" high yoke at center back that is lined. There is gauged pleating at the
center back below the yoke. The inner portions of the sleeves have been embellished with
pleats and vertical bands of braid trimmed with thread covered buttons.
The robe is in a very fragile condition. The original silk fabric has been compromised by the dye
and mordant used to make it black, resulting in a textile that is brittle and delicate. Portions of
the garment show vertical shredding and damage from years of being displayed on a
mannequin. Careful stabilization and creation of a supportive mount is needed to keep the
textile from continuing to deteriorate. Thorough documentation will ensure that we have an
accurate pattern, description, and photographs of this important object in perpetuity.
Significance of John Marshall’s Robe
In 1801, during the first session of the Marshall Court, the newly appointed Chief Justice wore a
plain black silk robe in contrast to the scarlet or ermine robes that adorned his fellow justices.

By the next year’s session, all sitting justices followed Marshall’s example, wearing plain black
robes. This modest act set the stage for the rise of the federal judiciary as the final interpreters
of the U.S. Constitution. Only one robe survives from Marshall’s 34-years of service as U.S.
Supreme Court Chief Justice.
Marshall’s robe is one of only three known surviving pre-1850 Supreme Court judicial robes,
making them not only an unparalleled artifact for telling the story of the development of the
Supreme Court but also of keen interest to costume and textile historians.
Due to the sensitive nature of the robes, even after conservation they will need special care.
Although the conservation treatment will stabilize the textile as much as possible it will, nonethe-less, be inappropriate to extensively handle or exhibit the robes on a vertical mannequin in
the future. Instead, the robes may be placed in a climate controlled specially constructed
archival case that both supports the garment and allows for selective access. An exact pattern
will be made of the original garment. Reproductions of the robes could be displayed and could
even be worn by a re-enactor for special events and programs, bringing this object back to life
again for the visiting public.
Request for Proposals:
Due to the delicate nature of the object, Preservation Virginia will provide access for any
interested conservators on Wednesday, January 9th, 2019.
Proposals will be accepted through February 1, 2019. Scope of Project includes:
1. Documentation and Pattern for Replica Robes: The first stage of the project will involve
the complete documentation of the current condition of the robes, review of all
previous treatment and the creation of a pattern that Preservation Virginia will use to
reproduce the robes. These records will be added to Preservation Virginia’s permanent
collections files so that they will be available for future study.
2. Analyze Previous Conservation Approach: Previously the recommendation has been to
construct a full lining of black silk fabric to support and protect the garment from
further deterioration. This lining would allow the garment to be moved very
occasionally and stored or exhibited in a horizontal position. Windows in the lining could
allow future scholars to study the original construction methods. The lining could be
attached to the textile in strong areas and weaker areas could be carefully stitched with
a couching method to the lining to consolidate and support them. A custom archival box
to allow transportation of the garment could be constructed as a support system that
can be used for permanent storage
3. Conservation Treatment: After analyzing the previous conservation approach, work
towards agreement with Preservation Virginia staff.
4. Produce a Reproduction Robe: Using period appropriate fabric and sewing techniques
tailor reproduction robes for display at the John Marshall House and other locations as
necessary. The robes could be worn for re-enactments, special events and programs.
Deliverables:



Report documenting the robe, both its original state and all previous conservation work
performed on it, and recommendation for the conservation approach
Conservation of the original robe to support the original fabric and prevent further
losses




Design and fabrication of a conservation-safe passive support system to permanently
house the robes and allow limited display and study without further handling and
damage
Fabrication of multiple reproductions of the robes for display.

About Preservation Virginia
Preservation Virginia is a private, non-profit organization and statewide historic preservation
leader founded in 1889 that is dedicated to preserving, promoting and serving as an advocate
for Virginia’s cultural and architectural history.

