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Barts Health Archives and Museums 

Research guide: Uniforms 

Barts Health Archives and Museums holds a significant collection of items related to staff 

uniforms, with a strong focus on those worn by nursing staff and auxiliary staff (including 

porters and administrators). The collection demonstrates the diverse uniforms worn by staff 

before the foundation of the NHS in 1948, and also highlights the ongoing theme of hospital-

specific dressing traditions after this date. 

There are two large garment collections which can be 

found at RLHUNI/1-122 Uniforms and associated 

costume collected by The Royal London Hospital 

Museum and SBHUNI/1-68 Uniforms and associated 

costume collected by St Bartholomew’s Hospital 

Archives and Museum respectively.  

These collections include uniforms, accessories and 

outerwear. Although RLHUNI/1–122 predominantly relates 

to The Royal London Hospital it also includes uniforms from 

the Victoria Hospital for Children, the Brompton Hospital 

and Bethnal Green Hospital. Many of the catalogue entries 

have thumbnail photographs but the garments are also 

available for physical inspection in the archive searchroom.  

Some of the uniforms included in RLHUNI can also be 

seen at RLHfilm/26/5, a VHS cassette recording of an 

episode of the children’s television programme Blue Peter 

which features members of the pop group Girls Aloud wearing items on loan from the 

collection. It is also available to view online at:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OzJA5YFr2Q 

 

The photographic collections for many of the 

hospitals capture images of clinical staff in 

uniform, as well as uniforms associated with 

staff social and sporting clubs. Generally the 

‘P’ series for each hospital collection (or 

‘fonds’) will contain such items, for example 

the photographic collection for The Royal 

London Hospital which can be found at 

RLHLH/P. In the case of St. Bartholomew’s 

Hospital, images are catalogued separately 

under SBHX/8. If your interest is primarily in 

sporting uniforms then the Club Union  

RLHUNI/54 London Hospital Social 
Society tracksuit top. c.1960-1970 

RLHLH/P/2/8/11 A male porter shows a female 
porter how to lift a stretcher, 1942 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OzJA5YFr2Q
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photographs from The Royal London Hospital Medical College at RLHMC/U/P will be useful. 

Performing a free-text search for ‘uniform’ across the entire catalogue is likely to highlight 

many relevant items although the volume of hits might be overwhelming.  

The relationship between nursing uniforms and contemporary fashion can be explored 

through the records recording the involvement of fashion designer Norman Hartnell in the 

nurses’ uniforms for The Royal London Hospital in the mid-20th century. Records include 

Hartnell’s illustrations for uniforms at RLHINV/566. The uniforms are also profiled in The 

London Hospital League of Nurses Review, no. 11 at RLHLN/A/8/10. Also of interest is the 

file entitled ‘Uniforms (U1)’ which includes correspondence with Tower Hamlets Health 

Authority and Norman Hartnell Ltd about changes to uniforms (and can be found at 

RLHLT/N/1/1). 

Staff attitudes toward their own uniforms (including the 

so-called ‘Purple Passions’, adherence to dress 

regulations and uniform production and alterations) at 

The London Hospital School of Nursing and its 

successor bodies is discussed in oral history recordings 

made by The London Hospital League of Nurses at 

RLHLN/A/10/1/1–87.  

Discussion of uniforms is also likely to figure in the 

administrative records of many hospitals. Minutes and 

committee meetings (which typically appear in the ‘A’ or 

administrative section of each fonds level entry) will be 

helpful if you are exploring issues around supply, cost 

and policy. Where possible look for committee meetings 

that have associated indexes as searching these records 

will involve reviewing the indexes for relevant keywords 

like ‘uniforms’ when you visit the searchroom. 

We also hold published material which will be useful for 

the study of uniforms. Notable items include a deposited 

MA Thesis ‘Sisters in Uniform: The occupational uniform 

of the nurse in Britain in the first half of the twentieth 

century’ by Johanna Cartey, MA History and Culture of 

Fashion (which draws largely on the RLHLH collections 

and can be found at RLHLH/X/310). 

 

RLHUNI/3 Dress: female Sister, Victoria 
Hospital for Children, London, 1950s 


