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              Anglo Indian Sewing Boxes 

 

The scope of this research reaches back from Indian Independence in 1948 to the mid-18th century. 

 

¢ƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜǿƛƴƎ ōƻȄ όŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǿƻǊƪōƻȄΩύ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ paper is a box that has been 

designed and fitted with sewing tools previous to its sale. Thus, a box fitted for netting1 will be 

included as does a box that includes a writing slope in addition to sewing tools.  

Included are Ceylonese Coromandal boxes which have trays with lidded compartments but no tools 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŦƻǊ ƴŜŜŘƭŜǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ. In addition, where boxes have been 

used to store sewing tools they are also part of this study.                                                                        

                                                           ************************  

Introduction 

Very few Anglo Indian sewing boxes have survived considering how many were created over the last 

200 years.  Four very distinct types have been passed down through the generations, with the 

occasional and sometimes unique box that deserves a category all of its own. This research is based 

on what can be found online and in books, with a small number of restorers and my own tiny 

collection of examples. The dates given are a guide, except where there are written records.  It is 

done in the hope it will lead to the discovery of unidentified boxes and to finding more examples 

that can illustrate their diversity and development.   

 The early workboxes were made as expensive and exotic gifts, to be sent back to England to the 

wealthy and well connected. These boxes with their thread barrels, bone thimbles and rollers, were 

designed for the pleasures of fine silk embroidery, tambour work, knotting and tatting as well as 

netting. They were made to be admired, and the greater the size, the more elaborate the lay out and 

versatility of their uses. The largest boxes would provide three key locked sections. At the top a 

jewellery box, just below a sewing tray and beneath both a full sized writing slope.   

As time moved on sewing boxes were still a significant investment.  The latter half of the 19th century 

saw the British Empire expand and transport improve, so Indian sewing boxes were exported, for 

sale in prestigious and magnificent exhibitions. Many more were bought as a ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊΩǎ keepsake, or 

for gifts. The need for a strong, insect proof box (essential for protecting sewing tools and threads) in 

the interior of India could have necessitated a purchase.  

The Arts and Crafts Movement with its rejection of industrial mass production provided the 

opportunity for Indian artisan made goods to become sought after by all classes of British society.  

The following decades featured the rise of Colonial and Asiatic exotica in room decoration sold 

                                                           
1 Netting is a method of creating an open fabric through weaving regular knots, similar to a fishing net but on a 
smaller scale and using beads, gold or silver thread for decoration.   
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though fashionable shops such as Liberty and Co2. From India, furniture, fabric, silver and home 

wares were attractive and novel items with which to display ƻƴŜΩǎ taste and wealth.  

 

My usage of the word ΨivoryΩΦ  

For simplicity, throughout this work the word ΨivoryΩ is used to describe the white and dyed natural 

material (terrestrial, as well as marine) and man- made substances which were used to decorate 

boxes and create usable sewing tools.  

 Ivory and bone are difficult to tell apart since bone can be treated to look just as white, with the 

brown and black flecks of blood vessels that distinguish bone, purged of colour. Bone comes from 

slaughtered domesticated animals, such as cattle, horses, and camels. Vegetable ivory which comes 

from the Tagua nut (a palm tree nut) and ranges in colour from cream to brown was also used to 

produce small carved sewing tools. IǾƻǊȅ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ΨŎǊŜŀǘŜŘΩ ōȅ ƳƛȄŜǎ ƻŦ ivory, bone dust, chalk, 

gelatine, plaster of Paris and gutta percha (early rubber). In 1862 at the Great International 

Exhibition in London, !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ tŀǊƪŜǎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŎŜƭƭǳƭƻǎŜ ƴƛǘǊŀǘŜ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎΣ ƻǊ άǇŀǊƪŜǎƛƴŜέ (known 

also as French ivory), this became a popular synthetic substitute for animal material. 

Animal ivory is basically another form of bone, as it has a similar chemical composition (its major 

component is 25 to 30% fibrous protein collagen).3 Chemical tests cannot tell bone from ivory, 

unless some of the material is taken for destructive analysis.4 Long wave ultra violet light can be 

used instead. Old ivory will fluoresce and give off mottled yellow tones, while younger ivory is deep 

blue-purple to blueish in tone depending on the type of ivory.5 

The presence of a pattern of intersecting aǊŎǎΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ Ψ{ŎƘǊŜƎŜǊ ƭƛƴŜǎΩ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŀōƭŜ όǘƘŜǎŜ 

are hard to see on Indian elephant ivory and more obvious on African elephant ivory), this is a clear 

indication of genuine elephant ivory. 

Old ivory can also be stained, cracked or warped. This is irreversible. Very old ivory will yellow with 

age, a trend that can be slowed down by exposure to indirect sun light. 

The earliest source for ivory in India was from domesticated Indian elephants. Elephants were 

valued for their power and strength in agriculture, forestry and in war. Their tusks were regularly 

trimmed6 and this ivory would not have been wasted. 

 Another source was Burmese ivory, and today, sadly, it is this wild population that is being 

destroyed for both their skin and their tusks, to supply the Chinese medicine market7.  

                                                           
2 Liberty and Co promoted Indian craftsmanship or art manufactures. In 1885 they created an Indian village of 
craftsmen at the Albert Palace in south London. In their Regent Street store they attracted customers with 
ǘƘŜƛǊ άhǊƛŜƴǘŀƭ DŀƭƭŜǊƛŜǎέΦ  ²ȅƴȅŀǊŘ wΦ ¢Φ ²ƛƭƪƛƴǎƻƴΣ Indian Silver 1858-1947, (Wynyard Wilkinson, London 
1999).68   
3 I M Godfrey. Ivory, Bone and Related Materials. Western Australia Museum. https:// 
manual.museum.wa.gov.au Accessed August 2018. 
4 άLǾƻǊȅΣ .ƻƴŜέ ²!aΦ 
5 άLǾƻǊȅΣ .ƻƴŜέ ²!aΦ 
6 Amin Jaffer, Furniture from British India and CeylonΣ ό±ϧ! tǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ нллмύмтрΦ άLǾƻǊȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ wŀƧŀƘΩǎ ƻǿƴ 
ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǘǳǎƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǎƘƻǊƴέΦ  
7 !ȄŜƭ YǊƻƴƘƻƭƳΣ ά5ŜƳŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ǎƪƛƴΣ ǘǊǳƴƪ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƴƛǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǎ ǊŀǇƛŘ ǊƛǎŜ ƛƴ ǇƻŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ aȅŀƴƳŀǊέ The 
Guardian.  7th June 2017. 
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From the late 19th century imports of African ivory grew. It was viewed as superior to Indian ivory as 

it was a better colour and more closely grained. The tusks were longer and did not crack or warp as 

easily.8 

Bone, mammalian ivory, nut ivory and manmade ivory were popular for use in making small sewing 

and knitting tools. They were light, and easy to clean after handling. Mammalian ivory was cool to 

the touch and along with bone could be easily coloured and decorated. These materials did not rust 

or corrode and were very smooth to use in repetitive tasks when thread need to slip easily without 

catching (knitting and crochet). 

Tools that were marked for measurement such as rulers and knitting needle gauges were easier to 

read with the white background.  

The feel of smooth, cool, tools what could be pushed and pulled through fabric, and held 

comfortably for repetitive movements were valued by their owners. The carving and artistry to 

produce an attractive, yet special item, sometimes made to mark a relationship or event in life also 

added another layer of significance to the item. 

In India, ivory sewing tools would have been easier to purchase than those imported from the UK 

and Europe. They may well have been cheaper too, at least until the railways and regular steam 

ships brought in more foreign goods. Making items that were light and cool in the hand would have 

been more popular, hence netting, tambour work and crochet in fine thread would have been the 

work of choice on hoǘ ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎǎΧ   

Ivory was used as a veneer on boxes. By the 1830s a machine was patented which took thin slices of 

tusk and flattened them to create flat sheets of 60cm width or more.9 

Approximate age and date ranges.  

Where it is possible the date for a box is mentioned if it has written evidence. Otherwise, the style 

and materials may cover two to three decades or more.   

CƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ²ƻƳŜƴΧ 

It is easy to be tempted to view the boxes as just interesting remnants from the British colonial past, 

but is that ΨhistoryΩ from the purely male perspective? 

!ƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǊŜŎƻǊŘΣ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άtƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ƻŦ ŀ [ŀŘȅέΦ tŀƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƻƛƭ ƻƴ ŎŀƴǾŀǎ ōȅ wƻōŜǊǘ IƻƭƳŜ 

around 1805-1810 in Calcutta10, this unnamed, attractive, young European woman is viewed seated 

at ƘŜǊ ƴŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƴŘΦ ! ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ƴŜǘǘŜŘ ƳƛǎŜǊΩǎ ǇǳǊǎŜ ƘŀƴƎǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ ƛǘ ƘŜǊ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǿƻǊƪ 

box and sewing tools. It is the project she will work on once she turns back away from the viewer. 

This is the accepted view of such women, mute, young and forgotten. 

 It is far harder, and more interesting to find womenΩs voices and to weave them into the role of 

these boxes and the place of needlework in their lives in India. 

                                                           
8 Jaffer, Furniture from British India and Ceylon. 398. 
9 Sandwith, H & Stainton, S. The National Trust Manual of Housekeeping .(Allen Lane, 1984 London) 
10 IƻƭƳŜΣ wƻōŜǊǘΦ άtƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ƻŦ ŀ [ŀŘȅέΦ ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκ ²²²Φ tƘƛƭƭƛǇ aƻǳƭŘΦŎƻƳ Σ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ !ǇǊƛƭ нлнлΦ 
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Figure 3. Miss Charlotte Needle 1858 at 16 years of age.  She married soon after arrival in India. Charlotte had ten children 
and died a few weeks after her last was born. Not a woman of rank or birth.  Photo: !ǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ 

Of those who have left a record, very little has survived from the women who were outside those 

families with wealth or rank in British society. More has been written about them by their social 

superiors and not always of the kindest comments. What is to be valued from these writers and 

diarists is that rank and money gave them the opportunity to travel great distances and to have the 

leisure to record what they experienced. 

 

One such diarist is Maria Graham, the wife of a Royal Navy captain, whose experience covers the 

years 1809 to 1811. She comments on a wide variety of subjects: the introduction of the potato 

(only introduced twenty years earlier), on the types of shell fish and the lime made from their shells, 

but never on her own sewing. That would be dull and mundane, for she has rank and money!  

She does not make her own attire, ōǳǘ ǇŀƛŘ ŀ ǘŀƛƭƻǊ ƻǊ ΨŘŜǊdjeeΩΦ 

άƳȅ ŘŜǊŘƧŜŜΣ ŀ ǘŀƭƭ ƎƻƻŘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƳŀƴΣ Χ ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ Ŏǳǘǎ ƻǳǘ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭƭȅΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƳǳŎƘ 

use of his toes as of his fingers in the last operation. His wages are 14 rupees a month for which 

he works eigƘǘ ƘƻǳǊǎ ŀ Řŀȅέ11 

Maria lived in Bombay, which she recorded as containing,  

άupwards of two hundred thousand inhabitantsΩ12. 

She gives us a valuable insight into the effect BritainΩǎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ had on the local Indian 

economy and industry. 

άLƴ .ƻƳōŀȅΧ.ŀƴȅŀƴǎΣ ƻǊ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƳŜǊŎƘŀƴǘǎΧǊƻŀƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳǎƭƛƴǎΣ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ ŎƭƻǘƘ ŀƴŘ 

shawls to sell. On opening one of their bales, I was surprised to find at least half of its contents of 

British manufacture and such articles were much cheaper than those of equal fineness from 

.ŜƴƎŀƭ ŀƴŘ aŀŘǊŀǎΧȅŜǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ Σ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘΧǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŦŀōǊƛŎǎ ƻŦ LƴŘƛŀΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛǎ ǎƻ ŎƘŜŀǇέΦ13   

                                                           
11 Maria Graham, Journal of a Residence in India. (Edinburgh 1812). 30-31. 
12Graham, Journal of a Residence, 4. 
13Graham, Journal of a Residence, 33.  
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In a further paragraph Maria describes another set of travelling merchants who had a less affluent 

clientele, 

ά¢ƘŜ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ŀ ōƻǊŀƘΩs box is like that of an English country shop, spelling books, prayer books, 

Lavender water, eau de luce. Soap, tape, ǎŎƛǎǎƻǊǎΣ Χ ƴŜŜŘƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŀŘ ƳŀƪŜ ōǳǘ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 

the ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƛǘ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎέ14 

All these wonderful little objects would need a box. 

We do know that Maria does needlework, but it is only on the long voyage home to England that she 

lets this slip out. 

άL ƻŎŎǳǇȅ ƻƴŜ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀōƛƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ōǊŜŀƪŦŀǎǘ L ŀƭǿŀȅs write or study for three hours, after 

which I draw, or I do needlework till dinner time.έ15  

From Maria sailing home in 1811 we can next join Mrs Fenton. She embarks with her first husband 

Captain Neil Campbell in January, 1827 on a 500km journey up the Ganges River to Dinnapore. They 

travel in a convoy with a houseboat to themselves rowed by ά16 oarsέ. They had a sitting room, 

bathing room and a bedroom. The latter was, 

          άǊƻƻƳȅ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦƻǊ н ŎƘŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŘǊŀǿǎΣ ƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪōƻȄ ŀƴŘ bŜƛƭΩǎ Ǝǳƴ ŎŀǎŜέΦ16 

A second boat carried their heavy luggage and a third for cooking and laundry. 

Sadly, her husband dies from a fever a few months later in May. Now a widow, she returns to 

Calcutta where she is told the scandalous news of another who performed a very different type of 

stitching.  

ά5Ǌ .ŀǊǊȅ ǿŀǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΧ¢ƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ǘŀƭŜ L Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǇƭŜŘƎŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ǳǇƘƻƭŘΣ       

ōǳǘ L ǿŜƭƭ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛǘ ƻƴŜ ǘŜŘƛƻǳǎ ƴƛƎƘǘΦέ17 

A little later when in 1829 she meets Dr James Barry at Port Louis on the Isle De France (Mauritius), 

ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ŀǘ ƻƴŎŜ ŎǳǊƛƻǳǎ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ǎƘƻŎƪŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ 5Ǌ .ŀǊǊȅ ŀǎ άƳȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΣέ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ƭƻƴƎ 

walks with him.18 

Mrs FentonΩǎ life was seldom dull, but she did reveal her boredom of the mundane. About a letter 

that came from another young woman she commented, 

άhƘΗ {ƛȄ ǎƘŜŜǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƳƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ .ƻƴƴŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛŘŜΩǎ ƳŀƛŘǎ DŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀǊǘ 

ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DŜƴǘƭŜƳŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ ŘǊƛǾŜǎέΦ19  

LŦ ōƻƴƴŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛŘŜǎƳŀƛŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ aǊǎ CŜƴǘƻƴΩǎ ǘŀǎǘŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ ars Houvery was very much a 

proper army wife.  When her expertise with a needle was called on to make the laced canvas base of 

a small, model fold- up bed to be sent to the Government for approval, she writes that she had the 

άhonourέ of making it.20 

                                                           
14 Graham, Journal of a Residence, 33. 
15 Graham, Journal of a Residence, 173. 
16 Margaretta Pos, aǊǎ CŜƴǘƻƴΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ мунс-1876 (Walleah Press, Tasmania.2014). 11. 
17 Pos, Mrs Fenton, 43. 
18Pos, Mrs Fenton, 44.  
19 Pos, Mrs Fenton, 65. 
20 M. Houvery, A Ladies Diary Before and During the Indian Mutiny (King UK 1892). 67. 
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The never ending fight to protect and maintain clothes and possessions from vermin, insects, and 

mould was shared by all. 

άhƴ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŀǿ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ƘƻǊǊƻǊΣ н ŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ōƛǘǘŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǎƘǊŜŘǎ ōȅ ŀ Ǌŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǉǳƛǘŜ 

destroyed.έ21 

²ƘƛƭŜ ŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘΣ ŀƴ ŀǊƳȅ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΩǎ ŘǊŜǎǎ uniform was an expensive loss. Storing 

clothes in a box in the Mess House was no guarantee of safety.  

άhŦ ōƻƻǘǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŜǎΧΦΦIƛǎ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘǊŜǎǎ {Ƙŀƪƻǎ-10 Guinea affairs- has 

been converted into nests where mice have been born and ǊŜŀǊŜŘΗέ22    

The most difficult of insects were white ants, which could travel up a wall and remain hidden by 

framed prints and by curtains, or move under carpet and matting to silently make holes, then nests 

in boxes and furniture.  

 Sewing boxes from British and European woods would have been toothsome delights. There are yet 

to be discovered records of sewing boxes eaten from within by white ants, but there are records of 

other imported furniture that attracted them, so it seems most likely. 

 Sandalwood and ebony, both valued for their insect resistant qualities, plus durability and beauty, 

were the chosen timbers for either creating the carcass and trays of sewing boxes, or used as 

individual timbers for boxes that displayed the inlay and carving skills of Indian master craftsmen 

(even after 200 years the scent of sandalwood lingers). 

The continual fight with the climate, rodents and insects was a common and everyday rhythm of life 

in India. 

In 1857 a far more serious war began, which swept across the Gangetic plain and led to changes in 

the way India was governed and to the swift development of the railways. 

Caught up in this rebellion were women of whom, only a small and narrow social strata have left us 

their experiences. 

Officers wives like Maria Germon, who during the siege of Lucknow, wrote that there was a brisk 

trade in the clothes of the dead. She kept her husband άdecentέ by ǇŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ άǳƴƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜǎέ 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ wŜǾŜǊŜƴŘ IŀǊǊƛǎΩǎ ƘŀōƛǘΦ23   

Maria and her husband survive and it is the description of her departure that reveals what 

possessions she had left.  

άL ǎŜǿŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǎƘ ƪƴƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƪ ƛƴ Ƴȅ Ǉƛƴƪ ǎƪƛǊǘΧΦ L also had two under pockets, one filled 

with jewellery and a card case, the other with my journal and valuable papers. I then filled my 

ŎƭƻǘƘ ǎƪƛǊǘ ǇƻŎƪŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜƴŎƛƭΣ ƪƴƛŦŜΣ Ǉƛƴ ŎǳǎƘƛƻƴΣ ƘŀƴŘƪŜǊŎƘƛŜŦέ24 

The valuables were well hidden, but the essentials like her pin cushion were in easy reach! 

                                                           
21 Houvery, A Ladies Diary, 50. 
22 Houvery, A Ladies Diary, 134. 
23 Pat Barr, The Memsahibs- Women of Victorian India (Secker and Warburg, London.1976).126. 
24 Barr, The Memsahibs, 136. 
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Maria was determined to take all she owned. So dressed in all her clothes (3 pairs of stockings, 3 

pairs drawers, one flannel and four white petticoats, dressing gown, a skirt, a dress, two jackets and 

a cashmere shawl) she struggled to get on the pony hired to carry her away. 

 In her own words, 

 άLǘ ŎƻǎǘΧΦ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ŜȄŜǊǘƛƻƴ όǘƻ Ƴƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƴȅύΧǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ƧƻƪŜ ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƭŀŘŜƴ ŀǎ 

L ǿŀǎΧ. (All those who watched were in) άŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ ƭŀǳƎƘǘŜǊέΦ25 

You may wonder at these details and ask, why are they part of a paper on Indian sewing boxes? 

Maria was recording the struggle to live through the siege and yet to her, her remaining wardrobe is 

just as worthy of comment. The preservation of clothes, and their repair was a constant of life in this 

period. The most cherished garments were imported from Britain and Europe, the cut and design 

were valued as was the knowledge of the latest trends in fashion. Expensive to buy, and owing to 

the climate, wearing out quickly, or providing a meal for a horde of insects, clothes needed to be 

repaired at the first sign of wear. A well-stocked workbox was essential, as mending would have 

been a monotonous task but unavoidable. Planning and carrying out alterations could keep a dress 

fashionable or as needed, one to be remade for another, younger member of the family.   

Decorative embroidery would have been a refreshing change, but one suspects only indulged in if 

the mending basket was near empty! 

Harriet Tytler was born in 1828 in Oude, India. IŀǊǊƛŜǘΩǎ Ǉarents were English, and she was their 

fourth child. Her father was an officer in the East India Company (EIC) army and so she grew up 

moving with his regiment from one army post to another. Harriet tells her reader that by the age of 

eight she was an accomplished embroiderer and under heǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǘǳƛǘƛƻƴ ƘŀŘ ƳŀŘŜ ŀ 

christening robe in French embroidery for her new born sister. 

{ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǿŀǘŎƘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ƴŜŜŘƭŜǿƻǊƪ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

accomplish in five minutes.26 Her love of fine needlework did not encompass mending. As a child, 

her pet hate was to be made to mend stockings, especially if her mother kept her up at night past 

11pm in the hot weather27 (there was no escape to the cool elevation of the Hill stations, as they had 

yet to be established). 

Harriet married an EIC Army captain in 1847, and thus her family were also caught up in the Indian 

Mutiny of 1857. They fled from Delhi in the clothes they had on their backs and little else. Harriet 

was eight months pregnant and completely unprepared for the harsh life ahead of her. She was 

unable to travel to safety and so remained with the regiment at the siege of Delhi throughout the 

hot season. 

She was not alone. Though she tells the reader that she was the only άLadyέ present, with her were 

ƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Indian Ayah and her long suffering French Breton ladies maid, Marie. Their home was 

a cart on which Harriet gave birth to a healthy son.  IŀǊǊƛŜǘΩǎ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƛƴ ƳŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ǉƭŀƛƴ ǎŜǿƛƴƎ 

ensured that the clothes she and the children were wearing lasted through the heat and the siege, 

as well as providing the newborn baby with linen and clothes.    

The strain and exhaustion of her situation did not halt her sewing, 

                                                           
25 Barr, The Memsahibs, 137. 
26 A. Satin, An Englishwoman in India. The Memoirs of Harriet Tytler 1828-1858 (Oxford University Press 1986), 
15. 
27 Satin, An Englishwoman, 19. 
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άaȅ ƭƛŦŜΧ ǿŀǎ ŎƘƛŜŦƭȅ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŘŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŦǊƻƳ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǿŜ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎŜŘΣ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ 

thŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇƛŜŎŜǎέ28 

Harriet never mentions her sewing box or basket in spite of the work and pleasure she had from this 

occupation. 

 In another account this time written by Emily Metcalf, whose uncle Sir Charles Metcalf (Acting 

Governor General of India), presented 

άDŜƻǊƎƛŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘǿƻ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ǿƻǊƪōƻȄŜǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǊƻǎŜǿƻƻŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŘ ǎƛƭƪ 

and fitted with silver articlesΧ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜǇǘŀŎƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƻǳǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ŀǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ 

and I grieved sorely over the loss of mine in the Mutiny at Delhie (sicύΣΧǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ 

ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ LƴŘƛŀέ29 

It is most likely that this could have been an English box with its fitted contents, but this does 

indicate how a sewing box could have more than one purpose and be just as treasured by its owner. 

In looking at the range and date of Indian sewing boxes, those that have survived intact and in 

perfect condition are surely to have been treasured by their original owners and passed down 

through the family with care and forethought. 

While mending was domestic slavery and a sewing box could provide protection for your trifles, 

there was pleasure to be had in making your own items. 

Dr Ellen Farrah, who in November 1891 arrived at Baptist Zenana Mission at Bhiwani, 40 miles from 

Delhi and was still working there thirty- five years later. Farrah records that while recovering from 

άŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŦŜǾŜǊέ ǎƘŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƘŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ōŜŘ ǎŜǿƛƴƎ ŀƴ ǳƳōǊŜƭƭŀ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƻ ǎŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ aŀƳƳŀ ŦƻǊ 

Christmas.30   

A gift made from your own hands had significance and perhaps for many of the givers of sewing 

boxes this was a thought that was in their mind. The occasional box surfaces with a note about the 

giver and in some boxes the contents include a token of love and friendship in the form of a Bristol 

card with a sentimental phrase in cross stitch. Otherwise, it is a bare, grubby and distressed sewing 

box that makes its way onto the antiques market.  Cheap enough for easy acquisition, and invariably 

without its feet, or locks, or other items harvested for use on other more valued antiques. 

 An antique box in perfect condition is an item to be admired and at the price it can command, who 

would dare to risk damage to it by taking it apart? Thank goodness for the broken, permanently 

twisted and defaced boxes. My family may feel that I have collected a pile of junk but this has 

allowed a hands on approach to understanding how these boxes were made and a limited attempt 

to correct and repair them using reversible and age correct glue and techniques.    Uncovering and 

                                                           
28 Satin, An Englishwoman, 149. 
29 M.M. Kaye, The Golden Calm - An English ƭŀŘȅΩǎ [ƛŦŜ ƛƴ aƻƎƘǳƭ 5ŜƭƘƛ, (Web and Bower Exeter UK 1980). 26. 
30 Barr, The Memsahibs 179,181. 
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describing the changes and the history of these boxes and looking at what their contents could have 

been, is the aim of my research. 

 

Figure 4. The mystery signature in Mutiny sewing box 1859 (Sadeli). Author's collection. 

 The box that began this search was signed by its original owner. Her signature, written in ink on the 

base of a small lidded compartment in the sewing box tray, was so very poorly made that it is 

impossible to decipher. What can just be read is Jhansi and 1859.  After its manufacture in Bombay it 

would have travelled overland to the centre of India and into the heart of Mutiny area. Jhansi 

became a large Army station and its dry flat landscape is caught in early postcards that show rows of 

houses and the elephants trained to pull the guns. The postcards now reside in the box as testament 

to the history it has been a part of. 

 

Finding the craftsmen who made these boxes 

 Some boxes have hints of their past, of the hands that have held them and in a few cases helped 

shape them. It is rare is have a record of manufacture. Workboxes made for exhibitions either in 

India or overseas can be identified, but it is the entrepreneur or best workshop carpenter whose 

name is known.  A few photos of their exhibition stands have survived, laden with a mix of wares to 

appeal to every taste. From the collection at the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) only a handful of 

names have been recorded.   

To my knowledge, (at present) only two boxes sold by the same entrepreneur have come onto the 
antiques market in recent times. The first was identified by an old label adhered to the base of a 
beautifully carved sandalwood sewing box that was offered for sale on EBay. It was exhibited at the 
1868 Broach Agricultural Exhibition in Bombay (Mumbai) for sale at the price of 105 rupees. 

Sandalwood carved sewing boxes of this quality have shown a steady rise in value and are somewhat 

scarce, especially if they still have their original fittings and tools.    

By chance, a recent acquisition of a standard, non-sewing type box, bought for its beautiful carving 

Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ƭŀōŜƭ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ōŀǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀŘǎΣ ΨCǊŀƳƧŜŜ tŜǎǘƻǊƧŜŜΩ ŀƴŘ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŀǘΣ Ψ.ƘǳƳƎŀǊŀΩ ŀƴŘ ƴƻΦмоΦ 

The rest of what would have been a square label in ink has been ripped away. It is a sandalwood box 

covered with detailed carving and I feel very fortunate to be its present guardian. It is of a different 

style of carving, but of high quality, suitable for sale at an exhibition for which Framjee Petorjee 

would have chosen the best work he could find.  There is a photograph of one of his stands taken at 
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the Universal Exhibition in Paris 1889,31 with a very wide range of wares including furniture, boxes of 

all types and brassware. 

 

Figure 5. A Framjee Pestonjee Sandalwood sewing box sold in 1868 at the Broach Exhibition. Photo courtesy of Vince Berry. 

 

Figure 6. This collection of four boxes shows the style of wood carving of Surat32 and Gujarat north of 

Bombay (Mumbai). Top left is an early box carved from ebony and below it is a similar box that still 

Ƙŀǎ CǊŀƳƧŜŜ tŜǎǘƻƴƧŜŜΩǎ ƭŀōŜƭΦ !ƭƭ ōƻȄŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ муллǎΦ Various woods. 

 

 

 

                                                           
31 Jaffer, Furniture, 315. 
32 Dasgupta. K. K. Catalogue of Wood Carvings in Indian Museum. Indian Museum, Calcutta 1981.13 
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hǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘǎΧΦ 

The record of acquisition can also add to a boxes past. Amongst the fourteen workboxes at the V&A, 

the date, cost and/or donor had been recorded. In one case, a Vizagapatam box made at least fifty 

years earlier, was acquired by Queen Mary from the Wembley Exhibition in 1925 and given to the 

V&A. Inside the box was a pair of calling cards, one from Joseph Wedgwood ςwine and spirit 

merchant of the Isle of Wight, and the other from Miss Martelli. The Martelli family name is also 

found in Anglo Indian records pre 1870.33    

Auction house advertisements indicate that at the start of the 1800s Indian workboxes were 

ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƭǘƘȅΦ !ƴ муму ŀǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴ Ψ¢ƘŜ ¢ƛƳŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ΨMorning PostΩ of London, records; 

άwŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ tƛŎŎŀŘƛƭƭȅΧǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ŦǳǊƴƛǘǳǊŜΧн ŦƻǊǘŜ Ǉƛŀƴƻǎ Χ ŀ ǇƛŜǊ Ǝƭŀss 60 feet 

ōȅ нр ŦŜŜǘ όƳƛǊǊƻǊύΧΦŀƴ LƴŘƛŀƴ ǿƻǊƪōƻȄΣ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŦƛƴŜ ǎƪƛƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǘƛƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƭƛƻƴΣ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀǎ 

ŎƻǳŎƘŜǎέ 34 

Such goods were worth stealing; from the Police Gazette 1831, 

άŀ ǎƛƭǾŜǊ ŎƻŦŦŜŜ ǇƻǘΧ ƻƴŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƛƴƭŀƛŘ ƛǾƻǊȅ ǿƻǊƪōƻȄΣ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ¢ǊƛƴƪŜǘǎ ŀnd Indian coin, one 

large Bombay box: a pair of bracelets and a gold broach were taken from the home of Mr Hunter 

of Russell Square Londonέ.35 

By 1881, Indian workboxes were common enough to be stolen from the less affluent, such as Mr 

Harding, a schoolmaster at Warley Barracks. Among the articles valued at five pounds six shilling and 

six pence, were warm clothes, an Indian made workbox and three saucepans.36 

Even within a family, the history of a sewing box can be lost. When parents and their children are 

estranged, the links with the past disappear and items left behind are just excess stuff that needs to 

be sold.  For one seller there may have been regret, when he became aware that his battered sewing 

box showed a link that reached back at least seventy ȅŜŀǊǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ мфнлǎ ŀƴŘ олΩǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ 

GrandparentΩs residence in India. 

Some hands have been less than kind. The oldest and most damaged box in my collection had been 

shot at with an air rifle. The tiny silver beads of round shot buried in the wood spoke for the large 

patches of rosewood, bare of Sadeli micro mosaic. 

 While this may have been the result of a ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ game, other harvesting is not so thoughtless.  Very 

few Indian boxes escape intact. They have parts that are hard to source. However, as they have been 

produced over a long time span these have a value. The carved and cast feet are valued for use on 

clocks while other items such as locks and escutcheons are reused, as are the sewing tools which can 

find their way into another box of a similar period. Lately, with the CITES37 restrictions, and the call 

to burn all ivory of any age, it is not unusual to find Sadeli boxes striped of micro mosaic and ivory 

                                                           
33 Families in British India Society Website- https://www.fibis.org>research 
34 The Times, Issue 10449 (London, 31st August 1818). Morning Post, (London, 24th August 1818). Eighteenth 
Century Collection Online, Primary Sources, Gale. (CS68174623) Accessed July 2018. 
35 tƻƭƛŎŜ DŀȊŜǘǘŜΥ ƻǊΣ ΩIǳŜ ŀƴŘ /ǊȅΣΩ ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΣ фǘƘ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ муомύ ммун-1183. Eighteenth Century Collections 
Online, Gale (BHTNGJ70911615). Accessed July 2018.  
36 Essex Newsman, Issue 566: 4. (England, 5th February 1881). Issue 566, p4. 
37 Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora. 
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stringing, and the carved panels ΨƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ Ŏƻŀǘ ƻŦ ƻƛƭ ƻǊ ǾŀǊƴƛǎƘ for a swift and worry free 

sale.  

Intact boxes that have been stored with care (with only the long wood splits of old, dried wood as 

damage) are still sought after. A few, with their contents untouched, intact and unchipped will 

command the highest value when placed on sale.  

 Repairs and restoration can be done on some boxes to bring them back to as near original condition 

as is possible. However, the number of restorers with the knowledge and skills are thinning, thus this 

will become even more difficult and expensive to restore a damaged box.   

Sadeli micro mosaic is particularly difficult to repair. An innovative method may come from 3D 

printers, but how these materials will age in comparison to the original mix of micro mosaic 

materials will be interesting. Many years ago there was an attempt to use a colour matched printed 

ǇŀǇŜǊ ŀǎ ǇŀǘŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ŦŀŘƛƴƎ ƛƴƪ ǿŀǎ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΧ       

                                                     

                                                   ******************************  
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 Vizagapatam 

 The port of Vizagapatam is on the east coast of India. In the days of sailing ships, it provided the 

best harbour between Madras and Calcutta. The locality also supplied fine timber for ship building38 

and became a hub of industry for luxury export goods sent to Europe and Britain. First developed by 

the Dutch as a trading post in1628, the English arrived in 1668, after the area was ceded to the East 

India Company (EIC). 

At first Vizagapatam produced sturdy hardwood furniture, using ebony, rosewood or padouk inlaid 

with ornate floral designs in ivory. The arrival of European furniture makers with their skills and 

techniques gave the port an economic edge over other ports. Local tradesmen learnt to make 

furniture that was light, but strong and ŦƻǊ LƴŘƛŀΩǎ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ŎŀǊǇŜƴǘŜǊǎΣ ƴƻǾŜƭ methods of joining 

timber. By 1806, it was written, 

ά¢ƘŜ ƴŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛǾƻǊȅ ǿƻǊƪǎΧ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƻȄŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪ ōŀǎƪŜǘǎ ƻŦ ƛǾƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ōƻƴŜέ39  

Amin Jaffer states that from several accounts and the inventories of estates taken at the time of 

death, reveal that there was a strong involvement by both the European and English traders in 

organising and investing in goods made for the western market.  

From one of these accounts, written by Elizabeth Davidson, she is records (1790) commissioning two 

netting boxes on behalf of her relatives in London40 . This may be the earliest published written 

record of specific workboxes created for sending to England and pre dates the correspondence 

recording the Sadeli workbox that resides in Powys Castle.  

 However, there is an auction notice of the deceased estate of Henry Browning Esq. at his home in 

Pennington near Lymington that pre dates this by nine years (1781). It ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ƭƻǘ рп ŀǎέ ŦƛǾŜ LƴŘƛŀ 

ŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ōƻȄŜǎΣ Ǉƛƴ ŎǳǎƘƛƻƴΣ ōǊǳǎƘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳō ǘǊŀȅέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ Řƻǳōǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ άƭƻǘ 

55- !ƴ LƴŘƛŀƴ ǿƻǊƪōƻȄέΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǎŜǿƛƴƎ ōox. This was a major sale, one, the auction 

house noted would begin ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άнnd ƻŦ Wǳƭȅ ŀƴŘ όǊǳƴ ŦƻǊύ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊǘŜŜƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ Řŀȅǎέ41.      

By the second half of the 18th century decorative goods from Vizagapatam were sent to Bombay, 

Madras and Calcutta to be sold by furniture dealers, or by auction. The steady rate of illness and 

death amongst the English and European population also meant they would appear as second hand 

goods in estate sales, both in India and in Britain. 

 

 

 

                                                           
38Jaffer, Furniture, 172. 
39Jaffer, Furniture, 173. An Account of a Voyage to India, China etc, by an Officer of The Caroline (London 
1806):120. 
40 Jaffer, Furniture, мтоΦ hǊƛŜƴǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ LƴŘƛŀƴ hŦŦƛŎŜ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ [ƛōǊŀǊȅΦ aǎǎΩ 9ǳǊΦ оллκм! [ŜǘǘŜǊǎ aŀǊŎƘ 
6th and December 27th 1790. 
41 John Braxton (T. Baker, Southampton, 1718) A catalogue of the Genuine and Entire Household GoodsΧ Of 
the Late Henry Brownrigg Esq. At his late dwelling house, at Pennington near Lymington. p8. Davidson Papers. 
18th Century Collections Online. Primary Sources. Gale (CWO126013456) Accessed July 2018.    
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Figure 7. An Anglo Indian Vizagapatam ivory workbox, late 18 century. Photo via Pinterest.   

 

 

 

                                                                       

 

 

 

Figure 8. Rare late 

18th century 

Vizagapatam ivory 

sewing box in the 

form of a colonial 

house. Interior view. 

Photo: Pinterest. 

 

 

 

The surviving sewing boxes from this period are few. The most easily recognised design is the ivory 

veneered house shaped box (fig.7). On all sides it is etched with lac to create a quaint English 

cottage and garden. It has a lid that performs as the roof and a slide out drawer at its base. Inside, 

the box is lined and has a sewing tray, both made from sandalwood. The tool tray has 

compartments, some open, while others are fitted with a lid veneered in ivory, and surmounted with 

a small metal ring, or ivory knob. 
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 Depending on the size of the box, there may be a single pin cushion or a pair of pin cushions, as well 

as an ivory frame for a pair of thimbles. In addition, there are wells for thread barrels and other 

absent sewing tools. 

An insight into what may have been in many boxes was found on line. 

In July 2013 .ƻƴƘŀƳΩǎ auction house in the UK sold an early 19th century Vizagapatam ivory sewing 

box. It had its contents, a rare piece of luck for anyone with an eye for the history of needlework 

tools. From the photos and the description, the following were found.  

Two ivory thread barrels, an ivory tape measure, and thimble in the top tool tray. Below, in the draw 

were numerous items including; a small alphabet sampler, a pressed paper needle case, an ivory 

tambour hook, a folding ivory ruler, a vegetable ivory egg, two mother of pearl Chinese thread 

winders, an ivory tatting shuttle, a bone/ivory awl, a group of netting tools, a slim double ended 

ivory glove darning tool and a bone (?) needle case. 

However, these useful and common contents were out shone by the beauty of the sewing box.  This 

was the period when small sewing boxes shaped like simple cottages were created, with a roof which 

would swing open to reveal the contents of the box beneath. They were the Indian made equivalent 

of a Tunbridge ware design that was popular in England at that time. By the mid-18th century and well 

into the early 1800s, furniture and boxes smothered in ivory veneer on a sandalwood carcass became 

the vogue. The Neo Classical movement and the elegance of black against white, suited both the new 

fashions from Europe and the climate of India. The time consuming and fiddly craft of in-laying ivory 

into hard wood was replaced by fixing cut sheets of ivory held in place with ivory pegs. A new carcase 

wood had been chosen, and would be used across a range of sewing box types in India for the next 

century. Sandalwood was a common wood, light in weight, easily cut and had the added very 

desirable quality of deterring insects. ¢ƘŜ ōƻȄŜǎΩ ŎƻǊŜ ǿƻƻŘΣ ƻǊ ŎŀǊŎŀǎŜ ǿŀǎ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƛƳǇle 

butt joints, - this was village level carpentry. A carpenter trained in European cabinet work used mitre 

joints to cover the carcase with a veneer and to create the internal fittings. The sandalwood carcass 

was swiftly covered with ivory that had been decorated with refined and restrained European 

patterns often copied from imported prints, but not entirely excluding the buildings, and plants of the 

locality. The elegance of white ivory with fine illustrations in black lac was the height of fashion. Once 

the design was etched and the hot lac (made from the soot of burnt ivory waste) applied, the excess 

was cleaned off by less skilled workers.  

 Vizagapatam sewing boxes from this period range from small and intensely illustrated renditions of 

country cottages with their gardens and gates to larger, yet very restrained boxes, with swags of floral 

ribbons running along the edges and expanses of pristine white ivory. The fashion for ivory veneer 

worked very well on small items such as boxes, they were affordable, but was more difficult and 

expensive to apply to tables and chairs thus, these items were only acquired by the wealthy.  The 

early to mid - муллΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŜǊŀƭŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ .ƻƳōŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ {ŀŘŜƭƛ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƴŘŀƭǿƻƻŘ 

carvers. In Vizagapatam, the challenge was to produce a range of new designs and textures.   

At first, in answer to these stunning white boxes, the reverse was also made. Black ebony boxes with 

narrow bands of ivory with etched black lac patterns. Ebony with its fine texture and smooth finish is 

also insect resistant. Ebony and ivory were very costly materials to use in a sewing box, but the 

expense was further increased by the other materials used to create a luxury item. 

The pin cushions which in many boxes were in pairs, were covered with red silk velvet. Beautiful to 
the touch, silk velvet appears in the early 17th century, it was made on a loom with the loops cut by 
hand to make the soft exotic fabric.42  The box furniture of handles, locks and hinges were all 

                                                           
42 ED. R. Crill, The Fabric of India. (V&A London 2015) 60. 
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imported, again adding to the cost of manufacture. As the 19th century progressed the problem 
faced was how to maintain the deluxe look and feel, yet use cheaper materials and quicker methods 
of manufacture. 

The exterior and interior finish was improved, with subtle changes in the technical aspects of the 

execution of Vizagapatam work by using cleaner and more regular joints.43 The use of satin wood on 

the interior with its shine and very pleasant, smooth, feel to the fingers would have been seductive. 

Internally the basic lay out of the sewing tray remain unchanged, with larger boxes provided with 

more compartments. 

 Case Study: An early Vizagapatam workbox held by 

The National Gallery of Victoria  

 

Figure 9. A beautiful Vizagapatam work box, repaired and conserved by the National Gallery 

of Victoria.  

 

                                                           
43 Jaffer, Furniture 174.  
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The largest and most impressive of these is a three tiered workbox that incorporates a 

writing slope below. An exact date is very hard to give for this box but it is likely to be early 

1800s. The fashion for the sarcophagus shape in furniture was adopted by box makers. This 

fashion can be dated from the death of the great British hero, Admiral Lord Nelson in 1805. 

At the time of researching this paper (pre 2018), this box was in the storage section of The 

National Gallery of Victoria, in a frail state awaiting restoration.  The pictures below are as it 

was found in the National Gallery storage facility.  My deepest thanks must go to Mr Wayne 

Crothers, the Senior Curator of Asian Art at The National Gallery of Victoria. His interest and 

help, plus the photos he provided were invaluable.  It has now been cleaned and conserved, 

the missing ivory matched with new look alike material. You can now see it on show in the 

Asian Gallery.  In the collection it is described as: French Indian /  Anglo- Indian Sewing box 

(19th Century) wood, ivory, metal, velvet.  33.5 x 34.0 x 28.5cm (overall) National Gallery of 

Victoria, Melbourne. Felton Bequest, 1931 (3256-D3). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Vizagapatam work box early 1800's. Note the change from flat ivory veneer to 
flutted. Photo courtesy of The National Gallery of Victoria. 

 

Even in this distressed state it still looks a splendid object. It shows that the meld between 

writing slope and the top of the box with its new sarcophagus shape were still to be solved 

(this was overcome by starting the curve at the base of the box and placing the writing slope 

in a pull out draw within the whole shape of the box). 
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.  

Figure 11. A corner on the pull out writing slope. Photo courtesy of the NGV. 

From this picture the writing slope could have been a box on its own, as the decoration of the 

somewhat curious female figure and the line of draped foliage are not in sympathy with the 

remainder of the boxΩs design. 

   

Figure 12. Side. Ivory fluting surrounding the ornate silver handle. Photo courtesy of the 
NGV. 

 

Side view, showing the fluted ivory veneer and the rather grand oxidised silver handle. A very 

European face, with its long nose and stiff rolls of hair. (Wig?) 
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Figure 13. Top lid raised. Photo courtesy of the NGV. 

This is the top lid which has a locked inner cavity. Below is a tray that may have been used for the 

storage of jewellery, or as there is no mirror, perhaps for long needlework tools, such as were used 

for netting. Please note that the lid is held by a fold up stay that does not fit the original space 

allowed for it in the edge decoration of the box. This arrangement is repeated on the lower tray as 

well. 

 

Figure 14. The sewing tray with a multi- sectioned thread reel, lidded compartments, holders 
for thimbles, a large pin cushion and spaces for thread barrels. Photo courtesy of the NGV. 

 

 Figure 14: This is the lower lid and it displays a sewing tray. The top edges of the tray are veneered 

in ivory and the pin cushion with its red velvet is in place before a full row of six unlidded 

compartments for thread barrels and also small screw lidded containers. On either side of the pin 

cushion are a pair of lidded compartments (with only one lid present) these could have been for 
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early ivory tatting shuttles. In front of these are two identical pairs of compartments with thimble 

holders, and it is likely that they would have had a tape measure on one side and an emery on the 

other. The remaining three large lidded compartments would have held other useful tools, such as 

scissors awls, needles, and pins.  Centre front of the tray is an ivory multi-sectioned reel with space 

for three shades of thread. 

This box shows a high degree of finish to all areas of the box. The tiny delicate knobs on the lids have 

broken over time save for one and it shows the care and pride taken in carving and producing such a 

work of art.   

 

 

Figure 15. Silver feet, now black with age.  Photo courtesy of the NGV. 

This close up of the boxΩs silver foot with its ƭƛƻƴΩǎ paw design and swirl above helped to link it with 

another box whose photo appeared in Sylvia DǊƻǾŜǎΩ άThe History of Needlework Tools and 

AccessoriesέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ōƻȄΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀƛƴ ivory veneer, lac ribbon 

work on the edges and a small amount of ivory fluting on the sarcophagus shaped lid. It had been 

recorded as coming from Madras and dated to 1790. 44  

It spans a change in design and taste. The shape has changed, no quaint houses, nor restrained 

rectangular ivory boxes. Instead, tall sarcophagus shaped boxes with an outward and inward curving 

bands of narrow ivory fluting which open to show a large tool tray. Above this a lid surmounted with 

a substantial carved ivory knob, the box carcass still veneered in ivory, but edged with narrow bands 

of ivory and lac work of flowers and vines. The larger examples of these handsome boxes were also 

furnished with handles and feet of silver.  

                                                           
44 Sylvia Groves, The History of Needlework Tools and Accessories (Arco New York 1973). 64. 
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Figures 15, 16, 17.  Exterior and interior showing the sewing tool tray of a beautiful and rare 1820s 

Vizagapatam sewing box. A close up of the thread barrels, emery and thimble fittings. Pearce 

collection. Photos courtesy of M. Pearce. 

The quality and the finish in this period (1810-1820) were maintained as manufacturers turned to 

cheaper materials such as buffalo horn (fig 18 & 19), sandalwood, porcupine quills, and eventually 

elk horn45, creating equally desirable boxes. Sandalwood remained the wood of choice for creating 

the carcass over which other materials were applied. The sarcophagus shaped box became a 

                                                           
45  ά±ƛȊŀƎŀǇŀǘŀƳ Ƙŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ōŜŜƴ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ǎƛƭǾŜǊΣ ƛǾƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǊƴ ǿŀǊŜǎΣ ǿƻǊƪ ōƻȄŜǎΣ ǘŜŀ ŎŀŘŘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ 
variety of fancy articles made of ivory, horn, porcupinŜ ǉǳƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ƭŀǘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΩ Ŝƭƪ ƘƻǊƴέΦ A Manual of the 1869 
District of Vizagapatam in the Presidency of Madras, compiled and ed. D. F. Carmichael. Madras 1869. 156.  
Jaffer, Furniture 174. 


