





oom table. It was here in this shop,
some 40 years ago, as wife of distin-
gujshe,d American furniture dealer Ben
GinsbuIE, that her appetite for cos-
rumes and textiles was first whetted. To-
day, she entertains a visitor amidst the
cheerful bustle of an active business.
young employees rush about. A woman
:n her winter coat stands patiently with
her shopping bag while Cora lifts up
her glasses to peer at the pages of an an-
tiquated book taken from the bag. A
few flakes of old paper fall to her lap.
“No, this isn’t worth anything,” she
says, smiling gently. Another employee
holds up a brightly colored Chinese silk
robe, resplendent on its hanger.

“Oh, Ireally don’t need that.” She al-
most dismisses the garment, then re-
considers: “I'll pay $250.” The woman
holding the robe nods, carefully pulls a
plastic covering down over the embroi-
dered silk, and takes it into the back
room.

Cora Ginsburg smiles prettily. She
believes she was simply born with her
love of costumes. Somehow “it just

happened.” As she answers a visitor’s -

questions, the young people who tend
customers’ needs at Benjamin Ginsburg
Antiquary sit or pause intermittently
between tasks to listen fondly to her
reminiscences.

“When I was in college I thought I'd
like to study costume. I took a course.
We were asked to design a dress for a
princess, They chose mine. Before that,
[loved making clothes. It was a natural
thing for me. I love fabrics.” She is re-
luctant to say that her collection has a
Specific focus: “It’s a tremendous field.”
She doesn’t profess knowledge of Indo-
hesian textiles, but she admits to know-
Ing a little something about Chinese
“nd Japanese fabrics and a good deal
More about 18th-century garments.

I‘Reall}', if I like a dress or a piece of
- 0ld fabric, 1)) buy it without knowing
'00 much about it. I don’t like buying
;“I_“thing for its history or nationality.

like the things to be beautiful in ap-
ance and that’s not a usual point of

4
n::w these days, It just has to appeal to
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But Mrs. Ginsburg does seem to fa-

v;:r IBth-:'::enhlry clothes and textiles.
She describes this period of history as a

time when there was great quality in
everything. “Folksy primitive things”
have their appeal, but they in no way
Preempt her appreciation of the truly
fine garments of the 18th century; they
are distinguished by sophisticated
weaving and the rich colors, she says,
adding: “All fabrics lose strength with
time, but the older fabrics were made
better.

“That clothes survive at all is a mir-
acle,” and wearing them in the current
mode of the times she calls “an abomi-
nation.” Nothing, she says, is worse for
old costumes and fabrics than light and
the air we breathe.

Once, Mrs. Ginsburg did wear some-
thing antique, but never again. “One of
the first things I ever bought was an
1890s skirt of black silk in a woven pat-
tern. I cut it up and made a dress out of
it. You buy something and it looks in fa-
bulous condition, but if you subject it to
modern wear it doesn’t last at all. That
was my last fiasco of that kind.”

Though she does not recommend
wearing antique clothing, Mrs. Gins-
burg  feels that textile conservation
procedures should be tempered with
common sense. “I remember years ago
selling a needlework picture to a mid-
western museum. They were horrified
when they got the piece home to find
that it had not been framed in a way

that reflects the best conservation prac-’

tices. But it was in pristine condition
just as it was made, after 175 years!
Where is the logic? Unfortunately, you
never really know what is going to hap-
pen until it does.

“Yes, 1 believe in restoring costumes.
I'm not really a purist. I think we’ve
gone overboard in conservation. For
example, the Smithsonian will not
touch an iron to anything. I understand
that the Met does from time to time.
My feeling is that a garment has been
washed and ironed 20 times; another
time is not going to destroy it. Cottons
and linens were made to be washed and

ironed. Of course, I do think things

should be taken care of and kept in air-
conditioned places. On the other hand,
it is undeniably true that many things
have come down to us in wonderful
condition, despite being stored in
trunks, in hot attics, or in cold attics.

“l keep my things in trunks. You
need an awful lot of room to have ideal
storage. I remember when Polaire
Weissman was head of the Costume In-
stitute (at New York’s Metropolitan
Museum of Art). She designed the most
wonderful hangers: broad in the shoul-
ders and padded in the hips. Dresses
were supported all around. But they
found that when they hung them up,”
said Cora stifling a giggle, “they rubbed
against each other and wore out at the
points where they stuck out anyway. So
it wasn’t as foolproof as they thought.

“I really like most dresses to lie flat. I
think that gives the least wear and tear.
But that’s personal; it’s not author-
itative.”

20th-century designers create no ex-
citement for Cora Ginsburg, nor is she
inspired by 20th-century clothes. “At
the moment,” she notes, “Chanel is rid-
ing high. Vionnet was a much better
designer than Chanel. In fact, I think
Vionnet is my favorite. Of course
Worth was the great dressmaker of all
time. He had it down to a science.
There’s never been anything like his
gowns.

“The great mystery to me is that, in
the early days, dressmakers lived in
widely separated areas and yet the
method of constructing garments
would be universal at any particular
time. I remember once buying some
very pathetic country dresses up near
Chatham, New York—little brown cot-
tons with white sprigged flowers on
them. They were sad; they sang of pov-
erty and misery. But when you looked
at the dresses closely they had piping
along the seams. This was typical of
fine dressmaking from 1815 to 1860.
How did those country dressmakers
know enough to do it? What was their
source? There was a book called Work-
woman's Guide published in England

and there were tailors’ guides in the
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